Use of Relaxation and Guided Imagery among a Sample of Pre-incarcerated Male Youth to Reduce Stress & Insomnia and to Improve Focus & Confidence.
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A pilot study utilizing Relaxation and Guided Imagery (RGI) to improve sleep, focus and self confidence, was undertaken at a community residential program for pre-incarcerated male youth at Project Concern in Coatesville, PA.  Of the 10 volunteer participants (N=10), all experienced significant relaxation effects with a single RGI exposure measured by heart rate.  Approximately one third (N=3) underwent two RGI exposures and also report significant reductions in insomnia, improved focus and confidence. 
Background:

Relaxation and Guided Imagery (RGI) are gentle yet powerful mind body techniques that can be used to reduce stress, anxiety associated with challenging medical procedures and pain (Tusek, Church & Fazio, 1997; Halpin & Speir, 2002; McCaffrey & Taylor, 2005; Franco, 2008 ), insomnia (Canninci, Malcom & Peek, 1983) and tension headaches (Ilacqua, 1994).  It can also be practiced to improve intentional focus (Sanders et al, 2008; Weinberg, 2008), motivation to achieve (Vasquez & Buehler, 2007; and self-confidence by means of mental rehearsal (Arora et al, 2011; Walchelka and Katz, 1990) among adults and teens. In several pilot studies, it has been found effective to significantly reduce test or performance  anxiety and to improve self-esteem in various student populations, including high school and college students (Wilson & Rotter, 1986) learning disordered students (Walchelka and Katz, 1999); high achieving eighth graders (Kacprowicz, 2009), students with fears of public speaking (Cunningham, Lefkoe & Sechrist, 2006) and high school athletes (Strachan & Munro-Chandler, 2006).   RGI appears to be well suited for different style of learns as it allows the individual’s preferred method of sensory processing to be employed.
Efficacy of RGI to reduce stress, improve sleep, focus and quality of life has been well established in populations at risk, such as those coping with chronic illness (Franco, 2008), post-traumatic stress (Naparstek,2009) and challenging life transitions and stress reactions of childhood (Reznick, 2010).  RGI is easy to incorporate with these populations as it is inexpensive, rarely elicits negative emotional reactions, is non-invasive, can be taught in a variety of settings, is fun to learn and can be effective in brief exposures consisting of one or two sessions.  
It can be practiced easily on a MP3 player or with a CD recording.  And, because RGI is a relaxed, creative way to encourage self-efficacy, it is often administered in a group workshop format which is less associated with stigma or more hard core approaches to improve adherence to treatments or attempts to improve focus, sleep, relaxation or reduce test anxiety.
Despite RGI’s effectiveness, versatility and user friendly features, few if any studies exist regarding its application to youth in pre-incarcerated settings who are known to experience high degrees of stress, insomnia, problems with focus, motivation and self-esteem.  This population is often highly represented with youth coping with learning disorders and attentional difficulties.  
Because RGI is an ideal adjunct to any type of educational and therapeutic intervention and pre-incarcerated youth in community programs present with prevalent sleep difficulties, high stress, low esteem and attentional problems, a pilot study was designed to lower stress and anxiety and to increase sleep and focus among pre-incarcerated male youth at Project Concern.  Project Concern in Coatesville, PA is a residential treatment program for males ranging from 11 to 20 years of age who have entered the juvenile justice system but who have been court appointed to undergo a minimum of 1.5 to2 years at the center as an alternative to incarceration.  It is one of several educational and therapeutic residential treatment sites in the Concern consortium that spans the mid-Atlantic region.  

The program is aimed to help youth on juvenile parole to become responsible adults by finishing their education (on-site), gaining vocational and civic life skills and resocialization to avoid recidivism and the hazards of limited resources and opportunities associated with poverty. According to its Director, the majority of the twenty five residents have undergone diagnostic and educational testing and suffer from learning disorders, poor study skills, insomnia, stress and trouble sustaining focus and motivation for academic and vocational tasks.  His anecdotal account mirrors research findings on the demographics of pre-incarcerated juveniles in America.

Technique:
Ten voluntary residents at Project Concern met with Dr. Franco and her student research assistant and completed pre and post surveys regarding an initial RGI workshop lasting approximately one and half hours on a Saturday in April 2011.  Heart rates of each participant were recorded pre and post workshop.  Exposure to autogenic relaxation techniques and a RGI script (De-Stress 101, Franco,2007 ) and a RGI script aimed at imagining future positive outcomes (Imagine the Possibilities, Franco, 2010) were conducted.  The participants were given weekly homework logs to record daily practice of these 2 RGI exercises that were recorded on mini-MPI players and distributed to them. 3 gift cards to a local restaurant were offered for motivational incentive for volunteers to practice for RGI for 2 weeks, complete homework logs and to attend the second RGI workshop. 
After 2 weeks of practice, a second workshop was conducted by Dr. Franco and her research assistant.  3 of the initial 10 workshop participants opted to complete the 2nd workshop.  Practice homework logs were collected and pre and post heart rates were recorded.  At this session, a longer RGI script entitled Boosting your Confidence (Franco, 2010) was administered and participants were given homework logs for daily practice with the RGI exercise recorded on their MP3 players.

Research Outcomes:

Participants demonstrated significantly lower heart rates post RGI exposure (t (10)=2.79, p.<.005).  Table 1 depicts the pre versus post heart rate scores for all participants:
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Of the three participants that completed the assignments, the following descriptive results were obtained for each variable. For the variable of pre versus post “difficulties sleeping” the participants reported overall more difficulties staying asleep prior to RGI. 
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All three participants reported feelign more “rested” posts RGI:
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Pre versus post tension in muscles was reported by all three participants as follows:
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And, in regard to pre versus post focus, all three participants reported improvement post RGI:
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Discussion, Limits and Cautions:
Given the small sample size of this pilot study, it is difficult to claim that RGI is an effective intervention to reduce stress, improve sleep and focus for youth in correctional facilities or programs.  Volunteer participation in this study was hard to achieve and maintain given the competing scheduling needs of conducting research interventions during weekend time, shifting staff schedules and two week intervals between first and second workshop exposures.  A control was also not possible to establish within the time constraints and realities and structure of this setting. 

For the boys who did participate, however, their results were reported to be highly effective and satisfying.  One wrote with pride that “I was able to eliminate headaches for 3 weeks using RGI and my concentration and focus were better too!” Lowered heart rate scores demonstrate that with just one exposure of RGI, it would appear that RGI is an effective, quick and fun way to teach stress reduction skills.  And, for those boys at Project Concern who maintained longer exposures, RGI appears to be a highly successful aide to prevent insomnia and improve confidence and concentration. 

Conclusion:

It is hoped that further studies using RGI within correctional populations be undertaken because it appears to offer important life and coping skills that can be taught easily and readily in a group setting.  RGI is also a versatile mind body intervention available for all types of learners and effective with daily quality of life issues like obtaining restful sleep, sustaining focus, lowering stress and reactivity and facilitating confidence in highly challenging life situations such as correctional facilities. As this pilot study suggests, RGI appears to be a powerful resource that can offer much potential benefit. 
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