
Building Your Toolkit for Transforming Anxiety (1) 
Anxiety & The Breath 

Physical signs are not just symptoms of anxious feelings. Physical responses can create and 
sustain anxiety too. Therefore, the first step is to adjust our physiological response. 


The key area for focus is our breathing. 


It is very common when you become anxious or feel threatened for changes to occur in your 
breathing. You can begin to gulp air, or begin to breathe really quickly. This is called over-
breathing, or hyperventilation. 


This rapid and shallow breathing actually reinforces the hyperarousal of the sympathetic nervous 
system making you more anxious. This positive feedback cycle needs to be broken in order for 
you to become calm. 


Relaxed Breathing 

Relaxed breathing is a skill that helps to develop beneficial breathing patterns. Developing this 
skill can reduce the general risk of hyperventilating, increase the threshold for panic attacks, and 
promote general relaxation. 


The aim is to slow your breathing down and learn to breathe more deeply. This involves breathing 
with your abdominal muscles. This diaphragmatic breathing acts to regulate the balance of 
oxygen and carbon dioxide and increases the threshold for hyperventilation. 


This practise is best learnt when you feel in a relaxed state and then can be used during periods 
of somewhat greater stress. Incorporating this technique with meditation can enhance relaxation 
even further.


Make sure you are sitting or lying comfortably. Close your eyes and try to breathe through your 
nose rather than your mouth. Make sure your breaths, particularly your out-breath, are smooth, 
steady and continuous, not jerky.




To help you learn to breathe into your diaphragm, you may want to lie down and place a small 
book on the stomach. Breathe so as to raise the book with each breath. This assures 
diaphragmatic breathing rather than shallow chest breathing. 


Gently and slowly breathe in a regular pattern that suits you. E.g. inhale for a 
count of four, pause for a moment and then breathe out for a count of four.  

Inhale a normal amount of air through your nose, filling only your lower lungs. 
Exhale easily.  Continue this slow, gentle breathing with a relaxed attitude. 

Concentrate on filling only your lower lungs. 

Aim for 5-10 minutes at a time. Practise regularly, perhaps twice a day. 



If you find yourself over-breathing while anxious there are several different 
responses you can try: 

a) Exhale slowly  

Relaxed breathing as introduced above can be used to calm oneself during periods of anxiety. 


However, developing a practise of breathing out more slowly than you breath in can be even more 
effective in overriding over-breathing prompted by anxiety or fear. 


This is because extending the time you take to exhale engages the myelinated vagus. The 
myelinated vagus nerve connects to our heart and lungs . It acts like a pacemaker of the heart. 
The myelinated vagus is more potent during exhalation, therefore extending your exhalations will 
calm you down.




b) Mindfully appreciate your breathing  

This doesn’t require you to breathe in any particular way. Thus, it takes away any concern about 
doing breathing “correctly”. It enables you to relax into a simple self-regulatory task that will 
change the quality of your breathing. 


The goal of mindful breathing is calm, non-judging awareness. The aim is to concentrate only on 
the present moment, not the past and not the future.


Sit comfortably, with your eyes closed or lowered and your back straight. Bring your attention to 
your breathing.




Other thoughts will come into your mind, and that’s okay, because that’s just what the mind does. 
Just notice those thoughts, then bring your attention back to your breathing. Don’t follow those 
thoughts or feelings, don’t judge yourself for having them, or analyse them in any way. It’s okay 
for the thoughts to be there.


You may notice sounds, physical feelings and emotions. Again, just let them drift by and bring 
your attention back to your breathing. The more you can practice this exercise the more it will help 
you to reduce your anxiety. 


Feel your breath and just allow a full exhalation, maybe even with a little sound 
like “vhooooo..."  

If you are speaking, extend the duration of your phrase by adding a word 
before you take your next breath.  

Simply pay attention to your breath, however it comes.  
Observe and appreciate the sensations of your breath coming in and going out.



c) Find courage within the anxiety  

Sometimes, trying to do an opposite behaviour can actually have the paradoxical effect of making 
things worse. Thus, sometimes attempting to breathe more slowly can actually exacerbate the 
anxiety driven rapid breathing. 


A different response is to use breathing to bring something to the anxiety. One approach is to see 
anxiety as a sign that you care and to use your breathing to cultivate courage to enable you to do 
whatever is meaningful. To choose what is valued, to take action, to find strength or to find hope. 




Imagine your nostrils have a direct route to your heart via your lungs. 

As you attend to your breathing, imagine that you are breathing into the centre 
of your chest, feel the expansion around the heart and lungs, and allow that 

expansion to dissolve as you breathe out of the heart space. 

As you do this imagine your breath nourishing your heart and strengthening it 
so that you have courage to do whatever is meaningful. 


