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Introduction: 

 Stop what you are doing for a quick minute. And take a normal breath. And now 
breathe twice more – just normally. What do you notice? Are you breathing 
through your nose? When you inhale, does your in-breath begin in your belly? Or 
does your inhale begin and end in your chest?

 We all know breath is important. Just try stopping if you want to argue that 
point. But because our breath is so central and constant, we tend to ignore it. 
We do so at our own peril. Breathing incorrectly is now being linked with a host 



of disorders. In fact, breathing incorrectly will undo much of the rest of the work 
you put into your health. 

 Here's James Nestor, author of the best-selling “Breath: The New Science of a 
Lost Art”: “No matter what we eat, how much we exercise, how resilient our 
genes are, how skinny or young we are, none of it will matter unless we are 
breathing correctly…the missing pillar in health is breath.”

 Breathing incorrectly can lead to asthma, auto immune disorders, 
hypertension, weight gain, ADHD, cancer and more. Nestor claims 90% of us are 
not breathing correctly– I find that stat a little unbelievable – but even if it’s 
more like 50-60% - there’s a problem.

 In this resource guide, I offer you simple, effective techniques to get you 
breathing correctly and then teach you how to use your breath as a tool to help 
you manage anxiety, to increase concentration, to regulate yourself and to 
increase resilience and energy. 

 Remember, you came into being on an in-breath, you will leave on an out-
breath. In between, you will breathe approximately 670 million breaths over the 
course of your (hopefully) long life. Making each one count is a true gift to your 
health and happiness. 

How to breathe: 

 Just writing that phrase feels odd. After all, you’ve been breathing since the 
first minute you were born and more than likely you haven’t stopped since, 
except when you were playing Marco Polo in the pool, or passing a graveyard 
when you were a kid in the car. In other words, for the majority of us who don’t 
suffer from asthma or other breathing difficulties, the automaticity of our 
breath is a given. 

 And yet, many of us are breathing incorrectly and it is having significant 
impacts on our health and well-being. 

 The good news? With awareness and practice, it’s pretty easy to fix your “bad 
breath” habits. 

 Three steps toward healthy breathing.

 #1. Breath through your nose. If you remember to do ONE thing – this is it. 
Mouth breathing is the worst thing you can do for your health – it causes sleep 
issues, including apnea which, in turn, is linked to all sorts of serious medical 



conditions. Mouth breathing also changes the shape of your face (google mouth 
breather faces – it’s a thing.) Many of us don’t even notice whether we are 
breathing through our noses or our mouths. If that is you, you will need to set up 
a reminder system that catches you unaware – like post it notes throughout the 
house that say something helpful like “nose!” or “shut your mouth!” Have some 
fun with it. Once you have figured out whether mouth breathing is an issue for 
you, it’s time to do something about it. If you struggle with breathing through 
your nose, try this. Set a timer throughout the day to remind you and then 
breathe through your nose for as long as you can. You might set the timer to 
remind you to start and then set another timer to breathe through your nose 
for, say 20 minutes. The more you breathe through your nose, the more you 
develop the capability and change the structure of your airways. 

 #2. Breathe from your belly. Take a deep breath in. If you noticed that you are 
breathing from your chest, you are breathing inefficiently. In belly breathing, we 
are allowing our diaphragms to work more efficiently to give our lungs 
opportunity to expand more. This increases our oxygen exchange and can help 
lower and/or stabilize blood pressure. If belly breathing is new to you, you can 
practice by placing your hand on your belly and, as you inhale, expand your 
belly. On the exhale, pull your belly in. Again, this is a habit you can develop by 
setting a timer and doing belly breathing for 10-15 minutes. Then, periodically, 
check yourself throughout the day. Are you back to chest breathing? Drop into 
the belly. 

 #3. Breath slowly. The optimal breath rate is anywhere from 12-18 breaths per 
minute. Research shows that 5.5 seconds on the inhale and 5.5 seconds on the 
exhale is the healthiest rate. Slowing your breathing helps manage your Heart 
Rate Variability (basically how your heart responds to and recovers from 
stressors). Following the 2 steps above (breathing through your nose and 
beginning in the belly) automatically slows your breath rate.

 If you find that you naturally gravitate towards a shallow, rapid breath rate, the 
following exercise is a great place to begin:

 Sit or lie down and just breathe normally. Now, inhale through your nose slowly 
and quietly for 4 counts. Hold for 2. Exhale gently through your mouth for 6. 
Take a couple of normal breaths without counting and then go back into it. Do 
this for 10 rounds. 

 Slow breathing helps with relaxation and modulates your autonomic nervous 
system. An analysis of research studies related to breath by the National Library 



of Medicine found that the 

“psychological/behavioral outputs … are increased comfort, relaxation, 
pleasantness, vigor and alertness, and reduced symptoms of arousal, anxiety, 
depression, anger, and confusion.”

 I’ll have some of that, won’t you? 

 Now that you have a blueprint for how to optimize your breathing, read on for a 
set of exercises geared towards helping you improve your overall well-being.

 Exercises: The Basics

 As we have seen, learning to breathe correctly has all manner of benefits. It 
follows that learning how to modulate your breath will allow you to work with 
most any state, including significant stress and pain. For many of us who have 
labored in childbirth and trained to work with the breath, it was the first and 
very impactful introduction of the power of breathwork.

 Following are breath exercises for all manner of states. Some important points 
before you begin:

 Take Your Time:

 When you are starting out, it is important to take the time and find the space to 
practice. This doesn’t have to be elaborate. Just find a small bit of time (5-10 
minutes) where you know you will not be disturbed. Put down your devices. 
Close your eyes. Move into a space of awareness and focus. 

 Don’t Try Too Hard:

  It is very easy, when we focus on the breath to get over-stimulated because we 
are trying so hard to do it “right”. The moment you begin to strain, you need to 
back off and take a few “normal” breaths. Straining is counter-productive and, in 
fact, harmful. But efforting is also instructive. Notice if you are straining and 
then get curious about why. That awareness is gold. 

 Posture is Key:

 You want to make sure that your spine is erect (or elongated along the floor if 
you are lying down) and that your neck is free and floating above your spine. 
Think of your head as being suspended from a thread if that helps. You want to 
make sure that your breathing channels are open and relaxed. 



 Exercises to Impact Specific Mind/Body States:

 To Calm

 #1 Calming Breath

Use this breath whenever you feel over-stimulated, nervous or anxious. 
Bring your focus to your body and your breath. Breathe in through your 
nose, with the breath beginning in your belly. Inhale for a count of 3 or 4 
(whatever doesn’t cause strain). Exhale through the mouth for twice the 
count (6 or 8). Repeat. You should notice an immediate impact on your 
nervous system. Use this breath before a public presentation, before walking 
into a crowded room, in the heat of a difficult conversation. It’s subtle 
enough that no one else needs to know what you are up to (though they may 
notice a new, calm you!).

 #2 Box Breath

This is the famous technique used by the Navy Seals, but its origin is ancient. 
Called 4-part breath or square breathing, it is one of the core techniques 
practiced in the art of pranayama which is one of the 4 limbs of yoga. Breath 
in through the nose for 4, hold for 4, exhale through the nose for 4, hold for 
4. Repeat. Note that it can be easy to strain on the holds. If you do find 
yourself straining, simply take a break, do some normal breaths and begin 
again. The key is to remain calm and focused and take simple, relaxed inhales 
and exhales. Think of a regular square. Some people draw the square in the 
air as they practice this. See what works for you. 

 #3 Physiological Sigh

This is a natural breath expression that we often do without even knowing it. 
Practicing intentionally has immediate benefits. Take a BIG inhale (through 
your nose of course!) and at the top of the inhale, take in one more sip of air. 
Then exhale with a big, loud sigh through your mouth. You can do this a 
couple of times in a row but, frankly, you probably won’t need to do it more 
than 2-3 times for you to feel the effect. 

 To Balance: 

 #1 Equal Ratio Breath

Breathe in through your nose, with the breath beginning in the belly. Count 
the duration of your natural inhale. Now, exhale for the same count. Repeat. 



That’s it. The balance of inhale/exhale allows for calm, steady presence. 

 #2 Alternate Nostril Breathing

This one is a tad more complex than the other breaths because you are going 
to be using your fingers to help guide your breath. But it is well worth 
learning. 

Take one hand and place your thumb against one nostril, place your index 
finger and your middle fingers and place them at your third eye (that space 
just above and between your brows). Now, take your ring finger and place it 
against the other nostril. Note that you are just resting your fingers against 
your nostrils. Let your pinky relax. You will be in this hand position for a bit, 
so, if you like, take your other arm/hand and cradle the elbow of your 
“working” arm. 

Begin by loosening any pressure on the left nostril and closing the right 
nostril. Breath in slowly through the left nostril. Hold for a short beat. Close 
off the left nostril and open the right nostril. Breathe out through the right 
nostril. Keeping the right nostril open and the left closed, breathe in through 
the right. Hold briefly. Close the right and release the left and breathe out 
through the left. Keep the left open and the right closed. Breathe in through 
the left. Close the left, open the right. Breathe out through the right. Repeat 
for 10 rounds. This is a very powerful breath and well worth your while to 
learn. Believe it or not, once you experience the sensation of alternate 
nostril breathing, you can actually breathe in through the left and out 
through the right, in through the right and out through the left simply by 
concentrating on each side. 

 To Energize: 

 #1 Fire Breath

This one (as it sounds) is forceful. Not something to do on the street corner 
unless you want to attract attention. Extend both arms out full-length and 
just above shoulder height. Open your palms, with thumbs extended and 
rotate your arms so that your thumbs are pointing upward. Close your 
mouth and begin a series of short, rapid exhales. The exhale occurs through 
a quick pulling in of the diaphragm and a relaxed belly. Try to maintain this 
breath for at least one minute. Take a break, breathe normally and go back 
into another round. Repeat for 3-5 rounds. 



 #2 Double Breathing

This method creates a feeling of overall energy and wellbeing. Use it when 
you feel sluggish. Inhale through your nose with a short, sharp inhalation 
followed immediately by a deep, strong inhalation. Without pausing, exhale 
through your nose and mouth with a short and then long exhale. Repeat for 
five rounds breathe normally for a bit and then repeat. 

 

Breath practice is simple and highly effective. Many of us spend so much time 
looking for secrets to self-improvement but, in truth, some of the most 
impactful things we can do for ourselves aren’t really all that complicated. We 
just need to focus our awareness and practice. 

I am a transformational life coach and mindfulness instructor. My work helps 
clients live happier, more fulfilled lives. You can learn more about me at: 
yourawakenedheart.com
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