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Breathing for Wellbeing 

 
When we are anxious our breathing rate increases: we take in more oxygen and breathe out more carbon 
dioxide than usual. However, because the body is not working any harder than normal it is not using up any 
extra oxygen, and so it is not producing any extra carbon dioxide.   
 
This change in CO2 blood concentration can lead us to feeling lightheaded, tingly in our fingers and toes, 
clammy, and sweaty. These are some of the symptoms of anxiety.  
 
It’s hard to think clearly when you are not getting enough oxygen and when suffering from anxiety or a panic 
attack it’s not uncommon to breath shallowly, hyperventilate or even unconsciously hold your breath. 
Deeper diaphragmatic breathing is the solution – by giving your brain and muscles more oxygen it calms 
down the fight or flight response.  
 
We can feel better by deliberately slowing and relaxing our breathing. Anxious breathing is up in the chest, 
whereas relaxed breathing happens deeper in the stomach. 
 
Here are a number of breathing exercises to help you relax your breathing and diminish anxiety. You are sure 
to find one that suits you.  
 
 

1) Relaxed breathing  

 
Breathe in slowly and steadily through your nose for a count of 4 – don’t rush this! 

o Pause for a count of 1 
o Exhale slowly and steadily for a count of 4 – breathe out gradually, with control – try not to breathe 

out with a sigh. 
o Repeat for a few minutes until you notice a change in how your body feels 
o If you get distracted, or your mind wanders, just bring your attention back to how it feels to breathe 

in and out. 

 

 

2) Belly breathing 

 
Sit comfortably in a chair and place your hands on your belly, with your middle fingertips just slightly 
touching. Breathe in deeply and notice how your fingertips move slightly apart. That shows that you are 
breathing effectively through your diaphragm. You might need to practice this! 
 
If you are feeling tense and hoping to relax, try breathing out a little bit more and more slowly and deeply, 
noticing a small pause before the in-breath takes over (just let it happen) You might find it useful to count 
slowly or prolong a word such as ONE or CALM to help elongate the out breath.  
 
 

3) Simple breathing 
 
This breathing exercise only takes a few seconds, no matter where you are. It is particularly helpful at 
stressful times and can also be practiced at regular intervals during the day. 
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o Take a deep, slow breath in and hold it for 5 seconds. Feel your belly expand as you do this. 
o Breathe out slowly for a count of 5 
o Breathe in again, make every breath slow and steady, exactly the same as the one before it and the 

one after it. 
o As you breathe out concentrate on expelling ALL the air in your lungs. 
o If you’re alone you could make a noise like WHOO as you do this to help you feel the air being let 

out. 
o Keep the outbreath going for as long as you can. Relax for a few seconds before you inhale again. 

 
 

4) Colour breathing 
 
For a fast and effective calming technique in a stressful situation, visualise the colour blue. Visualise 
breathing I that blue calm and breathing out red tension. 
 
 

5) 4-7-8 breathing 
 
Try 4-7-8 breathing in times of high anxiety – or try to practice this for 4 breath cycles twice a day so that it 
becomes a more natural response for you.  

o Inhale for a count of 4 - you are making yourself slowly take in more oxygen  
o Hold your breath for a count of 7 - you are allowing as much oxygen to saturate into your bloodstream 

as possible, cleansing & energising all your cells, tissues & organs)  
o Exhale to a count of 8 - make sure you have expelled as much carbon dioxide from your lungs as 

possible 
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