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Breathing Practices 
Diaphragmatic Breathing 
At rest, you should be using a diaphragmatic breathing pattern, not a chest breathing pattern. To figure out which 
pattern you are using, place one hand on your chest and one on your belly, and feel which moves. If the chest moves, or 
if both move, you are using accessory breathing muscles at rest, when they should only be used when you are exerting 
yourself (exercising or active). Problems if your diaphragm is not functioning properly: 

• Overuse of accessory muscles of breathing in the neck and chest, leading to chest, back and arm pain 
• Problems with swallowing and sleep apnea, sleep disturbance 
• Asthma, shortness of breath, decreased exercise/activity tolerance 
• Lumbar and sacroiliac instability and pain; Increased low back muscle spasm and excessive arch in the back 
• Weak hamstring and abdominal muscles 
• Decreased heart function 
• Decreased lymphatic fluid movement through the body, increased fluid build-up 
• Anxiety, psychological stress and increased sympathetic nervous system activity, aggravating POTS  
• Migraine, tinnitus (ringing in your ear) 
• Gastroesophageal reflux (GERD), irritable bowel syndrome (IBS), hypersensitive gut 

(Kocjan, 2017, Bordoni, 2018; Hamasaki, 2020) 
 
To practice diaphragmatic breathing, either sit 
or lie on your back with one hand on your belly 
and one on your chest. As you inhale, try to 
expand your belly as though it were filling with 
air (actually, the diaphragm pushes the 
intestines out as the lungs fill).  Placing a book 
on your belly can help your brain figure out 
what to do. When you exhale, try to just relax 
and let your belly drop. If you are practicing 
sitting, you may need to gently contract your 
abdominal muscles to pull your belly back in.  
 

Slow Breathing 
Many people breathe too rapidly, leading to a condition called “over-breathing.” Normal breathing rates are 8-12 
breaths per minute, but the healthiest rate is 6 breaths/minute (5 seconds in, 5 seconds out). Many people therefore 
benefit from practicing slow breathing. Benefits of slow breathing include: (Russo, 2017) 

• Improved diaphragm mobility and function (see benefits of diaphragmatic breathing, above) 
• Improved efficiency of breathing 
• Increased heart function 
• Improved heart rate variability (HRV), a measure of autonomic function, and improved parasympathetic function 
• Improved vagus nerve function (improves gut function) 
• Improved response to position changes (e.g. standing), which can be helpful for people with POTS 

 
Slow breathing practice: 6 breaths/minute (5 seconds in, 5 seconds out) 

• https://youtu.be/PzwTAf2YLh4; Apple Watch & Fitbit also have slow breathing functions 
• “365 Breathing” 

• 3 times per day 
• Breath 6 times/minute (= 5 seconds in, 5 seconds out) 
• For 5 minutes 
• 365 days/year 

• 4-7-8 breathing (Video of Dr. Weil explaining: https://youtu.be/p8fjYPC-k2k) 
• Inhale through your nose for a count of 4 
• Hold your breath for a count of 7 
• Exhale through your mouth making a swooshing sound for a count of 8 
• Repeat only 4-8 times per session, 2x/day 
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Nose Breathing is Better than Mouth Breathing 
Most of the time, you should be breathing in and out through your nose. During some yoga breathing practices, you may 
be instructed to breathe in through the nose and out through the mouth. However, most times, you should be nose 
breathing. Tables 1 & 2, below, are from an article by Ruth, 2015. 

 

 
 
To clear the sinuses: (if you are hypermobile, do the head nod very gently, or move your body instead) 
“To decongest the nose, instruct the student to perform the following: 

• Take a normal breath in and out through your nose; 
• Pinch your nose with your fingers to hold your breath; 
• As you hold your breath, move your body or gently nod your head up and down; 
• Hold your breath for as long as you can—until you feel a strong air hunger; 
• Let go of your nose and breathe through it as calmly as possible. 
• Repeat 6 times with a 30–60 s rest between each repetition.”  (McKeown, 2021) 

(Video of this clearing the sinus exercise: https://youtu.be/vKKO8DC3cgo) 
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