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Breathing Exercises to Reduce Anxiety

Anxiety is a feeling of a general fear and causes an increased attention to potential threats. The DSM-5
explains what makes a typical fear response different from an anxiety disorder (American Psychiatric, 2022). Fear is
an appropriate response to a current situation, making it possible for someone to fight or flee in a dangerous
situation. Anxiety, however, causes symptoms, such as muscle tension and hypervigilance, in anticipation of a
dangerous situation that may occur in the future (American Psychiatric, 2022). While the symptoms of anxiety are
real, the perception and potential of the anticipated danger to occur is not always accurate. Overtime, anxiety can lead
to a host of health issues such as heart palpitations, insomnia, and behavioral changes (namely avoidant behaviors) that
negatively impact an individual’s overall well-being (Banushi et al., 2023).

Abnormal patterns of breath, like shortness of breath, difficulty breathing, and hyperventilation, can be
associated with anxiety. For the body to function optimally, Oxygen, O, and Carbon Dioxide, CO2, must be balanced.
However, the breathing characteristic of anxiety, short and shallow, decreases the O and CO?2 in an individual’s
bloodstream, which decreases their brain, heart, and muscle function (Banushi et al., 2023). Research shows that there
are specific breath exercises (some of which I share below) to better regulate O and CO2 levels and improve anxiety
symptoms (among many other mental health disorder symptoms).

Slowing the breath rate and increasing the breath depth engages the parasympathetic nervous system, the state
your body goes into while resting and relaxing (Banushi et al., 2023). More specifically, longer exhalations activate the
vagus nerve, a messenger that communicates “I am safe” from the central nervous system to the body. When the vagus
nerve activates, the parasympathetic nervous system turns on: slowing the heart rate, relaxing the body, and
encouraging non-essential bodily functions to process, such as digestion and reproduction (Banushi et al., 2023;
Gerritsen & Band, 2018).
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Ujjayi or “Ocean” Breath
Ujjayi breath is generally safe and effective for most people.
The breath exercise is a yoga-based practice that is proven to
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improve symptoms of anxiety. Ujjayi breath reduces obsessive
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Nose thoughts, induces a calm physical and mental state, and restores
With a ~ 4 a sense of control over oneself. The breath technique has even
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Slight reduced hyperarousal symptoms in patients with PTSD (Brown
Constriction” & Gerbarg, 2005).
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Through the Find a comfortable position seated, standing, or lying down.
Nose Inhale and exhale slowly through your nose while placing a
Keeping the  glight constriction in the back of your throat to create a sound

Slight like the ocean, hence the nickname “ocean” breath. The
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constriction creates resistance in your airway so you can better
control the rate of air flow to prolong the breath (Katzman et
al., 2012; Brown & Gerbarg, 2005).



Diaphragmatic or 3-Part Breath

Diaphragmatic breath, or 3-part breathing, is a mindful tool to create a general sense of relaxation in the body and to
redirect the mind away from excessive worry (Hazlett-
Y my ( Inhale

Stevens & Craske, 2003).
As shared above, shallow breathing, characteristic of Deeply through your nose feeling air fill your chest and

anxiety, causes oxygen deprivation and increases of CO2 in then your belly
bodily tissue. This imbalance of O and CO2 contributes to X \
inflammation and oxidative stress. Diaphragmatic breath \%
consciously shifts someone into a slower, deeper breathing ' (<€)
pattern that increases O intake and expels more CO2 from
lungs to reduce anxiety symptoms (Hazlett-Stevens &

Craske, 2003).

To practice: %\
Find a comfortable position seated, standing, or lying down. e
Inhale deeply though your nose to fill your chest, continue
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the inhale to fill your belly.

Exhale through the mouth releasing air from your belly, Exhale
then from your chest. Through your mouth feeling your belly deflate and then
If possible, you can place one hand on your heart and one your chest deflate

hand on your belly to monitor the movement of your breath.
Continue this slow breath pattern, aiming for 8-10 breaths per minute (Hazlett-Stevens & Craske, 2003).

Box Breath

5 Box breath is a breathing practice that follows the cycle of: inhale, hold,
exhale, hold. To practice box breath correctly, all four of these stages in

Inhale for 4 seconds
the cycle are equal. Box breath has shown to regulate stress in the

military (Balban et al., 2023).

To practice:

Find a comfortable position seated, standing, or lying down. Notice
your breath and empty out any air in the lungs.

Now, you can begin the count. Inhale deeply through your nose as you
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Hold for 4 seconds

count to 4, hold at the top of your inhale as you count to 4, exhale
through your nose as you count to 4, hold at the bottom of your exhale

Exhale for 4 seconds as you count to 4.
Repeat the breathing cycle (Balban et al., 2023).
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4-7-8 Breath

4-7-8 breath is common, but a more advanced breath practice to activate the Inhale for 4 counts
parasympathetic nervous system. Inhaling to a count of 4 lets you take in more oxygen

than a typical breath. Holding the breath for a count of 7 lets the oxygen saturate as

much as possible into the bloodstream. Exhaling to an 8-count lets more CO2 leave the

lungs than usual. Inhaling and holding opens the collateral channels to expand and

activate the parasympathetic nervous system, slowing the heart rate, reducing the

breath rate, and relaxing the body (Pandekar & Thangavelu, 2019).

By mindfully counting the inhale, exhale, and the space between, the 4-7-8 breath Hold for 7 Counts
technique increases the neurotransmitter GABA, which reduces cortisol and adrenaline.

GABA also slows the heart & breath rate and relaxes any muscle tension caused from

anxiety (including the respiratory muscles) (Pandekar & Thangavelu, 2019).

To practice:

Find a comfortable position seated, standing, or lying down. Notice your breath and

empty out any air in the lungs. Exhale for 8 Counts
Now, you can begin the count. Inhale deeply through your nose as you count to 4,

count to 7 as you hold in between the inhale and exhale, and count to 8 as you exhale

out of the mouth.

Repeat the breathing cycle (Pandekar & Thangavelu, 2019).

Note: If this count feels too difficult, you can start at a 4-5-6 count and work your way up to 4-7-8. Practice and be
patient, as this is a more advanced breathing cycle.
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