	
  

Tip Sheet – Diaphragmatic Breathing
Breathing is the bodies most natural and most effective form of anxiety regulation.
However, it is only as effective as how we breathe. For example, everybody has
experienced the feeling that comes when we are anxious and our breathing becomes
quick and shallow leading us to feel short of breath. On the other side of the coin, in
times of anxiety, we have always been told to take deep breaths to relax. This age-old
advice remains relevant today.
But why do we need to take deep breaths to relax? When we are feeling anxious, our
body is responding to a perceived threat and is therefore preparing the body for fight
or flight. To either run (i.e., flight) or fight, we need large amounts of oxygen to fuel
our muscles and organs.
Traditionally, we have been taught to take a deep breath that raises our chest and
shoulders as our lungs inflate. However, diaphragmatic breathing has taken over as a
more effective method of controlled breathing. So why is diaphragmatic breathing
preferable to our more traditional form of deep breathing?
To begin with, we breathe using our diaphragm. To breathe in, the diaphragm muscle
pulls down drawing air into our lungs. To breathe out, the diaphragm muscle
constricts the lungs forcing air out. Therefore, by controlling the diaphragm, we are
ensuring we draw large breaths of air in and force large amounts of waste air out.
Ensuring our body is getting the right levels of oxygen helps to relax the body.
A second reason why diaphragmatic breathing is preferable in times of stress is that it
takes concentration to do it effectively. We don’t normally take large belly breaths so
we need to be conscious of doing it (i.e., mindful). This focus on controlling our
breathing has the wonderful side effect of taking our mind off of what is making us
anxious and forces us to come back within ourselves and focus on our breathing.
Third, look in the mirror and take a deep breath, what happens? Did your chest and
shoulders rise up? When this happens, our centre of gravity rises and we become
tense, especially if we are holding our breath in this position. By using diaphragmatic
breathing, our centre of gravity stays low giving us greater balance and stability as
well as ensuring minimal tension in our muscles. This is especially important for
athletes.
Diaphragmatic breathing can be difficult to master at first, but can be learnt with
practice. Some people find it easier to learn whilst lying down and then transition to
sitting or standing once they have a good grasp of it.

	
  

	
  

We first want to push all the air out of our lungs and then draw in a long slow breath
using our tummy (i.e., diaphragm) rather than our chest and shoulders.
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Once we have drawn the breath all the way in, we should feel a nice stretch of our
belly muscles. Now we want to push the air out again by drawing our stomach in.
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Once we have the technique mastered, we can use it in a variety of ways. The two
most important conditions in which to use diaphragmatic breathing are to maintain a
relaxed state of mind even when we are not experiencing anxiety, and in those
instances when anxiety hits us.
To use diaphragmatic breathing for maintaining a relaxed state of mind, we might put
aside three 2-5 minute blocks in our day (e.g., breakfast, lunch, and dinner) to run
through 4-8 cycles of the below diaphragmatic breathing technique. Alternatively, if
we feel anxiety coming on or it has hits before we realise it, we can stop what we are
doing and run through 4-8 cycles of the below technique until we have become more
relaxed.

	
  

	
  

Start by pushing all of the air out of your lungs, and then in…

Once mastered, diaphragmatic breathing is the bodies most natural and effective tool
for overcoming anxiety. Built into a daily or performance routine, diaphragmatic or
controlled breathing is an effective technique for maintaining a relaxed state of mind
or overcoming anxiety once it hits us.
For more information and assistance, contact Room23 Psychology.

	
  

