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BLOW THEM AWAY – ACCESSING OUR BREATH 

It’s the first thing you do in your life, and the last! 

Despite breathings ubiquity and high efficacy 

reducing stress and anxiety, it is often misunderstood 

and/or underutilised. 

A classic example is in moments of panic or shock, 

breathing becomes shallow, which results in a build-

up of carbon dioxide, producing inflammation and 

acidification in the body. By consciously slowing 

down our breathing, holding it in, and having long 

exhales, we rid ourselves of excess carbon dioxide, 

and regain equilibrium.  

Mechanics of breathing 

When it comes to correct breathing, the natural place to start is the diaphragm. This key muscle 

involved in breathing, is fibrous and parachute shaped. It separates your thoracic cavity, the 

space your heart and lungs occupy, from the abdominal cavity, where your digestive organs 

reside. It attaches to the spine, the lower ribs and bottom of the sternum.  

When you inhale, your diaphragm moves down pulling air into the lowest parts of your lungs. 

That creates additional space in your thoracic cavity. Your heart gets a little bit larger, and 

blood flows more slowly through it. A neural signal is sent from your heart to the brain to say, 

“blood flow is reduced” and your brain (subconsciously) sends a neural signal back to your 

heart to speed your heart rate up. Long Inhales = increase your heart rate, making you more 

alert. 

 

The opposite happens when you exhale. Your diaphragm moves up, creating slightly less 

space for your heart in the thoracic cavity and forcing the inhaled air out of your lungs. The 

heart gets smaller and blood flows more quickly through, due to the slightly smaller volume. A 

neural signal is sent from your heart to your brain to convey “blood flow is faster” and your 

brain responds by sending a neural signal to slow your heart down. Long exhales = slows down 

your heart rate, which calms you down.  

Physiological sighs are when we do a double inhale followed by a long exhale. We off-load 

carbon dioxide that’s too high in our system, whilst increasing our oxygen levels. We do this 

when we sleep, feel claustrophobic or are sobbing. It maximally inflates our lungs and is one 

the fastest ways to calm oneself.  

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5455070/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6137615/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5455070/
https://positivepsychology.com/anxiety-worksheets/
https://positivepsychology.com/relaxation-exercises-techniques-music-meditations/
https://positivepsychology.com/relaxation-exercises-techniques-music-meditations/
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The pushing down motion on your organs is why diaphragm 

breathing is often referred to as belly breathing, as your organs 

are pushed to front, back and sides, causing your abdomen to 

expand. Breath is the most direct and simple way to 

activate/deactivate our autonomic nervous system (ANS) which 

controls the fight-flight response.  

To start getting familiar with breathing into the diaphragm, sit on 

the edge of a chair with legs hip-width apart, then leaning forward with your elbows on your 

knees and your chin resting in the palms of your hands. Take a deep “sniff-like” breath in 

through the nose. You should feel your belly and lower back expand. And then breathe out 

slowly again through the nose, then repeat for a minute. Depending on what you are trying to 

achieve, work at a speed that keeps your oxygen and carbon dioxide balanced. For most 

people that is around 10-14 breaths per minute. It is rhythmical, with a natural pause in-

between the exhale and inhale. This requires us to relax and let go of the exhale, no energy 

required.  

There are many different perspectives on nose versus mouth breathing. Think of your nose as 

an air-conditioner that filters, warms, and humidifies the air you inhale, before it reaches your 

lungs. It increases oxygen delivery to your cells, as you produce nitric oxide, an important gas 

whose antiviral qualities destroy viruses in the airways and lungs. It is also a vasodilator, relaxing 

the muscles of the blood vessels, causing them to widen, which aids circulation benefiting 

athletic performance.  

According to Richie Bostock, author of Exhale one of the things we often ignore is breath 

volume. The breath volume (BV) scale is an indicator of how much volume you should breathe 

in or out.  

BV=10 is when you take a complete breath in, filling your lungs completely. You should feel 

expansion in your belly, chest and clavicular (around collar bone areas).  

BV=5 exhale without force, as you relax every muscle in your body, until your chest and 

abdomen have shrunk back to their neutral size.  

BV=1 use some energy to exhale out with vigour, squeezing your abdominals until you feel like 

you have no more air left in your lungs. Let’s explore 4 breathing protocols that are relatively 

easy to master, and useful given our everyday challenges. 

https://www.amazon.com/Exhale-Science-Breathwork-Richie-Bostock-ebook/dp/B07MDWWY4M
https://www.amazon.com/Exhale-Science-Breathwork-Richie-Bostock-ebook/dp/B07MDWWY4M
https://www.healthline.com/health/nose-breathing#differences
https://www.amazon.com/Exhale-Science-Breathwork-Richie-Bostock/dp/0241404428
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Application HIGH PERFORMANCE  

Box breathing protocol 

PERFORMANCE ANXIETY  

Stepping down protocol 

Need Used by Special Forces before they go into combat, it 

relaxes the nervous system and increases your feeling of 

being in control. It can alter how the body reacts to stress 

by changing how certain genes are switched on. 

Ideal for people struggling with exam fears, stage fright, fear of 

public speaking etc. This technique focusses on 3 things: 1) 

pausing & relaxing the body; 2) balancing your blood gas levels – 

mitigating hyperventilating; 3) calming down your ANS.  

 

Protocol • This can be done seated, standing, or lying down. 

• Inhale through your nose for a count of 4 seconds (BV 

8) 

• Hold your breath for 4 seconds. Use this phase to scan 

your body for any tension and release it.  

• Exhale slowly through your nose for 4 seconds (BV 3). 

• Hold your breath for 4 seconds. Use this phase to scan 

your body for any tension and release it.  

 

• Start in comfortable standing or seated position. 

• Perform 7 sighs*of relief. On each exhale, focus on relaxing a 

single body part, starting from: forehead / eyebrows / eyes / 

cheeks / mouth / jaw / neck. 

• After 7th exhale, hold your breath, for as long as comfortable.  

• During this breath hold, repeat: “This feeling I am having is my 

body’s way of preparing me for action. I am ready.”  

• Perform 5 sights of relief. On each exhale, focus on relaxing a 

single body part, starting from: shoulders / arms / hands /chest 

and upper back / abs and lower back.  

• After 5th exhale, hold your breath, for as long as comfortable.  

• During this breath hold, repeat: “This feeling I am having is my 

body’s way of preparing me for action. I am ready.”  

• Perform 3 sighs of relief. On each exhale, focus on relaxing a 

single body part, starting from: thighs / calves / feet and toes.  

• After 3rd exhale, hold your breath, for as long as comfortable.  

https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0062817
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• During this breath hold, repeat: “This feeling I am having is my 

body’s way of preparing me for action. I am ready.”  

• Then begin box breathing for as long as feels right for you.  

 

*Sigh of relief: breath in through your nose (BV 9). Once get to top 

of inhale, sigh out through mouth (BV 5), without a pause.  

 

Duration  Repeat this pattern whilst visualising going around the 4 

sides of a box for at least 3-5 mins, or until you feel fully 

calm. 

 

Complete the cycle once.  

Additional Eventually this breathing pattern will be such an anchor 

for relaxation that you may only have to do it once or 

twice for it to have effect. You can also increase the 

breath duration segments if you wish but be careful of 

hyperventilation.  

 

Box breathing and tactical breathing video.  

 

Whilst the above may appear like many steps, it is in fact 

amazingly simple. It consists of two core parts: relaxing a specific 

region of the body, and then a mantra that activates the 

appropriate mindset to rise to the challenge.  

https://www.bing.com/videos/search?q=box+breathing+video&ru=%2fvideos%2fsearch%3fq%3dbox%2bbreathing%2bvideo%26FORM%3dHDRSC3&view=detail&mid=AD68BE8BC03B907F39ECAD68BE8BC03B907F39EC&&FORM=VDRVRV
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Application SLEEPINESS INDUCING 

Ladder breathing protocol 

MIND – BODY CONNECTION  

Wim Hoff protocol (WHM) 

 

Need This slow breathing promotes the parasympathetic activity 

(rest and digest response), whilst the change in counts 

keeps the mind occupied.  

Helps you connect more deeply with your body. Breathing is one of 

Wim’s three pillars, the other two being cold therapy and mindset. 

Claimed benefits include stress reduction, physical exercise 

recovery, better sleep, and mental focus.  

 

Protocol • To be performed while lying in bed.  

• Inhale slowly through the nose for a count of 4 seconds 

(BV 8). 

• Exhale slowly through your nose for a count of 4 

seconds (BV 3).  

• Next, inhale for a count of 5 seconds, then exhale for a 

count of 5 seconds. 

• Keep increasing the length of your inhales and exhales 

until you get to 10 seconds in and 10 seconds out.  

 

• Start in a seated or lying down position. 

• Inhale deeply through your nose or mouth. 

• Exhale through your mouth without force or control. (Should feel 

like your breath is falling out of you). Don’t try and speed it up 

or slow it down. This is a breath cycle. Repeat for 30 breath 

cycles.  

• On your final breath, exhale and then hold your breath (don’t 

breathe in and hold).  

• When you feel a strong urge to breathe, take a deep breath in 

and then hold that breath in (lungs full) for 10-15 seconds.  

• Then relax and exhale. 

• Take a moment to sense what you feel in your body. 

This is one round. Repeat these 2 more times.  
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Duration  Once you reach 10 seconds inhale/exhales, you can either 

continue to breath at this pace, or increase or decrease 

the inhale/exhales. But don’t drop below 6 second 

inhale/exhales. 

 

Repeat 3 cycles.  

Additional There is no need to push to 10 seconds if it doesn’t feel 

comfortable. Only extend your breathing as far as it feels 

easy for you.  

Usually best in morning before meals. 

Only perform these exercises in a safe environment, not around 

water or whilst driving a vehicle.  

The effects of these exercises can be intense, go at your own 

pace, don’t push too hard. They should not be done by people 

who are: pregnant, epileptic, uncontrolled blood pressure, sickle 

cell anaemia or severe heart problems in last 6 months.   

 

Check with your Doctor first if have any underlying health 

conditions.  

Wim Hof video. 

User beware: 

Just as balance is important in all aspects of life, so it is in the case of breathing exercises. Deep diaphragmatic breathing is beneficial in 

relaxing, oxygenating and alkalising the body. However, excessive deep breathing can be harmful, leading to hyperventilation, hypoxia, 

disturbance of the acid– alkaline balance, asthma, insomnia, tension, and panic attacks. Thoracic and clavicular respiration, which lower 

carbon dioxide levels in the lungs prevent oxygen uptake by haemoglobin in the bloodstream. This can be averted by brief periods of breath 

retention, which build up lung carbon dioxide levels, encouraging haemoglobin to release oxygen from the bloodstream into the tissues of the 

cells. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nzCaZQqAs9I
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/268496545_Breath_Psychology_Fundamentals_and_Applications
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Here are a few app suggestions for breathing exercises: Breathe 2 Relax: developed by the 

National Institute for Telehealth and Technology. Universal Breathing:  has a variety of visual 

exercises that work with your breathing. They become increasingly challenging, helping you 

to gain more complex skills with your breathing exercises. Headspace and Calm are also great 

apps that combine both meditation and breathing.  

In an investigation into 200 peak athletic performances, athletes indicated that every single 

peak performance was characterised by smooth, deep full breathing and pleasant high 

energy experiences. Athletes revealed this ideal state as follows: smooth, deep full breath, high 

energy, positive feelings, alert, energetic, lively, stimulated, vigorous, enthused, high team 

spirit, relaxed muscles, calm mental state, focussed and in control.  

For those of you that wish to perform at the highest level, whether it be on the sports field or 

the boardroom we can harness the accessible power of breathing by: 

1) practising in a graduated manner conscious diaphragmatic breathing, especially in the 

actual sporting/work context where you experience stress.  

2) intentionally practising longer exhales when relaxation is needed and longer inhales when 

needing to increase alertness, even including double sighs (in private).  

3) activating four-stage box breathing for energy and concentration.  

4) amplifying your breathing regime by including visualisation and constructive self-talk.  

Whilst the power of breath has been recognised for 

millennia in both the East and in Africa, slowly but 

surely with the adoption of practices like meditation, 

yoga and Tai Chi breath power has been realised in 

the West. It’s your most portable asset, blow them 

away!! 

 

 

 

https://apps.apple.com/us/app/breathe2relax/id425720246
https://apps.apple.com/us/app/universal-breathing-pranayama-lite/id435871685
https://www.headspace.com/register?&utm_source=google&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=1043602001&utm_content=59734094548&utm_term=246966491715&headspace&gclid=Cj0KCQjwvLOTBhCJARIsACVldV2jerbStDUjp-qnBE2A-yCxo-jXoz2DUQVK2hyJNP-9ehCXD2KEVPcaAoTjEALw_wcB&gclsrc=aw.ds
https://www.calm.com/
https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/274570.Breathe_In_Breathe_Out

