
breathing exercises for anxiety nhs
Breathing exercises for anxiety NHS: understanding how simple yet powerful techniques
can be a cornerstone of managing anxious feelings and stress in daily life. This
comprehensive guide explores the science behind breathwork and its effectiveness as
recommended by health professionals. We will delve into various accessible breathing
techniques, explain their benefits for mental well-being, and provide practical advice on
how to incorporate them into your routine. Discover how consistent practice can lead to a
calmer mind and a more resilient response to life's challenges, all grounded in the
guidance offered by the National Health Service.
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Understanding Anxiety and the Breath

Anxiety is a common human experience characterized by feelings of worry, nervousness,
or unease, often about an imminent event or something with an uncertain outcome. While
a certain level of anxiety can be a natural response to stressful situations, persistent or
overwhelming anxiety can significantly impact daily life, affecting mood, concentration,
sleep, and physical health. The NHS recognizes anxiety as a primary mental health
concern and advocates for a range of accessible and effective management strategies.
Among these, simple yet profound changes to our breathing patterns stand out as a readily
available tool for immediate relief and long-term resilience.

Our breath is intrinsically linked to our physiological and psychological state. When we
experience anxiety, our breathing often becomes shallow, rapid, and irregular. This type of
breathing, known as thoracic or chest breathing, can trigger the body's fight-or-flight
response, increasing heart rate, muscle tension, and feelings of panic. Conversely, by
consciously altering our breathing to be slower, deeper, and more controlled, we can send
signals to our brain to calm down, counteracting the physiological symptoms of anxiety
and promoting a state of relaxation. This direct connection between breath and the
nervous system makes breathwork a powerful intervention, often suggested as a first-line
approach by NHS practitioners.

The Science Behind Breathing Exercises for



Anxiety

The effectiveness of breathing exercises for anxiety is rooted in a well-understood
physiological process. When we are anxious, our sympathetic nervous system is activated,
leading to the release of stress hormones like adrenaline and cortisol. This cascade of
hormonal and neurological responses prepares the body for immediate action, but in
chronic anxiety, it keeps the body in a perpetual state of alert, which is detrimental to
overall health. Deep, diaphragmatic breathing, on the other hand, stimulates the
parasympathetic nervous system, often referred to as the "rest and digest" system.

The parasympathetic nervous system counteracts the effects of the sympathetic nervous
system by slowing heart rate, lowering blood pressure, and promoting digestion and
relaxation. By engaging in controlled breathing techniques, we are essentially activating
this calming pathway. Slow, deep breaths increase the supply of oxygen to the brain and
body, while simultaneously signaling to the brainstem that there is no immediate danger.
This can lead to a reduction in heart rate variability (a marker of stress) and an increase in
heart rate variability (a marker of resilience), fostering a sense of calm and well-being.
Research supported by NHS guidelines often highlights this biofeedback mechanism as
central to the efficacy of breathwork for managing anxiety disorders.

Effective Breathing Exercises for Anxiety (NHS
Recommended)

The NHS promotes several accessible and evidence-based breathing techniques that
individuals can use to manage anxiety. These exercises are designed to be simple to learn
and practice, making them suitable for a wide range of people, regardless of their prior
experience with mindfulness or relaxation techniques. The core principle behind these
techniques is to shift from shallow chest breathing to deeper, more controlled abdominal
or diaphragmatic breathing.

Diaphragmatic Breathing (Belly Breathing)

This is perhaps the most fundamental and widely recommended breathing exercise.
Diaphragmatic breathing involves using the diaphragm, a large, dome-shaped muscle at
the base of the lungs, to draw air deep into the lungs. When practiced correctly, the
abdomen should rise as you inhale and fall as you exhale, rather than the chest moving
significantly.

To practice diaphragmatic breathing:

Find a comfortable position, either sitting or lying down.

Place one hand on your chest and the other on your belly, just below your rib cage.



Inhale slowly and deeply through your nose, feeling your belly rise as the diaphragm
contracts and pushes your abdominal organs down. Your chest hand should remain
relatively still.

Exhale slowly through your mouth (or nose), allowing your belly to fall. Your chest
hand should move inwards.

Aim for a smooth, rhythmic breath, with the exhalation slightly longer than the
inhalation if comfortable.

Box Breathing (Square Breathing)

Box breathing is a simple yet incredibly effective technique for regaining control during
moments of acute anxiety or stress. It involves equalizing the length of inhalation, holding
the breath, exhalation, and holding the breath again, creating a "box" pattern. This
structured approach can be very grounding.

To practice box breathing:

Find a comfortable seated position.

Inhale slowly and deeply through your nose for a count of four.

Hold your breath gently for a count of four.

Exhale slowly and completely through your mouth for a count of four.

Hold your breath gently at the end of the exhale for a count of four.

Repeat this cycle for several minutes, focusing on the counting and the sensation of
your breath.

4-7-8 Breathing Technique

Developed by Dr. Andrew Weil, the 4-7-8 breathing technique is renowned for its ability to
induce relaxation and promote sleep. It involves a specific ratio of inhalation, breath hold,
and exhalation, designed to maximize the calming effects on the nervous system.

To practice 4-7-8 breathing:

Sit or lie in a comfortable position with your back straight.



Place the tip of your tongue against the ridge of tissue just behind your upper front
teeth, and keep it there throughout the exercise. You will exhale through your mouth
around your tongue.

Exhale completely through your mouth, making a “whoosh” sound.

Close your mouth and inhale quietly through your nose to a mental count of four.

Hold your breath for a count of seven.

Exhale completely through your mouth, making a “whoosh” sound, for a count of
eight.

This completes one breath. Repeat the cycle three more times for a total of four
breaths.

Pursed-Lip Breathing

Pursed-lip breathing is particularly beneficial for individuals experiencing shortness of
breath, which can often accompany anxiety. This technique helps to slow down the
breathing rate and improve the exchange of oxygen and carbon dioxide, leading to a
greater sense of calm and control.

To practice pursed-lip breathing:

Relax your neck and shoulders.

Inhale through your nose for about two seconds.

Pucker your lips as if you were going to whistle or blow out a candle.

Exhale slowly and gently through your pursed lips for at least four seconds.

Repeat this cycle, aiming for an exhale that is twice as long as your inhale.

How to Practice Breathing Exercises for Anxiety

The key to experiencing the full benefits of breathing exercises for anxiety lies in
consistent and mindful practice. While these techniques can offer immediate relief, their
long-term effectiveness is built through regular engagement. It's not about achieving
perfection but about developing a habit that supports your well-being.



Begin by dedicating a few minutes each day to practice. Even five minutes can make a
difference. It's often helpful to choose a specific time of day, such as first thing in the
morning, before bed, or during a designated break, to help establish a routine. Find a
quiet space where you won't be interrupted. This might be a corner of your home, a park
bench, or even your car.

Focus on the sensation of your breath. Notice the air entering your nostrils, filling your
lungs, and leaving your body. If your mind wanders, which is perfectly normal, gently
acknowledge the thought and bring your attention back to your breath without judgment.
The goal is not to empty your mind but to anchor yourself in the present moment through
the rhythm of your breathing. Over time, this practice can train your nervous system to
respond more calmly to stressors, making the techniques more accessible and effective
when you need them most.

Integrating Breathwork into Your Daily Routine

Making breathing exercises a regular part of your life is crucial for sustained anxiety
management. The NHS emphasizes that these practices are most effective when woven
into the fabric of daily activities, rather than being reserved solely for moments of crisis.
This consistent exposure builds resilience and makes the calming response more
automatic.

Consider incorporating brief breathing pauses throughout your day. For instance, take a
few deep breaths before starting a new task, during your commute, or while waiting in
line. These micro-practices can act as mini-resets, preventing stress from accumulating. If
you find it difficult to remember, setting gentle reminders on your phone can be a helpful
strategy.

Beyond these informal moments, establishing longer, dedicated practice sessions can
amplify the benefits. This could involve a 10-15 minute session each morning or evening.
Experiment with different techniques to see which ones resonate most with you. Some
individuals may prefer the simplicity of diaphragmatic breathing, while others find the
structured nature of box breathing more grounding. Sharing your practice with a friend or
joining a local class can also provide motivation and support. The journey of integrating
breathwork is personal, and finding what works best for your lifestyle is part of the
process.

When to Seek Professional Help

While breathing exercises are powerful tools for managing anxiety, they are not a
substitute for professional medical advice or treatment when needed. The NHS strongly
encourages individuals to consult with healthcare professionals if their anxiety is
persistent, severe, or significantly interfering with their daily life, work, or relationships. A
doctor can help determine the cause of your anxiety and recommend the most appropriate
course of action, which may include therapy, medication, or a combination of approaches.



If you experience any of the following, it is advisable to seek professional support:

Your anxiety symptoms are constant or happen very frequently.

Your anxiety prevents you from carrying out daily tasks or enjoying activities.

You have thoughts of harming yourself or others.

Your anxiety is accompanied by physical symptoms that concern you, such as chest
pain or difficulty breathing that doesn't resolve with breathing exercises.

You are struggling to manage your anxiety on your own, despite trying self-help
techniques.

Remember, seeking help is a sign of strength, and there are many effective treatments
available to support your mental well-being.

Breathing exercises for anxiety, as often highlighted by the NHS, offer a simple yet
profound pathway to greater emotional regulation and inner peace. By understanding the
physiological connection between our breath and our nervous system, and by consistently
practicing accessible techniques like diaphragmatic breathing, box breathing, 4-7-8
breathing, and pursed-lip breathing, individuals can actively reduce the physical and
mental symptoms of anxiety. Integrating these practices into daily life, even in small ways,
can build resilience and foster a sense of calm. However, it is crucial to remember that for
persistent or severe anxiety, professional medical guidance remains paramount.

FAQ

Q: Are breathing exercises effective for all types of
anxiety?
A: Breathing exercises are a widely recognized tool for managing many forms of anxiety,
including generalized anxiety disorder, social anxiety, and panic attacks. They work by
directly influencing the body's stress response. While they can provide significant relief for
most individuals, their effectiveness can vary, and they are often most potent when used
as part of a broader anxiety management strategy that may include therapy or other
treatments recommended by healthcare professionals.

Q: How quickly can I expect to feel the effects of
breathing exercises for anxiety?
A: Many people report feeling a sense of calm almost immediately after practicing a few
minutes of deep, controlled breathing. The physiological effects, such as a slowed heart
rate and reduced muscle tension, can begin within minutes. However, for long-term
benefits and a more ingrained ability to manage anxiety, regular and consistent practice
over weeks and months is generally recommended.



Q: Is there a "best" breathing exercise for anxiety?
A: The "best" breathing exercise is often the one that feels most comfortable and effective
for you. Diaphragmatic breathing is foundational and widely recommended for its direct
impact on the nervous system. Box breathing and the 4-7-8 technique are excellent for
structured relaxation and can be particularly helpful during acute moments of anxiety. It's
beneficial to experiment with different techniques to discover which one best suits your
needs and preferences.

Q: Can I do breathing exercises for anxiety if I have a
medical condition?
A: While breathing exercises are generally safe, if you have a pre-existing medical
condition, particularly a respiratory or cardiovascular one, it is always advisable to consult
with your doctor before starting any new exercise program, including breathing exercises.
They can provide guidance tailored to your specific health needs.

Q: How can I prevent my mind from wandering during
breathing exercises?
A: Mind wandering is a natural part of meditation and breathwork. The goal is not to
achieve a completely empty mind but to notice when your mind wanders and gently guide
your attention back to your breath without judgment. With practice, you will become more
adept at recognizing these distractions and returning your focus, which itself is a form of
mental training that can reduce anxiety.

Q: Are there any specific times of day that are better for
practicing breathing exercises for anxiety?
A: While you can practice breathing exercises at any time, many find it beneficial to
incorporate them into their morning routine to start the day calmly, or in the evening to
promote better sleep. However, the most effective time is any time you can dedicate to
practice consistently. Brief practice sessions throughout the day can also be very helpful
for managing stress as it arises.

Q: Can breathing exercises help with sleep problems
caused by anxiety?
A: Yes, breathing exercises, particularly techniques like the 4-7-8 method, are highly
effective for promoting relaxation and can significantly improve sleep quality for
individuals struggling with anxiety-induced insomnia. By calming the nervous system and
reducing racing thoughts, these exercises create a more conducive environment for falling
asleep.



Q: How long should I practice breathing exercises for
anxiety each day to see benefits?
A: Even a few minutes of consistent practice can be beneficial. Starting with 5-10 minutes
per day is a good goal. As you become more comfortable, you can gradually increase the
duration of your practice sessions. The key is consistency rather than the length of each
session.
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the only skills companion text for business and management students to blend practical, hands-on
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beyond.
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organisation, community group or on your own. Woven throughout are ideas and activities that
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use it. Areas covered include but are not limited to: How we learn and blocks to learning Mental
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prevention efforts. It covers a range of behavioral health disorders using an approach that is most
relevant to the practitioner: it provides basic definitions, and describes the specific roles of both the
primary care provider (PCP) and the behavioral care provider (BCP) as well as specific resources
presented in a stepped care model. Stepped care has been used sucessfully in medical settings.
Adapted to behavioral health settings, It allows the clinician and the patient to choose treatments
that are tailored to specific levels of intensity. This handbook is an interdisciplinary resource useful
for classes in integrated care as well as for clinicians employed in in these settings.
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intricate tapestry of human experience, certain threads stand out, weaving a story that defies
boundaries and spans the globe. Somatization Across Cultures unfurls these threads, illuminating
the diverse landscape of somatisation disorders and their interplay with culture, identity, and
healing practices. As you embark on this literary voyage, prepare to traverse continents and minds,



exploring the profound connection between the physical and the psychological, the cultural and the
clinical. Part of the Oxford Cultural Psychiatry series, this volume brings together the various
somatisation syndromes: their description, presentation, assessment, and management in one place.
It is a fascinating read for any psychiatrist, physician, clinical psychologist, public health specialist,
nurse and other healthcare professional, as well as any sociologist, anthropologist, and policymaker,
and anyone else interested in this area of psychiatry.
  breathing exercises for anxiety nhs: How to Succeed on Nursing Placements Karen
Elcock, 2020-01-27 Feel confident and fully prepared on your nursing placements with this
invaluable guide to one of the most important aspects of your nursing course. Covering the what,
why and how in easily accessible language, this book explores the common challenges faced by
nursing students on placement and gives you practical advice on how to overcome them. Written by
a team of experienced lecturers and nurses, the book covers everything from developing resilience
to reflecting on your experience and preparing for employment, enabling you to make the most of
your time on placement. Key features - Fully mapped to the new NMC standards of proficiency for
registered nurses (2018) - Case studies, activities and other learning features help you translate the
theory to practice - A practical guide to help you gain the most from your placement
  breathing exercises for anxiety nhs: Discovery Through Activity Sue Parkinson,
2022-01-05 Discovery Through Activity provides a compendium of ideas, resources and practice
evaluations that will inspire practitioners to be even more imaginative and to customise their own
Recovery Through Activity programmes to meet the specifi c needs of participants. The original
Recovery Through Activity handbook offers a flexible programme that is widely used in adult mental
health settings. This accompanying and complementary resource shows how the intervention has
been extended, adapted and applied service-wide. The resource showcases the work of a growing
community of practitioners who have successfully facilitated Recovery Through Activity programmes
to provide a forum for people to refl ect on their occupational lives and discuss and practise lifestyle
choices that will enable them to improve their health and wellbeing. It includes: • an extended range
of flexible ideas and resources to meet the needs of participants in Recovery Through Activity
sessions • examples of how to apply Recovery Through Activity in one- to- one sessions and virtual
groups • encouragement to adopt Recovery Through Activity across your services with confidence.
With contributions illustrating the effective application of Recovery Through Activity in a range of
settings and situations, this is a valuable resource for occupational therapists and other practitioners
in mental health settings.
  breathing exercises for anxiety nhs: Sod Seventy!: The Guide to Living Well Muir Gray,
2024-11-07 Keep fit, keep the brain going, and with a spot of good fortune you can be living a
fulfilling, active life in your 70s, 80s, 90s and beyond! Too many people think that ageing inevitably
causes problems after seventy, but a lot of these can in fact be postponed or prevented because they
are not caused by ageing, but by a loss of fitness, preventable disease, ageism and the negative
beliefs and pessimistic attitudes that pervade society. Shake off the stereotypes and empower
yourself by adopting the simple actions described in this book. Keep fit, eat well, keep your brain
active, and with a spot of good fortune you can be living a rewarding, active life into your eighties,
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book on anxiety, this new one will focus on some specific clinical issues such as PTSD,
psychosomatics, and complementary approaches to anxiety management themes which were not



discussed in the previous book.
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2022-03-08 A practical guide to understanding your cycle and balancing your hormones with
nutrition and yoga, for a calm and pain-free period. Written by Le’Nise Brothers, a nutritional
therapist, yoga teacher and popular women’s health, hormone and wellbeing coach. You Can Have A
Better Period is a straight-talking resource to help women understand their menstrual cycles and
finally get answers to questions such as: “why am I so moody right before my period?”, “are periods
supposed to be so painful?”, “why is my period so heavy?”, “is it normal to get headaches right
before my period?” Le'Nise Brothers takes us through each phase of our cycle, including a clear
programme of nutrition and lifestyle changes. The book explains which supplements work and the
key stress management habits we can implement, to bring long-lasting and sustainable changes to
our hormonal balance and menstrual health. In Western society, we have accepted a cultural
narrative that periods are supposed to be painful, emotional and messy. This book will be a practical
guide that helps women change the way they look at their period, and finally harness the power of
the fifth vital sign.
  breathing exercises for anxiety nhs: Practical Tips in Clinical Dentistry Ewen McColl,
Aws Alani, 2025-07-19 This book is a comprehensive collection of practical tips across a variety of
specialties for the whole dental team. It includes hands-on advice collected over many years on the
diagnosis, treatment, management, and care of the dental patient. The book starts with a section on
core principals and fundamentals of restorative dentistry. The following sections discuss practical
tips in the different disciplines of dentistry including endodontics, dental trauma, periodontics,
orthodontics, paediatric dentistry, removable prosthodontics as well as oral surgery and
implantology. The book concludes with a section on practice management and well-being. Written in
an easy-to-understand practical way including key points for busy clinicians and many clinical
images, this book is a valuable companion for undergraduate students, recently qualified dentists
and all practicing dental team members.
  breathing exercises for anxiety nhs: A Practical Guide to Teacher Wellbeing Elizabeth
Holmes, 2018-12-10 Teacher wellbeing, or a lack of it, is a major concern for the teaching
profession. Research shows that there is a recruitment and retention crisis with over a third of the
school, FE and HE profession expecting to leave by 2020. This is a practical guide that will help
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approaches Since it is common for those who are physically ill to feel psychologically vulnerable, the
book also has chapters exploring how to care for patients who are anxious, depressed, psychotic or
display challenging behaviours. All chapters include case studies and personal stories of illness to
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  breathing exercises for anxiety nhs: A Practical Guide to Supporting People with Epilepsy
Rebecca Case, Sinead Blake, 2020-05-08 This book is a practical guide, with rationale to supporting



people with epilepsy. It encompasses epilepsy guidance such as NICE (2012, revised 2019), The
Equality Act (2010), the children and families act (2014), current evidence based-practice, and
regulatory organisation standards. It is predominantly aimed at nurses and student nurses,
especially, those studying learning disability nursing but also residential, respite and supported
living services, schools and family carers, to enable them to offer appropriate and evidence-based
support to people with epilepsy of all ages. It is estimated there are approximately 1200 epilepsy
related deaths each year in the UK. Many of these are considered to be preventable. High-profile
cases have led to an increase in anxiety in people providing services, and greater scrutiny of those
services by regulatory bodies. Over the years, the authors have been asked the same questions and
witnessed the same misunderstandings and mistakes, by people supporting individuals with
epilepsy. So they looked at the common themes and the resources available. It became clear that the
information to address these gaps is available, but not easily accessible. There is lots of information
in the public domain, however much of it is factual, rather than practical. This book provides
practical information and resources with the focus on “what needs to happen”,” how to make it
happen” and “who needs to do it”. This book is useful for supporting people with epilepsy wherever
they live (both within and outside the United Kingdom).
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