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HOW TO BREATHE 
 

How to breathe?  Who needs instruction in something so basic?  Inhale.  Exhale.  
Repeat.  Right? 
 
If your diaphragm isn’t working properly, muscles in the neck and upper ribcage (both in 
front and in back) are forced to work overtime and ultimately become the source of 
neck, upper back and upper chest pain.  In addition, the diaphragm is an important 
component of the Core and thus is involved in protecting the lower back from injury.   
 
TO ANALYZE YOUR BREATHING:  Place one hand over your chest, the other over your 
stomach.  Inhale deeply.  If your stomach expands more than your chest, your 
breathing pattern is correct.  If your chest expands more than your stomach, your 
diaphragm is “asleep” and you need to wake it up.   
 
After checking your breathing pattern if you decide you’re definitely a “chest breather”, 
follow the corrective exercises below. 
 

1. You can inhale and exhale through your nose or inhale through the nose 
and exhale through pursed lips.  
2. Remember not to hold your breath. 
3. Be sure your stomach stays relaxed.  Let it expand as you inhale and 
retract as you exhale.  The belly is the foundation of proper breathing. 
4. A long, slow exhalation helps harmonize your diaphragm and turns on 
your “relaxation response”  (see below). 
5. Encourage a natural pause after exhalation. 
6. Let inhalation start by itself when it’s ready. 

 
Practice three times a day.  Convenient times are when you are lying on a supportive 
neck pillow or simply when you are out walking. Five breath cycles a day will soon get 
the correct pattern up and running again.  Correct breathing technique is the 
cornerstone of more advanced injury avoidance and postural corrective exercises. 
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AFTER YOU’VE LEARNED TO BREATHE CORRECTLY you can explore the following to help 
reduce pain, create a calming effect and stimulate a healing response by activating the 
VAGUS NERVE… 
 

• 7-11 Breathing   Breathe in for a count of 7 and out for a count of 11.  Make 
sure the belly expands on inhalation.  The key is to slow the breathing rate and 
exhale longer than inhale.  Repeat as needed. 

 
• 4-7-8 Breathing    Belly breathe in for a count of 4, hold your breath for a 

count of 7, then exhale for a count of 8.  Repeat as needed. 
 

• The Dive Reflex    Place an ice pack on your face from scalp to upper lip and 
hold a sip of water in your mouth.  7-11 or 4-7-8 Breathe for a few minutes.  
Expect reduced pain and a sense of well-being for 30 to 90 minutes.  Repeat as 
needed. 
 

 
Combining heat or cold application, a comfortable decompressive position and gentle 
spinal mobilization maneuvers and the Vagus nerve activation techniques is a safe and 
effective way to reduce pain when it’s most intense.   
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