


Life can be stressful. Often, the things that trigger our anxiety are beyond our control. How we 
react to them, however, is always within our power. More specifically, it’s in our bellies.

If I had to choose the quickest way to relax, taking slow, belly breathes would win hands down.  
Many people, however, engage in a breathing pattern that produces the opposite results, a  
pattern associated with the stress response, our “fight-or-flight” reaction.   

IS YOUR BREATHING PATTERN STRESSFUL?

Four breathing patterns are commonly associated with anxiety. Do any of them sound familiar?

1. Shallow Chest Breathing

What’s the normal breathing pattern when you’re stressed?  Your body needs oxygen as fast as possible to allow 
you to fight hard or run away fast.  To take in that oxygen you rapidly draw in air by lifting your upper chest. 
You may feel your shoulders rise if you take a chest breath.  When exaggerated, it looks like gasping for air.  
Nearly one hundred percent of people who suffer from anxiety breathe with their chest.

Lifting your chest to take a breath is not the natural way to breathe.  Did you ever watch infants or small  
children breathe?  Their tiny bellies move in and out.  They only take chest breaths while crying or upset.   
With practice, you can use your belly to initiate each breath, just as you were doing when you were an infant.



2. Inhaling More Than Exhaling

A second, but related pattern of stressful breathing consists of excessively focusing on inhaling.  Feeling as if 
you can’t get enough air, you may think you need to inhale strongly, usually by lifting your chest.  Then,  
because you’re focused on the need for more air and often worried that you can’t breathe, you inhale again to 
get more air. 

What happens when you keep repeating this type of breath cycle? You hyperventilate!  Hyperventilation  
occurs when you inhale and don’t take the time to exhale fully.  Inhaling again before the lungs empty of carbon 
dioxide causes too much oxygen to build up.   That’s why the fastest way to stop an extreme panic attack is to 
breathe into a paper bag. Inhaling your exhaled air helps you regain your carbon dioxide level.

Find a steady rhythm of breathing by making the exhalations as long as the inhalations to prevent hyperven-
tilation.  The exhalation is the most relaxing part of the breath, so prolong and savor it to fully experience the 
process of “letting go.”

3. Holding Your Breath

A third stressful breathing pattern involves holding your breath.  A reaction directly connected to fear, you may 
suddenly gasp and then freeze, like a deer caught in headlights.  We can forget to breathe when completely  
absorbed in worrisome thoughts.  

4. Breathing Too Rapidly

The fight-or-flight response demands rapid breathing.  If a wild animal is chasing you, your body requires a lot 

of oxygen very quickly to fight or run away.  This may look like shallow, panting breaths.

THE EXHALATION IS THE MOST RELAXING 

PART OF THE BREATH, SO PROLONG AND 

SAVOR IT TO FULLY EXPERIENCE THE  

PROCESS OF “LETTING GO.”



Breathe With Your Belly

When you take slow, belly breaths your body gets the message that you’re not in danger, and turns off the alarm 
system.  

Technically, belly, or abdominal, breathing means diaphragmatic breathing.  When you push out your belly, 
you pull down your diaphragm, which is a sheet of muscle below your rib cage.  This process allows air to be 
“sucked in” to your lower lungs.  When you lift your chest to get air, the diaphragm does not engage and air 
only fills your upper lungs.  Belly breathing results in getting air into both your upper and lower lungs. It’s far 
more efficient and powerful. That’s why singers and musicians who play wind instruments are taught abdominal 
breathing.

Here’s how to make sure you’re breathing with your belly:

•	 To	begin	the	process	of	breathing	for	relaxation,	place	one	hand	on	your	stomach	and	the	other	hand	on	
your	chest.

•	 Take	a	big	breath	in	and	notice	if	the	effort	raises	the	hand	resting	on	your	chest	more	than	the	hand	
resting	on	your	stomach.	

•	 Take	the	next	breath	by	pushing	out	your	belly	so	that	you	can	feel	the	hand	on	your	stomach	rise.		
•	 Draw	your	belly	in	towards	your	spine	and	observe	your	stomach	sinking	down.

Simply observe your stomach moving out and in.  If you’re thinking that you can’t breathe with your stomach 
and need to lift your chest to get air, tell yourself that learning to breathe abdominally takes practice and you’re 
a beginning student. Replace negative thoughts that can trigger a stress response and may cause you to take a 
chest breath, with positive thoughts.

When I teach belly breathing, I often hear comments such as “I’m not getting enough air this way.”  In reality, 
engaging your abdomen to draw in breath gives you more air.  Try inflating a balloon by just inhaling through 
your chest.  You’ll get less air into the balloon than if you engaged your stomach by pushing it out and then 
slowly drawing it back in order to release air into the balloon.  

BELLY BREATHE YOUR WAY TO RELAXATION



Inflating and deflating a balloon serves as a great image to help you master abdominal breathing.

•	 Imagine	your	stomach	as	a	balloon	you’re	going	to	blow	up	with	air	as	you	inhale.		
•	 Imagine	your	stomach	as	a	balloon	deflating	as	you	exhale.		See	if	you	can	lose	yourself	in	this		

image	for	several	breath	cycles.	
•	 Observe	your	shoulders.		Are	they	rising	and	falling	with	each	inhalation	and	exhalation?		If	so,	tell	

them	to	stay	still.
•	 Observe	your	thoughts.		Is	your	mind	judging,	evaluating	or	complaining	at	this	moment?		If	so,	

remember	that	all	thoughts	and	mental	images	are	sorted	into	darks	and	lights,	safety	or	danger,	
positive	or	negative.

•	 Replace	negative	thoughts	with	positive,	encouraging	ones.
•	 Tell	your	mind	that	it’s	the	observer.		Imagine	you’re	doing	an	experiment	and	your	mind	is		

functioning	like	a	scientist.		You’re	simply	observing	the	process	of	breathing.
•	 If	your	mind	wanders,	bring	it	back	to	noticing	the	very	next	breath.
•	 If	you	observe	that	you’re	breathing	with	your	chest,	simply	observe	that	process	and	take		

advantage	of	the	next	breath	to	try	an	abdominal	pattern.
•	 Here’s	another	visualization	that	may	be	helpful	when	learning	belly	breathing.
•	 Imagine	that	there’s	a	string	attached	to	your	navel	and	it’s	being	gently	pulled	away	from	the	body.		

Feel	that	as	the	inhalation.		
•	 To	exhale,	imagine	there’s	a	string	attached	to	your	navel	from	the	inside	and	you’re	gently	pulling	

the	string	towards	your	spine.		

Practice belly breathing as often as possible.  Start with times when you’re comfortable or happy and  
experience those good feelings deepening.  Whenever you’re feeling contentment, and wish to savor the  
moment, take a deep abdominal breath.  For example, when you walk outside and encounter a beautiful day, 
enhance the positive experience with belly breathing.

...WHEN YOU WALK OUTSIDE AND ENCOUNTER A 

BEAUTIFUL DAY, ENHANCE THE POSITIVE 

EXPERIENCE WITH BELLY BREATHING



Breathe Very Slowly

Now that you’re aware of the distinction between a chest and a belly breath, let’s focus on ways to establish a 
relaxed breathing pattern.  When you’re feeling stressed or anxious, slowing the breath is one of the most  
important steps you can take to initiate a quieting response.

•	 As	you	breathe,	notice	the	length	of	each	inhalation	and	exhalation.	
•	 Try	evening	out	the	amount	of	time	you	spend	inhaling	and	exhaling.		
•	 Pretend	you’re	creating	slow,	undulating	waves,	maybe	by	imagining	the	gentle	rise	and	fall	of	

waves	of	water.
•	 Picture	even	waves	spaced	far	apart.	That’s	a	relaxed	pattern.
•	 Counting	while	inhaling	and	exhaling	can	be	an	effective	tool	for	both	remembering	to	slow	down	

and	balancing	the	inhalations	with	complete	exhalations.	
•	 Inhale	to	a	count	of	four	and	exhale	to	a	count	of	four.
•	 		As	you	exhale,	try	letting	out	the	breath	through	your	teeth,	creating	a	soft,	hissing	sound.			

Alternatively,	exhale	as	if	you	were	blowing	out	a	candle,	blowing	away	the	petals	of	a	dandelion,	or	
moving	a	toy	pinwheel.

•	 If	you’re	comfortable	using	a	count	of	four,	inhale	to	a	count	of	five	and	exhale	to	a	count	of	five.
•	 Now	inhale	to	the	count	of	four	and	exhale	to	the	count	of	six,	to	help	elongate	the	exhalation.
•	 Ideally,	inhale	for	four	seconds	(counting	one,	one	thousand,	two,	one	thousand,	and	so	forth)	and	

exhale	for	six	seconds	(counting	in	the	same	manner).

Experiment with Different Breathing Patterns

One of my favorite breathing methods, advocated by Andrew Weil, MD, produces a profound quieting response.
•	 Breathe	in	through	your	nose	as	you	count	slowly	to	four.
•	 Hold	your	breath	as	you	count	to	seven.
•	 Exhale	through	your	mouth	as	you	count	to	eight.
•	 Repeat	this	pattern	four	times	in	a	row	and	increase	to	eight	times	after	you’ve	practiced	for	a	month.

WHEN YOU’RE FEELING STRESSED OR 

ANXIOUS, SLOWING THE BREATH IS 

ONE OF THE MOST IMPORTANT STEPS 

YOU CAN TAKE TO INITIATE A 

QUIETING RESPONSE.



Add Some Images

What if you’re taking slow, belly breathes, but still feel upset or stressed?  What if focusing on breathing makes 
you more anxious?  Rather than give up, keep in mind that the process of change begins with imagination.  
Try launching your imagination with these thoughts:

•	 Pretend	that	slow,	abdominal	breathing	will	eventually	help	you	become	calmer.		
•	 Imagine	the	breath	sending	out	signals	to	your	nervous	system,	telling	it	to	calm	down.
•	 Imagine	that	the	breath	is	warm	and	soothing.		Go	with	the	image	of	“soothing”	and	associate	it	

with	something	else	that	feels	soothing.
•	 Imagine	the	breath	moving	all	the	way	down	to	your	fingers	and	toes.		Pretend	that	your	fingers	and	

toes	are	becoming	warm	and	relaxed.
•	 Imagine	a	turbulent,	stormy	sea	that	will	soon	become	a	very	calm,	smooth	body	of	water,	just	as	

your	agitated	feelings	will	cease	as	you	create	waves	of	slow,	abdominal	breaths.
•	 Imagine	the	warmth	of	the	breath	flowing	through	your	heart.		Pretend	your	chest	is	melting	or		

softening	every	time	you	exhale.
•	 Imagine	inhaling	feelings	of	wellbeing.
•	 Imagine	the	stressful	situation	being	exhaled	along	with	the	breath.
•	 Imagine	breathing	as	a	child.
•	 Imagine	inhaling	equanimity.
•	 Imagine	letting	go	of	any	jerkiness	in	the	breath	cycle.
•	 Imagine	something	that	flows,	such	as	flower	petals,	tall	grasses	swaying	in	a	gentle	breeze	or		

dancers	swaying	back	and	forth.
•	 Say	to	yourself:		“I	am”	as	you	inhale	and	“calm”	or	“relaxed”	as	you	exhale.
•	 Say	to	yourself:	“I	love”	as	you	inhale,	and	the	name	of	a	favorite	person,	place	or	activity	as	you	

exhale.	



Get “Back” in Balance

Another powerful breathing technique involves exhaling into your back and imagining quieting your adrenal 
glands.  These two “baby” glands sit above the kidneys and secrete the stress hormones associated with the 
sympathetic response, adrenaline and cortisol.  The surge of adrenaline fuels a panic attack, while cortisol is 
largely responsible for the feeling of being “keyed up” and on edge.

•	 Place	your	hands	on	your	lower	back	while	seated	or	lying	down.		As	you	exhale,	imagine	your	navel	
moving	back	towards	your	spine.		

•	 Picture	your	breath	continuing	beyond	your	spine	and	puffing	out	your	lower	back.	
•	 Imagine	your	exhaled	breath	is	creating	a	soft	cushion	for	your	adrenal	glands	or	inflating	your	lower	

back,	as	if	inflating	an	inner	tube.	
•	 Visualize	the	breath	calming	and	soothing	your	adrenal	glands.

Focusing on the breath distracts you from stress-producing thoughts.  When you create a slow belly breath, for 
that moment, your internal alarm system shuts off.  Your autonomic nervous system receives signals indicating 
the absence of danger.  Therefore, a quieting response begins.

Breath awareness grounds you in the present moment, unlike anxiety, which is connected to the future. 
Abdominal breathing lays the groundwork for establishing the strong mind-body connection that shuts off the 
stress response. That’s why it’s my favorite relaxation technique.  Slow, belly breathing really works!

SLOW, BELLY BREATHING REALLY WORKS!
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positive psychology and cognitive-behavior therapy 
for over 40 years. She established a clinic for diagnos-
ing and treating attention deficit disorders and also ran 
a clinic for treating panic and anxiety.  Dr. Scheinbaum 
is a board-certified senior fellow in biofeedback, certi-
fied health coach and registered yoga instructor.  She is 
the author of Stop Panic Attacks in 10 Easy Steps and 
How to Give Clients the Skills to Stop Panic Attacks, 
and conducted one of the first controlled studies of  
neurofeedback for the treatment of ADD.

FMCA is a 12-month online program, established in collaboration with The Institute for  
Functional Medicine that trains and certifies health coaches. The curriculum blends Functional 
Medicine principles with positive psychology coaching, functional nutrition, mind-body  
medicine, and eating psychology.


