
Breathing exercises, known as Pranayama in Eastern traditions, are used for therapeutic purposes, including 

relaxation and improving well-being. According to the National Institutes of Health, deep breathing exercises 

are defined as an active process involving conscious regulation of inhaling and exhaling. 

Components of breathing exercises may include:

• Changing the depth of breathing (e.g., deep, shallow)

• Changing the rate of breathing (e.g., quickly, slowly, over a certain duration of time)

• Changing the way air is inhaled or exhaled (e.g., mouth, nostrils)

• Controlling body parts (e.g., relaxing or contracting the stomach)

Breathing exercises

Health benefits of breathing exercises
 ↓ symptoms of anxiety and mood disorders 

 ↓ blood pressure

 ↓ pain and duration of labor and delivery in 
pregnant women

 ↑ stress tolerance

 ↑ sleep quality

 ↑ exercise capacity in individuals with chronic 
obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD)

 ↑ lung function and quality of life

 ↓ hyperventilation symptoms in individuals  
with asthma

Breathing exercise apps
• Breath Ball 

• Breathly 

• Paced Breathing

• Relax: Stress & Anxiety Relief 

• Universal Breathing: Pranayama
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https://breathball.com/
https://www.breathly.app/
http://pacedbreathing.blogspot.com/
https://www.saagara.com/apps/breathing/relax
https://www.saagara.com/apps/breathing/universal-breathing-pranayama


Types of breathing exercises
This table summarizes the key features of various breathing techniques and methods that combine several 
breathing exercises in succession. For demonstrations of these common breathing techniques, watch the 
video found on the next page.

Breathing exercise Key features

Alternate nostril breathing 
(Nadhi Suddhi)

• A yogic breathing exercise that involves alternating between breathing and exhaling 
through each nostril, with the support of the thumb and ring fingers of the right hand 
to close each nostril, one at a time

Diaphragmatic breathing 
(Belly breathing)

• Involves breathing so that your abdomen expands in order to contract the diaphragm, 
a muscle found at the base of the lungs, helping to take deep, refreshing breaths 

Papworth method • A series of relaxation and breathing exercises designed to address dysfunctional 
breathing patterns

• Combines breathing training, education about the physical stress response, relaxation 
training, integration of techniques into daily life, and daily home exercises

Pursed lip breathing • Used to address shortness of breath; the technique is repeated until breathing  
returns to a normal pace

• An inhale is taken through the nose for at least two seconds with the mouth closed

• With lips still closed but pursed, similar to when whistling, the air is gently exhaled 
through the mouth for at least four seconds

Shining skull breathing 
(Kappalabhati)

• A type of rapid abdominal breathing that involves rounds of sudden, forceful exhaling 
through the nostrils, followed by relaxing the abdomen and allowing the air to 
naturally return to the lungs (without force)

• Generally done at a rate of one breath per second, repeated several times per round, 
with rest periods of thirty seconds between rounds

Slow-paced breathing • Involves intentionally slowing the breathing rate down with the help of a pacer  
(e.g., audio recording, breathing app)

• The exhalation should last slightly longer than the inhalation, with six breath  
cycles per minute 

Sudarshan Kriya yoga (SKY) • A sequence of four specific breathing techniques, including Ujjayi (victorious breath), 
Bhastrika (bellows breath), “om” chanting, and Sudarshan Kriya (cyclical breathing)

• Completed while sitting on a chair or cross-legged on the floor with different 
corresponding asanas (physical postures) for each component

Three-part breath  
(Dirga Swasam)

• A diaphragmatic breathing method that involves inhaling through the nose,  
expanding the abdomen, then the ribcage, then the collarbones

• Exhaling is done by contracting the collarbones, following by the rib cage, and  
lastly, the abdomen 

2



References

1. Brandani, J. Z., Mizuno, J., Ciolac, E. G., & Monteiro, H. 
L. (2017). The hypotensive effect of yoga’s breathing 
exercises: A systematic review. Complementary 
Therapies in Clinical Practice, 28, 38–46. 

2. Brown, R. P., & Gerbarg, P. L. (2005a). Sudarshan 
Kriya Yogic breathing in the treatment of stress, 
anxiety, and depression: Part II—clinical applications 
and guidelines. The Journal of Alternative and 
Complementary Medicine, 11(4), 711–717. 

3. Brown, R. P., & Gerbarg, P. L. (2005b). Sudarshan 
Kriya Yogic breathing in the treatment of stress, 
anxiety, and depression: Part I—neurophysiologic 
model. The Journal of Alternative and Complementary 
Medicine, 11(1), 189–201. 

4. Chen, Y.-F., Huang, X.-Y., Chien, C.-H., & Cheng, J.-F. 
(2016). The effectiveness of diaphragmatic breathing 
relaxation training for reducing anxiety. Perspectives 
in Psychiatric Care, 53(4), 329–336. 

5. Holland, A. E., Hill, C. J., Jones, A. Y., & McDonald, C. 
F. (2012). Breathing exercises for chronic obstructive 
pulmonary disease. Cochrane Database of 
Systematic Reviews, 10, CD008250. 

6. Holloway, E. A., & West, R. J. (2007). Integrated 
breathing and relaxation training (the Papworth 
method) for adults with asthma in primary care: 
A randomised controlled trial. Thorax, 62(12), 
1039–1042. 

7. Jerath, R., Crawford, M. W., Barnes, V. A., & Harden, 
K. (2015). Self-regulation of breathing as a primary 
treatment for anxiety. Applied Psychophysiology and 
Biofeedback, 40(2), 107–115. 

8. Kupershmidt, S., & Barnable, T. (2019). Definition of a 
yoga breathing (Pranayama) protocol that improves 
lung function. Holistic Nursing Practice, 33(4), 
197–203. 

9. Laborde, S., Hosang, T., Mosley, E., & Dosseville, F. 
(2019). Influence of a 30-day slow-paced breathing 
intervention compared to social media use on 
subjective sleep quality and cardiac vagal activity. 
Journal of Clinical Medicine, 8(2), 193. 

10. National Center for Complementary and Integrative 
Health. (n.d.). Terms related to complementary and 
integrative health. Retrieved from https://www.
nccih.nih.gov/health/providers/terms-related-to-
complementary-and-integrative-health 

3



For more educational content and resources: www.fullscript.com/learn

This handout was developed and medically reviewed by Fullscript’s Integrative Medical Advisory team.  
*These statements have not been evaluated by the Food and Drug Administration. This information is not intended  

to diagnose, treat, cure, or prevent any disease.

Updated: July 2021

11. Santino, T. A., Chaves, G. S., Freitas, D. A., Fregonezi, 
G. A., & Mendonça, K. M. (2020). Breathing exercises 
for adults with asthma. Cochrane Database of 
Systematic Reviews, 3, CD001277. 

12. Vatwani, A. (2019). Pursed lip breathing exercise 
to reduce shortness of breath. Archives of Physical 
Medicine and Rehabilitation, 100(1), 189–190. 

13. Yuksel, H., Cayir, Y., Kosan, Z., & Tastan, K. (2017). 
Effectiveness of breathing exercises during the 

second stage of labor on labor pain and duration: 
a randomized controlled trial. Journal of Integrative 
Medicine, 15(6), 456–461. 

14. Zaccaro, A., Piarulli, A., Laurino, M., Garbella, E., 
Menicucci, D., Neri, B., & Gemignani, A. (2018). How 
breath-control can change your life: A systematic 
review on psycho-physiological correlates of slow 
breathing. Frontiers in Human Neuroscience, 12, 353.

4


