
Breathing Exercises for 
Calming and Relaxing. 

 

These calming breathing technique for stress, anxiety 
and panic take just a few minutes  

and can be done anywhere. 
You can do them standing up, sitting in a chair that   
supports your back, or lying on a bed or mat on the 

floor. 
Make yourself as comfortable as you can.      

If you're lying down, place your arms a little bit away 
from your sides, with the palms up. Let your legs be 

straight, or bend your knees so your feet are flat on the 
floor. 

If you're sitting, sit up straight and place your arms on 
the chair arms. 

If you’re sitting or standing, place both feet flat on the 

ground. Whatever position you're in, place your feet 

roughly hip-width apart. 

If its comfortable, close your eyes and focus on your 

breath. Pay attention to your breathing and think about 

places, experiences, pictures and sounds which help 

you feel relaxed. 

 

www.lifecoachbrighton.org.uk  

Breath Counting 
Let your breath flow as deep down into your 
belly as is comfortable, without forcing it. 
Breath  in through your nose and out 
through your mouth. 

Breathe in deeply, gently and regularly. As you breath in count 
steadily from one to five. You may not be able to reach five at 
first. 
Then, without pausing or holding your breath, let it flow out 
gently, counting from one to five again, if you find this helpful. 
Keep doing this for three to five minutes 
 
Gently close your eyes and take a few deep breaths. Then let 
the breath come naturally without trying to influence it. Ideally 
it will be quiet and slow, but depth and rhythm may vary. 
To begin the exercise, count “one” to yourself as you exhale. 
The next time you exhale, count “two,” and so on up to “five.” 
Then begin a new cycle, counting “one” on the next exhalation. 
Never count higher than “five,” and count only when you       
exhale. You will know your attention has wandered when you 
find yourself up to “eight,” “12,” even “19.” 
Try to do 10 minutes of this focussed breathing. 
 
 
Inhale for a count of two… hold the breath in for a count of 
one… exhale gently, counting out for four… and finish by hold-
ing the breath out for a count of one. Keep your breathing even 
and smooth. 
If the 2-4 count feels too short try increasing the breath lengths 
to 4 in and 6 out, or 6 in and 8 out, and so on. But if longer 
breaths create any anxiety there is no need to push yourself. 
The most important thing is that the exhale is longer than the 
inhale, not the absolute length of the breath. 



The 4-7-8 (or Relaxing Breath) Exercise 
Place the tip of your tongue against the ridge of tissue just     

behind your upper front teeth, and keep it there through the 
entire exercise. You will be exhaling through your mouth 

around your tongue; try pursing your lips slightly if this seems 
awkward. 

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 to a count of eight. 
This is one breath. Now inhale again and repeat the cycle three 

more times for a total of four breaths. 
Note that you always inhale quietly through your nose and     
exhale audibly through your mouth. The tip of your tongue 

stays in position the whole time. Exhalation takes twice as long 
as inhalation. The absolute time you spend on each phase is 

not important; the ratio of 4:7:8 is important. If you have    
trouble holding your breath, speed the exercise up but keep to 

the ratio of 4:7:8 for the three phases.  
Do not do more than four breaths at one time for the first 

month of practice.  
If you feel a little lightheaded when you first breathe this way, 

do not be concerned; it will pass. 

 

The Science stuff 

A great, simple breathing exercise for calming both the      
nervous system and the overworked mind is a timed breath 
where the exhale is longer than the inhale. When your exhale 
is even a few counts longer than your inhale, the vagus nerve 
(running from the neck down through the diaphragm) sends a 
signal to your brain to turn up your parasympathetic nervous 
system and turn down your sympathetic nervous system. 
 

The sympathetics command your fight or flight response, and 
when they fire, your heart rate and your breathing speed up, 
and stress hormones like cortisol start pumping through your 
bloodstream, preparing your body to face a threat. If the 
threat is, “A lion is chasing me and I need to run away,” this is 
helpful. If the threat is, “I am late to work” or, “I’m so upset 
with my mom,” this is not particularly helpful, and in fact it 
can be damaging – when cortisol is elevated for too long or 
too frequently it disturbs all the hormonal systems of the 
body. 
 

The parasympathetics, on the other hand, control your rest, 
relax, and digest response. When the parasympathetic system 
is dominant, your breathing slows, your heart rate drops, your 
blood pressure lowers as the blood vessels relax, and your 
body is put into a state of calm and healing. 
 

Putting your body in a parasympathetic state 
is easy. Pick a count for your inhale and a 
count for your exhale that is a little longer.  
 
www.lifecoachbrighton.org.uk  
 


