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Welcome to 
the world of 
breathing. 

 
In this guide you will find the tools to manage your disease. 
This guide is both simple and easy to follow. 
It’s yours! 
It will provide you with information about your disease. 
 
If you have questions or concerns, please feel free to write 
them in this guide and discuss your thoughts and feelings 
with your contact person or GP/practice nurse. 
  
Try to share this guide with your family and friends, so 
they can understand your disease too. 
 
In this session, you will learn to: 
✔ develop an awareness of your breathing 
✔ control your breathing 
✔ do a breathing relaxation exercise… 

 
 



Now, let’s explore your 
breathing. 
When you have chronic obstructive pulmonary disease 
(COPD), you breathe faster than a person who does not 
have a lung disease. This means that you breathe 
approximately 20 times a minute. 

 
Stop for a few moments! 
 
Feel your breathing. 
Put one hand on your 
stomach and the other on 
your chest. 

 
Think how you feel. 
………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………… 



You breathe 
in. 
This is called 
Inspiration. 

 
Air enters your lungs. Air enters your lungs by traveling 
through the nose, mouth, trachea and bronchi in order to 
reach your alveoli. 
When air fills your lungs, oxygen (O2) passes through the 
walls of your alveoli and is carried by the blood, through the 
blood vessels, the arteries and to your body. 

 
You breathe 
out. 
This is called 
Expiration. 

 
Air leaves your lungs. The air that leaves your body is filled 
with carbon dioxide (CO2). Carbon dioxide is a product of 
your body’s metabolism. Blood carries carbon dioxide 
through your blood vessels and veins to the alveoli. The 
alveoli exchange carbon dioxide for oxygen. Then the 
carbon dioxide leaves your body by traveling through the 
bronchi and trachea to exit by the nose or mouth. 
 



Now, let’s see how 
your respiratory  
system works! 
 

 
 
 

The bronchi are channels that allow air to flow in and out of 
your lungs. Air travels through the bronchi until it reaches 
the alveoli. The alveoli are a strategic meeting point! When 
air reaches the alveoli, there is an exchange of oxygen and 
carbon dioxide. 
In a person who has COPD, the bronchi and alveoli 
are damaged. 
 
What happens when there is 
damage? 

The air flows inefficiently in 
and out of the lungs. 
The alveoli exchange oxygen                
and carbon dioxide poorly. 
As a result, air is trapped in 
the lungs. Breathing 
becomes more difficult and 
you experience shortness of  

    breath. 



Reducing Shortness of 
Breath! 
Changing your position or the way you breathe can reduce 
shortness of breath. 
 
Positions that can reduce shortness of 
breath. 

 
 
 
 
 



Breathing Techniques to reduce 
shortness of breath 
Here are some techniques you can use when you get 
short of breath. Practice them all at different times to 
find the ones that work best for you. 
 
First get into a comfortable position with your shoulders 
relaxed. One of the positions above may be good or you can 
lie on your side supported by pillows if you prefer. 
 
As you get better at breathing exercises you may be able 
to do them while you are walking, climbing stairs or 
exercising. 
 

Basic Breathing Control 
This is the first technique to master. 
1 Inhale slowly through your nose. Try to take a middle 
sized breath. Avoid deep breaths. 
2 breathe out slowly making your out-breath twice as long 
as your in-breath. Do not empty your lungs completely. Do 
not force the out-breath. 
3 Repeat until you feel your breathing rate slow down and 
your breathlessness decrease. 
 

 
 
 



Pursed-Lip Breathing 
Just like Basic Breathing Control but when 
you breath out…. 
1 Purse your lips as you would to whistle or 
   kiss someone. 
2 Breath out slowly while keeping your lips  
   pursed. Make sure to take twice as long 
   to breathe out as you would to breathe 
   in. Remember to keep your lips pursed. 
3 Do not force your lungs to empty. 
 
 

Breathing with the Lower Chest 
(Lateral-Costal Breathing) 
While doing Basic Breathing Control …. 
1 Place your hand on your side. 
2 Feel your lower ribs move outwards as 
you slowly.  
3 Feel you ribs move inwards as you 
exhale slowly. 
4 Repeat until you feel your breathing 
rate slow down and your breathlessness decrease. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Breathing with the Belly  
(Diaphragmatic Breathing) 
The diaphragm is the muscle that makes you 
breathe. When the diaphragm contracts, the 
lungs expand and fill with air. When the 
diaphragm relaxes, air exits your lungs. 
 
While doing Basic Breathing Control… 
1  Place one hand on your abdomen. 
2 Feel your belly rise as you breathe in.  
3 Feel your belly move inwards as you breathe out 
4 Repeat until you feel your breathing rate slow down and 
your breathlessness decrease. 
 
Remember: 

 Practise these techniques in a 
comfortable position with your 
shoulders relaxed. 

 Avoid taking more than three or four 
deep breaths at a time. 

 Do not force your out-breaths 
 Do not empty your lungs completely 
 If you feel dizzy stop the breathing 

exercise and sit down. Read 
instructions and check you are doing it correctly. 

If you still feel uncomfortable when you practice these 
techniques, tell your physiotherapist who can help you find a 
way to do the exercises comfortably. 
 
 

Diaphragm 



Now, let’s look at your breathing again. 
How does your breathing change when you 
altered the position of your body? 
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
Which positions reduce your breathlessness 
most? 
......................................................................................
......................................................................................
...................................................................................... 
 
How does your breathing change when you 
practice Basic breathing Control? 
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………..... 
 
Which breathing techniques reduce your 
shortness of breath best? 
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………



How do you think your friends and family 
feel when you are experiencing shortness 
of breath? 
......................................................................................
...................................................................................... 
Let’s see how they can help you…. 
 
How to help a person that is experiencing 
shortness of breath! 
 
When your friend or family member is short of breath, 
you should: 
1 Remain Calm 
    Talk slowly, be supportive and provide reassurance. 
2  Ask them to change their position to one that usually  
    reduces their shortness of breath. 
3 Try to focus their attention on something else; for  
    example, turn on the television and choose a programme  
   they enjoy. It is important for a person experiencing  
   shortness of breath to stop thinking that they will not be  
   able to control their breathing. 
4 If they are still short of breath remind them to use their  
   favourite breathing control technique. Talk them through  
   the technique if it helps. 
5 Once their breathing has slowed down and they are calm 
   they will be able to take their medication properly if they 
   need to.. 



6 If despite your best efforts your friend or family 
member is still short of breath do not hesitate to call for 
help. 
 You can call your GP surgery …………………………………… 
 The ARAS team ……………………………………………… 
 Or the ambulance service ……………………………….. 
     
 
Now, let’s take a moment to relax. 
 
Make yourself comfortable. 
Take a deep breath and… 
 
Let’s practice a relaxation exercise. 

 
Relaxation through Breathing 
Control 
1 Find a quiet place, where you will not be disturbed. 
2 Get into a comfortable position with your arms and  
    shoulders relaxed. 
3 Inhale slowly through your nose. Take a middle sized  
    breath. 
4 Exhale slowly making your out-breath twice as long as  
    your in breath. Do not force the out breath. Purse your  
    lips if you like. 
5 Repeat until you feel your breathing rate slow down and  
    your body relax. Allow 10-15 minutes to become really  



    relaxed. 
 You will be more relaxed if you close your eyes and think    

about a quiet place or the word “calm”. 
 Soothing Music in the background may help. 
 Do not worry if you find it hard to become really relaxed 

at first. After several 10-15 minute sessions it will 
become easier. 

 Try practicing at different times of day or in different 
places until you find what works best for you. 

 
 

Take your time and don’t be too hard on 
yourself! 
 
Now, let’s review what you have learned to 
control your shortness of breath. 
✔ Breathing techniques 
✔ Positions to reduce shortness of breath 
✔ Relaxation 
 
 
 
Do not hesitate to review this module. 
Ask questions. Get information. 
Any of the people looking after you will be happy to help 
you. 
 
 



Remember keep practicing your techniques. 
Practice is the key to success. 
You will be successful! 


