
UNDERSTANDING

BREATHING AND ANXIETY
A guide to mindful breath

1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
5. 
6. 

Anxiety can feel overwhelming, but understanding the connection between breathing and anxiety can 
be a powerful first step in managing it. Your breath is a direct link to your nervous system, and by 
consciously controlling your breathing, you can influence your body's response to stress.

When you're anxious, your breathing often becomes rapid, shallow, and irregular. This type of 
breathing can actually exacerbate feelings of anxiety, creating a vicious cycle.  By learning and 
practicing specific breathing techniques, you can break this cycle and promote a sense of calm and 
control.  One particularly effective technique is the 4-7-8 breathing method.

Introducing the 4-7-8 Breathing Technique

The 4-7-8 breathing technique, also known as the 'relaxing breath,' is a simple yet powerful method 
that can help reduce anxiety and promote relaxation. It involves inhaling for a count of 4, holding your 
breath for a count of 7, and exhaling for a count of 8. This technique helps to slow your heart rate and 
calm your nervous system. It's particularly beneficial because it can be done anywhere, anytime, 
without any special equipment.

Step-by-Step Instructions

Follow these steps to practice the 4-7-8 breathing technique:

Get Comfortable: Sit comfortably in a chair or lie down.
Empty Your Lungs: Gently exhale completely through your mouth, making a whooshing sound.
Inhale: Close your mouth and inhale quietly through your nose to a mental count of four.
Hold: Hold your breath for a count of seven.
Exhale: Exhale completely through your mouth, making a whooshing sound, to a count of eight.
Repeat: This is one breath. Now inhale again and repeat the cycle three more times for a total of 
four breaths. Try to keep the ratio (4-7-8) consistent even if you're counting faster or slower than 
before. It's more important than the absolute time you spend.

Developing Better Breathing Habits

Beyond the 4-7-8 technique, you can cultivate better overall breathing habits:



Practice Diaphragmatic Breathing: Focus on breathing deeply into your belly, allowing your 
diaphragm to expand. You can notice this by placing a hand on your chest, and another on your 
stomach. When you inhale, the hand on your stomach should rise more than the hand on your 
chest.
Be Mindful of Your Breath: Throughout the day, take a moment to notice your breathing. Is it 
shallow or deep? Fast or slow? Simply becoming aware can help you make adjustments.
Create a Routine: Incorporate breathing exercises into your daily routine, such as during your 
morning coffee or before bed.
Avoid Holding Your Breath: Be conscious of not holding your breath, especially when stressed 
or focused on a task.

Benefits for Children and Adolescents

The 4-7-8 breathing technique is particularly beneficial for children and adolescents who may be 
experiencing stress and anxiety related to school, social situations, or other challenges. Regular 
practice can help them:

Reduce Anxiety: By calming the nervous system, this technique can help reduce feelings of 
anxiety and panic.
Improve Focus: Mindful breathing can improve concentration and focus, leading to better 
academic performance.
Manage Stress: It provides a simple and effective tool for managing everyday stressors.
Promote Relaxation: It encourages relaxation and improves sleep quality.
Increase Self-Awareness: It helps children and adolescents become more aware of their bodies 
and emotions.

Summary

This document has explored the connection between breathing and anxiety, highlighting the 
effectiveness of the 4-7-8 breathing technique. By following the step-by-step instructions and 
developing better breathing habits, individuals, especially children and adolescents, can empower 
themselves to manage stress, reduce anxiety, and promote overall well-being. Regular practice is key 
to experiencing the full benefits of this simple yet powerful tool.


