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The aim of this booklet is to offer you practical suggestions for making 
the most of your lungs and coping with shortness of breath.

Your lungs

 

The lungs are the organs that bring oxygen into your body. Oxygen is 
the gas in the air which your body needs to function.

When you breathe in, air flows in through your mouth or nose and 
down a series of tubes. Starting with the trachea (windpipe) the tubes 
branch into two smaller passageways called the bronchi. This 
branching continues to smaller tubes and ends when the air reaches the 
alveoli (air-sacs). There are millions of these in your lungs. It is here that 
the blood picks up oxygen that is then taken throughout your body.
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There are a number of factors that can contribute to a feeling of 
shortness of breath.

• Most chest conditions mean that your lungs are less efficient at 
getting oxygen from the air into your body.

• Some chest conditions may cause your airways to become narrow 
making it more difficult to get air in and out.

• Anxiety can play a large part in making you feel short of breath.

Many people with a chest condition develop ineffective breathing 
patterns that can increase the work of breathing and increase the 
feeling of breathlessness. People normally use their diaphragm and 
lower chest muscles to breathe. With ineffective breathing the muscles 
of the upper chest and shoulders may also be used. These muscles are 
not designed to work for long periods of time and so tire easily. 
Overworked muscles become tense, use up more oxygen, and are less 
efficient than relaxed muscles.

How can I help to ease the feeling of being breathless?

Breathing control is a way of helping you to ease the feelings of 
breathlessness by;

• relaxing your shoulders and upper chest muscles;
• helping you to breathe gently;
• helping you to gain a sense of control.

It is best to practice breathing control when you feel relaxed and not too 
short of breath. As you find it easier to control your breathing you can 
then use this technique when you are more breathless.
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Technique for breathing control

When you breathe in try to feel your stomach swell.

It may be helpful to put your hand on your stomach to feel what is 
happening.

Breathe gently in through your nose and out through your mouth or 
nose.

Try to make your breath out twice as long as your breath in. This will 
take practice to do correctly especially when you are short of breath.

What position should I be in?

You can carry out this breathing control in various positions, for 
example:

Sitting 

Sit with your back well supported.
Keep your shoulders back.
Keep your shoulders, arms and hands relaxed.
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High side lying 
Use 4 - 5 pillows.
Lie on your side allowing your stomach to move freely. You may find a 
pillow under your waist helpful.

 

Sitting at a table 
Put some pillows on a table and rest your chest and head on them.
Your stomach should be free to allow relaxed breathing.
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Sitting leaning forward 
Sit with your arms resting on your thighs. Keep your shoulders, arms and 
hands relaxed.

Standing leaning forwards 
Lean forwards with your arms resting on a window sill, cupboard or 
work surface.
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Standing leaning back 
Lean back against a wall with your feet about 30 centimetres (12 
inches) from the wall. Keep your arms hanging loosely by your side.

 

The aim is for you to find positions that are comfortable for you.
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