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BREATHING IS LIFE 
The quantity and quality of our breathing is as important as or even more important than the 
quantity and quality of our food.  

• We can live for days without water and weeks without food, but we can only live for a few 
minutes without air. 

• We know that the quantity and quality of the food and water we consume determines our 
state of health. We know that too little leads to starvation and dehydration and too much 
leads to obesity and other health problems. 

• Since air is even more essential to life than food and water, it is equally important that we 
consider the quantity and quality of our breathing. 

 
HYPERVENTILATION / OVER-BREATHING 
The standard volume of normal breathing for a healthy person is 3 – 5 L of air per minute. 
 
Hyperventilation / Over-breathing - breathing more than the body needs 
 
Chronic Hyperventilation – Over-breathing on a day-to-day basis over a long period of time 
 
Over-breathing is often not noticeable and, therefore, it is referred to as “hidden hyperventilation”. 
 
Indicators of Hyperventilation 

• Sighing regularly 
• Sniffing 
• Upper Chest Breathing 
• Yawning 
• Taking large breaths before speaking 
• Breathing through the mouth 

 
Symptoms of Over-breathing 

Respiratory System – blocked nose, wheezing, breathlessness, coughing, chest tightness, 
frequent yawning, snoring, asthma 
 
Nervous System – light-headed feeling, poor concentration, numbness, dizziness, vertigo, 
tingling of hands and feet, faintness, trembling, headache 
 
Heart – Racing heartbeat, pain in the chest region, skipping or irregular heartbeat 
 
Mind – Anxiety, tension, depression, apprehension, stress 
 
Other General Symptoms – mouth dryness, fatigue, bad dreams, nightmares, dry itchy skin, 
sweaty palms, diarrhea, constipation, general weakness, chronic exhaustion, increased 
urination such as bed wetting or regular visits to the bathroom during the night 
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THE RESPIRATORY SYSTEM 
 
Parts – Nose, mouth, pharynx, larynx, trachea, bronchi and lungs 

 

 
 

Role – To deliver oxygen from the atmosphere to the cells and tissues of the body, and to transport 
carbon dioxide back to the atmosphere. 

• In order for the cells to function properly – in order to live – the body needs oxygen. 

• Carbon dioxide is produced when carbohydrates and fats are broken down after we eat 
them. 

• Once produced, carbon dioxide travels through the blood vessels to the lungs where the 
excess is exhaled. 

Life itself is dependant upon a balance of oxygen and carbon dioxide.  

• Excess oxygen results in damage to the lungs. This occurs when there is more oxygen than 
there is antioxidants to counteract it. This is known as oxidation. Oxidation is what occurs 
when a fruit or vegetable is left on the counter to shrivel up and go moldy. 

• Deficiency in carbon dioxide impairs the correct functioning of all organs. 
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CARBON DIOXIDE 

Carbon dioxide is not just a waste gas; it is essential for all metabolic functions. Correct 
breathing occurs when the required amount of carbon dioxide is retained in the lungs. 

• For a healthy person, the required amount of carbon dioxide in the little air sacs of the 
lungs (alveoli) is 5%. 

• Constant over-breathing leads to a loss of carbon dioxide and the concentration can 
drop as low as 3½%. 

• A level below 3% leads to death. 

How Over-Breathing Affects Carbon Dioxide Levels 
Air is not stored in the body; therefore, the volume exhaled has to be the same as the volume 
inhaled. The more air that is inhaled causes more air to be exhaled, and the greater quantity of 
exhaled air results in too much carbon dioxide being carried out of the body. 

Over-Breathing Becomes a Bad Habit 
If the body is breathing more than it needs to over a long period of time, carbon dioxide levels 
remain low. The respiratory system becomes accustomed to the lower level of carbon dioxide and 
deems it to be correct. Our respiratory system will then instruct us to over-breathe to maintain this 
low level of carbon dioxide even though the rest of the body’s organs and tissues are suffering. 

The Role of Carbon Dioxide 
Carbon dioxide plays the following two very important roles in the body: 

• Transportation of Oxygen – The hemoglobin molecule carries oxygen to the cells. The 
release of oxygen from hemoglobin depends upon the quantity of carbon dioxide in our 
lungs and blood. If the level of carbon dioxide is not at the required level of 5%, oxygen 
sticks to hemoglobin and is not released to tissues and organs.  

• Dilation of Blood Vessels and Airways – When blood vessels are dilated, there is a 
greater distribution of blood. As a result of the improved circulation, symptoms are 
reduced, body warmth increases and breathing becomes easier. 

 

WHY DO WE OVER-BREATHE? 

1. Diet – Overeating, especially animal protein and processed foods 
 When we eat too much in general or when we consume foods that are difficult to digest, the 

body requires more energy to digest it and thus has to work harder in order to process it; 
therefore, breathing increases. 

2. Misconception of Deep Breathing 
A deep breath is often misinterpreted as a big breath, when, in fact, they are completely 
different. Deep breathing is good. Big breathing is detrimental to health. 

3. Stress 
Whether positive or negative, stress increases breathing, which stimulates many areas in 
the brain which can lead to anxiety, panic, etc. 
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4. Temperature 
Hot and stuffy environments cause over-breathing. Mild and cool environments assist 
reduced breathing. Well sealed homes can contribute to over-breathing. 

5. Lack of Physical Exercise 
Exercise enables the body to accumulate large amounts of carbon dioxide produced by 
metabolic activity. (See The Role of Carbon Dioxide) 

6. Over-Sleeping 
Lying down horizontally, especially on the back, for a long period of time causes severe 
over-breathing. Most deaths occur between 3:00 and 5:00 a.m. when the body’s level of 
carbon dioxide passes below its lower threshold due to excessive breathing during sleep. 

7. Excessive Talking 
Excessive talking is a major cause of big volume breathing. Teachers and salespeople who 
spend a large part of their day talking may be aware of how exhausted they feel at the end 
of the day. 

BENEFITS OF REDUCED BREATHING 
Breathing is the most important physiological function you can exercise control over and it can 
easily be achieved through increased attention, observation and will power. 
 
Correct breathing relaxes smooth muscles around blood vessels and airways. This results in 
improved circulation and all organs and tissues receiving greater oxygenation, which enables them 
to function more efficiently. Benefits noticed include: 

• Reduction in respiratory complaints 
• Increased calmness 
• Increased energy levels 
• Better sleep 
• Reduction in thought activity 

 
BASIC BREATHING RETRAINING 
The three basic steps to breaking the habit of over-breathing are: 
 
Step One – Become very aware of your breathing. 
Feel, watch and listen to your breathing as much as you can during the day. Pay attention to what 
causes you to take deep breaths. Is your breathing a still, silent activity or does it involve large 
inhalations and body movements? 
 
Step Two – Learn to breathe through your nose. 
Breathing through your nose at all times is the correct and only way to breathe. 
 
Step Three – Breathe less. 
Learn to breathe in a calm, silent and still manner. 
 

The perfect man breathes as if he does not breathe.”  ~ Lao Tzu 
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NASAL BREATHING FOR HEALTH 
The nose has a number of features designed to bring cold dry outside air to a more acceptable 
condition before it enters the lungs. The mouth does not have this capability. Instead, it is intended 
for talking, eating and drinking. 
 
Benefits of Nasal Breathing 

• Warms - The nose warms the inhaled air far more effectively than drawing it in through the 
mouth. 

• Filters - Air is filtered to prevent pollen, dust and bacteria from entering the lungs. The nose 
can remove these foreign particles within 15 minutes; whereas it takes 60 – 120 days for 
them to removed from the small air sacs in the lungs. 

• Humidifies - The nose humidifies inhaled air by increasing moisture content, which is 
imperative for proper lung function. 

• Regulates - Nasal breathing reduces the incidence of over-breathing by regulating the 
volume of air that is inhaled. 

• Prevents Dehydration - Breathing out through the nose is just as important as breathing in. 
Part of the moisture contained in the exhaled air is retained which helps to prevent 
dehydration. Breathing out through the mouth leads to a greater loss of carbon dioxide and 
moisture which reduces the amount of oxygen and water available for the body to use. 

A partially blocked nose is common with nasal breathing. Check to see if your nostril is blocked by 
placing your thumb over one nostril and breathing through the other. Repeat with the other nostril. 

 

CAUTION – READ CAREFULLY  

While this is a perfectly safe therapy, it can involve an element of risk for people with particular 
illnesses or susceptibilities.  

Do not commence breath retraining if you have any of the following: 

• Sickle cell anemia, arterial aneurysm, very high uncontrolled blood pressure, any heart 
problems in the past three months, uncontrolled hyperthyroidism, a known brain tumour 
or kidney disorder. 

Refrain from doing any exercises involving holding the breath if you suffer from any of the following: 

• Diabetes, severe asthma, emphysema, epilepsy, schizophrenia, unsatisfactory blood 
pressure levels or chest pains in the heart region. 
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HOW TO UNBLOCK THE NOSE 

1. Sit upright on a straight-backed chair or a block.  

2. Take a small breath (two seconds) in through your nose, and if possible, a small breath out 
(three seconds). If you are unable to take a breath in through your nose, take a tiny breath in 
through the corner of your mouth. 

3. Pinch your nose and hold your breath. Keep your mouth closed. Hold your nose until you 
feel a relatively strong need for air. 

4. When you need to breathe in, let go of your nose and breathe gently through it, in and out, 
with your mouth closed. Avoid taking a deep breath when you breathe in and calm your 
breathing as soon as possible by focusing on relaxation. Repeat to yourself “relax and 
breathe less”.  

5. Continue to do this exercise until you can breathe through your nose fully. If your nose does 
not become totally unblocked, wait about two minutes and perform the exercise again. 
Initially you many need to do this a number of times before your nose is completely 
unblocked. 

/ - Small breath in 

\ - Small breath out 

_____  - Holding breath 

 

/\________________/\/\ 
        

        

   Build up a good air shortage 

 

After doing this exercise a few times, your nose will be unblocked. If you continue to overbreathe or 
take a deep breath, you will lose the additional carbon dioxide and your nose will become blocked 
again. Perform this exercise each time that your nose becomes blocked. Even if you have a cold, 
make sure to breathe through your nose. You may think you can’t clear your nose when you have a 
heavy cold, but you can. 

When the switch is first made from mouth to nasal breathing, the volume of air being inhaled will 
reduce. The body may begin to play tricks and convince individuals to breathe more by inducing 
yawning, sighing, regular sniffing or the odd mouth breath. Try not to increase breathing at this 
point. 

When the need to deep breathe arises, for example during a sigh, swallow immediately. If the need 
to yawn also occurs, avoid taking the deep breath that accompanies a yawn. Instead stifle the yawn 
by keeping the mouth closed or swallow. 
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It takes just a few days for a habitual mouth breather to change breathing to permanent nose 
breathing. Increasing observation of breathing, reducing volume of breathing and practicing nose 
unblocking exercises are important elements in trying to make this change. 

After the change to nasal breathing has been made, it will become uncomfortable to mouth breathe 
because the effects of cold dry air entering through the mouth will be felt. Often people begin to 
wonder how they managed to go through life with a permanent and very uncomfortable blocked 
nose – a condition which is frequently and usually unsuccessfully addressed by the use of nasal 
sprays, decongestants or even an operation. 
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