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Our breath moves with our emotions. When happy or joyful, 

we breathe more deeply and slowly. When stressed or angry, 

our breath becomes short, shallow and frequent. This is ideal 

for fight or flight, but not for clear and resourceful thinking. 

We know this, but rarely use the knowledge. Rather 

than have our breath follow our emotions, we can 

move our emotions with our breath. We can consciously 

use our breath to calm and restore our systems or 

unconsciously allow it put our bodies under pressure. 

Many of us live with relentless deadlines, a sense of never 

being ahead, of being ‘always on’, and particularly these 

days, with a background hum of uncertainty and risk. This 

can lead to us breathing the shallow, frequent breaths 

of readying for fight or flight, rather than the deeper 

breathing we need for clear and resourced thinking. 

Our bodies evolved to respond to physical threats, allowing 

us to run fast or fight hard. They did not evolve to allow us to 

think clearly or creatively when feeling stressed or anxious. 

When we experience a physical danger, such as swerving 

to avoid a car, our breathing returns to normal when the 

danger has passed. However, when it’s the continuous 

pressure of a busy day, our breathing may remain shallow 

and fast for longer periods, readying the body for something 

that never happens and exacting a toll in return. 

What physically happens? Our diaphragm sits beneath our 

lungs, lifting and shrinking the lungs during exhalation, 

dropping back down and expanding them during inhalation. 

This movement occurs within us about 50,000 times a 

day. However, the shallow type of breathing most of 

us engage in uses only a fraction of the capacity of the 

diaphragm; it doesn’t move high enough for full exhalation 

or low enough for a deep inhalation. So our hearts can 

actually ache physically and emotionally with worry. 

The good news is that we can change this unconscious 

cycle and reap benefits with remarkable ease. 

Breathing more slowly and deeply triggers the 

parasympathetic nervous system into action, the system that 

lowers our blood pressure and reduces anxiety. Changing 

the rhythm of our breath can allow our bodies to relax, and 

so our minds to think. Suggestions and directions are on the 

next page. We can intentionally create an internal sense of 

calm in mind and body and increase our capacity for creative 

and resourceful thinking. Never did we need it more ...

Breathing your way to 
clear thinking
Our breath is a dramatically underused resource 

by most of us for health and wellbeing. With easy, 

simple exercises done at our desks we can think more 

clearly and bring more calm and ease into our day.
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Try it…
The simplest way to experience how breathing can calm 

you down is to change the ratio of your inhale to exhale. 

When we inhale, our heart rate speeds up slightly. When we 

exhale, it slows down. Breathing in for a count of four and 
out for a count of eight for just a few minutes can start 
to calm your nervous system. 

It’s a simple exercise to do anywhere, anytime – at an online 

meeting, preparing to write a document, walking the dog, 

standing in a queue - simply breathe a series of breaths 

where your exhale is longer than your inhale.

Try with focus…
Follow the description below for a slightly more focused 

experience. You will comfortably get four rounds of this 

breath done within a minute. Do you have a minute?

Do at least four rounds each time you practice. At less than 

a minute, you can afford the time. If you believe you can’t 

afford a minute , try it anyway and see what you think when 

your mind is clearer!

As you practice, you will feel your body begin to relax, and 

your mind settle. This is something we should all do as many 

times as we can think of it during the day. If we develop it as 

a habit, clearing the mind and regulating our heart rate, it 

becomes second nature. It’s good to do it before meetings, 

before starting into a piece of work, before a phone call. 

As you start to use it regularly, you may notice that you 

had been more constricted than you had realised. Your 

shoulders will relax and drop down a little , tension in your 

neck will ease, and your mind will clear.

Try the magic number…
A vast amount of research into the most effective 
breathing pattern concludes that it occurs when we 
breathe in for 5.5 seconds, then out for 5.5 seconds. It 

also results in 5.5 breaths a minute, which is neat. Known as 

‘resonant breathing’, practicing it for even five minutes (or 

5.5 minutes!) ) a day is said to yield significant benefits for 

heart and mind.

For a greater appreciation of the power of the breath and 

potential for your effectiveness and well-being, you might 

like to follow up with reading the authors below.

James Nestor, author of ‘Breath’  
https://www.mrjamesnestor.com/breath

Emma Seppala, HBR  
https://hbr.org/2020/09/research-why-breathing-is-so-

effective-at-reducing-stress?utm_source=pocket-newtab-

global-en-GB

And a simple little app: The Breathing App  
https://eddiestern.com/the-breathing-app/

Breathe deeply, allowing your stomach to move 

outwards with the breath. This allows the diaphragm to 

move down and your lungs to inflate. Hold the breath for 

a short count. Then release your breath in a long, slow, 

exhale and allow your stomach to move back gently. 

Counting the breaths can help, so try

• Breathe in for a count of four, 

• Hold for a count of two

• Breathe out for a count of six

Also try Inhale x4, hold x 4, Exhale for 8 

Find your comfort level the length of inhale and exhale, 

always ensuring the exhale is longer. 
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