
Re-education of faulty respiration 
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Fig.1 Belly breathing. 
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Neck pain, back pain and even low 
energy can have a common origin in 
faulty breathing habits. Breathing is 
something we all take for granted 

but that does not guarantee that it is 
optimal. For instance, haven't we all 
noticed that after a stressful event 
we tend to sigh? This sigh is a sign 
that we had been holding our breath 
in with our neck and shoulder girdle 
muscles. The sigh allows our neck 
and shoulders to relax and for us to 
take in another breath. 
Unfortunately, we often 
unconsciously hold our breath in 
and tense our neck and shoulder 
muscles. The goal of this simple 
exercise is to re-educate normal 
breathing with the diaphragm 
muscle. 

The diaphragm is the primary 
muscle of respiration and is 
responsible for inhalation. When it 
works properly, our abdomen fills 
with air and our lungs expand to 
their maximum volume. With a little 
training, breathing in with your 
diaphragm will be automatic so you 
won't  overactivate your neck and 
shoulder muscles. 

A second benefit of learning to 
breathe by filling your abdomen is 
that your abdominals will reflexively 
become more toned. Why is that? 
While your diaphragm is responsible 
for breathing in, it is your 
abdominals that enable you to 
breathe out forcefully such as during 
a karate kick or blowing out 
candles. When your diaphragm is 
working more, your neck and 
shoulder muscles work less and your 
abdominals become automatically 
more active. 

Many people think they should 
hold their tummies in all the time to 
strengthen their abdominals. But all 
that does is increase neck and 
shoulder tension and result in 
incoordination in the muscles which 
would normally stabilise your lower 
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Fig. 2 Inhalation exercise without shoulder shrugging. 

back during strenuous tasks such as 
lifting. 

Here is a simple exercise for you 
to try which will reducate normal 
diaphragmatic breathing. 

Lay on your back and place one 
hand on your abdomen and one on 
your chest. Take a deep breath in 
and monitor how both of  your 
hands move. If you are like most 
people you will notice that you 
breathe with your chest more than 
your abdomen during inhalation 

(Fig. 1A). Try this retraining 
exercise. Slowly exhale through your 
pursed lips - feeling how both your 
chest and abdomen move inwards 
(Fig. 1B). Then breathe in through 
your nose - filling your abdomen 
with air (Fig. 1C). Your goal with 
this exercise is to make about 80% 
of  the movement occur in your 
abdomen. You should practice B 
and C in lying, sitting and standing 
positions a few times a day (i.e. 3-5). 
Each time perform a few repetitions 

(i.e. 3-5). On your last repetition 
take a full breath in, first filling the 
abdomen and then the chest 
(Fig. 1D). Finally, always try to be 
relaxed when you practice your 
breathing. 

Mastering belly breathing is the 
first step in reducing tension in your 
neck and shoulders, and making 
your abdominals easier to train. 
Within just a few weeks you should 
notice that you are sighing less 
frequently and that you are 
beginning to breathe into your 
abdomen throughout the day 
without even making a conscious 
effort to do so. 

A second exercise requires 
that you sit in a chair with your 
arms supported on arm rests. 
Start by slowly exhaling through 
your pursed lips (Fig. 2A) and then 
press your elbows down into the arm 
rests while taking a deep breath 
in through your nose (Fig. 2B). 
Again you should perform this a few 
times a day (i.e. 3-5) and each time 
do a few repetitions (i.e. 3-5). 
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