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Description

Relaxed Breathing is an information sheet with clear 
instructions for carrying out diaphragmatic (relaxed) 
breathing. Diaphragmatic breathing activates the 
parasympathetic nervous system, promoting relaxation, 
and is an excellent first-line soothing or grounding 
technique. Although instructions are given for breathing 
to a counted rhythm it can be helpful to guide clients 
not to become too focused on breathing in the ‘right’ 
way – as long as breathing becomes slower and deeper 
it tends to be helpful.

Instructions

This is a Psychology Tools exercise. Suggested uses 
include:

• Client handout – use as a psychoeducation resource.

• Discussion point – use to provoke a discussion and 
explore client beliefs.

• Therapist learning tool – improve your familiarity 
with a psychological construct.

• Teaching resource – use as a learning tool during 
training.
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Relaxed Breathing

PSYCHOLOGYT     LS®

1 ... 2 ... 3 ... 4 1 ... 2 ... 3 ... 4
In-breath Out-breath

How to do relaxed breathing
• To practice make sure you are sitting or lying comfortably.
• Close your eyes if you are comfortable doing so.
• Try to breathe through your nose rather than your mouth.
• Deliberately slow your breathing down. Breathe in to a count of 4, pause for a moment, then
  breathe out to a count of four.
• Make sure that your breaths are smooth, steady, and continuous – not jerky.
• Pay particular attention to your out-breath – make sure it is smooth and steady.

Am I doing it right? What should I be paying attention to?
• Relaxed breathing should be low down in the abdomen (belly), and not high in the chest.
  You can check this by putting one hand on your stomach and one on your chest.
  Try to keep the top hand still, your breathing should only move the bottom hand.
• Focus your attention on your breath - some people �nd it helpful to count in their head
  to begin with (”In ... two ... three ... four ... pause ... Out ... two ... three ... four ... pause ...”).

How long and how often?
• Try breathing in a relaxed way for at least a few minutes at a time – it might take a few minutes for
  you to notice an e�ect. If you are comfortable, aim for 5-10 minutes.
• Try to practice regularly – perhaps three times a day.

Variations and troubleshooting
• Find a slow breathing rhythm that is comfortable for you. Counting to 4 isn’t an absolute rule.
  Try 3 or 5. The important thing is that the breathing is slow and steady.
• Some people �nd the sensation of relaxing to be unusual or uncomfortable at �rst but this
  normally passes with practice. Do persist and keep practicing.

When we are anxious or threatened our breathing speeds up in order to get our body ready for
danger.  Relaxed breathing (sometimes called abdominal or diaphragmatic breathing) signals the
body that it is safe to relax. Relaxed breathing is slower and deeper than normal breathing, and it
happens lower in the body (the belly rather than the chest).

Pause
1 ... 

Pause
1 ... 

Copyright © 2020 Psychology Tools Limited. All rights reserved.

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 P

au
l G

re
en

 o
n 

20
23

-1
1-

07
 a

t 1
4:

02
:0

8.
 C

us
to

m
er

 ID
 c

us
_O

q8
E

D
zp

N
qi

2e
dn



About us
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Terms & conditions
This resource may be used by licensed members of Psychology Tools and their clients. Resources must be used in accordance with our terms and conditions which 
can be found at: https://www.psychologytools.com/terms-and-conditions/

Disclaimer
Your use of this resource is not intended to be, and should not be relied on, as a substitute for professional medical advice, diagnosis, or treatment. If you are suffering 
from any mental health issues we recommend that you seek formal medical advice before using these resources. We make no warranties that this information is 
correct, complete, reliable or suitable for any purpose. As a professional user, you should work within the bounds of your own competencies, using your own skill and 
knowledge, and therefore the resources should be used to support good practice, not to replace it.

Copyright
Unless otherwise stated, this resource is Copyright © 2023 Psychology Tools Limited. All rights reserved.

Psychology Tools develops and publishes evidence-based psychotherapy resources. We support mental health 
professionals to deliver effective therapy, whatever their theoretical orientation or level of experience.

Our digital library encompasses information handouts, worksheets, workbooks, exercises, guides, and audio skills-
development resources. 

Our tools are flexible enough to be used both in-session and between-session, and during all stages of assessment, 
formulation, and intervention. Written by highly qualified clinicians and academics, materials are available in digital and 
printable formats across a wide range of languages.

Resource details
Title: Relaxed Breathing
Type: Exercise
Language: English (US) 
Translated title: Relaxed Breathing

URL: https://www.psychologytools.com/resource/relaxed-breathing
Resource format: Professional
Version: 20230721
Last updated by: JP
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