
Managing my Breathlessness

Patient Information



Contents

Living with breathlessness 3

How can I control my breathlessness? 5

Simple “breathing control” exercise 7

Simple breathing techniques 8

Square breathing 9

Controlling feelings of panic 10

Tips and hints during activity 11
Blow as you go 11
Bending 11
Talking on the telephone 12
Incontinence 12
Eating 12
Sex and breathlessness 13

Pulmonary rehabilitation 13

Walking and managing slopes and stairs 14

Are there any medications I can take to relieve my 
breathlessness? 15

Resources and references 18



3

Living with breathlessness
This booklet is based upon the experiences of people who live 
with breathlessness. It is aimed at helping you to manage your 
breathlessness by finding out what works for you. We want to 
minimise its effects upon your life, so that you can look forward 
to doing activities you enjoy.

What makes you breathless?
Everybody has certain things that worsen their breathlessness. 

These may include:

• Body position

• Moving about

• Anxiety

• Infection

• Worsening of a condition – e.g. lung 
disease or heart failure. If there is a 
sudden change, contact your GP or Health Professional for 
further advice as soon as possible.

I get breathless when:  
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Each day you start with a 
certain amount of energy

like a fully charged battery.

With each daily activity your 
energy levels will reduce e.g. 
washing, dressing, talking, 

eating, going to the toilet etc.

It is important to pace
yourself during the day to

save your energy. 

You cannot function on empty.
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How can I control my breathlessness?

Positions of Ease
When breathing becomes difficult, there are several positions 
that may help you get control of your breathing with minimal 
effort. The best positions are the ones which need the least 
energy or effort. If you tense your shoulders and grip onto 
things when you are breathless, you are wasting energy (and 
oxygen). You may find the following positions helpful:

Sitting
Sitting uses less energy than standing 
up. You may find it useful to lean 
forwards, resting your forearms on 
your knees, or on the arms of a chair 
or table.

You can also rest your head and 
arms on pillows on a table when 
you feel really short of breath.
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Standing
To ease your breathing when standing up, lean forward from 
the hips, with your forearms resting on something at the right 

height. For example using chairs, window 
sills, garden walls or kitchen work 
surfaces which are often of a suitable 
height.

Alternatively you can
lean your back up 
against a wall, with 
your feet hip width 
apart. Relax your 
shoulders and let your 
arms hang loosely by 
your sides. 

Helpful tip:

When you are standing or walking, try putting 
your hands on your hips, in your pockets, 
or stick your thumbs into your belt loops to 
support your arms without gripping. If you 
carry a shoulder bag, you can rest your arms 
on it.

Lying on the bed
Make a slope with three or four pillows. Lie 

high up on 
these pillows, with the whole of 
your side supported. Knees 
should be slightly bent. 
Alternatively, you can lie on your 
back with your head and knees 
supported by pillows. 
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Simple ‘breathing control’ exercise
When you live with breathlessness, it is important that you learn 
how best to control your breathing so that you can help yourself 
in times of difficulty.

The best way to learn how to control your breathlessness is to 
practice a technique called breathing control. Breathing control 
is gentle breathing using the lower part of your chest, with 
your chest and shoulders relaxed. It can help by, making your 
breathing easier, allowing energy to be used more effectively 
and can encourage your breathing pattern to return to normal.

1. Find a quiet place free of distractions.

2. Get into a comfortable position in either sitting or standing. 
You can use the ‘positions of ease’ described in the previous 
section.

3. Loosen any tight clothing.

4. Concentrate on relaxing your shoulders, resting your hands in 
your lap or on the arms of the chair. Turn your palms upwards 
towards the ceiling to help release shoulder tension.

5. Regulate your breathing making sure that you take a slow 
breath in through your nose, and exhale fully through your 
mouth. Try to breathe out twice as long as your breathe in 
(e.g. inhale for two counts, and exhale for four counts).

6. You may find it helpful when you breathe out to ‘sigh out’, or 
you can use the ‘pursed-lip breathing’ technique discussed in 
the next section.

7. Continue this pattern of rhythmic breathing until you feel 
your breathing rate gradually slowing down, and you feel 
more in control.
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Simple breathing techniques
Try these techniques gently and in your own time. You can use 
all of these techniques if you like, and combine them if you find 
that helps. Try to find which techniques work best for you.

Pursed lip breathing
Breathing out with your lips pursed, as if you were whistling. 
This may help to slow your breathing rate, and helps to make 
your breathing more efficient.

Pursed lip breathing technique
1. Relax your neck and shoulder muscles

2. Breathe in (inhale) slowly through your nose for two counts, 
keeping your mouth closed. Do not take a deep breath; a 
normal breath will do. It may help to count to yourself: 
inhale, one, two.

3. ‘Purse’ your lips as if you were going to whistle or 
gently flicker the flame of a candle.

4. Breathe out (exhale) slowly and gently through 
your pursed lips while counting to four. It may 
help to count to yourself: exhale, one, two, three, 
four. 

With regular practice, this technique will seem natural to you.

Fan therapy
A cool draft of air from a handheld fan has been found to be 
very helpful in reducing the feeling of breathlessness.

You may also find the following helpful:

•	 Desktop or floor standing fans.
•	 Opening windows/doors to allow a draft. 
•	 Cool flannel on the face. 
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Square breathing

When you start to feel breathless or start to panic, get into a 
comfortable position and practice this technique.

• Concentrate on a four sided object such as a window or 
picture.

• As your gaze moves across the one side, breathe in for a 
count of four.

• As you look down the second side hold your breath for four 
seconds.

• As you look across the third side slowly breathe out for four 
seconds and as you look up the fourth side hold for four 
seconds.

• Continue this cycle until your breathing returns to 
comfortable or the panic goes.
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Controlling feelings of panic

When you start to feel the panic starting, get into a comfortable 
position and practice this technique.

• Relax your hand out in front of you. 

• Make a gentle fist. 

• Put your thumb out and say to yourself (either out loud or 
think it, whichever you prefer) “I am beginning to panic”. 

• Extend the next finger and gently sigh out. 

• Extend the middle finger and take a gentle breath in. 

• Extend the fourth finger and slowly breathe out again. 

• Finally extend the little finger and relax. 

• Repeat this cycle as often as needed to manage the feeling of 
panic.
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Tips and hints during activity
‘Blow as you go!’
Breathe/blow out through pursed lips when you are making a 
big physical effort, for example when:

• Bending down
• Reaching up
• Standing up
• Going up a step or stair(s)
• Or during the hardest part of any physical action you may be 

undertaking.

Bending
Bending from the waist makes breathing very difficult and can 
cause breathlessness. Try to reduce how often you bend over 
by using appropriate aids such as grip bars and ‘helping hand’ 
grabbers.

Helpful tips:

• Ease yourself into a crouching position, keeping your back 
straight and bending from the knees, rather than from the 
waist. Keeping your chest upright and your shoulders back 
will allow you to breathe as comfortably as possible. 

• You will need something secure to hold on to such as a table 
or sofa to give you something to push against as you stand. 

• If you need to work at a level below the waist, emptying the 
washing machine or a cupboard, or whilst gardening, use a 
low stool and sit, rather than bend.

• Don’t forget your ‘Blow as you go’ technique, this can help 
when you are bending down. 
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Talking on the telephone
Rushing to answer the telephone before someone hangs up or 
finding that you have to stand to talk can make breathlessness 
worse. 

Helpful tips:

• Try to make sure that your family, friends or work colleagues 
know that it can take some time for you to answer the phone. 

• Ask them to let the phone ring for a longer time so that you 
do not have to rush to it. 

• Try to make sure that you are sitting down comfortably 
before you pick up the phone and take a moment to catch 
your breath before starting your conversation. 

• If you find you become breathless whilst talking on the phone 
or in conversation, try to talk in short sentences. 

• Pause after each sentence rather than talking quickly and for 
a long time before taking a breath.

• Having a portable handset/mobile phone means you can have 
it with you at all times.

Incontinence
Sometimes when you get severely breathless it may feel as 
if you are going to lose bladder or bowel control. Use of the 
techniques in this booklet may help reduce these sensations. 
Your healthcare professional will be able to provide further 
information on how to manage this.

‘Blow as you go!’

Eating
• Take frequent small meals, rather than one large one. 

• Eat smaller mouthfuls.

• Avoid foods that are difficult to chew, add sauces where 
possible.

• Drink sips of fluid frequently to avoid becoming dehydrated. 
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Sex and breathlessness
For many people sex is an important part of their lives. But 
people with breathlessness may worry about sex because they 
are afraid that they will become too short of breath, or need 
to cough up phlegm. See here for more information about 
positions that might help: http://www.blf.org.uk/Page/Sex-and- 
breathlessness

Pulmonary rehabilitation
If your breathlessness is due to lung disease, your GP/Consultant 
may refer you to a pulmonary rehabilitation programme to help 
you manage your breathlessness.

The course aims to improve the symptoms of breathlessness by 
teaching a range of exercises and breathing control methods, 
especially designed for people with lung disease. Regular 
exercise improves muscle strength and results in more efficient 
use of your lungs so that you can do more before getting out of 
breath. 

After the course, people feel more 
confident and better able to manage
their breathlessness.  

Speak to your GP/Consultant about a 
referral.
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Walking and managing slopes and stairs
You may be anxious about tackling stairs or walking up slopes 
especially if these have caused you shortness of breath in the 
past. 

You can use your breathing techniques whilst you walk, climb 
stairs or undertake any kind of activity. This can help control 
your breathing and breathlessness and therefore enable you to 
do more.

Helpful tips:

• Match the rate of your breathing with your walking pace, for 
example breathing in for one step, and breathing out on the 
next two steps. 

• For stairs, you could breathe in for one step, and breathe out 
for two steps. Getting this right may take some practice, so 
take your time matching the right number of steps to your 
breathing so that breathing feels comfortable.

• Using ‘Blow as you go’ technique (page 12) for steps/climbing 
stairs. 

• PACE yourself and take your time, remember a moderate 
pace gets you further!

• After completing the stairs, rest and make sure you continue 
with your breathing control and pace to help you recover.

Using these techniques will help you 
to walk and climb stairs at a steady 
pace; it may also reduce the time 
you need to recover once you have 
reached the top of the staircase. 

‘Blow as you go!’
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Are there any medications I can take to relieve my 
breathlessness?
Medications are a small part of managing your breathlessness, 
depending on the underlying cause of your breathlessness. 

Oxygen is a prescribed medication requiring specialist 
assessment. 

Your healthcare professional will be able to provide further 
information on what may be helpful for you. 

Breathlessness poem
by Jenny Taylor

Be still. Be calm

Drop the shoulders

Slowly sigh Out….and….Out

Hear the sigh – Haaah…Soft

and quiet

Feel control returning

Peaceful and safe
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When I get breathless I will…
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Notes…

 

PACE yourself and take your time,

remember a moderate pace gets you further
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Resources and references

British Lung Foundation   website: www.blf.org.uk 

Helpline: 03000 030 555 – They will direct you to your local 
group.

email: enquiries@blf.org.uk

British Heart Foundation   website: www.bhf.org.uk

Helpline: 0300 330 3311

email: heartmatters@bhf.org.uk

MacMillan Cancer Support  website: www.macmillan.org.uk

Helpline: 0808 808 0000

Useful Telephone numbers

GP 

Specialist Nurse 

Other 



Leaflet developed jointly by:

Cardiac Nurses

Palliative Care Team

Respiratory Nursing Team

Respiratory Physiotherapists
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The hospital can arrange for an interpreter or person to sign to assist you in 
communicating effectively with staff during your stay. Please let us know.

For a large print version of this leaflet, contact PALS 01493 453240

Courtesy and respect
• A welcoming and positive attitude
• Polite, friendly and interested in people
• Value and respect people as individuals

So people feel welcome

Attentively kind and helpful
• Look out for dignity, privacy & humanity
• Attentive, responsive & take time to help
• Visible presence of staff to provide care

So people feel cared for

Responsive communication
• Listen to people & answer their questions
• Keep people clearly informed
• Involve people

So people feel in control

Effective and professional
• Safe, knowledgeable and reassuring
• Effective care / services from joined up teams
• Organised and timely, looking to improve

So people feel safeTr
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Feedback
We want your visit to be as comfortable as possible. Please talk to the person in charge if you have 
any concerns. If the ward/department staff are unable to resolve your concern, please ask for our 
Patient Advice and Liaison (PALS) information. Please be assured that raising a concern will not 
impact on your care. Before you leave the hospital you will be asked to complete a Friends and 
Family Test feedback card. Providing your feedback is vital in helping to transform NHS services 
and to support patient choice.


