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Exercise and the Breath  

By David Deppeler, PT, DSc 

Let’s Set the Stage 
There are many theories, contradictory at times, about how to integrate the breath during 
physical activity and exercise. The science is at best, emerging. There is likely more that we do 
NOT know than what we do know. To further complicate things, some practices are steeped in 
history and tradition that likely undermines good respiratory physiology. Lastly, the world of 
athletics is steeped in striving, which we now appreciate to be a significant driver of breathing 
dysfunction. Striving in these terms is the opposite of flow.  
 
In short, the stage is emerging. It’s probably more important to hold a few important concepts 
close when picking a breathing strategy during activity. For that reason, we’ll present the 
general strategies followed by a few specific activity examples. You are encouraged to try them, 
test them, and see what works for you. We are not smart enough to have hard rules. Your body 
will give you plenty of signs of what is working and what may not (yet, or ever).  
 

General Concepts 

Awareness May Be Your Best Tool. Becoming aware of the breath during activity can drive 
powerful changes. Most of us will over correct that breath simply by paying attention to it. We 
slow it down too much, take too little or too much air in. Still, this can be a powerful practice. 
Appreciate the discomfort if it emerges and celebrate the ease that will eventually surface. 
 
Sharpen the Blade and Be Like Water. What follows are several things to practice. When we 
are not in the practice of awareness, we are in the practice of “Sharpening the Blade” (or 
practices of challenge). This work is accelerated when we acknowledge the value of both. Do 
not miss the “Be Like Water” practice. It’s the practice of going with the flow; the practice of 
movement like, and being like, water. Water moves without effort and is powerful in its 
persistence. It is the basis of martial arts and is frequently described during states of flow. 
Practice it in daily activities.   
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Your Breath is Your Life. How you treat and view your breath is how you will treat and view life. 
Choose wisely. In its true state, the breath is our warmest companion and friend. The breath is 
our connection to life. As you work on these practices, hold this relationship as sacred by 
ending all challenging breathwork with a period of gratitude, openness, friendship, and 
equanimity. There is no winning the breath. There is only learning from the breath and learning 
with the breath.  
 
Your Mind Matters. The stories you hold drive breathing. Always be on the lookout for the 
stories that, when translated to language, sound something like: 

▪ I am content and curious at the same time 

▪ I am happy and peaceful 

▪ I know that all is well, and I am grateful to be here 

   

Nose Breathing is Powerful. Nose breathing humidifies and purifies the air. It helps the 
diaphragm function better. It circulates nitric oxide. Nose breathing helps to right size our 
autonomic nervous system – helping the sense of excitement with a sense of peace. Nose 
breathing liberates our natural wisdom and makes us more efficient. While nose breathing can 
feel difficult at first, it pays off down the road.  
 
Breathing Less Does Good Things. Most of us over breathe, especially in the beginning stages 
of exercise. Practicing breathing less trains the body to tolerate higher levels of CO2, which 
makes performance more efficient and helps the body become more resilient.  
 
Resistance to the Breath Can be Helpful. Nose breathing and the use of Sports Masks that offer 
a mild amount of resistance to the breath in, while still allowing for nose breathing, have been 
shown to strengthen the respiratory muscles, especially the diaphragm. It also makes it easier 
to build up CO2 levels during training. We advocate that this practice only be engaged while 
being able to maintain a healthy and relaxed mindset. Additionally, keep in mind that good 
breathing is not only defined by the ability to breathe in, but also the ability to breathe out. This 
requires skilled relaxation and the ability to let go. It’s an important balance. Note: BYT does not 
support the use of mouth breathing breath-resistance devices. If resistance is used, we advocate 
resistance to nose breathing.   
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Coordinate Breathing with Activity. There is no shortage of evidence associating diaphragmatic 
movement with better spine stability and efficient functional movements. The goal is to 
maintain steady, correctly-dosed breathing with most training – in fact, this might actually be 
the most noble pursuit of training. Specifically, here are examples of ways to coordinate 
breathing with activity: 

 

✓ Inhale with the Concentric (shortening) Phase and Exhale with the Eccentric 

(lengthening) Phase of a Muscle Contraction. When we think about our breathing, we 

naturally slow the exhale. As we slow the exhale, we calm the system and train the body 

to perform with a state of ease and efficiency. Emerging evidence indicates that this 

phase holds a strong neurologic signal for spinal stability. Muscle science also tells us 

that slowing the eccentric phase leads to better strength gains. Why not pair the two to 

get the most out of the activity? 

 
✓ Breathe in for one repetition, and breathe out for one rep.  

 
✓ Breathe in for multiple reps and breathe out for the same, or more repetitions. 

 
✓ Breath awareness. Do not directly tie the breath to movement or repetitions. Simply maintain 

awareness of the breath during activity.  
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Breath Holding is Not Always Wrong 

 

✓ Power. Power lifters know this. While breath holding may bypass coordination and 

stability gains, it can be appropriate for that one event that simply needs power. Think 

of it more as a time to capitalize, or cash in on, the training up to that point. When the 

diaphragm contracts (correctly), and we hold our breath, we can generate more 

abdominal pressure. This creates a stable platform from which to perform. For this to 

happen, the diaphragm must function correctly. For some, this will take training. The 

correct way to use to the diaphragm is to complete a breath out, followed by a full 

breath in. The diaphragm must go from a position of full apposition (exhale) to full 

flattening (inhale) to generate the pressure evenly (safely). Note: people with heart 

conditions should not do this without consulting a physician.  

 

✓ Hypercapnia and Hypoxia. Swimmers have long understood the benefits of hypoxia and 

training. By regulating the breath and breathing less, it is possible to train the body to 

tolerate higher levels of CO2 (that’s a good thing). Well-done training like this can also 

increase nitric oxide production and cause the spleen to contract – driving more red 

blood cells into the blood stream. Lastly, hypoxic training can improve the natural 

production of erythropoietin (EPO). The effects can have a significant positive impact on 

performance.  

 

✓ The Silence in a Pause. Lastly, ancient wisdom teachings have long recognized the 

benefits of a comfortable pause at the end of a breath out and at the end of a breath in. 

Practices exist that allow long pauses between the breath as a way to experience deeper 

states of stillness. We know there can be physiological benefits to the practice that likely 

translate to spiritual and emotional gains as well. When this is incorporated in training 

and exercise, it may be a powerful way to train “flow” states.  

 
 
  



 

 

©breatheyourtruth. All rights reserved. 

 

 
 
 
 
Activities 
Here are some examples of breath practices that can be implemented. Keep in mind that 
individual starting points will be different. What follows is a ball-park average. 

 

Walking 
▪ For relaxation: take 2 steps during a breath in, and 5 steps during a breath out 

▪ For focus, concentration, and conditioning: take 4 steps during a breath in and 4 steps 

during a breath out 

▪ For hypoxic training: take 3 steps for a breath in, 3 steps for a breath out, and hold for 

30-60 steps. Breathe easy for 20 steps and repeat 5 times.  

Lifting Weights 
▪ Bench Press: Breathe in to get into position, breathe out to lower to the chest (this is 

likely different than how most have trained) 

▪ Bicep curls: Breathe in to curl the arms up, breathe out to the lower the curl 

▪ Squats: Breathe in to come up to standing, breathe out to lower into the squat.   

Running 
▪ Consider a similar strategy as identified with walking. Identify your purpose and modify 

the foot strikes to breath based on what feels right to you. 

▪ Note: BYT has a whole training program for runners – that is a way to capitalize on the 

benefits of hypoxic training  

Swimming 
▪ In general, swim and pull with a 5- or 7-stroke-per-breath pattern  

▪ Kick, breathing every 10 beats for flutter kick, every 5 beats for butterfly, and every 2 

cycles for breaststroke kick  

▪ Check out this document in Phase 3 for more information on Swimming 

  

https://breatheyourtruth.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/Phase-3-Swimming-Hypoxic-Training.pdf
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Summary 

➢ Being aware of the breath may be the most impactful breath-related activity when it 

comes to training and exercise. Most of us will automatically improve our breathing 

behavior once we become aware of the breath. For many this will feel very strange, if 

not frustrating, in the beginning. For all, the eventual gains are significant. 

 
➢ Try not to terrorize yourself with breath work. Practice different strategies for as much 

as you can do it with a playful, passionate, curious affection. 

 

➢ Remember that the effects are cumulative. Take your time and be patient. There are no 

miracles to be had here.  

 
➢ Lastly, give yourself time to feel the positive effects of this practice when you are done 

with a training session. That might be as simple as taking two minutes to notice how 

good it feels to allow the breath to be subtle. It might mean taking longer, and it might 

mean letting the changes in your physical, emotional, and spiritual body move you 

wonderfully through your day. That’s our hope for you. 

 
 

 

 
 
 


