Diaphragmatic Breathing 

The first step in training your body and mind to relax is to practice diaphragmatic breathing.  The diaphragm is a large muscle that lies at the base of the rib cage, directly underneath the lungs. When relaxed, the diaphragm is shaped like a dome, or an inverted bowl. 
In diaphragmatic breathing, the diaphragm contracts and pulls the bottom of the lungs downward causing them to fill with air.  Conscious diaphragmatic breathing is very relaxing to the autonomic nervous system and is essential to relaxation exercises and training.


Diaphragmatic breathing is intended to: 

· Relax the autonomic nervous system (i.e. decrease heart rate, blood pressure, decrease muscle tension)

· Strengthen the diaphragm 

· Decrease the work of breathing by slowing your breathing rate 

· Use less effort and energy to breathe 
To perform diaphragmatic breathing exercises:
1. Sit comfortably in a chair, with your knees bent and both feet on the floor.  Relax your head, neck and shoulders.   

2. Place one hand on your upper chest and the other just below your rib cage, but above your lower abdomen. This will allow you to feel your diaphragm move as you breathe.  As you progress in your training, holding your hands here will no longer be necessary.  Rest them quietly alongside you, with palms facing the ceiling in a resting position (no need to strain them to hold them in this position).
3. Breath in with the diaphragm slowly to a comfortable capacity through the nostrils, being mindful of the airflow through the nose into the lungs. The hand under your rib cage should push outward slightly, and ribs should flare out slightly to the sides, while your chest, shoulders and lower abdomen remain still.   
4. Exhale slowly and mindfully, feeling the air as it exit the lungs through your nose. 

5. Repeat breathing for 3-5 minutes, being mindful of breathing smoothly and continuously (no jerkiness or pauses) at a comfortable capacity and depth.  Breathes should be even, where the lengths of inhalation and exhalation are the same.  As you progress in your muscle development, allow the exhalation to be twice as long as the inhalation. 
How often should I perform these exercises?

Practice diaphragmatic breathing for 3-5 minutes in the morning and in the evening.  As you progress, incorporate this breathing into your daily activities – when you are driving, doing dishes, showering, etc. 
