FROM CRAZED TO CALM

The 10-breath relaxer

By Joan Borysenko, Ph.D.

     Chances are, you’re no stranger to the dry mouth, sweaty palms, racing heart and sinking-stomach feeling anxious – you won’t get that job, you’ll be mute in a meeting, you’ll trip in front of the podium. And once such “awfulizing” has been set in motion, it’s hard to stop.

     One-track thinking works to your advantage when there’s an emergency, but in situations that are only mentally threatening, this “survival wiring” becomes a trap: Your mind reads physical anxiety symptoms as threats, which makes the physical reactions even worse. Back and forth the mind/body signal go, until you can feel close to panic.

     The best way to break this cycle is to focus on your breathing, not your anxiety. Learning to change your breathing pattern from tension-creating to relaxation-producing is one of the most crucial - and simplest – of mind/body skills.

RELAXED BREATHING: FROM THE BELLY

If you ever watched a baby breathing, you had an excellent demonstration of proper technique. A baby’s abdomen expands like a balloon during inhalation, and then flattens again during exhalation. When we’re asleep – in fact, whenever we’re truly relaxed – exactly the same pattern occurs.

     The diaphragm is a large sheet of muscle, shaped like an inverted bowl, that’s located right under the lungs, separating the chest from the abdomen. During inhalation the diaphragm flattens out, pulling air into the lungs as it does and pushing down on the organs in the abdominal cavity, expanding the belly. The lungs fill from the bottom up, right to just below the collarbone.

     Exhalation is nothing more than a letting-go: The diaphragm pops back up into its relaxed position, pushing the air out of the lungs; the stomach then flattens out. Unfortunately, once we’re no longer infants, this full, complete breathing pattern begins to mirror our various emotional states.

TENSE BREATHING: FROM THE CHEST

What we tend to think of as “ideal” posture – a puffed-out chest and flat stomach – is the exact opposite of what our bodies need for proper breathing. If you hold your stomach in, or force it in with tight belts or clothes, you effectively freeze the diaphragm, making abdominal breathing impossible. The way to a trim stomach is diet and exercise, not through holding your breath. In fact, using the abdominal muscles when you breathe will actually help flatten your stomach.


     If you hold your belly rigid, you can breathe only in the upper chest. The typical chest breath moves just about a cupful of air. A full abdominal breath moves eight to ten times that much!

     People who complain of fatigue are often amazed at the difference proper breathing can make. It not only eliminates the extra effort of chest breathing, it supplies you with more oxygen. And since of all your organs, your brain has the greatest oxygen need, you’ll notice an immediate difference in your level of alertness after ten or so proper breaths. (When you think “brain food,” think oxygen.)

2-STEP WAY TO BREATH OUT, RELAXATION IN

Step 1: Sit in a straight-back chair and slide forward a few inches so that you are slightly reclining. Put a pillow behind your lower back if you like. Place one hand palm-down over your navel and put your other hand on top of it.

     Without trying to change your breathing, close your eyes and notice over five breaths whether your belly expands or flattens as you inhale. If it expands, you’re breathing at least in part from your diaphragm; if not, you’re breathing from your chest.

Step 2: Take a deep breath and then blow it out through your mouth, like an audible sigh of relief. Notice how your belly flattens; flatten it even further, using your abdominal muscles to squeeze out every last bit of air. Now just relax and let the next breath flow in by itself through your nose. Can you feel your belly expand? If not, just try again.

     The trick to shifting from chest to abdominal breathing is to exhale completely for just one breath. Exhaling once through the mouth empties the lungs completely, and the resulting vacuum automatically pulls in a deep, diaphragmatic breath. Once you get the hang of it, two or three minutes of abdominal breathing provides a real time-out from tension. Even two or three breaths can make a difference.

THE RELAXATION COUNTDOWN

Another excellent exercise combines abdominal breathing with mental imagery to produce a quick change in attitude.

     Breathe out with a sigh of relief to shift to abdominal breathing. Take another breath, and in your mind’s eye watch it fill your lungs completely, from the bottom to top. As you breathe out, silently say ten, letting go of tension as if it were a wave moving from your head, down your body and out through the soles of your feet. Imagine the feeling of letting go.

     On the next breath repeat the images, saying nine on the out breath. Continue backward all the way down to one. If you lose count, don’t worry. Pick up wherever you think you were.

     As you practice this technique – just two or three breaths will leave you feeling as relaxed as a full ten once did, and turn an anxious body, and mind, into a more relaxed one.
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