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The Box Breathing Technique
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Box breathing is a simple yet powerful
technique that slows the breath, calms the
mind, and restores balance to the body. It
can be practised anywhere—during stressful
moments, before sleep, or as part of a daily
wellbeing routine.

Focused, regulated breathing supports the
body’s ability to manage stress by

influencing the autonomic nervous system,
which controls our fight-or-flight response.

Understanding the Stress Response

The autonomic nervous system (ANS) is
responsible for automatic bodily functions
such as:

Heart rate

Breathing

Digestion

Pupillary response

Circulation

Stress and arousal responses

When we perceive a threat, the
fight—flight—freeze response activates. The
body releases stress hormones that:

® Increase heart rate

e Speed up breathing

e Raise blood sugar

e Heighten alertness

This response is vital for survival, but when
activated too often—or for too long—it can
lead to chronic stress, emotional difficulties,
and health problems across all body
systems.
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Diaphragmatic Breathing: The
Foundation of Calm

Babies naturally breathe by expanding their
stomachs. As we grow older, many of us
shift to chest breathing, which is shallower
and less effective.

Under stress, shallow breathing worsens.

Rapid chest breathing can:

e Reduce oxygen exchange

® Increase carbon dioxide buildup

e Trigger faster heart rate

e C(Create sensations that mimic or
intensify anxiety

e Lead to dizziness, tingling, or panic
attacks

This cycle can become self-reinforcing:
Stress — shallow breathing — physical
symptoms — increased worry — more
stress.

Diaphragmatic breathing (belly breathing)
reverses this cycle by activating the
parasympathetic nervous system, the part
of the ANS responsible for restoration and
calm.

Box breathing is a structured form of
diaphragmatic breathing.

The Parasympathetic Nervous
System (The ‘Rest and Digest’
System)

When activated, the parasympathetic
system:

e Slows breathing and heart rate

e Lowers blood pressure

e Constricts pupils

® Supports digestion
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® Increases salivation and mucus
production
e Enhances relaxation and recovery

Box breathing reliably triggers this calming
response.

How to Practise Box Breathing

1. Sit comfortably with your arms and legs
uncrossed.

2. Close your eyes if comfortable.

3. Inhale through your nose for 3 seconds,
allowing your belly to expand.

4. Hold your breath for 3 seconds, relaxing
your shoulders and jaw.

5. Exhale gently through your mouth for 3
seconds, emptying your lungs fully.

6. Hold again for 3 seconds.

7. Repeat at least three full cycles.

When this feels easy, increase each phase to
4 seconds, then eventually to 5 seconds.
This slow, structured breathing rhythm
trains your body to shift out of stress mode
and into a state of regulated calm.

Benefits of Box Breathing

Box breathing can:

e Redirect attention from worry or

rumination

Improve air intake and oxygen exchange

Reduce carbon dioxide buildup

Lower heart rate and blood pressure

Regulate the nervous system

Improve sleep quality

Reduce panic symptoms

Enhance impulse control and

self-mastery

Reduce physical stress symptoms

Lower cortisol (stress hormone) levels

e Improve mental clarity, energy, and
focus

e Support emotional regulation

e Reduce stress, anxiety, and depressive
symptoms

Its benefits accumulate over time with
regular practice.
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Why Does It Work?

There is strong scientific evidence that
intentional deep breathing calms and
stabilises the autonomic nervous system.

Box breathing:

e Induces rapid physiological calming

e Reduces sympathetic (‘fight-or-flight’)
activation

e Stimulates parasympathetic (‘rest and
digest’) activity

® |mproves emotional regulation and
mood

o Lowers blood pressure

® Enhances present-moment awareness

It is also a supportive intervention for:
o Generalised Anxiety Disorder
Panic Disorder

PTSD

Depression

Insomnia

Stress-related medical conditions

Practising regulated breathing at night can
help the body transition into sleep by
quieting internal arousal systems.

When Should | Use Box Breathing?

You can practice box breathing:
When you wake up

Before meals

During work or study

In meetings or conversations

On the phone

Before or during stressful events
While exercising

During breaks

Before bed

Incorporate it into your daily routine to
maintain a balanced and resilient nervous
system.
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