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Stress can have a way of sneaking up on you. It can come “out of the blue” without
warning. While certainly there are environmental factors that can trigger distress
and frustration, it often shows up unexpectedly. It is as if you are a pressure cooker,
and when the pressure builds to a certain point, the valve in the top releases the
pressure as steam. The stress response can actually protect you from having a
stroke or a heart attack (although, when extreme, it can mimic a heart attack and
people often come to the emergency room at a hospital in the midst of an episode
believing they are having a heart attack).
Stress can be defined as “the perception of a threat that we feel ill equipped to
handle”. Notice that there are two parts to the definition…the perception of a threat,
and…our sense of not being equipped to handle the threat. Even when we feel
threatened, if we have confidence in our ability to handle the threat, our stress level
is much more manageable.
The technique I am about to teach you will equip you to release the pressure in a
matter of 20 seconds. That will begin to reverse the symptoms of stress. So that this
technique will make perfect sense to you, I want you to understand the connection
between the concentration of oxygen in your bloodstream and the symptoms of
stress. So stay with me for just a moment and let me ask you to imagine the
following:
Imagine that you are walking down a trail in the woods, and a bear jumps out in
front of you! Immediately and automatically, without even thinking about it, you
gasp, perhaps utter a few choice words. Then you hold your breath for a brief
time…but you don’t even realize you are doing that. The concentration of oxygen in
your bloodstream begins to drop due to the fact that you are holding your breath. As
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this happens, much like a thermostat sensing whether the air conditioner in your
home needs to go on, a gland in the center of your skull called the hypothalamus
senses the decrease in oxygen. The hypothalamus then sends messages to other
glands in your body (like the adrenal gland) to produce stress related hormones like
adrenalin and cortisol. As these hormones course through your body, you feel the
symptoms of the “Stress Response” (also called the fight or flight response). Your
body prepares to fight the bear if necessary, and run from it if possible. Your heart
rate increases, your breathing rate increases, your sweat glands activate, your
stomach knots up and your hands and feet cool off as the blood rushes to your large
muscles, heart and brain to get you ready for action. There is often a sense of
impending doom.
Now let’s imagine that you are lucky; you get to run, and to sweeten the deal…it’s a
slow bear. You are running faster than you ever ran in your whole life. The bear gets
sick of chasing you, and eventually you look behind and notice the bear is no longer
there. You stop, and again, without even thinking about it, automatically breathe a
sigh of relief and begin to catch your breath. As you do, the concentration of oxygen
in your blood stream increases and the “Relaxation Response” is activated. Your
heart rate slows down, your breathing rate slows down, your hands and your feet
warm up, your stomach is not all tied up in knots, you’re not so sweaty. You begin to
calm down.
So, now it’s time to learn how you can intentionally, consciously activate that
relaxation response in as little as 20 seconds. You may have guessed, the technique
involves increasing the concentration of oxygen in your bloodstream by learning to
breathe in a unique, scientific way. Respiratory therapists teach this technique to
asthma patients to help them make the best use of the lungpower available to them
and to heart patients to help them regulate their heat rhythm. For our purpose, it is
about managing stress. So, let’s talk about how to get the oxygen into your system as
efficiently as possible in the shortest amount of time.
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We’re getting really close to an amazingly simple and powerful experience that can
literally change your life! A little more about how your lungs work. Each of your
lungs is shaped like a pear…and the largest part of each lung is at the base, near the
lowest part of your rib cage. When you are stressed, you tend to take shallow
breaths that fill only the upper part of your lungs. Your chest, neck and shoulder
muscles are working - your shoulders raise up and your stomach tightens in. This is
called CHEST breathing. Chest breathing tends to magnify the sensation of distress!
Now, there is a different way of breathing that actually happens to be the way our
bodies are designed to breathe. There is a muscle called the diaphragm that lies just
beneath our lungs which is designed to do 80% of our breathing. It fills our lungs
from the bottom up and, since that’s the largest part of each lung, we get more
oxygen into our system. When we breathe using this muscle our belly goes OUT as
we inhale, and IN as we exhale. However, when we are stressed (or frustrated) we
chest breathe and our belly presses against the lower part of our lungs and makes it
impossible to get a deep, complete breath. And when we are chronically, habitually
stressed, we tend to get in the habit of reverse breathing…of breathing in our chests
most of the time. And so we come to the details of the technique promised…the 20second breathing technique.
To help you get the hang of it, you can put one hand on your chest and the other on
your belly. As you breathe, practice getting the belly to expand on the in-breath, and
tighten on the out-breath. It may feel backwards, or awkward at first, but everyone
can do this with a little practice. Chances are, you breathe this way naturally when
you are asleep. Another way to practice is lay down on your back. This pins the
shoulder blades to the ground so they can’t so easily go up and down as they tend to
do when chest breathing. Then place a 3-5 pound bag of sugar, rice, or the
equivalent on your belly. Practice raising the weight up as you breathe in, and let the
weight push the air out of you, as you simply relax into the out breath. Just relax.
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And here’s how it goes. You breathe in through your nose. You breathe out through
your mouth and purse your lips like you’re blowing through a straw. This creates
backpressure in your sinuses that draws the air more effectively out of your lungs.
You will only have to take a few breaths to get all the oxygen your system needs!
Begin the technique by focusing on the out breath. You want to slow your out breath
down by breathing out while you slowly count 1 ten thousand, 2 ten thousand, 3 ten
thousand, 4 ten thousand. Putting the words in between the numbers helps you set
the pace properly. When you are stressed, you will tend to count too fast. Now that
you have set the pace, all you need to do is inhale and exhale twice using the 4 count
pacing. That’s it!!! It shouldn’t take you more than 20 seconds! The relaxation
response is activated. And you begin to calm down!
Let’s review. Breathe using your belly…in through your nose, out through your
mouth. Set the pace to a count of 4 and then breathe in, breathe out, and once
more…breathe in, breathe out…all at about the same pace. To enhance this
technique’s benefit, I encourage you to continue the belly breathing for a minute or
two, but don’t focus on the counting. Just belly breathe naturally. This will help you
maintain the relaxation.
So there it is! I recommend that you practice this technique 5 times a day at different
times of the day. This will get you into the habit of breathing this way most of the
time. This routine will take less than 2 minutes out of your day! You can get some
adhesive sticky dots at the drug store. Put a dot somewhere you will see it
occasionally throughout the day. An example would be the bottom corner of the
mirror in your bathroom. And then when you brush your teeth morning and
night…take a few belly breaths using your technique. That way, not only are you
spreading your practice throughout the day; you are getting a chance to practice it
when you are not upset! This will give you’re the body the memory of what it is like
to be relaxed. That physical memory will act like a magnet that will draw you
toward the relaxation response much more effectively. Otherwise…if you only
practice when you are upset, NORMAL is as good as it gets. Do this practice
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routinely…that is to say daily. You will actually be training your nervous system so
that your PHYSICAL REACTIVITY TO STRESS is reset to its natural balance! You will
notice that things don’t bother you in the same way they once did. You will also
notice that your recovery time when you do get upset is much shorter than it once
was. With practice, over time, you will find that your nervous system automatically
reacts differently to life’s challenges.
You can practice this anywhere, anytime. Practice at a stop light, washing your
hands, or combing your hair. Practice before you go to bed to set up a good night’s
sleep. And even if you are mostly breathing in your chest in the beginning, you will
still get good benefit…just even more when you can do it in your belly. And now, you
not only have a way to interrupt distress, you also have a way to decrease its
frequency. This is not only crisis intervention; it is also prevention. Not only can you
put out the fire, you can blow out the match! So just slow it down and even it out.
Be well, keep breathing, and please let me know how you find your practice.
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