
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
  
 
A Breathing Toolkit for Doctors and Patients through Covid-19 

By Dr Ela Manga  

 

This article has been created as a simple go to guide for health care professionals 

and patients to optimise respiratory function and general physical and emotional 

wellbeing through the Covd-19 pandemic. 

 

It covers the general aspects of optimum breathing, a set of techniques for 

symptomatic patients and 3 techniques to support health as a preventative 

measure and to aid recovery post Covid.  

 

These practices can be used as part of the broader prevention and treatment 

protocol for Covid19.  

 

 

PART 1 

Three Pillars of healthy breathing:  

 

To optimise breath Intelligence and respiratory health before, during and after 

Covid-19 infection.  

 

These basic principles of breathing serve to:  

- improve lung capacity 

- maximise alveolar efficiency, oxygen saturation and mitochondrial function 

- regulate of autonomic nervous system 

 

1. Nasal Breathing 

 



 

 

Chronic mouth breathing is a common habit that is being recognised as a causative 

and exacerbating factor in many respiratory conditions, sleep disorders and anxiety. 

 

Chronic stress, dysfunctional breathing habits and upper airway disease and 

respiratory illness can all lead to habitual mouth breathing, with the loss of the 

benefit of the thirty functions performed by the nose including its filtering function, 

immune barrier and Nitric Oxide release.  

 

Encourage patients to become more aware of habitual mouth breathing during the 

day and to consciously switch to nasal breathing, even during exercise and at the 

same time, treat the underlying factors that may lead to chronic mouth breathing.  

 

Taping the mouth for periods of time with micropore has been shown to be an 

effective strategy in training nasal breathing during the day and at night. 

 

2. Diaphragmatic breathing 

 

Training optimal diaphragmatic function is vital to improve respiratory capacity and 

ensures that we are optimising gaseous exchange by breathing into the base of the 

of the lungs where we have the richest blood supply.  

 

To get a sense of what diaphragmatic breathing should feel like, wrap your hands 

on either side of your ribs just where the base of lungs meets the abdomen.  

Breathing in and out through the nose, slow down the speed of air coming in 

through the nose.  

As you breathe in, feel your lower ribs moving out and, on the exhale, feel the lower 

ribs moving in.   

 

If the belly is bulging out without the lateral expansion of the ribs, the diaphragm is 

not functioning efficiently.  

 

Encourage side stretches and spinal rocks to encourage the diaphragm to expand 

and open the breathing spaces.  

Gentle yoga stretches can be helpful. 



 

 

Physiotherapy or other bodywork may be indicated to deal with underlying 

musculoskeletal factors.  

 

 

 

 

 

3.  Breathing slow and deep  

 

To compensate for feeling of air hunger, there is a tendency to breathe harder and 

faster, and more shallowly exhaling more CO² than we should causing the airways to 

narrow and constrict. This sets up vicious cycles of air hunger, hyperventilation and 

more breathlessness.  

 

To reduce feeling of breathlessness and improve alveolar ventilation, practice 

breathing more slowly to reduce the respiratory rate and more fully and softly, using 

the diaphragm and through the nose.  

 

 

PART 2 

Exercises for symptomatic patients:  

 

To improve 0² saturation: 

 

Self Proning 

Self proning is being used in Covid ICU wards to encourage breathing into the lower 

lobes and improve oxygen saturation.  

 

In a pilot study conducted in a New York City Covid 19 ICU unit, self proning was 

shown to increase 0² saturation by 10% within 5 minutes. 

 

Lie on the abdomen supported by 3 pillows, at the head, under the belly and under 

the legs, with one side of torso and leg lying over the pillow.  

The head is rested to one side.  



 

 

Switch sides every 2-3 hours.  

 

Proning helps to opens back of lungs and reduces pressure of heart on lungs  

 

For coughing, wheezing or breathlessness, anxiety, and panic attacks:  

 

Breath holds  

For persistent coughing , wheezing or shortness of breath, anxiety, and panic 

attacks, doing mini breath holds will prevent the need to over breathe and blow off 

excessive carbon dioxide.  

It will also help to slow down the respiratory rate by increasing the tolerance to 

carbon dioxide.  

 

Breathe normally in and out through nose 

After an exhale 

Pinch nose with fingers and hold for 5 seconds 

Let go and breath normally for 10 seconds  

Repeat this cycle 4-6 times  

 

For symptoms of COPD  

 

Pursed lip breathing  

Mucous plugging in small airways and the loss of elastic recoil leads to less efficient 

exhalation and air trapping. This is an effective method to encourage the release of 

trapped air through a slow pressurised exhalation through pursed lips. 

 

Inhale softly through the nose feeling lower ribcage expanding out.  

exhale slowly as possible through pursed lips as your lower ribcage is drawn inwards.  

Take twice as long on the exhale than the inhale.  

 

PART 3 

Prevention and post Covid recovery 

 

To support immune system:  



 

 

 

Humming Bee Breath  

Humming Bee breath can be practiced routinely as part of a daily programme.  It 

has a profound and immediate calming effect and has been shown to have 

powerful immune boosting benefits. It is also being researched as an effective 

treatment for sinusitis.  

 

This can be practiced sitting up or lying down.  

Take a moment to settle into a comfortable position relaxing your shoulders. 

Take a long slow deep inhale through the nose.  

Hum on a long, extended exhale for as long as it feels comfortable. 

Repeat about 3 or times or as long as you feel comfortable 

 

For extra benefit:  

Use your thumb to close off the ears with the flap of cartilage. 

Place the rest of your fingers facing each other with your middle finger gently 

placed over your closed lids.  

 

 

The closing off the ears and closing the eyes supports a reduction in sensory 

stimulation and calms the brain activity. This is particularly helpful when feeling 

overwhelmed by the noise and activity of the external world and perhaps even by 

the ‘noise’ of an overactive mind.  

 

This technique powerfully stimulates the Vagus nerve in three ways:  

 

1. The light pressure on the eye activates the oculocardiac reflex. This is a well 

described phenomenon that causes the heart rate to decrease slightly when a light 

pressure is applied to the eyeball. 

 

2. The prolonged exhale also activates the parasympathetic part of the nervous 

system through the Vagus nerve. 

 



 

 

3. The humming creates a vibration in the vocal cords stimulating the vagal fibres 

that surround the larynx. 

 

This 3-way stimulation of the parasympathetic nervous system immediately dampens 

sympathetic overdrive and balances the autonomic nervous system.  

 

Another interesting effect of this technique is that it increases the production of the 

gas nitric oxide in the paranasal sinuses. Nitric oxide is naturally produced in the nose 

and sinuses. It has powerful antimicrobial effects (antibacterial, antiviral and anti-

fungal) and also acts as a vasodilator meaning that it will improves the delivery of 

oxygen into the cells. A recent study showed that humming increases the 

production of nitric oxide in the paranasal sinuses 15-fold! 

  

For improving heart rate variability and general wellbeing  

 

Coherent Breathing  

Coherent breathing has been widely studied and is known to improve heart rate 

variability, bring the nervous system into balance, decrease inflammation, diminish 

unhealthy craving, amongst many other benefits. 

 

Place one hand on your belly and the other on your chest.  

Keeping your neck and shoulders soft.  

Inhale and exhale through the nose  

Lengthen your inhale and exhale by slowing it down,  

Feeling the lower rib cage expanding as you breathe.  

Keeping the inhale and exhale at equal length.  

The Optimal breathing rate is  5 or 6 breaths/ minute.  

Try to inhale for a count of 5 or 6 ( or  whatever feels comfortable ) and exhale for a 

count of 5 through the nose with no pauses in between the breaths.  

 

The Optimal breathing rate is 5 or 6 breaths/ minute.  

Do this 3 times a day for 5 minutes at a time.  

 



 

 

One study showed that levels of gamma-aminobutyric acid (GABA) increased after 

a trial of controlled breathing; GABA is important because of its anti-anxiety effects. 

Another study showed that lower levels of cytokines were found after coherent 

breathing - these are linked to inflammation and stress. 

 

For Healthy Lungs and Panic States:  

 

Box breathing 

This technique is a helpful way to strengthen the lungs and give you a sense of calm 

and control if you feel like you are over breathing from panic or are finding it 

particularly hard to breathe from a respiratory infection. It also helps to improve 

oxygen delivery to the cells.  

 

In this technique, the breath is broken down into four parts: the inhale, the pause 

after the inhale, the exhale, the pause after the exhale. Each element is of equal 

length.  

 

Do this sitting or lying down  

Soften neck and shoulders 

Inhale slowly through the nose, lower rib cage expanding for a count of 4. 

Hold the breath in for a count of 4 (without creating tension)  

Exhale slowly through the nose for a count or 4 

Relax into the pause for a count of 4  

Start off with a count of 4 and build up to a count of 6-7 over a few weeks.  

Do 4 rounds then rest, then do another 4 rounds. 

 

Further resources:  

 

Breath: A new science of a lost art by James Nestor  

The Oxygen Advantage by Patrick McKweon  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AiwrtgWQeDc&feature=youtu.be 

https://www.youtube.com/c/DrElaManga/playlists 
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