
 

MODULE 2: THE ‘ART’ OF BREATHWORK 

 

LESSON 5: REGULATION - BALANCE 

 

Balancing techniques work to establish the balance between the sympathetic and para-

sympathetic system, between energy and relaxation. It creates a state of harmony and 

alignment in the body-mind system.  

 

A great deal of research has been done by the Institute of HeartMath and individuals like 

Stephen Elliot, David O’Hare and psychiatrists Pat Gerbarg and Richard Brown, on the ef-

fects of Coherent breathing, which is essentially a technique of equalising the time spent 

on the inhale and exhale.  

 

All of the below are Exercises for you to practice. 

 

Coherent Breathing  

The actual term “Coherent breathing” has been trademarked by Stephen Elliot, which 

works with the breathing rate of 5 breaths a minute (inhale 6 seconds, exhale 6 seconds) 

with no pauses between the breaths.  

 

This technique has been extensively researched by Dr Gerbarg and Dr Brown and is used 

in their breath-body-mind programme.  

 

A variation of this technique is breathing at a rate of 6 breaths/minute (inhale 5 seconds, 

exhale 5 seconds). The technique of 365 i.e.  

3 x day  

6 breaths/minute  

5 minutes at a time  

has been taught by David O’ Hare and described in his book Heart Coherence.  

 

The measurable effect of both these techniques is that it increases heart rate variability 

(HRV) and heart resonance. With every inhalation, the heart rate increases slightly and 

with every exhale it decreases slightly. Heart rate variability is a measurement of the differ-

ence between the heart rate on the inhalation and heart rate on the exhalation.  

 



 

The more flexible, adaptable and balanced our nervous system is, the greater our Heart 

Rate Variability. Thus, it is a measure of the resilience of the body-mind system.  

 

 

More detailed description of this technique:  

Begin by becoming mindful of the natural breath and abdominal movement of the inhale 

and exhale. Practice counting the length of a deeper inhale and exhale in seconds.  

Increase the timing of the breath to 4 seconds and the exhalation to 4 seconds. 

Do this for a minute.  

Then increase the timing to 5 seconds of inhalation and exhalation, and then finally to 6 

seconds of inhalation and exhalation. 

 

The inhalation is through the nose and the exhalation is through the nose or mouth.  

 

This is a clinically useful practice because it is easy to learn, safe and induces a state of 

calmness with mental alertness and enhanced cognitive processing. It can be done with 

eyes open, walking, during everyday activities (e.g. reading, writing, working), and in pub-

lic. Consequently, it can be used throughout the day without attracting attention. Also, it 

creates a relaxed alert state that is optimal for daytime functioning.  

 

Box Breathing  

The technique of box breathing has been popularised by Ex-Navy Seal Commander Mark 

Divine who has been using this technique since 1987 and who teaches this in his training 

programmes.  

 

This technique works by equalising the inhale and exhale and introducing pauses at the 

top of inhale and bottom of the exhale.  

 

Before starting, people should sit with their back supported in a comfortable chair and 

their feet on the floor. 

 

Breathe in through the nose while slowly counting to four 

Hold the breath gently while counting slowly to four. Try not to clamp your mouth or nose 

shut.  

Slowly exhale for 4 seconds. 



 

Repeat steps 1 to 3 at least three times. Ideally, repeat the three steps for 4 minutes, or un-

til calm returns. 

If someone finds the technique challenging to begin with, they can try counting to three 

instead of four. Once someone is used to the technique, they may choose to count to five 

or six. 

Box breathing is a simple technique that a person can do anywhere, including at a work 

desk or in a cafe. 

 

Alternate nostril breathing 

This is an ancient yoga breathing practice (Pranayama) that not only creates balance 

between the sympathetic and parasympathetic system but also between the left and 

right sides of the brain. It is incredibly soothing and brings a sense of mental clarity and 

balance. This practice is best done sitting up with the spine long but soft and chest open.  

Relax your left palm comfortably into your lap and bring your right hand just in front of your 

face 

With your right hand, bring your pointer finger and middle finger to rest between your eye-

brows, lightly using them as an anchor. Use the thumb and ring finger to close off the right 

and left nostril respectively.  

Begin by closing the right nostril with your right thumb. Exhale through the left nostril and 

inhale through the same nostril. 

Close the left nostril with your ring finger so both nostrils are held closed; retain your breath 

at the top of the inhale for a brief pause. 

Open your right nostril and release the breath slowly through the right side; pause briefly at 

the bottom of the exhale. 

Inhale through the right side slowly. 

Hold both nostrils closed (with ring finger and thumb). 

Open your left nostril and release breath slowly through the left side. Pause briefly at the 

bottom 

Repeat 5-10 cycles, allowing your mind to follow your inhales and exhales. 

If you’re moving through the sequence slowly, one cycle should take you about 30-40 sec-

onds.  

Use when feeling stressed, anxious, or in need of a reset button. 

Consistency is helpful, so try to match the length of your inhales, pauses, and exhales. For 

example, you can start to inhale for a count of five, hold for five, exhale for five, hold for 

five. You can slowly increase your count as you refine your practice. 


