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Breathin more efficiently could elp improve your

performance, says Sam Murphy

“Oxygen is energy,” my boxercise
instructor used to shout as we
sweated, kicked and punched our
way through his class - and he was
right. To exercise efficiently, we need to have
enough maygen coming into the body o meet
demand. At rest, the lungs pump 8-12 ktres of
air per minute, but dunng exercise his can
ncrease to as much as 1501 So can we train
oursetves to breathe better? Prolessor Alison
McConnell, a respiratory physiologist at Brunel
University and author of a new book, Breathe
Strong, Perform Batter (Hurman Kinetics),
beleves we can. “It isn't an issue of getting
mona axygen inlo the body = the lungs ana very
efficient at doing that - it's about breathing
more efficently,” she says.

For most of us, that means improving the
depth of each breath (30, the amount of air we
inhale), rather than increasing the frequency of
breathing. “It also means focusing
the work of breathing on our
largest inspiratory muscle - the
diaphragm,” explains Alison. "As

frequent, shallower breaths, which
can have a detrimental effect on
performance, particutarly in actiities
whera breathing and movernent
need to be coondinated.”
Swamming is the parfect
exampie, Il you feel breathiess when
yOu Swim, the typical response is 10
speed up the rate of your stroke so
that you can breathe more often and
get more air in, but this disrupts your
fluidity, ultimately slowing you down. “By
training your breathing, it's possible to maintain
a deeper, slower breathing pattern, 50 thal your
need to breathe does not drive your
movement,” says Alison.

the cost of breathing

It's only over tha past decade that scientists
have observed how ‘costly’ breathing can be.
Oner study found that during all-out exercise, the
breathing muscles might use as much as 14-18
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we fatique, we tend to take more Vi

percent of the cxygenaled blood being purmped
out by the heart per minute. “We've discovered
that the: respiratory muscles tigger a reflex,
called the mataborefiex, that diverts blood away
says Alison. That leaves those muscles in short
supply and you in need of a breather.

But, help is at hand, quite iterally. Handheld
fraining devices are now available that enable
you to “train’ the inspiratory muscles just ke
you would any other muscle. lsn't breathing
itsell enough ‘exercise’ for these muscles? Well,
it's encugh 1o cope with everyday life, but if you
want to push yoursell in sport, you need to
overicad the muscles with a stress greater than
they are accustomed 1o,

Alison is the creator of POWERDreathe,
which she's dubbed "dumbbedls for your
ckaphragm’. “Inspiratory muscle training can
help in two ways,” she explains. “Firsthy, it
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reduces your perception of breathing affort, so
you don't get so uncomioriable and breathless
during exercise. Secondly, it can raise the
threshold at which the metaborefiax diverts
blood away from your working muscles.” That
means you can work harder, for longer,

In ane of Alison's studies, pubdished in the
Journal of Sport Sciences, cyclists who used an
inspiratory muscle trainer for Six weeks
improved 40km time tnal perdformance by 4.6
percent, and also reduced their perception of

lung POWER

effort. The scientific evidence on respiratory
muscle training s convincing - but are there
other stralegies that could make your workout a
less breathiess affair?

go with the flow

Synchronising your breathing with your
moverments can be beneficzal, both n terms of
flow" and posture - in some activities, ke rowing
and swimming, it's essential. *Many runners
synchronise their breathng with their foot strike
pattern,” says running coach Malcolim Balk,
author of The Art of Running (Carroll & Brown).
For example, inhaling for two footstrikes and
exthaling for two footstrikes. “Thes can help your
stnde feel smooth and also ensues you ae
maintaining an awaneness of your breathing rate.”

And should you breathe through your nosa
or your mouth during aerobic exercise, ke
running? “The objective is to get as much air in
as possible with the least amount of mechanical
work — and that maans breathing through the
mouth,” says Alison. Research from Liverpool
John Moores University backs her up. Sclentists
tound that once exercise gets ‘moderately hard,”
the most efficient way of breathing in and out is
through the mouth, not the nose.

That said, if you're a new runner, nasal
breathing can be a good way of keepng your
intensity level under control = you can only go as
fast and as far as your breathing will allow,
reducing the likelihood of you overdoing things.
And in a gentle activity, like yoga, whera the
onus isn’t on getling as much oxygen in as
possible, nase breathing is usualy
recommended. It is beeved that it stimulates a
branch of the nernvous system called the
‘parasympathetic’ nervous system, which helps
to calm us down.

“In yoga, we use the breath to act as a
focus for the mind, which has a tendency to
yoga leacher Elaine Flatcher, “If the
breath is calm and steady, hopefulky
the mind can settie, 100. Lengthening
the exhalation s designad to enhance
and encourage a sense of calmness,
while lengthening the inhalation can be
energising - o we can change the
emphasis acconding 1o our needs,”

In one study, pubkshed in the
inclian Journal of Madical Research,
athletes who practised yogic breathing
(pranayama) for a year were able to
exercise al a higher intensity without
increased energy demand or lactic
acid production.

“The focus is on maximising the capacity for
the respiratory system (o be able to respond
efficiently to the demands we make on it,”
Elaine goes on to explan. “So it's not
necessanly "how deep is my breath,”
but ‘how free is my breath?"

tummy trouble

If you watch a baby breathe, the tummy wil rise
and fall - so-called 'belly breathing’. But, as
adults, we often hold tension in the diaphragm,
due to stress and anciety, or simply oul of habit
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Transformational Breathing

Sam Murphy tries an oxygen-boosting — and emotional — breathing technique for size...

Alan Dolan works with clents o his retréat in Lanzarote, &8 well a8 running workshops and ons-ta-one sessions. Find oul how 10 practiss tranadormational braathing yourself at braathguru oom



