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The Neuroscience of Breathing: The Mind-Body Connection 

The seemingly simple act of breathing is a complex physiological process with profound 
neurological implications. Understanding the science behind it can empower you to utilise your 
breath more effectively. Here's a detailed look at the key players and processes involved: 

The Autonomic Nervous System (ANS) 

The ANS is the control center for our involuntary bodily functions, including heart rate, 
digestion, and, most importantly for our topic, breathing. It has two main branches that act in 
opposition: 

• Sympathetic Nervous System (SNS): The "fight-or-flight" response. When the SNS is 
activated, it increases heart rate, blood pressure, and respiratory rate. This is a survival 
mechanism designed to prepare us for perceived threats. Short, shallow, and rapid 
breaths are a hallmark of SNS activation. 

• Parasympathetic Nervous System (PNS): The "rest-and-digest" response. When the 
PNS is dominant, it lowers heart rate, blood pressure, and promotes relaxation. Slow, 
deep, and rhythmic breaths are a direct activator of the PNS. 

The Connection: Consciously slowing and deepening your breath signals to your brain that you 
are safe, thereby deactivating the SNS and activating the PNS. This is the fundamental 
mechanism by which breathwork reduces stress and anxiety. 

 

A Note on Trauma-Informed Practice 

It is crucial to approach breathwork with a trauma-informed lens. For individuals who have 
experienced trauma, certain breathing patterns or sensations may trigger a survival response. It 
is essential to: 

• Always offer choices and encourage participants to listen to their bodies. 

• Emphasise that there is no "right" or "wrong" way to breathe. 

• Remind participants that they can stop at any time. 

Cultivating the power of the breath offers a wide range of benefits, impacting both our physical 
and mental well-being. By consciously controlling and optimising our breathing patterns, we 
can directly influence our nervous system and a host of physiological and psychological 
processes. 
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