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What is a 
Breathing Pattern 
Disorder?

Breathing 
dysfunction ?

 Dysfunctional breathing is a term describing breathing 
disorders where chronic changes in breathing pattern result 
in dyspnoea and other symptoms in the absence or in excess 
of the magnitude of physiological respiratory or cardiac 
disease.

 Breathing Pattern Disorders are harder to pin down…

 Breathing Pattern Disorder’s 

Inappropriate breathing which is persistent enough to cause 
symptoms, with no apparent organic cause. They may also exist 
alongside an organic cause. BradCliff 2008 



Multi-dimensional
 Biomechanical 

 Nose vs mouth, abdominal vs  apical 

 Physiological / neural
 CO2/O2, sympathetic/parasympathetic

 Psychological  
 Role of stress/anxiety

Biomechanical

PsychologicalPhysiological

Maintains pH = Homeostasis



Bicarbonate Buffer
& Role in CFS/ ME
& ? Long Covid?

Chronic (full compensation occurs in 2 - 5 days)

https://www.straighthealthcare.com/acid-base-disorders.html



Effect of BPD 
on Long Covid

 Loss of homeostasis/physiological stability
 Potential for hypocapnia causing vasoconstriction 

 Brain fog
 Fatigue
 Vascular control - Dysautonomia /POTS  

 Inefficiency of BPD 
 Apical dominant breathing can use up to 30% energy (vs 

1-2% from diaphragmatic breathing)

 Adding to the disruption of the ANS
 Facilitates the sympathetic “flight or fight” response



Breathing Pattern 
Disorders
 Nijmegen 

Questionnaire

 80-85% of L.C 
display a BPD 
anecdotal 
observations and 
discussions L.C 
management team 
U.K.



Breathing Pattern 
Disorders
 Self Evaluation of 

Breathing 
Questionnaire



Observe :

Nose vs Mouth 

Hi-Lo

Resting Breathing 
Rate per minute



What is a 
normal breath?

 Adult at rest
 Nose: humidifies, warms, filters, nitric oxide 
 Diaphragm: 90- 95% of work at rest
 8-12 breaths per minute

 Adolescent 
 14-23 bpm 

 Baby
 99 % Diaphragm (lack of calcification of ribs and 

sternum)
 Rate-30-50 bpm



Treatment 

Educate

What we aim 
for…at rest 

During Exertion 

 Regular

 Rhythmical

 Effortless

 Quiet

 Nose Abdominal

 “Nose, low, slow”

NOSE LOW SLOW

"WHEN IN DOUBT BREATHE 
OUT "



Clinically

 Many are having a disrupted breathing pattern that is 
contributing to worsening symptoms and function
 Breathing is not matching task

 Finding respiratory muscle weakness, however not clear 
whether frank weakness or related to fatigue/energy 
issues

 Symptoms are stabilizing with breathing retraining and 
pacing and inspiratory muscle training where 
appropriate.



Treating Long Covid
Physiotherapy has further roles in support, education, and awareness of 
Long-COVID 

Clinically, breathing retraining seems to be a logical and gentle starting point 
for rehabilitation in this patient group.

https://longcovid.physio/our-work/world-physio-briefing-paper

World Physiotherapy. World Physiotherapy Response to COVID-19 Briefing Paper 9. Safe 
rehabilitation approaches for people living with Long COVID: physical activity and exercise. London, 
UK: World Physiotherapy; 2021.



Source :www.physiotherapyforbpd.org.uk UK BPD Group



Key Points

 Breathing pattern disorders can be driving some of the 
breathlessness as well as other symptoms
 Respiratory muscle weakness can drive breathlessness –

especially in the post-intubated patients
 Breathing well can help individuals access better 

rest/recovery

 Breathing well can help break the symptom/anxiety 
cycle 
 BPD up to 85-90% Long Covid cases- NHS U.K observations. 



Resources

 “RECOGNIZING AND TREATING BREATHING PATTERN 
DISORDERS: a multidisciplinary approach.”  Chaitow, Bradly, Gilbert

 “BREATHING MATTERS:  A New Zealand Guide” By Tania Clifton-
Smith, Jim Bartley

 Hot off the press!  “How to take a Breath: Reduce stress and 
improve performance by breathing well” By Tania Clifton-Smith

 www.bradcliff.com

 Long Covid Physio

https://longcovid.physio/

http://www.bradcliff.com/
https://longcovid.physio/
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