
 
 

Key Techniques for Managing Breathlessness with COVID-19        

Breathlessness can be very frightening and distressing, even in milder cases and may be worsened by 
fear and anxiety. Many pre-existing conditions, such as heart or lung diseases, also cause 
breathlessness. It is important that you continue all usual treatments for your underlying conditions (e.g. 
inhalers and medications). You can also still contact your GP if required for advice and 
assessment.   

The following steps may help you to feel less breathless. You may find some more helpful than 
others but should try each one and use the ones that you fine most helpful: 

Positions which can ease breathlessness 

The positions shown below may help to ease breathlessness or to feel more comfortable.  
Focus on relaxing and dropping the shoulders to reduce the 'hunched' posture that comes with anxiety.  
Lying fully prone (flat on the tummy on the bed) is also very effective BUT must only be used if you are 
able to safely get in and out of this position on your own.  

                               

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Box Breathing  
 

 
 

Cooling down 

Cooling the face, especially around the nose, can help reduce how breathless you can feel. Try wiping a 
cool wet flannel on your nose and upper cheeks of your face. The use of handheld fans is currently not 
recommended during the coronavirus outbreak due to the risk of spreading infection.  

 

Have your feet slightly 
apart, about one foot or 
30cms away from the 
wall. Relax your hands 
down by your sides or 
into your lap. Lean your 
hips on the wall and 
allow your shoulders to 
relax whilst leaning 
forward slightly. 

Lie on your side with pillows 
under your head and 
shoulders. Make sure your 
top pillow supports your 
neck. Slightly bend your 
knees, hips and top leg. 
Resting your upper arm on a 
pillow may also help.  

Lean forward 
either in sitting or 
standing as far as 
is comfortable. 
Relax your hands, 
wrist and neck.  

Rest your head and 
arms on pillows on a 
table. Relax down 
onto the pillows as 
much as possible. 
Having your legs 
apart may also help.  

Once you have found a comfortable position, you can 
also utilise box breathing.  
Look for an object that is a rectangle such as a 
window, a door, picture, or even a book or television 
screen.  
Follow the sides of the rectangle with your eyes as 
you breathe - breathing in on the short sides and out 
on the long sides. 
The aim is to gradually slow the speed that your eyes 
move around the rectangle, pausing at the corners, 
which in turn will help slow your breathing 



 
 
Pursed-lips breathing 

This exercise can be used at any time to help control breathlessness. You can also use it whilst doing an 
activity which makes you feel breathless.   

 Breathe in gently through your nose for several seconds with your mouth closed.  
 Then purse your lips as though you are going to blow out a candle or whistle.  
 Blow out with your lips in this pursed position for about 4-6 seconds  
 Breathe out for as long as is comfortable but not to force your lungs to empty.  

 

Blow-as-you-go 

This technique can be used with ‘pursed lip breathing’ during activities to help make tasks easier.  

 

Energy Conservation Techniques  

The following ideas to conserve or save energy can be useful to help plan activities and tasks throughout 
the day:  

 Prioritise tasks – Work out what you have to do and don’t worry about activities that are not 
necessary; they can be done later.  

 Plan ahead –Stay active within your limits. Plan to do the activities which you have prioritised. 
Try to schedule activities that require the most energy at a time of day that you feel you have the 
most energy.  

 Pace themselves – Understand your limits and respect them. Slow down when doing activities 
and also when speaking, laughing, eating and coughing. Try to alternate between heavy and 
light tasks and also break tasks down into smaller steps.   

 Posture – Try to sit down during tasks and activities if possible, minimise arm movements and 
avoid bending, reaching, twisting if possible 

 Delegate – Try to delegate tasks and activities if possible.  

You should breathe in before making the effort. Then breathe 
out whilst making the effort.  

For example, when lifting a heavy bag, breathe in before you 
lift the bag and then breathe out as you lift the bag - “blow as 
you go”.  

Other examples of when to use ‘blow as you go’ are: 
 As you stretch your arms above your head to reach for 

something  
 As you reach for something  
 As you reach or bend down  
 As you step up 
 As you stand up 


