
Breathwork 
for the 

Massage 
Therapist

Kathleen Helen Lisson, CMT



Who Am I?
Lymphedema Therapist 

Board Certified in Therapeutic Massage and 
Bodywork 

Health Coach 

Yoga Teacher 

Certificate in Spa and Wellness Management  
University of  California, Irvine Extention  

Author, Stress Reduction for Lymphedema 

Author, Mindful Strategies for Adults with 
Adverse Childhood Experiences



Mindful moment



• Science behind a variety of  
breath work practices 
designed to energize, relax 
and improve focus. 

• Strategies to incorporate 
short breath work 
interventions to begin your 
day, while at work and 
before going to bed.

Let's 
look at:



• Average person takes 21,000 
breaths per day (Courtney, 
2009) 

• Average 15 breaths per 
minute - becoming aware 
can lower it to 6 breaths per 
minute 

• Main muscle of  breathing is 
diaphragm

Breathing 
Basics



Why practice 
breathwork?

• Regulate nervous system 

• Clinician presence 

• Holding space for our clients



• Anxiety 
• Breathing problems 
• Cardiovascular / Blood 

Pressure



• Anxiety 
• Lightheadedness / 

dizziness 
• Rapid Heartbeat 
• Shortness of  Breath



“Breathing practice, 
that is, short-term or 
extended repeated 
changes in breathing 
pattern, can profoundly, 
and usually positively, 
modulate emotion and 
cognition”  

(Ashhad et al., 2022)



Cyclic Sighing



Cyclic 
Sighing

• Cyclic sighing consists of  
taking a two-part deep 
inhale and a long exhale. 

• Research has shown that 
practicing this breathing 
technique can bring an 
increase in positive affect 
and psychological relief. 
(Balban et al., 2023).



• Begin in a relaxed yet alert 	
position. Your eyes can be 	
open or closed 

• Exhale fully 
• Breath in through your nose 

• When your lungs feel full, take 
another, shorter inhale through 
the nose to fully inflate your 
lungs 

• Exhale slowly 
• Continue breathing this way 

for 1 minute



“Transient disruptions, 
that is, a single/few 
deep breaths/sighs,  
can also relieve 
everyday anxiety” 

(Ashhad et al., 2022)



Breathing at the 
rate of  six breaths a 
minute equals a 
breathing frequency 
of  0.1 Hz.



Whats̓ so 
special about
0.1 Hz?



Changing our breathing pattern	  
can change our  

autonomic nervous system activity



• Norepinephrine, also known 
as noradrenaline, is used in 
the fight-or-flight response of  
the sympathetic nervous 
system. 

• Stressful situations can trigger 
the release of  norepinephrine, 
so itʼs useful to use slow 
breathing to help reduce the 
secretion of  this hormone.

“Slow 
breathing reduces 

the secretion of  
adrenal medulla 
norepinephrine 

and reduces 
sympathetic nerve 

excitement” 
  

(Kai et al., 2021)



• Begin in a relaxed yet alert 
position. Your eyes can be 
open or closed 

• Exhale fully 
• Inhale for a count of  5 
• Exhale for a count of  5 
• Repeat for 1 minute  
• (6 breaths total)

Letʼs try 5/5 
breathing:



Nadi 
Shodhana



Nadi Shodhana

• Sit in a comfortable yet alert position with a 
straight spine 

• Close your eyes, if  that feels comfortable 
• Take a few diaphragmatic breaths 
• Use your hand held in Vishnu Mudra / Mrigi 

Mudra—index and middle finger held at the 
base of  the thumb—to help you close off  each 
nostril when needed 

• Close your right nostril with your thumb 
and exhale through your left nostril  

• Inhale through your left nostril 
• Close your left nostril with your ring 

finger and exhale through the right 
nostril 

• Inhale through your right nostril 
• Repeat this cycle for two minutes 
• Release your hand and take a few deep 

breaths through both nostrils before ending 
the practice



Effect of  Nadishodhana Pranayama  
on Cognitive Function among Healthy Individuals
Study of  30 healthy individuals 18-26 who practiced Nadishodhana pranayama  
15 min per session, 6 days per week for the duration of  8 weeks  
found improvements in cognition. 
Specifically, the researchers found improvement in the following cognitive domains: 

• Selective attention 
• Focused attention 
• Visual scanning 
• Activation and inhibition of  rapid responses 
• Immediate verbal recall 
• Attentional capacity 
• Working memory 

The improvement in attention and working memory in nadishodhana pranayama 
groups could have enabled their improved cognitive functions. 

 (Anoop et al., 2024)



HOW TO BEGIN?

Tips for Beginners:
• Practice for only a couple of  minutes every day 
• Increase the time gradually as per comfort level 
• Pay attention to your body and not force yourself  too hard, 

particularly in the initial phase 
• Focus on keeping a consistent and rhythmic breath all through 

the training 
• Practice preferably in the first part of  the day or night when 

the mind is relatively calmer 
• Consistency is vital to experiencing the maximum benefit of  

this exercise 

(Naragatti & Vadiraj, 2023)

Check with your physician if  you have pre existing health issues.



Kapalbhati



Kapalbhati
“Kapalbhati is a fast or high frequency  
(approximately 1 to 2 Hz) breathing technique,  
in which short and quick vigorous exhalations  
are performed with effortless inspirations”	  

(Malhotra et al., 2022)



Kapalbhati
• Sit in a comfortable yet alert position with a straight spine 
• Close your eyes, if  that feels comfortable 
• Take a few gentle breaths through your nose 

• Place a hand on your abdomen over the navel 
• Inhale through the nose 
• Exhale forcefully through the nose, using your diaphragm 
• Inhale naturally and exhale forcefully 
• Repeat around 60 times per minute 

• Place both hands on your thighs and relax 
• Breathe naturally for at least 30 seconds 
• Repeat for one more round of  up to 60 breaths and then a 30-second rest period 
• Take a few deep breaths through the nostrils before ending the practice



Kapalbhati
“Kapalbhati is initially energizing, 
cleansing, and heating.  

There occurs parasympathetic 
withdrawal and sympathetic 
activation during pranayama. 

There is an increase gamma wave 
activation post pranayama showing 
control of  the default mode 
network.”  

(Malhotra et al., 2022)



How do you feel 
after the practice?



My Personal 
Practice:

Hallow: 

• Rosary 

Insight Timer: 

• 61 point relaxation 

• Yoga Nidra



Being Present for our Clients : 
Mindfulness for Massage Therapists 

Earn 1 FREE CE 

bit.ly/mindfulnessmassage



Find the free 
ten session 
Breathwork 

and 
Lymphatic 

Wellness class 
here:

 http s://www.y outube.com/@ StressReductionForLy mphedema
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THANK YOU
@StressReductionForLymphedema 

KathleenHelenLisson.com


