
Correcting your Breathing Pattern

Start by lying on your back with your knees bent.  Place 
one hand on the ‘V’ angle made by the ribs (diaphragm). 
As you breathe in, visualise an umbrella opening, so that 
the tummy swells outwards & to the sides & to the back. 
Place the other hand on your upper chest – you should 
feel no or little movement there.

As you breathe in (inhale) through your nose, your diaphragm should DESCEND & your tummy swell. This increases 
the capacity of the lungs to aerate. Your neck muscles should be relaxed & your upper chest should not move during 
relaxed breathing. Slowly breathe out (exhale) through your nose.

Repeat this slowly for 1 minute. Aim to do this every 1-2 hours throughout the day.

As this becomes easier you should practice the same exercise in sitting and standing. Lean with your back against 
a wall if this feels easier.

Physiotherapy Exercises and Useful Tips to help you recover from COVID-19

COVID-19 attacks your lungs and respiratory system which can result in pneumonia and even acute respiratory 
distress syndrome (ARDS), a severe lung injury. This is why you have been admitted to hospital for treatment,
oxygen therapy and monitoring. The medication you are receiving is helping to clear the infection but may not restore 
your lung capacity. It has been shown that Physiotherapy and certain breathing exercises help you restore your lung 
capacity and recover faster.

This is a short guide and reminder of the techniques your Physiotherapist has taught you that will help in your 
recovery.

Breathing Exercises

The goal of these exercises is to help you restore your lung capacity by improving your diaphragm’s function. Usually 
the Covid-19 infection affects the lower parts of your lungs. This means that these areas don’t expand correctly and 
the air (oxygen) doesn’t reach them. Because of this you feel so short of breath which can lead to feelings of anxiety 
and stress. It has been shown that stress and anxiety alone are factors that can cause difficulty in breathing. Being 
admitted to hospital can also add to these stress levels.



Arm and Thoracic exercises

Lifting your arms and rotating your trunk form side to side while inhaling deeply also helps to get the air to the bottom 
of your lungs

Pursed lips / Straw / Bottle Breathing

These techniques help to decrease anxiety when you are feeling short of breath. They also help to strengthen your 
diaphragm.

Sit comfortably with your back straight, face, neck and shoulders relaxed.
If you have a straw (with a small diameter) with you, keep it ready in your hand.

Inhale slowly and fully through your nose. 
Place the straw in your mouth and exhale gently and slowly into the straw against your hand to “feel” the breath or 
on a tissue to see the tissue moving.
 Make sure you exhale fully, be gentle, do not force the breath out. 

If you don’t have a straw with you, you can make the shape of your lips as if you are holding a straw in your mouth.

As this gets easier you can blow bubbles through the straw into a bottle of water. Try and keep the stream of bubbles 
small and steady as you exhale fully.

Try to breathe down (inhale into your abdomen). Feel your tummy swell as you inhale and draw back as you 
exhale.

Next you can include some counts - for example, inhale for the count of 4 and exhale a little longer, say for the count 
of 6-8. 

Continue with this practice building up to 30 times. Try and do this 2 x per day (6 hours apart)
As you get stronger you can also try and blow up a balloon as you exhale.

Useful Positions to assist better breathing

To help get the air into all parts of your lungs it’s important NOT to spend all your time lying on your back. The largest 
volume of your lungs is at the back and bottom of your lungs so the best position to help the air reach these areas is 
by lying on your stomach for a period of time.  While doing this you can practice your deep diaphragmatic breathing 
by feeling your tummy pushing into the mattress as you breathe in.

A good sequence of positioning is to rotate from lying on your 
left side → stomach → right side → half sitting up position.  

Try and spend from 30 mins – 2 hrs in 
each position.



Endurance Exercises & Walking

The following is a list of graded exercises that you can start even when you are feeling very weak in bed. Level 1 are 
the easiest and Level 3 the most difficult. 

You should progress to the next level if they are easy and you are not feeling short of breath or your oxygen 
saturation is maintaining above 90%.

Try and do each set of exercises 3 - 5 times / day at each level.

Walking distance must be gradually increased. You may initially need to walk with your oxygen supply in the ward. 
 Increase the distance and lower your dependence on the oxygen as you are able to.

As you get stronger – try these:

4 Point kneeling

Start with your hands placed under your shoulders and knees under your hips.  As you inhale slowly rock forwards 
onto your arms and exhale as you rock back.  Repeat this 10 times then stretch back onto your haunches for a rest.
Repeat this sequence 3 times.

Resisted breathing / chest expansion

Measure a piece of elastic theraband (available from your physio) to fit 
around your lower chest and then tighten it a further 5 cm tighter. As you 
inhale feel your lower chest expand and push out against the elastic.  
Make sure your upper chest does not move.

Level 1
Ankle pumps x 1min

Heel slides 5 -10 x per leg

Arm raises in lying 5-10 x /arm

Leg lifts in side lying 5-10x/leg

Sit on edge of bed 1- 3mins

Sit → Stand 1 -3 x

Level 2
Heel lifts in sitting x 1 min

Alternate knee straightening 5-10x /leg

Arm raises above head 5-10 x /arm

Seated marching 5-10 x /leg

Sit → Stand 3-5 x

Marching on the spot 5-10 x /leg

Level 3
Marching on the spot 5-10 x /leg

Heel raises in standing 5-10 x

Arm raises above head 5-10x

Wall push ups 5-10 x

Sit → Stand  5 -10 x

Walking


