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Active cycle breathing employs 3 different breathing exercises that helps to keep airways 
clear.  You will begin by doing a few cycles of pursed lip breathing which will relax the 
airways. You will then move on to deep breathing to get air behind any congestion that 
may be present. With airways relaxed and air deep in the lungs, you will move on to huff 
breathing, or huff coughing to expel mucus.

This cycle is also used to alleviate breathlessness and improve lung function in general. 

Discuss a breathing exercise schedule with your doctor or respiratory therapist and 
follow their direction but generally speaking this cycle should be done once or twice a 
day to keep airways clear and open.  Some particularly helpful times to perform these 
exercises are:

In the morning when you wake up to clear any congestion that 
may have settled in your chest during the night.

Before you eat, to combat the feeling of breathlessness as your 
stomach gets full. 

Before you take inhaled medication to ensure that congestion 
doesn’t stop the medication from deeply penetrating your lungs.



Pursed Lip or 
Controlled 
Breathing

The first part of the Active Breathing Cycle is pursed lip or controlled breathing. This is 
sometimes described as smelling a rose and blowing a candle. You inhale through your 
nose, then purse your lips as you exhale. You don’t blow too forcefully, but with about 
the same force as you would to blow out a candle. In order to open airways and also 
improve lung elasiticity you attempt to exhale for twice as long as you inhaled. For 
instance, if you inhale for a count of 3, you exhale for a count of 6.

As you exhale, pursing your lips creates some back pressure in the airways that keeps 
airways open for longer. This relaxes them, fostering easier breathing.

Deep Breathing or Chest
Expansion Exercise
After pursed lip breathing you will move on to deep 
breathing which is sometimes called diaphragmatic 
breathing because you breathe deeply, not just into your 
chest but into your diaphragm. To ensure you’re drawing 
air into your diaphragm place your hands over you belly. 
As you breathe in your belly should expand. As you exhale 
you should feel your belly contract. 

Breathe in as deeply as you can and hold it in for 3 seconds if you can. Then slowly 
exhale without forcing the air out. If your respiratory therapist has instructed you to do 
chest clapping or vibrating to loosen mucus, do it during this part of the cycle.

Huff Breathing or Huff 
Coughing Technique

After a few repititions of pursed lip breathing and deep 
breathing, your chest should be feeling nice and open 
and mucus should be cleared more easily.

To do this exercise, take a deep breath, hold for a couple 
of seconds and then as forcefully as you can exhale with your mouth open. As you 
exhale you will make a sort of “ha” sound as if you were trying to fog up a mirror. You’ll 
feel  a sort of suction feeling in the back of your throat which should bring up any 
congestion. Repeat this exercise as long as it is bringing mucus out of your lungs. If you 
still feel some congestion there, begin the cycle again until your chest feels clear.


