
Breathing Strategies for Labor
Some women go through labor and birth breathing naturally, without using any special breathing 
strategies. Others focus on slow breathing to help them relax, or on special breathing patterns for 
distraction during contractions. Breathing while in labor is intuitive. You do not need to remember any 
special breathing pattern.

Breathing Awareness
Become aware of your normal breath. Place one hand on your upper chest and the other on the lower 
curve of your belly. Feel the movement in your chest, belly, or both as you breathe in and out. Another way 
to focus on your breath is for your partner to place both hands in on you back in different places: the low 
back, the middle back, and then upper back. Focus your attention on the warmth and pressure of the 
touch and breathe towards it.
Slow, focused breathing has been used in meditation and yoga practices for centuries. It has been shown 
to reduce stress, both in labor and in life. As you relax, your breathing naturally slows. By consciously 
slowing your breathing pace, you can help yourself release tension. Concentrating on a focal point in the 
room or closing your eyes to focus inward may help you become more in tune with your breathing.

Breathing Pace and Patterns
We normally breathe in and out without thinking. However, some women find that focusing on the depth 
and pace of each breath helps them to “ride” over the peak of the contraction. Bring in new energy and 
blow away tension by taking a “cleansing breath.” This is just a deep breath, like a natural sigh you use 
each day. In labor you may choose to begin and end each contraction with a cleansing breath. Through 
the contraction you will breathe to the depth, pace, and pattern that feels right to you. Many women focus 
on a slow, relaxed breathing pattern throughout labor. Others choose to change the breathing pace or 
pattern as the contractions change. While breathing at a slow pace is generally more relaxing, varying the 
pace or pattern is often a good focus or distraction. Most people are comfortable if they consciously pace 
their breathing at between half and twice their own normal breathing rate. Throughout labor you should 
breathe in the way most comfortable for you: in and out through the nose; in through the nose and out 
through the mouth; or in and out through the mouth.

Strategies to Accompany Breathing
Visualize:

▪ an ocean wave slowly rolling in as you inhale; slowly rolling out as you exhale.
▪ being surrounded by your favorite relaxing color, breathing in that color to spread its relaxing effects 
to all of your body; then breathing out a color of tension.
▪ the soft petals of a flower gradually opening up as the morning sun strikes.
▪ your cervix opening, opening, opening to the full 10 centimeters. 

Repeat rhythmical phrases:
▪ “Breathe in for my baby, breathe out tension.”
▪ “Breathe in energy, blow away pain.”

Count:
      ▪ to a number: count to 4 or 5 as you breath in; and the same number or more as you breathe out.

▪ your own pattern: inhale and exhale a certain number of times, ending each pattern with a soft blow          
(3 to 1 pattern- breath in, out; in, out; in, out; in, soft blow).  The labor partner can suggest changing 
patterns during the contraction by signaling with his fingers or voice a pattern for mom to try.

Whisper words or sounds on exhalation:
▪ “hee” or “huh”. (Keep mouth, lips, and jaw relaxed.)
▪ “hee” or “huh” a certain number of times, then give a soft blow or “huu” (example: “hee, hee, huu”).

Combine:
▪ different paces: breath slowly at the beginning and end of the contraction, and faster over the peak.
▪ imagery and counting: visualize a group of lighted candles, counting them as you blow them out.
▪ any of the strategies above.
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