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Breathing and acute COVID 

During the acute phase of a severe infection, breathing patterns may change to ensure 

that the body gets all the oxygen it needs. This is caused by your body switching on the 

‘fight or flight’ response. The most common changes are: breathing faster than normal, 

breathing more deeply than normal and/or breathing in and out through your mouth  

rather than your nose. 

 

Breathing and Long COVID 

As the infection improves and your lungs recover, your breathing should return to     

normal. However, for some people, switching off the ‘fight or flight’ response can be 

more difficult and is often outside of your conscious control. The changes in your 

breathing may become habitual, leaving you with a fast and erratic breathing pattern. 

This may result in you feeling exhausted or breathless, slowing down the body’s ability 

to recover.  

 

There are so many things we do that rely on us being able to regulate breathing – 

things we never gave a second thought to.  Altered breathing can result in difficulties 

with activities such as talking and eating. Again distressing and frustrating. All of these 

changes to your breathing often occur in the absence of any changes on tests or      

investigations completed by your doctors. This can be extremely frustrating and can 

leave you feeling like symptoms are ‘all in your head’. 

 

Some common changes in breathing may be: 

 Taking quicker or faster breaths 

 Difficulty breathing and talking and/or eating  

 Sensation of running out of air or frequent sighing, coughing or gasping 

 Chest discomfort or tightness 

 



What is normal breathing? 

To help understand how your breathing might have changed, it is important to understand 

what your breathing should be like. The problem with good breathing is that we normally 

haven’t thought about how we breathe, until we have a problem with our breathing. Mainly 

because we shouldn’t really notice it and we never give it a thought until something goes 

wrong. The above diagram describes elements of normal breathing patterns. Remember 

everybody will be slightly different. 

 

Breathlessness is also a part of normal part of life. Throughout life we have all have         

experienced breathlessness through healthy activity. Laughing, playing sport, even          

purposefully getting breathless through exercise. Athletes may use breathlessness to guide 

training and use it as a measure that they are working at the right level. We recover and 

move on. The important factor is that breathing increased due to a temporary need. 

 

 



What do we mean by altered breathing?  

Bigger breaths: You might be taking bigger or deeper breaths than needed for 

the  situation. This may not have been helped by previously being told to take deep 

breaths often by health care professionals, when sitting at rest your body does not gen-

erally need a big breath.  

 

Upper chest breathing: It should be an effort to see someone breathing at rest 

with very little visible external movement – in altered breathing there may be visible     

movement of the upper chest and shoulders. These muscles are not designed for 

breathing, and are less energy efficient than the diaphragm, adding to fatigue and  

muscle aches. 

 

Quicker breaths: The breaths might not be smooth with forced breath in and out. 

You might notice taking more quicker breaths then you normally would. 

 

Noisy breathing: Often because you are breathing a lot more quickly, drawing air 

in. If you notice your breathing is noisy it is likely be breathing in through your mouth. 

 

Mouth breathing: At rest and during daily activity the majority of our breaths 

should be via the nose. Lungs are sensitive and fussy about how the air is delivered; it 

should be warm, humidified and clean – this is the job of the nose. Breathing in rapidly 

through the mouth can result in cooler, drier air reaching the lungs. This can result in a 

burning feeling in the centre of the chest.  

 

Air hunger: The sensation of needing “more air” is common with an altered breath-

ing pattern. You may notice increased frequency of sighing, yawning, coughing or 

gasping – the body’s tricks to satisfy “air hunger”. 

 

Other signs of altered breathing pattern include; chest tightness or pain, 

tingling in your hands or feet, headaches, tense or twitchy muscles, increased fatigue 

and difficulty exercising. 



What can I do to help? 

Firstly it is important to remember your breathing may have been altered for a while, and 

might not be something which you can change quickly. However it does normally improve 

with practice. 

 

It is recommended that you spend 2-3 minutes practicing your breathing frequently 

throughout the day – think little and often.   

 

Recognising and understanding how you are breathing is an important step in helping to 

change your breathing pattern. The flowchart above is a good systemic way of checking 

your own breathing.  

 



Further Resources  

 www.yourcovidrecovery.nhs.uk 

 PhysioforBPD Video Good breathing guide in Lying: https://

youtu.be/76YC2qlwblU 

 PhysioforBPD Video Good breathing guide in Sitting: https://youtu.be/UoHYU8V

-k50 

 PhysioforBPD Video Breathing and how it can help your health: https://

youtu.be/710LHL7Nsqg 

 PhysioforBPD Information Leaflet Post COVID syndrome: A guide to Breathing 

https://www.physiotherapyforbpd.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/Post-
Covid-Syndrome-breathing-final.pdf 
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