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     Out of all the patients with long covid, it shows that 33% of 
patient       experienced respiratory symptoms which they commonly 
described       as breathlessness (National office of statistics, 2022)



What is
Breathlessness?

u Shortness of breath —known 
medically as dyspnea —is 
often described as an intense 
tightening in the chest, air 
hunger, difficulty breathing, 
breathlessness or a feeling of 
suffocation



Causes of 
Breathlessness

Breathlessness can be caused by Lung, Heart or 
neurological conditions.

Mental health cause i.e-Anxiety .

Anaemia : Low oxygen levels .

Fatigue: Usually worsens breathlessness as opposed 
to a cause.

An abnormality in breathing pattern



Effect of Breathlessness.



Test your breathing

1.When sitting resting.do you breathe through 

Your Nose ? Your Mouth ?

2. Can you hear your breathing?

Yes No

3. How many breaths do you take in one minute? 

8-12 13-16 17+



Test your breathing.

4. Place one hand on your tummy and one on your chest:

Does your tummy expand when you breathe in? Yes No

Does your upper chest move when you breathe in? Yes No

u 5. Time how long you can hold your breath. 

Did you hold your breath for:

Less than 30 secs More than 30 secs �

u 6. Do you sigh or yawn a lot? 

Yes No



How do we breathe…..? 



Breathing Pattern Disorder 

u Can be Physiological i.e Asthma, exaggerated response to CO2,caffein,Aspirin.

u Biomechanical i.e Postural adaptation, chronic mouth breathing, pain, upper 
limb dysfunction, MSK problem.

u Physiological i.e Anxiety, stress, panic, phobia.

u Abnormal breathing Pattern can present as:

-Increase respiratory rate.

-Increase breathing volume.

-Increase work of breathing.

-CO2 intolerance.//Reduce amount of CO2 in blood.

-Inadequate CO2 level can affect O2 delivery to tissue and organs.



Effect of an abnormal breathing pattern

u Headache.

u Breathlessness.

u Fatigue.

u Brain fog.

u Tingling sensation in hands/feet.

u Dizziness.

u Blurred vision.

u Cold hands/feet.



Management of 
Breathlessness.

Breathing Techniques

Positioning

Exercise

Therapy for emotional wellbeing



Breathing Pattern Disorder



Professional video for LC.



Q&A



Important links:

u https://www.physiotherapyforbpd.org.uk

u https://www.asthmaandlung.org.uk

u https://www.brit-thoracic.org.uky

u https://www.csp.org.uk

https://www.physiotherapyforbpd.org.uk/
https://www.asthmaandlung.org.uk/
https://www.brit-thoracic.org.uky/
https://www.csp.org.uk/
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Discharge & 
Community 

Referral
Triage

Clinic
(Medical)

GP 
Referral

Therapies
(PT, OT, Nurse, 
Psychologist & 

Rehab Assistants)

• Medical screening
• Red flag checks
• Further investigations
• Specialist referrals

• Social prescription
• Exercise on Referral
• Yoga for Life
• Pilates
• Tai Chi
• Wellbeing walks
• Singing groups
• Smell & taste support
• Pain support
• Sleep support
• Mental health support
• Charity and peer 

support• Education & self-help
• Symptom management tools
• Acceptance
• Psychological support
• Groups or 1:1 therapy
• Virtual or home visits



Clinic investigations
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Self-management tool
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Outcome Measures
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Respiratory:
• Dyspnoea-12
• MRC

Fatigue & Brain Fog:
• FACIT (fatigue)
• PDQ-5 (brain fog / mental fatigue)

General Recovery & Quality of Life:
• Covid Recovery
• EQ-5D-5L
• WSAS
• Health Service Use
• Daily Physical Activity

Mood, Anxiety & Depression:
• GAD-7
• PHQ-8



Additional Outcome Measures
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Screening Questionnaires:

• FAS (fatigue)

• Self-rated fatigue score (out of 10)

• BPD questionnaire Test your breathing -
Physiotherapy for breathing pattern 
disorders (physiotherapyforbpd.org.uk)

• Breath-Hold (Bolt score) Buteyko - What 
is it? - Buteyko Breathing Centre UK

Functional Outcomes:

• 6-Minute Walk Test

• 1-Minute Sit-to-Stand Test

https://www.physiotherapyforbpd.org.uk/test-your-breathing/
https://www.physiotherapyforbpd.org.uk/test-your-breathing/
https://www.physiotherapyforbpd.org.uk/test-your-breathing/
https://www.buteyko.co.uk/what-is-buteyko/
https://www.buteyko.co.uk/what-is-buteyko/


Education, awareness & support
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• 10-week therapy-led educational 
programme (virtual)

• Opportunity for Q & A

• Opportunity for peer support

• Resources and signposting

• Guided relaxation / meditation



Acceptance & ownership
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Role of physiotherapy in 
breathing dysfunction



Understanding breathing dysfunction

Acute Covid
• Cloudy CXR / CT

• Low SaO2

• Abnormal LFT

• Needs O2 Therapy

• Clear lung pathology

Long Covid
• Normal CXR / CT

• Normal SaO2

• Normal LFT

• No indication for O2

• Unclear lung pathology

• Report breathlessness

• Display increase WOB

• Limits mobility and function



Theory: altered autonomic control
Parasympathetic Sympathetic

Post-Covid-Syndrome-breathing-final.pdf 
(physiotherapyforbpd.org.uk)

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


Theory: altered CO2 tolerance

High PaCO2
> 6 kPa

Normal PaCO2
4.6 – 6 kPa

Low PaCO2
< 4.6 kPa
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New normal

• Rapid breathing during Acute Covid may have 
caused excessive and prolonged CO2 clearance.

• Overtime, this may have led to the body becoming 
acclimatised to a lower PaCO2 range.

• Therefore, the body believes it must keep 
breathing rapidly to maintain the new normal.

• Hence, what some people describe as not getting 
enough air may just be intolerance to normal CO2.
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Abnormal 
Breathing

AnxietyUnpleasant 
Symptoms

Acute 
Covid

Family & 
Social

Mental 
Health

Pain

Loss

Weakness

Work
Finance



Management approach
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1. Mindfulness & Meditation 2. Breathing restoration



Breathing restoration key principles

Breathe 
through 

your nose

Know your 
breath-hold 

score

Progressive 
breathing 
exercises
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https://youtu.be/JG6b0C32izA?si
=t5bRBxbCDfeEG70o

Buteyko - What is it? - Buteyko 
Breathing Centre UK

YOUR-Guide-to-Nose-Breathing-.pdf 
(physiotherapyforbpd.org.uk)

https://youtu.be/JG6b0C32izA?si=t5bRBxbCDfeEG70o
https://youtu.be/JG6b0C32izA?si=t5bRBxbCDfeEG70o
https://www.buteyko.co.uk/what-is-buteyko/
https://www.buteyko.co.uk/what-is-buteyko/
https://www.physiotherapyforbpd.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/YOUR-Guide-to-Nose-Breathing-.pdf
https://www.physiotherapyforbpd.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/YOUR-Guide-to-Nose-Breathing-.pdf


Progressive breathing exercises
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Nose
(pinch nose)

BH score < 10 sec:
• Practice intermittent 

breath holding

• Practice for 1-3 minutes 
every hour

Slow
(slow flow)

BH score 10-20 sec:
• Slow down the flow of 

breath

• Practice for 10-20 minutes 
every other hour

Low
(low rate)

BH score 20-30 sec:
• Lower the rate of breathing

• Practice for 20-30 minutes 
every 3-4 hours

https://youtu.be/JG6b0C32izA?si=t5bRBxbCDfeEG70o

https://youtu.be/JG6b0C32izA?si=t5bRBxbCDfeEG70o


Signposting and referrals
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