
	

 
Every inhalation is diaphragmatic – we cannot inhale without moving the diaphragm. Sometimes the 
movement of the diaphragm might become restricted (for different reasons), and if that happens, other 
accessory muscles have to step up and work harder (causing exaggerated chest movement, lifting of the 
shoulders, tensing of the neck, etc.). This is called shallow or costal breathing. Generally, we are trying to avoid 
shallow breathing. However, this is not the same thing as chest breathing in yoga. Chest breathing does not 
equal heaving or shallow breathing.  
 
First, let’s take a look at what happens physiologically when you breathe in. 
	

	
Physiologically, all of that happens at the same time, there is no directionality to this movement (top to bottom 
or bottom to top). 



	

In yoga we might choose to ride one or more of those actions ON PURPOSE, to achieve a particular effect. We 
might choose to emphasize:  

• Movement of the diaphragm (to increase awareness and tonicity of that muscle), 
• Lifting of the sternum, which results in chest breathing (to stretch the chest, prepare for back bending 

postures and create an uplifting effect throughout the system), 
• Expansion of the rib cage (to deal with ribcage stiffness, increase lung compliancy and create an 

uplifting effect throughout the system), 
• Lengthening of the spine, particularly thoracic spine (to create space between the vertebrae, to 

promote better posture, the imagine upward movement of energy, to prepare for axial extension 
postures, to sense the central axis of the body), 

• Expansion of the belly, which results in belly breathing (to emphasize the downward movement of the 
diaphragm, retrain students from holding the belly in and to promote a grounding effect). 

 
Your breathing will still be diaphragmatic, but you are adding different flavors to your breath, depending on 
what you are trying to accomplish. We can also add directionality to our inhalation by choosing to: 

• Expand chest first, then expand the belly, 
• Expand belly first, then expand the chest, 
• Practice radiating breath from the center outward.  

 
All of those patterns are accomplished by intentional muscular engagement and movement of awareness. 
Each one of those patterns produces a slightly different physiological and mental-emotional effect; none of 
them are right or wrong, or more natural than others. That’s the beauty of yoga – you can choose a particular 
flavor of diaphragmatic breathing to augment and enhance a particular movement practice.  
 
With so many breathing options available, things might get pretty complicated. That is why it also helps to 
have a default breathing option that is familiar and useful to your students in most situations. In viniyoga 
tradition, the default breathing pattern for inhalation is chest to belly. This means that on the inhale we 
encourage our students to expand the chest (and entire rib cage) first, and then expand the belly from the 
navel down to the pubic bone. We use this pattern of inhalation because it:  
 

• Helps to deepen and lengthen the inhale,  
• Increases awareness of all structures involved in inhalation (rib 

cage, diaphragm, abdomen), 
• Helps improve tonicity of the diaphragm, 
• Helps support better posture, 
• Follows the intuitive flow of breath from the nose down, 
• Has a balancing energetic effect, 
• Facilitates the downward movement of Prana, 
• Works well with the preferred method of exhalation (which we will 

discuss next week). 

We also often use the image of spinal elongation on inhalation, but not because the spine naturally lengthens 
with inhalation (there is usually only a subtle movement in the thoracic portion because of rib rotation). We do 
it because one of the fundamental ideas of viniyoga is that we use breath to animate the spine. That way we 
closely link the breath to the subtle movement of the spine, which serves as a bridge between the physical 
and energetic dimensions. That way, your breath is no longer an afterthought to your movement, but the 
driving force.  
 
It is entirely up to you which pattern of inhalation you choose for yourself and your students. Just remember 
that it has less to do with what happens physiologically when you inhale, and more to do with what kind of 
purpose you assign to your practice. 


