
 

 

 

 

 

 

Breath hold as a determinant of performance in sports. 

Patrick McKeown 

 

Did you know that the length of time which a player can hold their breath for is a very 

good determinant of efficiency and performance in sports?  

 

 

Think of it this way: 

 

Imagine a person struggling to walk. They are very breathless with their mouth open and 

require a large intake of air to walk just a few steps. If we were to measure this persons  

breath hold time or what is called the control pause (below), it would be very low. When 

correctly measured, it would probably be no more than ten seconds.  

 

On the other hand, a person with a high Control Pause of 40 seconds will be able to climb 

three flights of stairs while holding their breath. Furthermore they will be able to resume 

normal breathing within two to three breaths when they reach the top.  

 

What is the difference? 

 

The person with the low breath hold time has developed the habit of breathing too much. 

The volume (not just the rate) that they inhale each minute is far greater than bodily 

requirements.  

 

Just as we acquire a habit of overeating – which has dire consequences on fitness. We too 

develop the habit of overbreathing. Overbreathing is caused by a number of factors 

including stress, processed foods, the belief that is good to take big breaths, excessive 

talking, high temperatures of houses, stimulants such as caffeine, alcohol etc and lack of 

exercise.  

 

An example where overbreathing can be witnessed is on a sports team. All players will 

generally be the same age group and undergo a similar level of training. Yet, breathing 

volumes will vary. For example, some players will have far heavier breathing and 

breathlessness during exercise. This is not purely down to fitness, but is largely due to 

breathing volume during rest.  

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

Overbreathing: 

 

While overbreathing is hidden and difficult to diagnose, typical traits include mouth 

breathing at rest or light exercise, sighing, regular sniffing or loud breathing during sleep 

or rest.  

 

Sports players who overbreathe may have asthma/rhinitis or may not. In any event it does 

not matter. What does matter is that their breathing volume can be as high as two to three 

times their peers. Overbreathers experience greater levels of lactic acid, fatigue, chest 

constriction, breathlessness and poorer performance.  

 

 

So what can be done about it? 

 

Firstly, the player can be made aware of how much air they take in on a day to day basis. 

They can then be taught an exercise to unblock the nose so that they can switch to nasal 

breathing permanently. (below)  

 

(Nasal breathing during rest and training is crucial to helping fitness levels.) The next 

step is to stop regular sighs or big breaths throughout the day.  

 

A series of special breathing exercises aimed at resetting their respiratory centre to 

normal amounts is then practiced. Exercises are simple and can be incorporated into any 

activity such as driving, walking, jogging, training etc. As breathing volume is corrected, 

the ability to perform in sports will be significantly increased.  

 

 

Final note: 

If a player overbreathe during rest or sleep, they will certainly overbreathe during 

exercise. Where a fraction of a second determines success or failure in sports, breathing 

volume cannot be overlooked.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

How to Measure relative breathing volume and what does it mean? 

 

Please find below the Control pause measurement and an exercise to unblock the nose. 

The significance of the CP is also explained. (taken from book Close Your Mouth) 

 

You will need a watch or clock with a second hand. 

1. Breathe in gently for two seconds.  

2. Exhale gently for three seconds.  

3. Hold your breath, pinching the nose after exhaling.  

4. Hold your breath until you feel first urges to breathe in. Your first breath after the                                                

breath hold should be calm and silent.  

5. Count the seconds that you held your breath for.  

If your control pause is less than 10 seconds you should not be engaging in any sport 

because you have severe overbreathing.  

 

If you can hold less than 20 seconds your breathing requires attention. An asthmatic is 

likely to experience asthma symptoms such as tightness, wheezing or coughing.  

 

A breath hold of 40 seconds is good and 60 and above is excellent. 

 

The Lower your control pause, the greater the room for progress. The higher your control 

pause, the greater your efficiency. Any person involved in sports, asthmatic or not with a 

low control pause can make improvements to their efficiency and sports performance by 

increasing their CP.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

The First step to correcting your breathing volume is to nasal breathe on a 

permanent basis including sleep and training.  

 

Exercise to unblock the nose  

 

The following is a simple exercise which will unblock the nose in as little as five 

minutes. It is based on temporarily increasing carbon dioxide levels in the blood, which 

will in turn open the nasal passages. This exercise is only suitable for healthy people and 

those with mild to moderate asthma. Please do not attempt if you have a pre existing 

condition.  

 

At this point it is worth practising. 

  

1) Take a small breath in 

       2) Have a small breath out 

       3) Pinch your nose with fingers to hold your breath  (on the exhale) 

       4) Walk as many steps as you can with your breath held 

        5 ) Keep going until you can walk no more 

When you resume breathing, your nose will be clearer. If not keep practising the exercise 

until it is fully clear.  

(your nose will free if you hold your breath for as long as you can. At the same time, 

don’t hold it for too long so that it is stressful. You should be able to recover your 

breathing in two to three breaths.) 

  


