BREATH FOR PEAK PERFORMANCE

For most the material presented here credit and thanks must be given to James E Loehr, Ed.D. & Jeffery A. Miglow, M.D. ( see bibliography )  

This article is a further effort in better understanding ‘minbo’, ( mind/body connection: see my last article,    ‘I got my head together and my body fell apart.’ ), and in so doing continue to help bring us face to face  with physical and mental, and, emotional and behavioral aspects of ourselves that if not better recognized may be not only athletically debilitating but stressful. Breathing exercises  help and can be successfully used  against an all too common tendency to carry this stress to  training and more frequently to races. Confront, and release  this negative force, and you have the key to power and performance. 

However, before considering these breathing exercises let us look at the mental states that accompany and hinder or help performance. For starters, which Cell, below, most readily identifies your mental performance readiness? 
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‘Four equally sized energy cells are arranged to form a square. Down the center of the square is a line; this vertical axis represents the fluctuations of energy from high ( at the top ) to low. The horizontal axis represents the range of emotional feelings, from pleasant  ( on the outer left edge ) to unpleasant ( on the outer right edge ) . The pleasant end corresponds to positive emotions, the unpleasant to negative emotions. Using this two dimensional pattern, many things about performance as it relates to stress becomes clear.’

Cell A is the positive-high-energy cell.
The emotional climate is pressure free, but motivation is high.

Resting muscle tone is relaxed but ready for action.

Breathing is full, deep and smooth.

A seemingly paradoxical combination of calm and intensity.
Cell B is the high-negative-energy cell.
Intensity, but the experience is not pleasurable.

High motivation is accompanied by nervousness, anxiety, or anger.

Pressured emotional climate is often one of frustration, even vengefulness.

Muscles become tight, even during rest breaks.

Breathing is apt to be rapid and ragged, and even out of control.

Energy is usually misdirected.

Perform under perceived ability. Often disastrous.

Cell C is the low-positive-energy cell.

The emotional climate is pleasant, but motivation and commitment are lacking.

Breath is easy and relaxed, but lack of energy leads to a variety of problems with concentration.

This easygoing state all but guarantees a mediocre performance at best.

Cell D reflects low negative energy.

The emotional climate is one of boredom, apathy, and annoyance.

Muscle tone is erratic; breathing for the most part, is shallow.

Performance is abysmal.

To achieve what is known as the primary emotional states associated with peak performance, you must   identify both your positive energy, talents, and  negative energy, shortcomings. Then make the necessary behavior modifications to move toward the optimal states.

What are these high energy emotional qualities that we seek?

1: The ability to feel relaxed and loose muscled.

‘A tight individual consumes a tremendous amount of energy and is an inefficient performer. One can be tight and tense and not even be aware of it.’

Attempt to achieve a state of low muscle tension in the muscles that are not being used at that instance. Or in attempting to run faster the same mind/body can  impede  progress.

2:A feeling of internal calm and quite.
‘In our fast paced, agitated society, it is easy to believe that a speedy and accelerated mental state must accompany top performance. In fact the opposite is true. Research repeatedly reveals that mental calm and quiet are associated with best performance, physical and mental. A calm mind correlates with low-range alpha brain-wave frequency.’ Slow deep breathing can shift you from active beta waves to calm focused alpha wave. Feeling frantic, associated with high frequency brain activity, is slowed, brought to order, and calmed psychologically when breathing is slowed.

3: Lowered anxiety - a pressure-free climate.
It is not possible to run well when you are feeling anxious. This state, essentially a perceptual problem, can be controlled by reaching the mind through regulation of the breath. ‘One can switch easily out of the ragged, shallow breathing pattern associated with anxiety and into a deep, steady, confident breathing pattern that provides an efficient oxygen supply, thereby shucking any gripping elements.’

4:A feeling of high energy.
‘This presents an apparent paradox: relaxation, inner calm, virtually no pressure - yet a simultaneous feeling of high energy. It is a specific kind of energy, both pleasant and powerful, fueled almost exclusively from positive emotions. It is the kind of feeling one has when one is enthusiastic, inspired. In its purest form this energy can be referred to as joy.’   ‘Proper breathing is essential for this state, because full oxygenization is vital to feeling and sustaining high energy.’

Negative and depressing thoughts drain off  incredible amounts of the body’s energy. A day of worry or other negative thoughts can use more energy than a tough training run. Focus on good feelings and efficient action: ‘Running well ... smooth ... powerful ... tall ... like a gazelle.’

5: Optimistic and positivism.
You will never run / race well, or to your true potential, if you are feeling pessimistic and negative. It’s that simple.

6:A feeling of fun.
So what are we saying?  Simply put, you can create a climate of enthusiasm and enjoyment, you are more assured to perform your peak. This has got to be one of, if not the most important, emotions for peak performance. No fun cease to run is where it has to be. If you have not already ... find a group, clinic, club or individual, that promotes and fosters this atmosphere. Seek out and spend time with those who understand, believe in, and give you positive energy. 

‘Some people tend to get this notion backwards; they believe that if they perform well, they will have fun.’ ‘Peak performance comes after an internal climate of fun and pleasure has been established, not the other way round.’ ‘Enjoyment must precede achievement.’
One psychologically interesting approach to high energy states is to think of them in terms of colours ... high positive energy seems to be associated with the colour blue. Remember our ‘Little blue hole in the sky’. ‘As befits the ultimate state of peak performance, blue connotes calmness, relaxation, warmth and depth.’ ‘People who practically live in Cell A, seeing blue, are productive people. They live long lives. Even though the pace is frantic at times, they stay healthy. They like what they do. They are so devoted to what they do that stress responses are channeled into the drive to do better rather than into worry and complaints.’

‘High negative energy, Cell B, seems to be associated with the colour red. When one “sees red” he is receiving a critical alarm signal.’ ‘The fight or flight response is running out of control.’ Steps must be taken to restore equilibrium and to channel the intensity. The real test is how you cope with adversity ... panic ... set off the biological alarm response, and thrust yourself into Cell B and full potential can never be realized. ‘Dwellers in Cell B rarely enjoy what they do - life is a war for them; it is hellish for those in Cells C and D.’

Cell A performers are able to control themselves, transforming adversity into challenge, tackling it with enthusiasm, intensity and spirit. ‘One physiological reason that people do not perform well with negative energy is they are so busy coping with fear, anger, and anxiety that they cannot discipline tension. It remains in their system, sapping their spirits.’

Breathing is a reflection of your emotions. Conscious manipulation of breathing pattern can change that emotion from negative to positive. Take control and dramatic changes occur. Simply by equalizing breaths, especially by taking deep and long breaths, a very different, much healthier emotional climate can be realized.

‘It is important to remember that one has learned, consciously and unconsciously, to repress some emotions, putting them out of reach of influence. When these emotions resurface through conscious effort, they are likely to be the kind that accompany high negative energy or low negative energy.’  This  resurfacing of  emotion may sometimes be evident in the form of crying, for example. On the verge of crying, you experience a fear of releasing unpleasant emotions. The cry breaks down that barrier, the fear breaks loose ... it is thrown out, suddenly, and with energy - whoosh! Tears and jerky motions in the abdomen and chest. ‘Crying is a perfect application of a natural breathing technique. It stimulates lungs and abdominal organs.’ A sort of massage that washes the mind and releases harmful emotions. Just like some breathing exercises / activities, it cleans and purifies the sinus and nasal passages and ‘the respiratory tree’. Calmness follows the vibrations, not only in the solar plexus, but in the nervous system: cerebrospinal fluid. Crying is not the only release. Thank goodness. 

Another natural breathing technique is laughing. It originates in the solar plexus, the abdominal area that is considered by many to be the ‘seat’ of  bodily energy. 

How often does crying turn to laughter and vise-versa? Either way it’s an emotional release that lets go of often pent up emotions! As they say, ‘Laughter is the best medicine’.  Use it, allow yourself what I call ‘silly times’. You don’t need alcohol or drugs! Just be ‘daft’. Have the courage to say, ‘What the heck’! Laughter changes your frame of mind from anxiety and negativity to self-confidence and even joy. The best training program in the world, or even the best medicine or even an operation, can not be truly functional, 100% effective, without doses of positivism, self-confidence, joy, and laughter. This is not an external but  and internal matter. Others can help, but joy, laughter, success, and love must originate from within ... YOU.     A ‘belly laugh’, or ‘letting it all hang out’, makes one feel good all over. The breathing techniques simply makes use of natural tendencies and processes that are already present. Use them to your advantage.

Moods can be modified through breathing, just as it can by going for a run! Feel tense, or uptight  go for a run, and / or do a basic ‘Abdominal Breath’. Tension will fly away. Feel sad, try the ‘Ha! Breath’, it will revitalize you. ‘It is an aid in experiencing and letting go any down feelings. ‘Ha!’ does not block the emotional state. Rather, it raises energy, helping you become mentally clear while experiencing the emotion. In a state of clarity it is easier to trace the internal and the external causes of sadness, to discover ways to work with the cause in a life-affirming way.’

‘Ha! Breathing’ works by stimulating the hara centre, felt to be the energy centre of the body in Oriental philosophy and practice. It’s centre is located about a couple of inches due south of the navel. By stimulating this centre we gain a great increase in the amount of energy in the body, raising both your day to day performance, as well as aiding the healing processes. This is one of the few breaths, along with running, in which you intentionally exhale through your mouth.

The ‘Ha! Breath’:

1. Tilt your head up and inhale deeply through your nose.

2. Exhale forcefully through your mouth - issue a loud Ha! Sound that originates in your lower abdomen as you thrust your head and body forward at the waist; your hands slide down to your knees.

3. Repeat the Ha! Breath as needed.

You may want to do ten or even twenty reps on a daily basis.

Just as the ‘Ha! Breath’ energizes, the ‘Relaxation Breath’ can calm, and transform anger into creative energy.

Some of these breathing techniques can be quite emotional ... but research has shown time and time again that it is unhealthy to let basic feelings, whether they be anger, sadness, hatred, or even love, go unrecognized.

In addition to laughter and crying, singing and yawning are natural  body activities through which the body finds ways to deepen and normalize the breathing.

Just run and / or breath and the ragged gasps of fear and insecurity drop away. Your action will become deliberate, calm and effective. You will be the best you want to be. ‘Psychological limits can be stretched.’ ‘Breath is internal music. It is our ebb and flow. Through experiencing this harmony, all processes are facilitated.’

‘Through controlled, direct breathing, you can be more open and loving ...’ ‘A whole new realm of experience, power, self-control, and performance is yours, as you simultaneously gain in calmness, awareness, compassion, and forgiveness.’

‘The Relaxation Breath’:

This breath releases tension from specific body parts. Stand or sit comfortably. Do not move around.

1. Do five to ten ‘Abdominal Breaths’.

2. Continue the ‘Abdominal Breath’ and imagine that with each inhalation you are breathing into a tense or a painful part of your body. ( To locate gently move various body parts )

3. Imagine with each exhalation tension streaming out of your nostrils; the ache you are concentrating on begins to ease.

4. Continue the ‘Abdominal Breath’ and imaging for a few minutes, or longer as needed. 

The more you practice the easier and more effective it becomes. This is not an illusion. Imagination actually effects the energy flow.

‘The Abdominal Breath’:

Best to do in a relaxed setting where you can be alone for just a few minutes.

1. Lie on your back or stand or sit comfortably and place your hands on your stomach.

2. Inhale slowly and deeply, letting you abdomen expand like a balloon.

3. Let the abdomen fall as you exhale slowly, releasing old stale air.

4. Inhale easily. Feel your tummy expand again.

5. Press the air out as you contract, as you pull in you abdomen while exhaling.

This is the breath that we are born with, and many of us lose.

Keep a hand on the abdomen, and keep facial muscles relaxed. Do for several minutes. A little time put aside daily to practice, and to be aware of these ‘Breathing Techniques’ I know, will pay big dividends. This  Ideal Performance State ( IPS ) as it is known does more than facilitate optimal running; it helps to insulate you against the potentially damaging  stresses of life itself, both psychologically and physiologically. Your energy is turned outward to meet the challenge, rather than inward.

‘Free your mind from clutter, open yourself to possibilities, channel your energy in positive ways. With a sense of inner calmness, release yourself completely to the intensity and dynamic of the moment. Give yourself totally to your experience. Follow your heart. Be lead by your best feelings. Embrace the intimacy and intensity of simple, joyful moments. This unhinges the door to passion and frees you to dance your life.’

Open your eyes, arms and hearts. 

Believe in yourself. Believe in what you are doing.

Believe in your worth. Believe in your goals.

Believe in success. Believe in intuition. 

Breath in strength. Breath out physical and mental  tension.

Run.

Steve
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