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Introduction to the
Breathe programme

The Breathe programme is a
10 week rehabilitation programme
for people with long term lung 
conditions such as COPD, 
Bronchiectasis, Fibrosis,
Asthma or breathing problems.

The programme includes
exercise and education sessions 
which can help keep you well for 
longer by teaching you how to 
manage your condition.
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The Breathe programme 
can support you to:
• improve your fitness
• increase your knowledge 
 of your condition
• better manage your condition 
• maintain a healthier lifestyle

As part of the programme 
you will learn how to:

• use your inhalers correctly 
• clear you chest and control breathing 
• identify signs of an exacerbation or  
 flare up and develop an action plan

Options available to you

There are different options 
available based on your needs and 
preferences. You can choose from:

• Group exercise and education
 (recommended)
• Group exercise only
• Group education only
• Home exercise
• Home education
• One to one support session 

The one to one support session is 
with a member of the team to assess
and discuss your needs to provide an 
individual plan that suits you.
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The Breathe Team

The Breathe team will include 
Physiotherapists, Exercise 
Physiologists and Therapy
Assistants who are experts in
managing lung conditions and
breathing problems. 

Your first session will involve an 
assessment of your current health 
and activity levels. We will discuss 
your individual needs and how we 
can help you to meet your goals.  

The Breathe team 
will monitor you 
closely and support 
you through this 
process.
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Long term lung 
conditions

Long term lung conditions can 
also be described as chronic lung 
conditions. The most common 
conditions are COPD, Bronchiectasis 
andFibrosis.

Most common causes of lung 
conditions include:
• smoking
• long term exposure to 
 hazardous fumes and dust 
• air pollution
• previous infections (e.g. TB,   
 whooping cough, pneumonia)
• rare genetic problems
• long standing Asthma 

Common symptoms 
of lung conditions:
• increased breathlessness, 
 especially when you are active
• a persistent cough which may     
 produce phlegm 
• frequent chest infections
• persistent wheezing
• tiredness /fatigue 
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Chronic Obstructive 
Pulmonary Disease
Chronic Obstructive Pulmonary 
Disease (COPD) is the term used 
to describe a group of conditions, 
including Chronic Bronchitis 
and Emphysema.

COPD narrows the airways and 
can cause the air sacs to lose their 
structure and become floppy. This 
makes it harder to move air in and 
out as you breathe, and your lungs 
are less able to take in oxygen 
and get rid of carbon dioxide.

Bronchiectasis
Bronchiectasis is damage to the 
structure of the wall of the airway. 
It causes the airway to become 
widened and fill with excess mucus. 
This leads to a persistent cough 
and frequent infections.

For further information on your lung 
condition, you can have a look on 
the British Lung Foundation (BLF) 
website www.blf.org.uk or contact 
the BLF Helpline on 03000 030 555 
(Monday – Friday, 9am – 5pm).

i
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Pulmonary Fibrosis 

Pulmonary Fibrosis is thought to
be triggered when cells that line
the lung alveoli (air sacs) become
damaged. Affected cells try to 
repair themselves but this can 
cause thickening and scarring 
(fibrosis) of the alveoli and 
surrounding lung tissue. The 
thickened tissue can significantly 
affect how oxygen passes from 
the lungs into the blood.

It’s not clear what 
causes it, but it 
usually affects 
people around 
70-75 years of 
age and is rare in 
people under 50.
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Managing the symptoms 
of long term lung conditions

1.  A chronic cough due to irritation 
 of the airways
2. Excess phlegm 
3. Increased shortness of breath
4. Wheezing which is the sound
 produced when air and 
 oxygen are passing through 
 narrowed airways

Long term lung conditions can also 
affect you in other ways. Patients often 
experience other challenges as a result 
of their lung condition:

• tiredness/fatigue
• struggling with daily activities
• anxiety and/or depression
• significant changes in weight
• loss of libido

Unfortunately, lung damage is irreversible. 
However, there are things you can do to 
control your symptoms and manage your 
condition to improve your quality of life.
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Managing the symptoms 
of long term lung conditions

Stop Smoking 

Stopping smoking will reduce the risk of 
further damage to your lungs and reduce the 
risk of other health problems such as heart 
disease and stroke.

If you are still smoking, it is important to start 
cutting down immediately and make the 
decision to quit smoking all together as soon 
as you can. Stopping smoking is very difficult 
and itis not unusual for patients to try several
times before being able to quit altogether. 

For more information on where to find support
to quit smoking please see page 56.
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Managing the symptoms 
of long term lung conditions

Eating 5 portions of fruit and 
vegetables a day will help 
strengthen your immune system, 
enabling you to fight off 
chest infections more effectively. 

i
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Nutrition

Eating a balanced diet can help 
you to maintain a healthy weight. 
Being overweight can make your 
breathlessness worse and being 
underweight reduces your strength 
and weakens your immune system.

Eating 5 portions of fruit and 
vegetables a day can provide your 
body with essential minerals and 
vitamins to strengthen your immune 
system, enabling you to fight off 
chest infections more effectively. 

It is recommended to drink 6-8 
glasses per day of sugar free fluids 
such as water, juice, tea or coffee. 
This can help prevent your phlegm 
from becoming too thick and difficult 
to clear from your chest. Good 
hydration also helps to maintain 
general health as it allows other 
organs such as your kidneys to 
function well.

Managing the symptoms 
of long term lung conditions
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Exercise

It is not unusual to be nervous 
about exercise, especially if you 
are not feeling well or you have 
difficulty breathing. Research shows 
that exercise is a safe and effective 
therapy for people with lung 
conditions and can help manage 
symptoms to improve quality of life. 

The Breathe Team will prescribe 
an individually tailored exercise 
programme suitable for your health 
conditions. The team will monitor 
and support you throughout 
the sessions. 

Benefits of keeping active

• slows progression of lung disease
• reduces breathlessness
• increases energy levels
• improves strength 
• strengthens breathing muscles
• improves posture
• manages weight
• increases flexibility 
• reduces high blood pressure
• improves circulation
• maintains bone density and joint health
• relieves anxiety, stress and depression
• gets you out and about

Keeping active can halve the risk of 
being admitted to hospital because of
your lung condition.
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Exercise videos
The following pages show four key 
parts of an exercise session: 

1. Warm-up
2. Cardiovascular training
3. Strength training
4. Cool down

Follow the instructions on page 3 
to activate the videos.

The Breathe team will teach you 
how to exercise safely and effectively 
during the programme. The team will 
discuss a range of exercise options with 
you to help maintain an active lifestyle. 
These may include home exercise plans 
or taking part in a community exercise 
scheme. The most important thing is 
that you choose an activity you enjoy.
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Warm up
Exercises 
Warming up gradually will help 
prepare your body for exercise by 
warming the muscles, loosening the 
joints and opening the airways. 

See instructions on page 3
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Cardiovascular
Exercises 
Cardiovascular exercise raises your 
heart rate and increases oxygen 
flow around the body. Over time this 
will help the muscles become more 
efficient at using oxygen and can 
reduce breathlessness.

See instructions on page 3
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Strength
Exercises 
Strength exercises help keep 
your muscles and joints strong 
and can make activities of daily 
living more manageable.

See instructions on page 3
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Cool down
Exercises 
Cooling down gradually will help 
your body recover from exercise, 
returning your heart rate and 
breathing back to normal levels.  
Stretching exercises should also be 
included to improve flexibility and 
reduce stiffness. 

See instructions on page 3
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Managing the symptoms 
of long term lung conditions

Stress and Anxiety

Stress and anxiety are common 
symptoms for people with chronic lung 
conditions. Lack of knowledge regarding 
the condition and the feeling of being 
breathless can increase anxiety levels 
and affect activities of daily living.

Attending the breathe programme can 
help you regain control and manage 
your condition. You can also learn 
different ways to cope with stress and 
anxiety such as breathing control and 
relaxation techniques. 

Having an action plan to manage 
the symptoms of your condition will 
also reduce some of the fears you 
may have as well as reassure you 
about managing your symptoms 
when they are at their worst.

i



sociable, and to learn more about 
your condition as this will help 
you to understand and overcome 
feelings of low mood. 

You might want to get involved with 
a local group and you can also talk 
to your GP for support and advice.

Talk Liverpool is a local service 
that can offer support with 
psychological health. 

Talk Liverpool: 
www.talkliverpool.nhs.uk 
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Managing the symptoms 
of long term lung conditions

Managing Depression

Living with a lung condition is 
not easy. Experiencing physical 
symptoms such as breathlessness 
and coughing, feeling more tired 
and being less active than before 
are just some of the reasons that 
may make you feel depressed.

Talking to your health care 
professional or other people with 
lung conditions can help if you are 
struggling with low mood. 
It is important to stay active and 



The weather 
and your health

The environment can have a 
significant impact on your symptoms. 
Extreme weather or changes in 
weather conditions, dust, pollution 
and damp in the home can make 
you more breathless. It is important 
that you carry your inhaler with you 
at all times and in all conditions.
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Managing the symptoms 
of long term lung conditions

The Met office is working in 
partnership with the Department 
of Health to alert patients during 
periods of adverse weather and 
will release alerts for extreme 
cold, extreme heat, high humidity 
or pollution on the TV and radio 
weather forecasts or the Met office 
website www.metoffice.gov.uk  

i
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Tips for cold weather:

• wrap up warm with a hat, 
 scarf and gloves
• cover your nose and mouth 
 with a thin scarf to help warm 
 the air as it enters your lungs
• use central heating and ensure  
 radiators are not blocked by 
 large furniture
• exercise at warmer times of 
 the day if possible eg: midday
• avoid exercise in extremely 
 cold conditions

Tips for warm weather:

• drink plenty of fluids
• wear loose, light clothing
• exercise at cooler times of the 
 day eg: morning or early evening
• use a floor or hand fan
• avoid exercise in extremely hot 
 or humid climates 

Managing the symptoms 
of long term lung conditions



Medication

Taking your medication as prescribed 
is essential for managing your lung 
condition. The medications used to 
treat lung diseases work in many 
ways and will help to manage 
your symptoms.

The Breathe programme will teach 
you how to correctly use your 
inhalers to ensure you are getting 
the full benefit of the medication.
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Managing the symptoms 
of long term lung conditions
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Common medications
Inhalers - The main purpose of 
inhaled therapy is to open airways 
and reduce inflammation. 

There are three main types:
1. Short-acting Bronchodilator or 
Reliever (opens the airways quickly)
These are usually blue and should be 
taken first to open your airways. The 
reliever can also be used at any time if 
you are wheezy, your chest feels tight 
or you are very breathless. You may 
also find it useful to use this inhaler 
before you clear your chest.

2. Long-acting Bronchodilator (keeps 
the airways open) These should be 
taken second and can last for at 
least 12 hours so only need to be 
used once or twice per day.

3. Steroid or Preventer (keeps 
airways open and reduces 
inflammation) These usually contain 
a low dose steroid and also help 
to reduce the production of excess 
phlegm. The preventer should be 
taken last and you should rinse 
out your mouth afterwards to 
prevent thrush. 
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Medication cont.

If your symptoms cannot be controlled 
with inhalers, your GP may prescribe 
other medication.

If you have very thick mucus which you 
find difficult to clear from your chest, 
your GP may give you Mucolytics. 
They reduce the thickness of phlegm 
making it easier to clear. If you are very 
breathless, there are tablets that can 
reduce breathlessness which are called 
Uniphyllin, Phyllicontin or Theophyllin.

It is recommended that patients with 
chronic lung disease have the flu 
vaccination yearly and pneumonia 
vaccination once in a life time.

Tip: If you are 
still smoking, 
these medications 
may not be as 
effective.
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Also note that it can take up 
to 2 weeks for you to develop 
immunity from the flu bug for 
that year and you should not 
have the jab if you are already 
unwell or just recovering from 
illness as this would overload 
your immune system. 

i
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Managing an 
exacerbation or 
flare up of your 
lung condition
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Recognising a Flare Up 
(exacerbation)

Symptoms are worse than usual during 
an exacerbation or ‘flare up’ of your lung
condition. Being familiar with your usual 
symptoms can help you to respond 
quickly if they change.

Early recognition and treatment of 
chest infections will help to prevent 
further lung damage and speed 
up your recovery. 

If you are having a flare up of your 
chest symptoms (an exacerbation), 
please start your Rescue pack 
immediately if you have one.  
If you do not have a Rescue pack, 
contact your GP Practice, nurse or 
Community Matron immediately.

i
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Other symptoms:

• increased coughing
• increased wheeze
• finding daily activities more 
 difficult than usual
• increased temperature

With these other symptoms, 
you may benefit from a routine 
appointment with your GP or 
practice nurse.

Signs of a Flare Up 
(exacerbation)

• increased breathlessness
• increased phlegm volume 
 or thickness
• change in phlegm colour

If you have 2 of the above 
symptoms, you need to start your 
rescue pack. If you do not have 
a rescue pack, you need to book 
an appointment with your GP or 
practice nurse.
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Managing an Exacerbation or 
flare Up of Your Chronic Lung Disease

Ensure that you do 
not run out of your 
medication and 
have an extra supply 
of your inhalers
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Managing an Exacerbation or 
flare Up of Your Chronic Lung Disease

Medications for a Flare 
Up (exacerbation)

Medication to manage a flare up
usually consists of antibiotics to treat 
the infection and steroids to reduce 
inflammation. 

It is important that you complete the
full course of medication prescribed 
even if you are feeling much better. 
This reduces the risk of further 
infection and ensures that you can 
recover fully from the exacerbation
as quickly as possible.
 

Tip: Ensure that 
you do not run out 
of your medication 
and have an extra 
supply of your inhalers 
and other vital 
medication at home.
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Managing 
Breathlessness

How much oxygen 
your body needs 
(oxygen demand) 
depends on what 
you are doing.
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Managing 
Breathlessness

Breathlessness is a normal 
response to physical activity because 
our muscles need more oxygen when 
they are moving. The heart and lungs 
work harder to supply enough oxygen 
to meet the demand of the working 
muscles.  

People with lung conditions 
can become more breathless at 
very low levels of exertion which 
can be uncomfortable and 
sometimes frightening. 

Managing 
Breathlessness

Attending the 
Breathe programme 
will equip you 
with different ways 
to manage  
breathlessness.
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Positions of Ease

The positions shown below may 
help to ease your breathlessness 
or help you feel more comfortable. 
For more information about which 
positions may help you, please 
speak to the Breathe team

High Side Lying  Forward Lean Sitting

• Make sure that your head 
 and chest are supported 
• Bend your top leg up                                                                         
• Put your lower arm under 
 the pillow                                            

• Pile several pillows on a table
• Relax your head onto them
• Relax your arms on the table
• Do not try this position if you 
 have neck problems or are 
 uncomfortable with things 
 near your face
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Relaxed Sitting Position       Relaxed Standing Forward Lean Standing

• Sit on a chair
• Rest your elbows onto 
 your thighs
• Relax your hands and wrists

                                         

• Lean against a wall
• Relax your shoulders, 
 arms and neck

                                         

• Lean against a banister, 
 fence of wall but keep a   
 comfortable distance
• Relax your hands, wrists 
 and neck

                                         

Managing 
Breathlessness



Breathing techniques 

There are many ways to control your 
breathing and the Breathe Team 
will help you find the technique that 
works best for you. Here are some 
techniques to try:

relaxed slow deep breathing:
breathe in gently through your nose 
and breathe out through your nose 
and mouth. 
 
pursed-lip breathing: 
breathe in gently through your nose 
and breathe out with your lips pursed 
as if you are whistling.

 
blow as you go: 
use this when you’re doing something 
that makes you breathless. Breathe in 
before you make the effort, then breathe 
out while making the effort. 
 
paced breathing:
this is useful when you’re active. 
Pace your breathing to your steps,  
for example breathe in as you take 
two steps then breathe out as you 
take the next two steps. 

The Breathe Team will also teach 
you techniques for clearing phlegm 
from your chest. 
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The following tips will help you to 
save energy and can be used for 
any activity or task:

• Plan ahead
• Prioritise tasks
• Pace yourself
• Use breathing exercises
• Sit during tasks and activities
• Minimise arm movements
• Avoid doing too much on one day
• Use good posture

Conserving your 
Energy 

Energy conservation is saving
your energy. It means finding 
the easiest way of doing 
everyday tasks.   

It is important to remember 
that conserving energy is not 
about avoiding exercise. 
Energy conservation is about 
making everyday tasks easier 
so you will have some energy 
left for exercise. 
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Managing 
Breathlessness

Using the 3 P’s 
(Prioritisation, Planning 
and Pacing) can help 
you conserve energy, 
manage breathlessness 
and cope better with 
your daily activities.
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Managing 
Breathlessness

Prioritise your energy 
for enjoyable activities to 
help maintain your quality 
of life. Choose the “must 
do” tasks for the day. 
Leave less important 
tasks for another day 
or ask for help. 
 

Plan your week so that 
you can balance activity 
with rest periods. Schedule 
appointments for times best 
for you. Try to avoid rushing 
to reduce the feeling of being 
anxious, breathless and 
fatigued

Pace your activities 
and take a rest between 
tasks. Working at a slower 
pace will use less oxygen 
and less energy which 
means that you will get 
less breathless. Use 
pacing techniques on 
slopes and stairs

1 2 3Prioritise Plan Pace



Relaxation

Learning and practising a relaxation 
technique can help you control anxiety 
and breathe more easily.
Try to find a quiet and peaceful place 
to do this exercise. Make sure you’re 
comfortable, whether you’re sitting or 
lying down, with your shoulders, neck 
and back well-supported. Have your 
arms by your sides or hands resting 
on your lap. This technique can take 
practise, so try it for 5 to 10 minutes once 
a day to start off with, and then try to do 
more. Set aside time during the day to 
practise. It might be helpful for someone 
to read these instructions to you:

• Close your eyes.
• Begin by breathing out and then in, 
 just as much as you need. Then breathe 
 out slowly with a slight sigh, like a balloon 
 slowly deflating. Do this once more, as 
 slowly as you can, and as you breathe 
 out feel any tension in your body begin to 
 drain away. Then try to keep your 
 breathing at an even, steady pace. 
 Once you feel comfortable doing this, 
 you can move on to the next stage.
• Begin to think of each part of your body in turn.
• Start with your toes and check they are 
 relaxed and comfortable. Allow them to 
 feel heavy, and free of any tension.
• Now think about your legs and allow 
 your thighs to relax and roll outwards.
• Next, let your tummy muscles become 
 soft and relaxed.
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• Think about your fingers and let 
 them become limp and still. Allow this 
 feeling of relaxation to spread up your 
 arms to your shoulders.
• Let your shoulders relax and drop easily.
• Let your neck muscles relax. 
 Your head is resting and supported.   
 Enjoy this feeling of relaxation.
• Allow your face and expression to 
 relax; make sure your teeth are not 
 clenched and let your jaw rest in a 
 relaxed position.
• Now, as your body feels relaxed, 
 become aware of the all-over sensation 
 of letting go, of quiet, calm and resting. 
 Enjoy this feeling of relaxation. If you find 
 your mind becoming busy again, check 
 where your muscles have tensed and   
 then relax them.
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Managing 
Breathlessness

• Slowly bring your attention back to 
 the room that you’re in. Have a gentle 
 stretch and open your eyes. 
 Remember to get up slowly once 
 you’ve finished. If you have effectively 
 relaxed, your blood pressure may 
 have dropped and you may feel dizzy 
 if you get up suddenly. If you bend and 
 stretch your arms and legs a few times 
 before standing up this should soon 
 return to normal.

Once you feel comfortable doing this 
exercise, it can help to imagine pleasant 
or tranquil surroundings, or listen to 
some relaxing music. 

The website will have an audio version 
of a relaxation technique for you to use.
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Support for Patients with 
Chronic Lung Disease

Dealing with a long term lung 
condition on your own can be very 
challenging. There is a range of 
support that you can access. 

If you are unwell or require medical 
advice, you can access support 
from your GP, Practice Nurse or 
Community Matron.
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Support 
for Patients

You can also access medical 
help out of hours via NHS 111 
or your local Walk-in centre.  

i



Liverpool Community 
Respiratory Team

If you are struggling with worsening 
symptoms (exacerbation) you can 
access further medical support from 
the Liverpool Community Respiratory
Team (CRT). 

This is a ‘hospital at home’ service 
led by Consultants from the Royal 
Liverpool Hospital and Aintree Hospital 
supported by senior nurses and chest 
physiotherapists. Your GP can 
refer you to the CRT who will aim 
to respond within 2 hours. 
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Support 
for Patients

Tip: It is important 
that you let the GP 
receptionist know 
that you have a 
long term lung 
condition and that 
you are showing 
signs of a flare up.
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Stopping Smoking

Support is available from:
• General Practitioner
• Practice Nurse 
• Pharmacist at your local chemist 
• Stop Smoking Liverpool 

There are a number of options available 
to help you quit. Smoking cessation 
advisors can help you choose the right 
method for you - this may include the 
use of Nicotine Replacement Therapy.

For further information
Telephone Smoke Free Liverpool: 
0151 374 2535
www.smokefreeliverpool.co.uk

British Lung Foundation

The British Lung Foundation was 
set up in 1985 to support people 
with COPD. In Liverpool there are 
2 support groups (Breathe Easy 
North and Breathe Easy South) 
who meet regularly to support 
people living with lung disease 
and their families.  

For further information
Telephone: 03000 030 555
www.blf.org.uk 

Support for Patients with 
Chronic Lung Disease
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Support for Patients with 
Chronic Lung Disease

Liverpool Careline 
Adult Services

If you find that you are struggling to
manage at home, the Careline
Team can arrange for a social
care and health needs assessment. 

This may include an occupational 
therapy assessment for equipment and/
or home adaptations to enable you to 
be more independent.

You could also be assessed  for a 
package of care to assist with your 
daily activities.

For further information 
Telephone: 0151 233 3800.   

Healthy Homes

This service provides free help and 
advice to residents to remove or prevent 
hazards that can improve their health 
and wellbeing. 

Please contact the Healthy Homes team 
if you feel your health is being made 
worse by the condition of your home.

For further information
Telephone: 0800 0121 754
www.liverpool.gov.uk/healthyhomes   
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If you wish to contact the 
Breathe Team for further information, 
please ring the Therapies Department 
at the Liverpool Heart and Chest Hospital 

on 0151 600 1950    

www.thebreatheprogramme.co.uk

Breathe
Get the most from life

Liverpool Heart and Chest Hospital
NHS Foundation Trust


