
LOOKING AFTER
YOUR LUNG HEALTH

A guide to
improving your 
respiratory wellbeing



Our lungs are vital to our good health 
and wellbeing, bringing oxygen into our 
bodies and removing carbon dioxide. As 
we go about our everyday lives - picking 
up the groceries and running to doctors' 
appointments - our lungs are quietly 
working behind the scenes.

Our lungs are at their peak when we’re 
about 25 years old.1  From our mid-30s, our 
lung function gradually starts to decline 
as our diaphragm muscle weaken and our 
lung tissue becomes less elastic. By the 
time we’re 65 years old, we have lost about 
one litre of our lung capacity.2

By keeping physically active, managing our 
weight and saying no to cigarettes, we can 
help keep our lungs healthy as we age, and 
prevent any major problems.

WHAT IS
LUNG HEALTH?

Lung capacity is also known 
as lung volume, which is the 
volume of air in the lungs after 
we breathe in. For healthy 
adults, our lungs hold about 
six litres of air,3 depending on 
a few factors. Our lung volume 
will tend to be higher if we're 
young, male, tall, fit, or have a 
low waist to hip ratio.

WHAT IS LUNG 
CAPACITY?
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1. American Lung Association: Lung Capacity and Aging
2. Harvard Health: Breathing life into your lungs
3. Physiology, Lung Capacity.

https://www.lung.org/lung-health-diseases/how-lungs-work/lung-capacity-and-aging
https://www.health.harvard.edu/lung-health-and-disease/breathing-life-into-your-lungs
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK541029/
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Your lungs are an essential part of your 
respiratory system, bringing fresh air into 
your body and allowing oxygen to enter 
your bloodstream through tiny air sacs 
called alveoli.

The strong muscles of the chest wall and 
the diaphragm are the power behind every 
breath, expanding your chest as you inhale, 
and making the tiny tubes in your lungs 
called bronchi expand.   

That happens thanks to the muscle called 
the diaphragm at the base of your chest. 
When you breathe in, the diaphragm 
contracts, and your chest expands, 
allowing air to move into the 300 million 
alveoli at the end of the bronchi.

From there, oxygen travels to the rest of 
your body, nourishing the body’s tissues.  
At the same time, carbon dioxide is 
removed as waste from the blood.

HOW THE
LUNGS WORK

WINDPIPE (trachea) 

ALVEOLI 

BRONCHI 

DIAPHRAGM
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HOW TO STRENGTHEN
YOUR LUNGS
Just like the rest of your body,  
your lungs need regular exercise to 
stay healthy. Regular physical exercise 
makes your lungs and heart stronger, and 
your body becomes more efficient at moving 
oxygen into the bloodstream and around the 
body for optimum health. 

If you are living with lung disease and 
experience shortness of breath, talk to   
your doctor about the best exercise 
program for you.

Respiratory muscle training: Exercises 
that specifically target the muscles of the 
diaphragm and around the ribs are great 
for strengthening your breathing. Regular 
respiratory muscle training can improve 
endurance and strength of the  lung 
muscles.4

Also known as RMT,  these exercises can 
improve your lung health by strengthening 
the muscles around your lungs.  

Who does it help? Respiratory muscle 
training can improve breathing and quality 
of life in people with chronic respiratory 
problems such as asthma, COPD, bronchitis, 
emphysema, but it can help anyone improve 
their lung strength.

If you have a chronic condition 
such as Chronic Obstructive 
Pulmonary Disease (COPD), 
stale air can build up in your 
lungs, making it difficult for your 
diaphragm to work properly, 
potentially leading to lower 
oxygen levels in your blood. 
Other muscles in the back and 
chest may take the place of the 
diaphragm if it’s not working 
properly. Regular breathing 
exercises can help remove stale 
air from your lungs, helping your 
diaphragm work, and increase 
oxygen levels.5

COPD AND LUNG 
HEALTH?

4. Respiratory muscle training in pulmonary rehabilitation
5. American Lung Association: Breathing Exercises

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/24274001/
https://www.lung.org/lung-health-diseases/wellness/breathing-exercises
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Breathing in warm steam can help 
alleviate congestion and help to relax 
the airways.

STEAM THERAPY
CAN HELP YOUR 
LUNGS

A gradual loss of lung function is 
part of natural ageing, but sudden 
changes in your breathing could 
be a sign of something more 
serious.6 If you experience any of 
the following symptoms, make an 
appointment to see your doctor:

• Shortness of breath during 
everyday activities

• Dizziness
•  Wheezing after exercise
•  A cough aggravated by exercise
•  Pain when breathing
•  A new, persistent cough
•  Coughing up blood

WHEN TO SEE A 
DOCTOR

SIMPLE
BREATHING EXCERCISES
Simple, targeted breathing 
exercises can help your 
overall health and wellbeing.

Belly breathing: Lie with your hands 
on your stomach, just below your 
ribs where your diaphragm is. Breathe 
in deeply through your nose and feel your 
diaphragm expand. Breathe out through your 
mouth for twice as long as your inhalation.

Pursed lip breathing: This exercise keeps 
your airways open longer and helps more 
air enter your lungs. Breathe in through your 
nose, and slowly out through your mouth 
while keeping your lips pursed. Breath out for 
at least twice as long as you breathed in.

6. Health direct: Breathing problems

https://www.healthdirect.gov.au/breathing-problems
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Your lungs need more than exercise
As well as doing regular breathing 
exercises, make sure you drink plenty of 
water and keep active. Regular physical 
exercise will keep your lungs and heart 
healthy, and it's great for your mental  
health, too.

Don’t smoke: Smoking can cause 
lung diseases such as cancer and 
COPD.7 Remember, second-hand 
smoke is just as damaging, so avoid it 
whenever possible.

Exercise: Do regular cardiovascular 
exercise to strengthen your lungs and 
heart. Avoid exercising on roads with  
heavy traffic, where high pollution levels 
can cause lung irritation and damage.8

Eat well: Food has a lot to do with 
preventing disease in the lungs, 
so opt for a nutrient-rich diet over 
convenience foods.

Vaccinate: Influenza and pneumonia can 
have long-lasting impacts on your lungs.  
In order to protect yourself, follow your 
doctor's advice and stay up to date with all 
your immunisations.

Avoid infection: Wash your hands often to 
avoid contracting a respiratory infection.

Protect your lungs: Wear breathing 
protection if you’re likely to be exposed  
to dust or chemicals, whether at home  
or work.

LOOKING AFTER
YOUR LUNGS

7. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention: 
Health Effects of Cigarette Smoking 

8. British Lung Foundation: Air pollution

https://www.cdc.gov/tobacco/data_statistics/fact_sheets/health_effects/effects_cig_smoking/index.htm
https://www.blf.org.uk/support-for-you/air-pollution/effects
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NUTRITION
FOR LUNGS
We all know that good 
nutrition is important to our 
general health, but it's important for 
our respiratory health too.9 Vitamins A, C, D 
and E have been shown to help improve lung 
health, helping to boost function and protect 
against disease and damage. 

Add these foods to your diet to feel the 
benefits: 

Dark leafy greens: studies have found a lower 
risk of lung cancer and COPD among people 
who eat large amounts of leafy greens, which 
are also high in magnesium

Beetroot: rich in nitrates, beetroot has been 
shown to benefit lung function in people 
with lung conditions including COPD and 
pulmonary hypertension

Capsicum: a rich source of vitamin C, 
capsicum is a powerful antioxidant which is 
important for people with a history of smoking

Blueberries: contain anthocyanins, pigments 
which may protect lung tissue from damage

Apples: contain a high concentration 
of antioxidants including flavonoids and  
vitamin C

Tomatoes: contain lycopene, an antioxidant 
that has been linked with improved lung 
health

Pumpkin: rich in carotenoids which have 
powerful antioxidant and anti-inflammatory 
properties. A high intake of carotenoids is 
linked with better lung function

Red cabbage: contains the plant pigment 
anthocyanins which help lung function

Green tea: a great source of catechin – a 
natural antioxidant and anti-inflammatory 
– called epigallocatechin gallate which can 
reduce lung tissue scarring

Fatty fish: contains omega-3 fats which 
improve lung function and reduce  
symptoms of COPD

Olive oil: a source of anti-inflammatory 
antioxidants including polyphenols and 
vitamin E

9. Lung Foundation Australia: Eat well, breathe better

This booklet has been produced by Well02, the 
company that has developed the European-
designed WellO2 breathing exercise device. For 
more information go to: wello2.com.au

https://lungfoundation.com.au/news/eat-well-breathe-better/
http://wello2.com.au

