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The Importance of Eliminating Noisy Breathing*  
 
By Michael Grant White and Kristy VanHornweder 
*Not to be confused with lung sounds.  

"Noisy breathing will distract your mind as long as it lasts."  
- H. David Coulter, Anatomy of Hatha Yoga, p 127. 

From casual awareness of people's breathing from day to day, one can notice that a 
person's breathing quirks are often associated with noise. In general, noise is considered to 
be an indicator that something is wrong. So it is with breathing. Noise can be attributed to 
negative aspects of breathing such as snoring, gasping, heaving, and sniffling during a flu or 
cold. This article will address aspects of noisy breathing and will point out why it is 
important that breathing is most often as quiet as possible.  

Noisy breathing can be explained using principles of basic mechanics. An analogy that one 
can use to relate to breathing is the efficiency and smoothness of a machine. A person who 
hears a machine make a grinding noise or rattle when it runs will most likely think that the 
machine does not run very well and that it has a problem. A part may be loose, a screw 
may need to be tightened, the machine might need lubrication, or it might even be ready to 
fall apart. A new car or appliance that runs smoothly and quietly likely also runs more 
efficiently. Noise can be thought of as a form of friction. Friction prevents machines from 
running smoothly and efficiently, and is responsible for their wear and tear. It is like driving 
a car while applying the brake, or walking while dragging one's feet across the floor. The car 
or person must work harder to get the same distance in the same amount of time. This 
increase of exertion is hard on the car and will make it wear out sooner. By decreasing the 
amount of friction (noise), the work load is taken off the car and it runs much easier. Mike 
also uses the idea of friction when describing why wind instruments are round. If they were 
not, friction would make it impossible to maintain even tonality. Friction also causes heat to 
be released as a by-product. Instead of being applied to useful work, this energy is stuck or 
wasted or can wear down or rough up the surface that it passes over. By-products such as 
heat and noise indicate an increase of entropy in the system, thus rendering the system 
closer to wearing out. Entropy can be thought of as the tendency towards disorder, or the 
excessive use of energy. It is desirable to slow the process of entropy as much as possible.  

This principle of thermodynamics can also relate to breathing. Putting too much stress on 
the system makes it work inefficiently and so the breather doesn't get as much oxygen as 
they could or they use up more then they need to. The noise can be explained by fast or 
forced breathing or it could also mean that something is blocking the breathing, such as a 
constricted airway or some sort of foreign particle or irritant. Not all the air can get through, 
and so breathing is not as easy or efficient as it could be. The friction caused by inefficient 
breathing could also lead to problems such as vocal tract swelling and snoring. Breathing 
noises may indicate a sort of “stuck” or “leaky” breathing valve, in which the flow of air is 
being disrupted. This is similar to a heart murmur, in which a leaky heart valve disrupts 
proper blood flow. Breathing that is quiet is also more likely to be smooth, easy, efficient, 
and balanced, just as the case with machines. Noise produced during breathing may be a 
signal of subtle gasping or breath heaving, thus inefficiency and distortion of the breathing 
sequencing and mechanics.  

One example of a noisy breathing issue is an exhale that sounds as if it is rushed and 
forced. This does not necessarily occur during exertion; it can also occur when the person is 
at rest (eg. a student during class) or when the person is engaged in a light activity, such as 
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washing dishes or reading the newspaper. This kind of breathing is severely out of balance, 
and is a likely indicator of UDB. A rushed heavy exhale too often invites a rushed heavy 
inhale, leading one towards overbreathing and hypocapnea (too little carbon dioxide in the 
plasma which inhibits proper oxygenation of the red blood cells), which are precursors to a 
multitude of potential health challenges. Within reason, the slower an exhale is, the more 
oxygen that can be absorbed and the more efficient the breathing mechanics. A slow, 
relaxed exhale will naturally be quiet. Forced exhalations are often preceded by a period of 
breath-holding that lasts for several seconds. Pausing after an inhale is the reverse of what 
breathing should be. As Mike maintains, the resting breathing pause should follow an exhale 
(not an inhale), thus triggering a deeper, easier, unforced inhale to follow. (More about 
reflex triggering in the Optimal Breathing Kit). Noisy, forced, hurried inhales and/or exhales 
are often an indicator of too much stress, imbalance, or inefficiency of the breathing 
system. Mike believes this may set up a future tendency towards high blood pressure and 
stroke. 

Quiet breathing during speaking or singing is another important issue. It is quite common 
for people to produce breathing noises while they speak or sing, such as hissing or gasping 
on the inhale. In the case of singing, the noises are a glaring distraction to the mood and 
message in the song. The noise is mainly caused by breathing in or out using too much 
throat breathing instead of foundational breathing and or swelling of membranes due to 
allergy or closure due to poor posture. In the case of speaking, they make it difficult to 
concentrate on what the person is trying to say, and they degrade the message of the 
speech. The root of the noise is a poor core level foundation of the breathing plus poor 
posture ranging from the pelvic floor to the tip of the tongue. Dentition, an enlarged soft 
palate, or the tongue too far into the back of the mouth can also create friction and noise. 
When this happens, not all the air can get easily in or out so the person will have a harder 
time sustaining an even, resonant speech. The speaker will need to breathe more often, 
compromising the smoothness and quality of the delivery. The flow of air should be smooth, 
deep, effortless, and noiseless, making the person's delivery more effective as well as 
properly working and exercising his/her breathing. From an aesthetical point of view, proper 
breathing is analogous to a diver entering the water with almost no splash or a figure skater 
gliding gracefully across the ice or an eagle floating upward on a warm current of air. A 
person can and should learn to breathe quietly while speaking or singing. During private 
sessions and workshops, which often include speaking and singing, Mike often uses quiet 
breathing as a key factor of breathing improvement.  

The importance of eliminating noisy breathing cannot be overstated. Noise is a signal that 
something is wrong. Friction is the main explanation for noise. Friction causes excessive 
wear and mechanics become unbalanced, overworked, inefficient, or out of sync and 
harmony. It is similar to the fact that pain is the body's way of stating that it has a problem. 
It might be justifiable for breathing to be noisy (such as gasping or breath heaving) during 
an emergency, but overall, it should be as quiet as reasonably possible, even while 
breathing deeply.  

Additional insight from Johns Hopkins University: "Noisy breathing is an especially common 
sign of lung disease. Abnormal sounds range from a high-pitched crowing during inhalation 
to continuous musical sounds during exhalation (wheezing, which occurs with asthma and 
some other disorders). The maxim "all that wheezes is not asthma" underscores the fact 
that many health conditions, including diseases of the larynx, heart failure, pulmonary 
embolism, and COPD, can cause wheezing. Repetitive loud snoring during sleep, interrupted 
by periods of silence in which there's no air flow, is a major sign of sleep apnea." 

http://www.breathing.com/video-ds.htm

