
 

THE KEY TO SUCCESS & LESS STRESS 
 

The Key to Success: Observe your Breath 
 

 
Breath Awareness is a simple technique that helps focus your attention and instill peacefulness - two 
qualities that will help you to achieve your goals. Breath Awareness, though easy to learn can be 
challenging to practice. The mind thrives on distraction; training it to pay attention requires effort. 
 
Breath Awareness is not an exercise of controlling or manipulating your breath. Breathing techniques 
are very helpful to reduce stress and improve health. However, this technique is different. It is an 
exercise in developing non-reactive awareness - developing the ability to observe like a scientist 
without any interference.  
 
While practicing, the secret is to observe whatever is happening with your breath as it happens. To do 
this requires “feeling” the touch of breath inside your nose and on the area of skin directly below the 
nostrils. Sensations such as stinging, tickling, heat, throbbing, coolness or warmth are all important 
observations. Observing these soft and subtle sensations caused by the touch of breath focuses and 
strengthens your faculty of attention and gradually leads you to experiencing the transient, changing 
molecular reality of your body and mind.  
 
Observing and experiencing your ever changing reality awakenings insight into who you are. Instead 
of ignoring, suppressing, avoiding or desiring these sensations, you begin to calmly accept them as 
signs change, as part of life. This acceptance brings inner peace.    
 
 
 

HOW TO PRACTICE 
 

 Set a time for how long you will practice breath awareness. Start with 15 minutes and work up 
to one hour. No matter how many minutes you choose, the secret is to not stop focusing on 
your breath until the time is up.  The hardest time will be the last few minutes. However, it is in 
these last minutes you can develop your attention the most. 
 

 Sit on a firm cushion or chair with a straight, relaxed spine, hands folded and chin tucked in 
slightly.  
 

 Close your eyes and focus your attention on your natural breath touching the skin. This will be 
difficult, because your attention prefers to think about things rather than feel sensations. As 
you mind from breath to the imagination, just observe this phenomenon.  
 

 The attention can only be in one place at one time. It is either feeling the breath, thinking or 
looking around.  The exercise involves simply refocusing on the breath every time you realize 
the mind has wandered.  
 

 You can begin focusing on sensations inside the nose. Feel the cool breath enter and the 
warm breath leave. Avoid following your breath inside the body – this is a different type of 
exercise. When you are able to pay attention to several breaths without breaking your focus, 
then you can direct your attention to area below your nostrils. At first, you may not feel the 



touch of breath on this area, but if you sustain your attention, eventually your mind becomes 
sharper and you will start feeling a very slight touch.  
 

 Again, do not follow your breath inside your body. This is not a breathing exercise or 
meditation like belly breathing or Pranayama yoga. This particular technique requires you to 
stay focused on sensations caused by the breath in and around the nose. Limiting your 
attention to this area, sharpens your mind. Eventually, you will narrow down your focus to just 
feeling sensations in an area about one centimeter.   
 

 Do not change, alter or regulate your breathing. This is not a breathing exercise. This is an 
exercise that trains you to observe natural breathing without any manipulation. This means at 
times your breath will be slow, deep, shallow, rapid or even stop for a few seconds. Your job is 
to simply observe breathing as it naturally occurs. Breath is directly connected with your 
subconscious mind. You can observe your subconscious mind by observing your breath. 
Breath is a bridge to your subconscious. You may remember times when you were angry or 
afraid and your breath became more rapid or shallow.  
 

 Focus exclusively on sensations caused by breath. Sensations may be cool, warm, tickly or 
soft. Focus on quality and rate of breathing. Breath may be fast, slow, deep, shallow, silent, or 
stuffy. 
 

 Whenever your mind wanders, acknowledge that it has wandered and refocus on feeling 
sensations in and around your nose. Be patient with yourself – you are retraining your restless 
mind that has been jumping around for a lifetime. This habit is hard to change.  
 

 As your mind calms down, narrow your focus to a small area of skin below your nostrils. 
 

 Focus attention exclusively on this area until you feel subtle sensations. Whenever your mind 
wanders, refocus on feeling sensations of breath. 
 

 If you do not feel sensations, take a few harder breaths. In other words, you may manipulate 
the breath for a few breaths. Once you feel sensations, go back to natural breathing.  
 

 Narrow your focus further. The narrower your focus, the more powerful your attention grows.  
 

 Now and again, focus your attention on any molecular activity under or on the surface of the 
skin like throbbing or pulsating.  Note how the sensation moves, throbs, pulsates, bubbles, 
tickles, vibrates or stings. Note when it first arises, then watch it until it fades. Sensations come 
and sensations go.  
 

 Observe how these sensations arise, stay awhile, and then pass away. All sensations 
eventually pass away and are replaced with new sensations. Think about sensations as the 
root of all emotions. How many times have you felt heavy, depressed, hopeless, angry or 
bored. Then, after some time, these emotions rooted in sensations disappear and are replaced 
with joy, optimism and levity?  Imagine the relief knowing that these difficult emotions will also 
pass. 
 

 While sitting, some difficult emotions and uncomfortable sensations may arise. These may 
manifest as unpleasant sensations like pain, aches, strain, and feel like doubt, boredom, 
insecurity, impatience or sadness. When these feeling and sensations become overwhelming, 
refrain from moving, fidgeting, reacting, imagining, thinking or worrying. When these happen, 



you can be confident that you are practicing Breath Awareness properly. The best work is 
done in these difficult moments – it is now you are beginning to transform your old habits. If 
you can stay calm and continue observing your breath, you will experience a transformation. 
Cortisol and stress may dissolve and change into biochemicals like dopamine and serotonin. 
These molecular changes brings a natural sense of peacefulness.  
 

 While sitting in one position, if you feel unpleasant or pleasant sensations on other parts of 
your body acknowledge the pain, pleasure, strain, pressure, heat, agitation, itchiness, or 
stinging and refocus on your breath. Only move your position if necessary. If you must move, 
move while staying focused on sensations of breath.  
 

 Exercise determination. Make a vow to sit calmly without reacting, no matter what sensations, 
thoughts, or difficulties arise. Determination will result in changing deep-rooted unconscious 
habit patterns and addictions. These habits and conditioned behaviors are the root cause of 
addiction, depression, ADHD, fear, stress, and other mental and emotional problems.  
 

 
 

TIPS FOR SUCCESSFUL PRACTICE 
 

 Practice makes perfect. Ideally, sit mornings and evenings. Work up to one hour sessions.  
In your classroom or counseling sessions, your students can be given 10 minutes to help 
focus and calm their minds.  

 

 Practice breath awareness anytime, anywhere. In public, you can practice with open eyes. 
No need to draw attention to oneself.  

 

 Practice breath awareness to calm anger, envy, fear, or other harmful, overwhelming 
emotions. 

 

 Practice breath awareness before making important decisions or giving criticism.  
 

 Practice breath awareness 10 minutes when you lie down to sleep and 10 minutes before 
you get out of bed. Also, at 3 am when you are overwhelmed with thoughts and can’t sleep. 

 

 Practice breath awareness when you are suffering stress, depression, anxiety, high blood 
pressure, self-doubt or any other debilitating psychological state. Ideally, practice before 
these emotions become too overwhelming. Better to make a habit to practice every day. 
Then when emotions become overwhelming, your previous practice will keep you more 
balanced. 

 
* The Pali word for breath awareness is “Anapana”, which translated means to breathe in with 
awareness and breathe out with awareness. 
 

 
For a deeper, transformational experience, attend a breath awareness and Vipassana retreat. 
10-day retreats are offered worldwide and are free to attend. 
https://www.dhamma.org/en/schedules/schsurabhi (website for the centre in Merritt) 
 
For questions feel free to call: Heidi Thompson 250 542-1551 
www.heidithompson.ca   htcthompson@hotmail.com 

https://www.dhamma.org/en/schedules/schsurabhi
http://www.heidithompson.ca/

