
The Mind-Body 
Connection: 
The Science of 
Mindful Breathing 

If a rock is hurtling towards your head, you’re going to 
duck. If a dog snarls at you, you’re going to back away. 
If someone jumps out from a hiding place and shouts in 
your face, you’re going to flinch at the very least. And if a 
friend smiles at you, you’re probably going to smile back. 

You have a part of your brain called the amygdala 
(pronounced uh – MIG – duh – luh) to thank for enabling 
you to quickly react to danger and interpret the emotions 
of others. The amygdala is key to our survival and socially 
acceptable behaviour, but it can sometimes get in the way
of clear, rational thinking.

How to teach your body to keep calm so your brain does not 
misread common stressors as danger.

The goal of mindful breathing and the other exercises in the Mindful Choices programme is to 
strengthen the abilities you need for good decision making, including:

• Dealing with stress and difficult emotions.

• Pausing to think before reacting.

• Maintaining focus and attention.
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Fight or flight 

When something makes us angry or worried, but is not actually dangerous, our amygdala still 
detects that our muscles are tense and releases stress hormones that prepare the body for a 
“fight-or-flight” response (which means that you’ll be ready to intensely confront or escape 
from the perceived danger). 

How to keep calm and carry on ...

Mindful breathing works because: 

• When we are able to take deep, relaxing breaths, our amygdala is convinced that 
everything’s okay. 

• When we don’t get a fight or flight signal from our amygdala, our thoughts can reach our 
brain’s frontal lobe to be processed in a more rational way. 

• The frontal lobe is still developing throughout adolescence, but the more opportunities 
that it gets to work on making decisions, the better it gets at it. Mindful breathing 
enables a calm state that creates those opportunities. 

Signs that we’re in fight-or-flight mode include: 

A racing heart

Irritability Disrupted sleep

Depression Increased illness.

Shortness of breath An upset stomach

This isn’t a good state to be in often because  chronic stress 
can result in: 

However, we can prevent our amygdala from releasing these 
stress hormones  by doing  mindful breathing  to keep our 
bodies calm. 

Did you know? Practice makes perfect

Just as you would be more likely to make a layup shot in a basketball game if you worked on 
them in practice, the more that you practice being in a calm state, the more likely you are to 
stay calm when you run into everyday challenges.


