
Navy SEALs Box Breathing 
 
 
 
Box breathing (also known as tactical breathing or square breathing) is a highly 
regulated, rhythmic breathwork technique used by elite forces like the U.S. Navy SEALs 
to short-circuit the body’s acute stress response.  This technique helps America’s elite 
special forces stay composed during uncertainty and overcome resistance. The 
technique modernizes an ancient yogic tradition known as Sama Vritti (equal breathing) 
and was heavily popularized in special operations by retired Navy SEAL Commander 
Mark Divine, who introduced it as a fundamental tool to maintain composure under 
extreme physical and psychological duress. [1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7] 

 

How to Practice Box Breathing 
The method is called "box" or "square" breathing because it relies on four equal phases 
of a single breath cycle. [1, 2] 

• Phase 1: Inhale – Breathe in deeply through your nose for 4 seconds, expanding 
your belly rather than your chest. 

• Phase 2: Hold – Hold your lungs full of air gently for 4 seconds without clamping 
down or tensing your throat. 

• Phase 3: Exhale – Release the air smoothly through your nose or mouth over a 
span of 4 seconds.   

• Phase 4: Hold Empty – Hold your lungs empty for a final 4 seconds before 
repeating the cycle. [1, 2, 3, 4] 

 

Neuroscience: What is Happening in the Brain? 
When a human enters a high-stakes, threatening environment (perceived or real threat), 
the brain's emotional threat center—the amygdala—instantly fires, triggering a massive 
release of adrenaline and cortisol. This shifts the body into the sympathetic nervous 
system ("fight-or-flight-or-freeze") mode, causing a rapid heart rate, shallow breathing, 
and tunnel vision. Under massive stress, executive decision-making areas in the 
prefrontal cortex go off-line, causing people to panic or freeze. [1, 2, 3] 
Box breathing acts as a conscious hacking mechanism to reverse this process through 
several neurological pathways: 

• Vagus Nerve Stimulation: Slow, deliberate breathing and extended breath 
retentions stimulate the vagus nerve, the superhighway of the parasympathetic 
nervous system ("rest-and-digest"). Activating the vagus nerve signals the brain 
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that the physical body is safe, prompting an immediate reduction in heart rate 
and blood pressure. [1, 2, 3, 4] 

• Slowing Brainwave Activity: Studies tracking brain-computer interfaces show 
that transitionary breathwork shifts chaotic, high-beta brainwaves (associated 
with anxiety and hyper-arousal) into calmer alpha and theta waves, which align 
with focused attention and relaxed alertness. [1] 

• Re-engaging the Prefrontal Cortex: Because the "4-4-4-4" count is a non-
physiological pattern, it demands intense conscious concentration. This 
intentional focus distracts the mind from fear loop cycles and resistance, 
forcefully drawing energy away from the over-reactive amygdala and back into 
the logical prefrontal cortex. [1, 2, 3] 

 

The validity of breathwork in high-stakes environments is anchored by extensive 
modern clinical literature: 

• The Stanford Medicine Study (2023): Published in Cell Reports Medicine by 
neurobiologist Dr. Andrew Huberman and colleagues, this landmark randomized 
controlled trial (Huberman Lab / Stanford Respiration Study) directly compared 
box breathing against mindfulness meditation and other breath styles. It 
confirmed that brief, daily 5-minute practices of structured breathwork cause 
immediate reductions in physiological arousal, anxiety, and a marked 
improvement in daily mood. [1] 

• Heart Rate Variability (HRV) Research: A comparative study published in 
Frontiers in Human Neuroscience highlighted that limiting the breathing rate to 
roughly 4 to 6 breaths per minute (which box breathing achieves) exponentially 
improves Heart Rate Variability (HRV). A higher HRV is the gold standard 
medical marker for a highly adaptable nervous system that can rebound quickly 
from extreme stress. [1, 2, 3] 

• Official Military Integration: The practice is recognized as a vital cognitive tool 
within military medical literature, officially utilized across U.S. Special Forces 
selection programs (like BUD/S) and integrated widely across tactical law 
enforcement training programs to protect judgment and memory under fire. [1, 2, 
3] 

Why This Prepares Elite Operators 
Box breathing does not make an operator drowsy or sedated; rather, it produces 
controlled alertness. By managing the physiological surge of adrenaline, Navy SEALs 
preserve their fine motor skills, prevent auditory exclusion or tunnel vision, and retain 
the fluid mental flexibility required to solve fluid, chaotic problems in highly uncertain 
situations. [1, 2, 3, 4, 5] 
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