Study on Buteyko Breathing

Introduction

In recent years, considerable interest has been generated in the Buteyko breathing technique which was developed by Russian Respiratory professor Konstantin Buteyko to "recondition" patients' breathing volume to normal levels. Originally intended for asthma, the technique involves special techniques to reduce minute ventilation, and modifications have now been made to the technique to suit patients in European countries. 

Buteyko breathing is not a standardised "treatment", but rather is a complex one that includes advice about the use of medications, exercise and nutrition, and relaxation. To date, there is some anecdotal but little formal evidence for its effectiveness, particularly in non-asthmatic conditions. 

In 1997 a Study was conducted at the Perth Academy of Natural Therapies in Australia on the effects of the Buteyko Technique on the symptoms of ME/CFS. 

This study comprised 15 people, all with diagnosed ME/CFS, who undertook the Buteyko breathing training, and improvements were reported on a selection of symptoms as follows (Table 1):

Table 1. Result of the Perth Study in 1997

	Fatigue – 87%

	Depression – 70%
	Night sweats – 75%

	Allergies – 66%
	Anxiety – 66%
	Visual Blurring – 66%

	Joint Pain – 66%
	Muscle Aches – 60%
	Difficulty Sleeping – 54%

	Headaches – 50%
	Nausea – 44%

	Rash – 40%

	Recurrent fevers – 50%
	Sore throat – 38%
	Stomach ache – 20%

	Concentration – 46%
	Dry eyes and mouth – 40%
	Swollen glands – 50%


The study also claimed that those who continued their breathing exercise regimes for the recommended 10 - 12 weeks reported a 100% reduction in fatigue.

Study by the Irish ME Trust

Over a period of 5 months between November 2004 and March 2005, the Irish M.E. Trust organised Buteyko breathing courses comprising almost 100 participants with ME/CFS. Participants were encouraged to complete a questionnaire about their progress and symptoms, and at the end of the study period 63 completed questionnaires were returned. Some people were unable to complete the course for a variety of reasons and there were two people who considered themselves not to fit into the ME/CFS/FM diagnostic category. 

This study has its obvious limitations in terms of accurate diagnosis and scientific review, nor was there any attempt to draw conclusions by pitting one set of figures against another, yet it makes for interesting analysis nonetheless.

The symptoms in Table 2 are listed in accord with the sequence of the Perth Study above, and is shown graphically as Figure 1.

Table 2. Percentage reporting improvement with the technique

	Fatigue – 40%

	Depression – 14%
	Night sweats – 19%

	Allergies – 13%
	Anxiety – 29%
	Visual Blurring – 8%

	Joint Pain – 25%
	Muscle Aches – 27%
	Difficulty Sleeping – 38%

	Headaches – 27%
	Nausea – 16%

	Rash – 3%

	Recurrent fevers – 11%
	Sore throat – 24%
	Stomach ache – 14%

	Concentration – 37%
	Dry eyes and mouth – 30%
	Swollen glands – 11%
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Figure 1. Percentage reporting improvement with the technique in both the IMET and the Perth studies.

Clearly, the figures in the IMET study are considerably reduced from those seen in the 1997 Perth Study, and therefore the benefits accrued seem much less impressive. What we do not know from the Perth study is whether some of those who didn’t improve had any ill effects or not from the technique. Most non-improving participants in the IMET study did not show any adverse effects either, although some did.

	Table 3. Numbers of patients reporting an improvement, no change or deterioration for a range of symptoms

	SYMPTOM
	Better
	Same
	Worse
	Total

	Fatigue
	25
	29
	8
	62

	Depression
	9
	22
	8
	39

	Night Sweats
	12
	16
	3
	31

	Allergies
	8
	21
	5
	34

	Anxiety
	18
	26
	3
	47

	Visual Blurring
	5
	25
	8
	38

	Joint Pains
	16
	21
	9
	46

	Muscle Aches
	17
	28
	9
	54

	Difficulty Sleeping
	24
	27
	3
	54

	Headaches
	17
	22
	8
	47

	Nausea
	10
	22
	5
	37

	Rash
	2
	7
	3
	12

	Recurrent Fevers
	7
	14
	1
	22

	Sore Throat
	15
	22
	4
	41

	Stomach Ache
	9
	18
	5
	32

	Concentration
	23
	25
	5
	53

	Dry eyes and Mouth
	19
	21
	4
	44

	Swollen Glands
	7
	13
	6
	26


	Table 4. Percentage of patients reporting an improvement, no change or deterioration for a range of symptoms

	SYMPTOM
	Better
	Same
	Worse
	Total

	Fatigue
	40
	47
	13
	100

	Depression
	23
	56
	21
	100

	Night Sweats
	39
	52
	10
	100

	Allergies
	24
	62
	15
	100

	Anxiety
	38
	55
	6
	100

	Visual Blurring
	13
	66
	21
	100

	Joint Pains
	35
	46
	20
	100

	Muscle Aches
	31
	52
	17
	100

	Difficulty Sleeping
	44
	50
	6
	100

	Headaches
	36
	47
	17
	100

	Nausea
	27
	59
	14
	100

	Rash
	17
	58
	25
	100

	Recurrent Fevers
	32
	64
	5
	100

	Sore Throat
	37
	54
	10
	100

	Stomach Ache
	28
	56
	16
	100

	Concentration
	43
	47
	9
	100

	Dry eyes and Mouth
	43
	48
	9
	100

	Swollen Glands
	27
	50
	23
	100


Conclusions

Between one quarter and one third of patients reported an improvement in at least one of their symptoms after a Buteyko course. While these figures are less impressive than those reported by the Perth Study of 1997, they nevertheless represent reported improvements in some patients. 

Conclusions drawn by some of the participants were that the exercises for some were very difficult to maintain. Buteyko would seem to be more suited for asthma suffers but for those who were able to persist with the course there was a general agreement that certain symptoms might benefit from the technique. 
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