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Introduction
This leaflet aims to help you understand why it is important to
cough and how to cough most effectively.

Why we must learn to cough
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The lining of your lungs are continually producing fluid (secretions).
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These secretions form part of your lungs cleaning mechanism.
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Under normal circumstances the body can cope well with
clearing these secretions.
Infections can cause excessive secretions.
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Secretions that are slow to clear may become prone to
infection and chronic infection can lead to lung damage.
Coughing can help to clear excess secretions.
If you feel you have secretions to clear you may be tempted to
do some strenuous coughing to try and clear them. You may
find this tiring, ineffective and a little painful.
It is therefore important to learn how to clear your secretions
effectively.

General advice
G
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If you have a condition that causes an excess of secretions
then you may find that regular use of the techniques described
in this leaflet can help you look after your lungs by keeping the
airways open and as clear of secretions as possible.
Perform the exercises at a time when you are not tired or in a
hurry.
2

G

G

G

G

G

G

When possible
possible,arrange
clear your
secretions
after usingafter
youryour
nebuliser
When
to clear
your secretions
or inhaler.
inhaler
or nebuliser.
Make sure you drink plenty of fluid to avoid dehydration. This
can cause sticky secretions that are more difficult to cough up.
In general the following exercises should be practised in a
comfortable position with your back and arms well supported,
or sitting, leaning forward with your arms on your knees or on a
pillow on a table in front of you.
Occasionally other positions may help improve your breathing
or increase drainage of secretions from particular parts of your
lungs, (known as postural drainage). These positions may
include lying on your side, either flat or with your shoulders
raised up supported on pillows. Your physiotherapist will be
able to advise you on the most effective position for you.
Being as active as possible and moving around will help to
loosen secretions.
Having read this leaflet your physiotherapist will be able to give
you any further advice.
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This is a technique developed to allow you to clear the excess
secretions with the minimum of effort. In a comfortable and well
supported position carry out the following steps:

Step
Step 1:
1: Breathing
Breathing control
Control
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First relax and spend some time breathing quietly and slowly.
Try to expand the lower part of your chest rather than lifting the
upper chest.
At the end of the breath out try and pause briefly before
breathing in again, but do not hold your breath.
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Step 2: Abdominal breathing
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Increase the depth of your breathing by slowly taking 3 or 4
longer breaths in through your nose, trying to breathe down to
the bottom of your ribs.
Let your stomach move out as you breathe in.

You may find it helpful to place one hand on your upper chest
and the other on your stomach to help identify where most of
the movement is taking place.
Aim to produce more movement at the stomach.
As you breathe out, let your chest relax and gently sigh out
through an open mouth. Do not force the air out.
After taking a deep breath in, try and hold it for 2-3 seconds to
help increase the air to your lungs (don’t worry if you are
unable to do this).
Return to your quiet, slow, relaxed breathing control.
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This is used to help move secretions from smaller airways in your
lungs to larger airways from where they can be more easily
cleared.
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Follow step 1 then take a medium-sized breath in and then
force the air out through an open mouth using a short, sharp
huff, as if trying to steam up a mirror or glasses to clean them.
Repeat this once or twice more and then return to breathing
control as in step 1 for at least 20-30 seconds (about
(about 6-7
7-8 breaths).

The huffing technique may then need to be repeated, gradually
increasing the depth of the breath taken in to move the secretions
from the smaller airways to the larger airways to cough up. Take
a small breath in for a low volume huff, a medium breath in for a
medium volume huff and then a big breath in for a large volume
huff.
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After every 2-3 huffs you must always return to breathing
control as described in step 1 to prevent the airways from
becoming tight and the technique becoming too tiring.

Step 4: Coughing
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Once you feel your secretions have loosened and you are
ready to clear them, but they have not cleared by huffing, you
may need to give a short, sharp cough once or twice to clear
these secretions.
Coughing should not be too forced or go on for too long as this
will cause the airways to tighten, making it more difficult to clear
the secretions and it may be tiring or painful.
If you have had an operation on your chest or abdomen you
can support your wound with your hands or a pillow.
If you do not clear any secretions then do not worry, return to
step 1 breathing control and then repeat steps 1 and 2 before
trying again.
Depending on the amount of secretions you have to clear, the
cycle may need to be repeated several times, but in general it
should take about 10-20 minutes.
If secretions are still not cleared then take a rest and try again
later in the day.
After all sessions of chest clearance always end with a
period of relaxed breathing control as in step 1.
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If you require any further advice, your physiotherapist will be
happy to help. Please contact:
Name: .............................................................................................................Tel.: ................................................................

Physiotherapist advice
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Contact numbers
North Tyneside General Hospital
Rake Lane
North Shields NE29 8NH
0844 811
811 8111
8111 bleep
– ask operator
0344
22171 for extension 4064
Wansbeck General Hospital
Woodhorn Lane
Ashington NE63 9JJ
0844 811
811 8111
8111 bleep
– ask operator
0344
33163 for bleep 3160
Hexham General Hospital
Corbridge Road
Hexham NE46 1QJ
(01434) 655655
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