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The prevention of infection is a major priority in all healthcare and everyone has a part to play.
• Please decontaminate your hands frequently for 20 seconds using soap and water or alcohol gel if available
• If you have symptoms of diarrhoea and/or vomiting, cough or other respiratory symptoms, a temperature 

or any loss of taste or smell please do not visit the hospital or any other care facility and seek advice  
from 111

• Keep the environment clean and tidy
• Let’s work together to keep infections out of our hospitals and care homes.

The Active Cycle of Breathing Technique 
(ACBT)
Physiotherapy & Occupational Therapy

Introduction
What is the Active Cycle of Breathing Technique (ACBT)?

This is a technique you may be taught to assist you in clearing your chest of sputum (phlegm).

A member of the physiotherapy team usually teaches ACBT.

ACBT can prove beneficial to patients with long term chest conditions for example Chronic 
Obstructive Pulmonary Disease (COPD), or Bronchiectasis, where sputum production is a symptom of 
the disease.

How do I perform the Technique?
The Method

Breathing Control

3 or 4 Thoracic Expansion Exercises 
with a 3 second hold

Breathing Control

3 or 4 Thoracic Expansion Exercises 
with a 3 second hold

Breathing Control

Forced Expiration Technique 
1st Low Volume Huff 

2nd High Volume Huff
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The cycle should be halted when two cycles have been completed and no sputum cleared, or if you 
begin to feel tired or extremely breathless.

If breathlessness becomes a problem you should sit quietly until your breathing becomes controlled 
again.

What do these terms mean?
Breathing Control

This is when you should take gentle breaths in and out. This allows you to regain your normal 
pattern of breathing in between the deeper breaths.

Thoracic Expansion Exercises
These are used to expand the lungs, and assist in moving sputum. When taking a deep breath in, air 
is able to reach all areas of the lung. Especially those areas where sputum may collect.

Sitting quietly,take a long, slow breath in through your nose.

End – Inspiratory Hold
After the deep breath, hold your breath for 3 seconds before breathing out. This way air can be 
encouraged into poorly expanded areas of the lung.

Repeat these 3-4 times.

Forced Expiratory Technique
This is also known as a “huff”. The technique is used to help clear sputum from different areas of the 
lungs.

Low Lung Volume Huff;

• Moves the sputum from the bottom of the lungs

• Take a gentle breath in

• Now take a long, slow breath out through an open mouth. As if you might be steaming up a 
mirror.

High Lung Volume Huff;

• Helps to clear secretions from the top of the lungs

• This time take a larger breath in and a short sharp breath out through an open mouth. Like you 
do with a peak flow metre.

Always begin with 2 low lung volume huffs and follow on with the high lung volume huff.

This is the most effective way to clear your sputum.

Special Points
Your Physiotherapist may alter this technique slightly, to make sure it is ideal for you.

The breathing exercises to clear your sputum should be practised about 20 minutes after taking your 
bronchodilator (reliever inhaler).

If you have a steroid inhaler try to perform the exercises to clear your sputum before you take it.

Your Physiotherapist will advise you on what position you should be in when doing your ACBT. 

It is normal to do ACBT at least twice a day for approximately 10 minutes. Your Physiotherapist will 
guide you depending on your individual needs.

Pace yourself – do not make yourself more breathless or distressed trying to clear sputum.

Take your time and have plenty of rests.

Avoid coughing fits – have a drink of water handy to prevent this. 
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Useful Contacts:
Physiotherapy Department New Cross Hospital Wolverhampton 
01902 695597

Asthma + lung uk 
www.asthmaandlung.org.uk 
0300 222 5800

NHS smoking helpline  
0300 123 1044

Useful Website:
www.nhs.uk/conditions 
www.nhsdirect.nhs.uk

Author – Respiratory Physiotherapy Team, New Cross Hospital.
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