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Breathing does not only perform the function of keeping the body alive but plays an
important role in promoting our physical, emotional, and mental wellbeing. Sudarshan
Kriya Yoga Breathwork (“SKY Breath”) is a unique breathing practice involving several
types of rhythmic breathing patterns, ranging from slow and calming to rapid and
stimulating. Studies have shown that SKY Breath technique can effectively reduce
stress, exhaustion and negative emotions resulting in a calm mind and energised
and relaxed body. This research studied the lived experiences of nine individuals
who practice SKY Breath without experiencing any adverse effects. Participants who
took part in this study reported the following phenomena: (a) positive feelings; (b)
increased sense of connection, (c) cleansing effects, (d) emotional stability, (e) feeling
empowered, (f) feeling energised, and (g) integration of SKY Breath. Participants noted
improvements to their quality of life and overall wellbeing. The findings also suggest
that SKY Breath enables access to non-ordinary state of consciousness, which may
bring positive benefits to participants.

Keywords: breath, lived experiences, phenomenology, qualitative research,
rhythmic breathing, Sudarshan Kriya Yoga, transpersonal psychology

Sudarshan Kriya Yoga Breathwork (“SKY Breath”) is a breathing technique introduced
by The Art of Living Foundation, a non-profit organisation. SKY Breath has been taught
by The Art of Living since the 1980s and reportedly millions of people have practiced
SKY Breath across the globe. Art of Living (n.d.) defines the meaning of Sudarshan Kriya
as “proper vision through purifying action”.
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SKY Breath is a simple rhythmic breathing technique which incorporates three sets
of specific breathing rhythms that aim to harmonise the body, mind and emotions
(Kanchibhotla et al, 2022). The first set involves a slow conscious breath focusing on
the throat, which is sometimes referred to as the “ujjayi breath” or “victory breath”. This
technique lengthens the breath allowing a longer inhalation and exhalation, causing the
practitioner to feel calm. The second set involves a rapid inhalation and exhalation of
forceful breath called “bhastrika”. This is said to increase one’s energy. The practitioner
experiences excitation during this forceful breathing, followed by emotional calming
with mental activation and alertness (Zope & Zope, 2013). The third set is a rhythmic
and cyclical breathing involving slow, medium and fast cycles. This aims to purify the
body and has favourable effects on the mind-body system.

SKY Breath has been reported to reduce stress, fatigue and negative emotions resulting
in the mind feeling calm and body feeling energised and relaxed (Zope & Zope, 2013).
There have been various studies conducted on SKY Breath, however, the research mostly
focus on physical and mental health related benefits rather than the participants’ lived
experiences and how they interpret their experiences.

In a study of the influences of SKY Breath on physiological functions and mental health
during the COVID-19 pandemic, it was found that SKY Breath practitioners showed better
immune status and reported significant reduction in anxiety and depression (Zope et al,
2021). Another study with healthcare professionals during the stressful pandemic period
found that practicing SKY Breath helped to alleviate work exhaustion and improved
professional fulfilment (Kanchibhotla et al., 2022). A further study was conducted with
23 patients with major depressive disorder. The objective of this study was to evaluate
the feasibility, efficacy and tolerability of a SKY-based intervention in major depressive
disorder outpatients with inadequate response to antidepressants. The study found that
those who practiced SKY Breath as an adjunct to their ongoing antidepressant medication
reported significant improvements in their depressive symptoms (Sharma et al, 2017).

These studies support the view that breathing is not just a physiological function but
also creates psychological and psychosomatic responses which have healing potential
(Grof & Grof, 2010). However, the lived experiences of people practicing SKY Breath
have not yet been explored. This research aimed to address this gap by studying the
lived positive experiences of SKY Breath practitioners and how they perceive them. The
research question was: What are the lived experiences of individuals who practice the
SKY Breath?

Method

An Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) was applied to answer the research
question and explore how participants make sense of their personal experiences (Alase, 2017).
In determining the method, factors which influence the research focus such as the ontology,
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epistemology, axiology, and methodology were considered (Miles et al., 2020). Given that lived
experiences are subjective, a qualitative approach was taken, with a focus on understanding and
interpreting the participants’ experiences of how their SKY Breath practice affects them. The
research involved asking questions which, as a SKY participant myself, were considered relevant
and of value to understand lived experiences and their meanings. IPA was chosen as the method
as the researcher plays an active role in making sense of another individual’s personal world
through interpretative activity. IPA allows the interviewees to express themselves and their
lived experiences freely without any distortion (Alase, 2017). During this process, participants
are trying to make sense of their experiences; and the researcher is trying to make sense of the
participants trying to make sense of their experiences (Smith, 2008).

Ethical Considerations

The research was approved by the Alef Trust Research Ethics Panel. The ethical considerations
and purpose of the research were clearly communicated to the participants at the start of the
study. This included voluntary participation and the freedom to withdraw from the study at
any time; as well as privacy, anonymity, confidentiality and risk considerations. Pseudonyms
have been used in all written documents to protect participants’ identities.

Participants

The IPA approach commonly involves collecting a homogenous sample of participants (Smith
etal., 2009). In this study, nine adult practitioners of SKY Breath in the Art of Living community
in Hong Kong were selected. These practitioners (a) have regularly practiced SKY Breath at least
three times per week for over 3 years; (b) did not experience any adverse effects, difficulties,
or spiritual emergency as a result of SKY Breath and (c) were not currently experiencing any
physical, emotional or cognitive effects to their wellbeing in general. Participant demographics
are listed in Table 1.

Table 1
Participant Information
Pseudonym Gender Ethnicity Number of years SKY Regularity of SKY practice
Breath practice
Neha Female Indian 12 Daily (for six years)
Aditi Female Indian 13 At least 3 times per week
Shriya Female Indian 23 Daily
Jai Male Indian 14 Daily
Ujaya Female Indian 23 Daily
Krisha Female Indian 3 Daily
Hua Female Chinese 21 Daily
Radha Female Indian 10 Daily
Pavan Male Indian 7.5 Daily
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Data Collection

Data was collected through semi-structured online video interviews via Zoom, lasting between
30 and 50 minutes. Exploratory questions were used to cover a number of areas including:
(a) how long have the participants practiced SKY Breath and frequency (e.g. daily, weekly,
irregular), (b) description of experiences before and after practising SKY Breath, (c) physical,
mental and emotional impacts of the SKY Breath experienced by practitioners, (d) meanings of
those experiences. Based on the answers obtained, an exploratory data analysis was undertaken
to interpret the results.

Data Analysis

After each interview was completed, the transcripts were prepared manually instead of relying
on any technology software to ensure that the contents were all accurately captured. Initial data
analysis involved open coding, with summary words assigned to each statement made by the
participant for parts of the transcripts which were considered relevant to the research question
(Creswell & Poth, 2018).

More than 80 codes initially emerged. After applying axial coding to link and consolidate
codes with similar meanings (Corbin & Strauss, 2008), 49 codes remained. From the review
of the 49 codes, seven themes emerged. This process also involved finding connections and
applying selective coding to further refine and categorise the codes to capture the results
of the study (Caulfield, 2019). To establish the themes, I reviewed the codes and examined
how their meanings aligned with each emerging theme. Samples of participants’ quotes
were identified to illustrate the themes. The final themes and the narrative account formed
part of the research results and discussion in which I explore the possible meanings of
the participants’ SKY Breath experience and their implications in relation to the relevant
literature (Anderson & Braud, 2011).

Results

The participants reported no negative experiences with SKY Breath. Although some had
discussed certain physical discomfort or emotional release when practising SKY Breath,
they were clear that they were not considered to be negative experiences. I found that the
participants’ descriptions of their SKY Breath experiences were very similar, even though the
interviews were conducted individually. All participants indicated that they would meditate
immediately after practising the SKY Breath; some did not start to meditate at the beginning
of their SKY Breath journey, but eventually did. All except one participant indicated that they
practice SKY Breath daily, and she indicated that she had not been strictly practicing SKY
Breath daily initially, but had a daily practice for the last 6 years and would not miss it now.

Seven themes of lived experiences shared by the participants are: (a) experience of positive
feelings, (b) increased sense of connection, (c) experience of cleansing effect, (d) emotional
stability, (f) feeling empowered, (g) feeling energised, and (h) feeling SKY Breath became
part of the participant.
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Theme One: Experience of Positive Feelings

All participants reported experiencing positive feelings during and after practising SKY
Breath. Neha shared that she felt “quite balanced and physically, restful.” Krisha shared that
after practising SKY Breath, she was “always in high spirits and good mood.” Pavan said that
whenever he practiced SKY Breath, he felt “grateful and in the current moment [...] helped to
feel content naturally”.

Theme Two: Increased Sense of Connection

Participants reported an increased connection beyond self. Neha had a “felt a sense of
connection, something greater than [myself].” Hua shared that she felt “more connected
to myself ... a lot more comfortable, and after the practice my intuition improved”. Radha’s
description points to an inner connection: “With SKY and meditation just like knowing
everything is within, whether it’s the universe and there’s no need to look anywhere, you just
need to close your eyes and go within.”

Theme Three: Cleansing Effect

The majority of participants reported that they experienced a cleansing effect from SKY
Breath. Neha described SKY Breath as “a great tool for cleansing, more like bringing on
different emotions, [and] letting it go and feeling quite free and light.” Shriya shared that she
felt “so empty [because]... SKY cleanses everything.” Krisha described SKY as:

A cleansing process, it removes ... the different layers of mindset in your body, of the actual
perceptions that you have learned over time ... so when you remove those layers and those
perceptions are different, you can see things differently, so that really helps changing yourself
as a different person.

Theme Four: Emotional Stability

SKY participants reported an increase in emotional stability. Neha’s description was:
“Emotionally, I feel centred.” Radha experienced “unshaken confidence, there’s no fear of
something happens, there’s no anxiety, I was feeling more calmer.” Ujaya described her
experience as: “My mind was much calmer, I wouldn’t react so much. Things that bothered
people don’t bother me so much.”

Theme Five: Feeling Empowered

Participants reported having feelings akin to empowerment. Jai described his experience
as: “I feel like I can take on anything, a lot more capacity, more positive, can deal with things
more positively.” Ujayaa said she felt “really uplifted.” Pavan reported to have felt “very
empowered and focused” and that his “mental capacity improved a lot and [became] more
productive.”

Theme Six: Feeling Energised

Participants described experiences of having an increased level of energy after their practice.
Neha said “I felt a wave of energy ... a surge of energy like I've been plugged into a greater
source of potent energy.” Jai’s experience was: “I just feel more fresh, energised, ready to
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take on anything.” SKY Breath’s impact on Krisha’s energy level was more prominent: “On
the days after SKY, I maintain the same level of energy ... on the days that I don’t practice, I
have low energy and sort of feel lethargic or don’t feel like doing anything.”

Theme Seven: SKY is Part of the Participant

The participants not only considered SKY Breath to be something they do on a routine basis
but also reported that the practice itself became a part of them. Aditi described SKY Breath
as: “Part of my life ... like brushing my teeth ... part of me ... I can’t imagine my life without
it.” Jai practices daily and said: “[SKY Breath] has become just an important part of my life,
I'look forward to it ... I wouldn’t go to sleep without doing it.” For Radha, “[SKY] is my go-to
self-care tool.”

Discussion

Thisresearch studied the lived experiences of the individuals who practice SKY Breath without
experiencing any adverse effects. Participants’ experiences with the SKY Breath show that
the practice had positive effects that motivated them to continue over a long period of time.

The theme “experience positive feelings”, emerged from SKY Breath participants” reports of
calmness and relaxation. After having practiced SKY Breath for a period of time, some felt
more contented, grateful, uplifted and positive during the day, which is in line with previous
research (Zope & Zope, 2013).

Theme two relates to an “increased sense of connection”, expressed by participants as
perhaps a spiritual process. Their experiences enabled them to feel a sense of connection to
something bigger beyond their self. This phenomenon seemed to relate to the notion that
rhythmic techniques could facilitate access to a non-ordinary state of consciousness allowing
transpersonal experiences (Grof & Grof, 2010).

Several participants seemed to experience some sense of the body being cleansed, summarised
in the theme “cleansing effect”. For example, one participant seemed to convey that SKY
Breath not only releases the body’s toxins but also releases other “layers” of the body. These
“layers” were described as impressions or emotions accumulated from events arising during
the day. However, what exactly these impressions that had been cleansed by SKY Breath
refer to remains unclear.

Thefourth theme of “emotional stability” indicates that SKY Breath had improved participants’
emotional management and resilience. This seems to align with the notion that changing
breathing could change our emotions (Grof & Grof, 2010). After a period of SKY Breath, both
their propensity to have big emotional episodes seem to diminish and their mental awareness
of emotional states increased, which reduced their overall reactivity. This emotional resilience
seems to correlate with experiences reported in studies indicating that SKY Breath results in
increased mental clarity and heightened awareness (Bhatia et al., 2003), as well as reduced
mental health issues, even during the COVID-19 pandemic (Kanchibhotia et al., 2022).
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The theme of “feeling empowered” emerged from participants reporting that they seemed
to feel more confident in themselves and have a more positive outlook in life after practising
SKY Breath. These experiences appeared to be more psychological although the participants
did not share how they thought SKY Breath could induce such a positive psychological
effect. The participants’ positive outlook accords with the results of the study on healthcare
professionals during COVID-19, when their stress levels were at its peak. This study revealed
that SKY Breath improved quality of sleep, reduced work exhaustion, elevated professional
fulfilment, and increased resilience during the COVID-19 pandemic among healthcare
professionals (Kanchibhotia et al., 2022).

The energising effect that the participants had experienced seemed to give them a sense of
pro-activeness. This was described as “feeling energised”. The participants shared that their
increase in energy takes place immediately after the SKY practice. From a cross-cultural
perspective, terms like chi, ki and prana all relate to being energised. For example, in
traditional Chinese philosophy and medicine, chi is considered to be energy of life that flows
in and around us (Liao, 2009). Similarly, in Japanese traditions, ki refers to the energy in the
self which could be enhanced and balanced through our breathing (Fromm, 1998). Within
classical Indian systems such as Yoga and Ayurveda, prana does not simply mean the air we
breathe but also the life force or the vital life energy (Grof & Grof, 2010). Diverse cultural
interpretations support the view that the breath can have positive effects on the body’s energy
and vitality.

The theme “SKY is part of the participant” arose from participants experiences indicating
that the practice was more than just a habit; it had become an integral part of their self-care
regime, much like the need to brush their teeth or take a shower every day. Participants
seemed to indicate an underlying belief that their quality of life would be adversely affected if
they neglect the SKY Breath practice.

Participants did not offer any explanation for how SKY Breath brings about these changes
for them. Although some participants suggested that SKY Breath is a “cleansing tool” which
takes away layers of impressions accumulated in the body and psyche over time, this seems
to point to the outcome rather than an understanding of the process itself.

Grof and Grof (2010) observed that profound changes in consciousness can be induced by
manipulating the breath rate through techniques such as hyperventilation and prolonged
withholding of breath. This holotropic consciousness relates to a non-ordinary state of
consciousness which transcends the boundaries of the body, ego and usual limitations of linear
time and three-dimensional space and has the potential for healing and transformation. Grof
and Grof note Wilhelm Reich’s observation that psychological defences are associated with
restricted breathing and that deliberate increasing of the pace of one’s breathing typically
loosens such psychological defences and leads to a release and emergence of unconscious
and superconscious content, which can have healing effects for the body and psyche (Grof &
Grof, 2010). The breathing components mentioned by Grof and Grof seems to coincide with
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components of the SKY Breath, which also involves a rhythmic and fast-paced breathing.
It opens the question of whether SKY Breath could enable access to a non-ordinary state
of consciousness. Transpersonal psychology focuses on the person from a broader context
extending beyond the person’s individual self, including non-ordinary states of consciousness
and spiritual experiences (Hartelius et al., 2007). The participants’ accounts of the positive
changes they experienced from SKY Breath would be an area worth further exploring with
transpersonal approaches to transformative processes, such as those mapped by Grof and
Grof (2010).

Limitations

One of the limitations in this study is that the selection criteria required the participants to not
have experienced any adverse effects or difficulties with SKY Breath. Therefore, the findings
in this study might not fully reflect the entire spectrum of SKY Breath experience. Another
limitation is that the study heavily involves the researcher’s subjectivity in the interpretation
of the data, which is prone to personal bias (Smith, 2008). The purposive sampling approach
used to recruit participants might have generated a bias in the representativeness of the
sample (Smith, 2008). In addition, as the study focuses on an in-depth examination of a
small number of individuals, such a small sample size would present a constraint in the
generalisability of findings to larger groups (Larkin et al., 2006). In this case, it is worth
noting that the description of the participants’ SKY Breath experiences were very similar and
consistent. Whether such consistency was due to the homogenous sampling of participants
from the same group setting would be a question worth exploring. Further studies on the
lived experiences of SKY Breath should be conducted with a larger sample size and broader
sample selection. Involvement of more independent researchers, including those who do
not regularly practice SKY Breath, could help to reduce further potential bias. Recruitment
of more SKY Breath practitioners from different geographical locations involving Art of
Living groups outside Hong Kong might yield results which could be applied from a broader
perspective. This does not mean that the data gathered in this study is inconsequential but
reflects that the study could be further enhanced by alternative sampling methods.

Research Implications, Future Directions and Recommendations

A comparative study could be conducted on the effects of SKY Breath and Holotropic
Breathwork (Grof & Grof, 2010) since both techniques involve fast-paced rhythmic
breathwork. Holotropic Breathwork must be practiced under the supervision of certified
facilitators (Grof & Grof, 2010), unlike SKY Breath, which can be practiced individually in a
private setting. The comparative study might shed some light on the conditions of breathwork
which requires supervision for safety purposes, duration of the practice and the extent of
integration support needed. Further enquiries could be conducted to determine how SKY
Breath could be introduced to select groups such as schools, hospitals, senior homes, and
rehabilitation centres, etc, to promote community wellness.

Conclusion

SKY Breath participants experienced improvements in their wellbeing emotionally, mentally,
physically and spiritually. Participants attributed their positive life-changing experiences to

Consciousness, Spirituality & Transpersonal Psychology, Vol. 6, 2025 86



SKY Breath. These experiences became their motivation to keep SKY Breath as part of their
daily self-care routine. SKY Breath appears to be a natural, simple and cost-effective means of
self-care which can be easily integrated into diverse community care models. As the research
focussed on participants with positive experiences of SKY Breath, further research to study
adverse effects would be important to provide a more balanced analysis of this breathwork.
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