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What is Active Cycle of Breathing (ACBT)?
ACBT is a cycle of breathing and clearance techniques aimed to help clear sputum (phlegm) 

from your chest easier. It aims to loosen and move the sputum up your airways to improve chest 

clearance. 

It’s best to complete daily even when you are well and increase frequency if you have a chest 

infection– but your physiotherapist can talk through a regime to suit you best. 

How do I do ACBT?
 

1. Breathing control

Relax your breathing, aim to breathe in through your 

nose and out through your mouth. Try to use your 

tummy rather than your chest to breathe.

2. Deep Breaths

Take long and slow deep breaths in through your nose. 

Aim to hold the breath in and breathe out through 

your mouth.

You repeat steps 1 and 2 before moving on.

3. Huff

Take a deep breath in and huff out (imagine you are trying to steam up a mirror). You can take 

a longer or a shorter huff out– your physiotherapist will advise you on which is best for you. 

4. Cough

After you have mobilized the secretions higher up with the above, have a good strong cough to 

clear secretions. 

ACBT can be performed in sitting, lying or standing– your physiotherapist may advise you of a 

position. 

ACBT Top Tips
•	 Ensure you are hydrated– this will help to keep your phlegm loose 

•	 Complete ACBT after you have used your nebulisers or taken your carbocisteine (if you are 

prescribed these) 

•	 You can use this technique with your acapella/aerobika if you physiotherapist has issued you 

one, replace step 3 with your acapella/aerobika. 
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Your regime: 

Your physiotherapist __________________

Recommends the following: 

	 1. 	Breathing control until you feel relaxed

	 2.	 ______ deep breaths in

	 3.	Breathing control until you feel relaxed

	 4.	 ______ deep breaths in

	 5.	Huff long/short and sharp

	 6.	Cough

In _______________

Repeated ___________________

Contact Us
Sandwell and West Birmingham NHS Trust

0121 5543801– extension 3981 (Sandwell) 5953 (City) 

07811419526

Page 2



ML6969
Issue Date: February 2024

Review Date: February 2027

If you would like to suggest any amendments or improvements to this leaflet please contact SWB Library Services 

on ext 3587 or email swbh.library@nhs.net.

A Teaching Trust of The University of Birmingham

Incorporating City, Sandwell and Rowley Regis Hospitals

© Sandwell and West Birmingham NHS Trust    

Active Cycle of Breathing (ACBT)
Information and advice for patients 

Respiratory Physiotherapy

Sandwell and West Birmingham
NHS Trust

Page 3

Sources used for the information in this leaflet
Association of Chartered Physiotherapists in Respiratory Care (2011). The Active Cycle of 

Breathing Techniques. [Online]. Available from: https://www.acprc.org.uk/Data/Publication_

Downloads/GL-05ACBT.pdf [Accessed 23 January 2023]

British Thoracic Society (2019). British Thoracic Society Guideline for Bronchiectasis in adults. 

[Online] Available from: https://www.brit-thoracic.org.uk/document-library/guidelines/

bronchiectasis/bts-guideline-for-bronchiectasis-in-adults/ [Accessed 23 January 2023]

Bronchiectasis Toolbox (2022) The active cycle of breathing technique. [Online]. Available 

from:https://bronchiectasis.com.au/physiotherapy/techniques/the-active-cycle-of-breathing-

technique [Accessed 23 January 2023]

Lewis, LK., Williams, MT., and Olds, TS. (2012). ‘The active cycle of breathing technique: A 

systematic review and meta-analysis’. Respiratory Medicine. 106(2), pp. 155-172 Available from: 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0954611111003787 [Accessed 23 January 2023]

Shen, M. et al. (2020). ‘Effect of active cycle of breathing techniques in patients with chronic 

obstructive pulmonary disease: a systematic review of intervention’. European Journal of 

Physical and Rehabilitation Medicine. 56(5), pp. 625-632. Available from:  https://pubmed.ncbi.

nlm.nih.gov/32397703/ [Accessed 23 January 2023]


