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Treatment of Paradoxical Vocal Cord Dysfunction  

Paradoxical (referring to the opposite of normal) vocal cord dysfunction occurs when the vocal 

cords tighten or close, usually during inhalation. This narrowing of the throat results in breathing 

difficulties. The goal of vocal cord dysfunction therapy is to help a person learn breathing and 

relaxation strategies. This helps the person to keep the vocal cords open and the throat relaxed. 

People with vocal cord dysfunction often tighten the throat, neck, and shoulder muscles when 

breathing. This adds to the breathing difficulties.  

Muscle Relaxation  

An important part of the treatment of vocal cord dysfunction is helping you learn to relax the 

muscles of the throat and other areas of the body.  You should do these exercises while seated or 

lying down.  

 Close your eyes and take a deep breath. 

 Tense the body part and hold it for 5 seconds as you hold your breath. Notice the feeling of 

tightness in the muscles.  

 Release the tension as you slowly blow out the air. Notice the tightness leave and relaxation set in. 

This should be done for the following body parts in order and then in reverse order: 

 Hands and fingers (make a fist with the hands) 

 Arms 

 Shoulders (shrugging your shoulders up to your ears)  

 Neck  

 Face (scrunch up your face)   

 Back (try to touch your shoulder blades together) 

 Stomach (try to make your stomach small)   

 Buttocks (tighten your bottom)   

 Upper legs  

 Lower legs  

 Feet and toes (point your toes up or down) 

Relaxed Open Throat Breathing 

Learning simple breathing exercises can help to avoid tightness in the throat. They should also be 

done when you first feel some tightness or breathing difficulty.  

Diaphragmatic breathing: Many people who experience difficulty breathing benefit from relaxed 

breathing that fills the lower part of the lungs below the upper chest. Diaphragmatic breathing, or 

breathing from the belly, helps to promote the most relaxed form of breathing.  
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 Lay on your back. Put an object that you can see and/or feel (such as a tissue box and/or a 

heavy book) on your belly. Breathe in deeply and concentrate on pulling the air down to your 

belly button.  

 Lay on your back. Put your hand on your belly, breathe in and note if the belly moves. 

Concentrate on pulling the air down to your belly button. Pretend that your chest is a long 

flower vase. You want the air to get to the bottom of the vase. Don’t let the air get “stuck” 

before it reaches the bottom of the vase. Do this same exercise while standing, and then while 

walking across the room. 

Breathing strategies: These strategies combine inhalation and exhalation techniques to aid in 

preventing the vocal cords from closing on inhalation. Exhalation is just as important, as it is 

critical that you exhale as completely as possible. The focus of breathing is at the front of the 

mouth, at the lips or teeth. 

Inhalation:  Slow inhalation helps to keep the throat open.  

 Purse your lip as if you were drinking through a straw. Put your tongue tip against your lower 

front teeth, while keeping the tongue relaxed. Slowly breathe or “sip” in air, taking about 3-4 

seconds. Concentrate on pulling the air down to your belly button. Feel the air on the tip of 

your tongue. 

 Inhale slowly through your nose, taking 3-4 seconds. Keep your tongue relaxed, with the 

tongue tip touching your lower front teeth. Slowly breathe or “sip” in air. Concentrate on 

pulling the air down to your belly button. 

 Practice sniffing in quickly and deeply. One big sniff or two to three quick sniffs can help get 

air into your body and help to keep your vocal cords open. When possible, take a few swallows 

of water after the first set of sniffs. It may help to further relax the laryngeal area. If you have 

difficulty with chronic nasal congestion or breathing through your nose, talk to your physician.  

Exhalation: Do not stop and hold your breath when exhaling. It is important to exhale completely 

to make room for the next inhalation.  

 Exhale while making any of the following sounds: /s/, /sh/ or /f/. Do this continuously for 6-8 

seconds.   

 Exhale through pursed lips, taking 6-8 seconds 

 Exhale with a loud “sh” forcefully. This will help you exhale completely, so you have room for 

your next inhalation. 

Practice routine:  Practice 5 breaths, 7-10 times each day when you are not having symptoms. It 

is important to practice this regularly, so you can use these when needed. Try doing this associated 

with another routine, such as brushing teeth, riding in car, taking medicine, walking between 

classes, doing homework, watching TV. 
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Putting It All Together 

You should practice both the muscle relaxation techniques and breathing techniques together to 

prevent or lessen the severity of the vocal cord dysfunction episode. The inhalation and exhalation 

exercises should be used when you first feel some throat tightness and breathing difficulty. You 

may want to use one or a combination of the inhalation and exhalation techniques. These 

techniques can be practiced while: 

 laying down 

 standing 

 walking in place 

 walking across the room 

 jogging slowly 

 jogging quickly 

 running 

 playing a sport 

Exercises should be practiced frequently, so you can do them easily when needed.  Taking a sip of 

water can also help to break the cycle of vocal cord dysfunction. If you play a sport, these 

exercises should be done just before the start of activity and during breaks in the action. The goal 

is to keep the vocal cords and airway open and relaxed with easy, continuous breathing. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For more information, please contact the Division of Speech-Language Pathology at (513) 

636-4341 or visit our website at www.cincinnatichildrens.org/speech.         
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