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Upgrade Spotlight: How to Use Your Breath to Stop Stress – Othership – #985 

Dave Asprey: 

You're listening to The Human Upgrade with Dave Asprey. Today is an Upgrade Spotlight edition where I 
bring on someone who's made something really cool, so you can figure out something new. And in this 
case, I actually got you a free demo while you listen to the show, which is really cool. I just want to save 
you some time, give you more energy, make you better at something really, really quickly in these short 
episodes like, hey, let's meet the person who made it. See if it's legit. I can promise you if it's on here, 
it's legit, but it may not appeal to you. In this case, it's pretty neat. And it's about breathwork. And as 
you know, breathwork's been a major part of my journey even since doing holotropic breathing, oh 
man, like 20-something years ago. And Stan Grof, who invented that, has done one of my events, and 
we've had James Nestor on the podcast, Wim Hof on stage at the Biohacking Conference. 

This has been a part of it, and it turns out that Robbie's going to be at the Biohacking Conference as well, 
who runs a company that does breathwork, and they do an app for it. It's called Othership. Like 
Mothership, but with no M. It also talks about things like ice bath and sauna classes that go with the 
breathwork, which is particularly cool. And as you know, heat and cold are kind of environmental 
variables that you can change in your life. They're major parts of biohacking. Even at Upgrade Labs, this 
is part of what we do. When you stack breathwork, hot/cold, you end up having massive control over 
your state, how you're going to feel and all of that. You put all that together with community and 
connection, and all of those things, and you just realize, okay, you can get there faster. And that's what 
Robbie is working on. Robbie, welcome to the show, man. 

Robbie Bent: 

Thank you. What an amazing description. You said it better than I could, so excited with where this is 
going to go. 

Dave: 

Well, you're one of the guys who entered biohacking, we'll say backwards. I came in saying, "I just want 
to feel good. I want my body to work. I want to stop farting all the time, and I sure would like to lose this 
a hundred pounds, and not have all the bad skin, and all the stuff that happens when it's not working." 
There's the health people who come in, and they're like, "Oh, there's more than health." You though, 
kind of came in, and you're like, "I'll just go do Vipassana." Tell me how you got into this, because you 
kind of came in from the top down, right? 

Robbie: 

Yeah, my nervous system, like you said, was just completely fucked. And, people listening, ran a startup 
would wake up, check my email first thing in bed. Would be stressed, anxious, all day long. My business 
was failing. It ended up failing. As a result, as a crutch, I got pretty into drugs and alcohol. And when the 
business failed, I was at rock bottom. I was overwhelmed, feeling anxiety every day. I had to move back 
in with my parents at 28, I had to sell my car. I was just in this place of what am I doing with my life? I'm 
a failure. And imposter syndrome major, and just really fatigued, overwhelmed, burnt out. And I was 
just looking at how do I feel normal? 
And I had been doing 10 minutes Headspace a day, and I ended up moving to Israel, and somebody had 
said, "Hey, you're meditating. This is real meditation. You need to try this thing." And I actually couldn't 
afford to fly home over Christmas, and so I just booked a Vipassana on Christmas ending at New Year's 
to say, hey, maybe this is a way I can change my nervous system, or feel a little bit better. 
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Dave: 

Now, for listeners who didn't come in from the spiritual side, Vipassana is a 10-day silent and sometimes 
dark meditation retreat where you go really deep. And I did something very similar to that at Kopan 
Monastery. Actually, on the same trip where I first had yak butter coffee, that was the inspiration for 
Bulletproof. And like, wow, okay, so there must be something to this Vipassana. Jack Dorsey's talked 
about doing it. Let's see, who else has been on this show that'd be good? Emily Fletcher talks about 
doing it, and quite a few of my friends have done them as well. So, you decided, okay, rock bottom 
entrepreneur, couldn't deal with the stress effectively. So, you chose a very natural way of dealing with 
it, which is addiction. This is the way human operating systems work. It's not like it's a choice or even a 
moral failing, it's just biology. 

Just like when there's overwhelming stress, you're going to do something. And it's exceptionally 
common among entrepreneurs to not actually go to drug and alcohol, but just to go to working too 
much. So, you just become numbed by your work, and you overwork, and then you wake up fat, 
unhappy, and just things aren't working really well. You actually took the fast path to hitting bottom 
instead of working yourself to death for 25 years, then realizing that you wasted your life, so congrats 
man. You probably made a good choice there with that alcohol. It sounds dark, but for real. 

Robbie: 
No, I was super lucky because a lot of my friends who had stuck with that path, they're bankers or 
lawyers or engineers, and are sort of now, I'm 38, and doing well, but stuck in that career. And I was just 
really lucky that hey, I had no other choice, and I was forced into this exploration of self that a lot of 
times doesn't happen until after you retire. At that Vipassana retreat, it was the first time I'd realized, 
why am I working so hard? Why don't I feel self-love? A lot of these emotions had come up that I'd 
never explored before. Everything, as you said, was on autopilot, was at work. Work super hard, make 
money, get these things, stimulation, phone, drugs, and just that was the first time I'd stepped back. 
And at that retreat I learned about psychedelic medicines as well, which had another profound effect. 

Dave: 

You're really not supposed to mix drugs with Vipassana at a real Buddhist monastery. You know that, 
right? The rules are like no killing, no drugs, no lying, no sex? 

Robbie: 

Learned about them, didn't mix them. 

Dave: 

Oh good. Okay, that was probably for the best. Otherwise, those Vipassana DDs will come and kick you 
in the balls. I'm not telling you how I know that, I'm just telling you don't do that. How did you get into 
biohacking then? Because there's some people kind of come in on the woo side of spirituality, but they 
don't get into biohacking. 

Robbie: 
I came back from an ayahuasca retreat, which I did after the Vipassana, was fully committed to being 
sober, and I'd met my wife. And girlfriend at the time, as soon as I got back, she picked me up from the 
airport. We'd been chatting on Instagram, and she was a massive fan of your show. She ended up buying 
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me the book Headstrong. We started reading it together, and our first date was actually in a sauna. And 
we searched- 

Dave: 

I think that's a hot date. 

Robbie: 

Literally, they were talking about- 

Dave: 

Dad joke! 

Robbie: 
They were talking about saunas and ice baths, and so we searched on Google and found a Russian-style 
bathhouse, 30 minutes out of Toronto. Kind of looked like an old strip mall. We're like, "What is this 
place?" And that was our first date, and we did the sauna and cold plunge together, and it was so 
amazing not having our phone. And the ice bath boosting our epinephrine in the brain, and you're just 
feeling like, wow. Super alert, not nervous, and we really connected. And that's how I got into 
biohacking was through her, and through your podcast. 

Dave: 

Oh, that's amazing. So, you picked up some knowledge on the show. Thank you. I appreciate you 
listening, and I just appreciate knowing that it's helped even one person. I love the first date is you're 
just both reading a book, and sitting in a sauna, instead of just doing Netflix and chill. Not a bad strategy 
either, but I guess it depends what you're watching. All right, you got into it, and six years later, you're 
starting Othership. And tell me what it does, and because these are a rapid episodes, just tell me more 
about breathwork. Because you don't do breathwork at Vipassana, usually anyway. And you may do it at 
ayahuasca, but not in a traditional ceremony with the shaman, but there's all kinds of people who are 
like, "Well, I mix Rice Krispies and ayahuasca. It's going a little bit sideways sometimes. Talk to me about 
your breathing experience independent of the other things you've done. 

Robbie: 

We tried to teach people meditation and psychedelic medicines for many years, and just found it wasn't 
a great first step. And if you tried Calm or Headspace, most of my friends, I'm sitting there, nothing's 
happening, I'm just thinking am I doing it right? And they would try and quit. And I really struggled with 
that for few years because it worked so well for me. And then, I sent people on psychedelic medicine 
retreats, and when they came back they were changed for three weeks or a month, and the behavioral 
change oftentimes, it was hard to stick. And in listening to your podcast again, got introduced to Wim 
Hof. I liked the cold punch so much, I listened to a Wim Hof podcast where he'd guided a breathwork 
every day for a year. And then, I started teaching the breathwork to friends instead, the same style in 
the morning. 

They'd come over for a coffee and a breathwork. And I saw, wow, this really works. People are actually 
doing this, and they can feel it in a single session. And where meditation, it definitely works, it just takes 
a really long time, and for most people it's hard to make it a habit. Breathwork worked instantly, and I 
saw it with my friends who were struggling with overwhelm. They could boom, do this Tummo style, 
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Wim Hof style, holotropic style breathwork, and have feelings. And that kind of gave us the idea to push 
forward with it. And when COVID hit, we really thought, "Wow, we have all these customers coming to 
our backyard, hot/cold experience, let's do breathwork for them while they're struggling." And every 
week we did a Zoom session where we'd take electronic music, really awesome sets that were fun to 
listen to and made it feel kind of a mix of a fitness class and dance party. 
And on Friday night, first there'd be 20, then there was a hundred, then there was a thousand people 
joining these Zooms. And it was kind of listening to your favorite set of music, but breathing and having 
an emotional response. So, it was like a dance party breathwork. And then that grew so much, we put all 
those on YouTube, and launched a course, and then, the course grew to a thousand users. And then 
people kept saying, "Hey, I'm having COVID fear, can you make one for that?" Or, "Hey, I'm doing this 
presentation, and I'm really nervous about it. Can you make one for that?" And we would go deep into 
psychology, behavioral change programming, and we'd write these scripts and combine them with 
breathwork. And then finally, people were like, "Yo, I'm using this every day. Can you make a Headspace 
or Calm?" And so myself, my wife, who's a huge fan, and then our three co-founders made this app with 
the idea that there was no Headspace or Calm for breathwork with all the different styles in one place 
that was super simple to use. So, that's sort of the genesis story. 

Dave: 

I so appreciate that because one of the biggest problems that we have is friction. When you're sitting 
down and you're saying, "All right, I'm going to do something like breathwork," you have to decide 
which breathwork you're going to do. And if you're new to it, you're like, "Well, my yoga teacher taught 
me this alternate nostril thing, but then I heard..." And then, you go through this litany of 10 different 
things, you're not sure that you're good at any one of them. So then, I don't know. And you do one, but 
by the time that happens, you probably don't do one because you got distracted by eating some 
chocolate or drinking some Danger coffee. See that smooth plug? No one even caught me there. But, 
whatever the deal is, it's like the friction is so important. And now with an app you're saying, well here's 
everything, so you don't have to have the FOMO, which is the other part of it. 

What if I'm doing the wrong one? Because that uncertainty will actually stop you from doing something. 
So now, you don't have to worry about it, you can just pick one, and you kind of have a description of 
each one, so you know. And now you have the canonical library of breathworks, and you can sample 
them, and you can save the ones that really get you there. Because the weird thing is, if people have 
read Fast This Way, the reason it's called that is there isn't one way to fast, you have to find the way for 
you on that day. It's not very hard to do it, but it's different. And so honestly, once you know, oh this 
breathwork meditation from Othership works for you in this state, that's awesome. 
And what we're going to do for listeners, is we're going to do a free three-minute version of this as a 
part of this episode. And when we get to that in just a minute here though, you can't be doing it while 
you're driving because that would be stupid. It also could possibly be dangerous. If you're driving, you 
have to pause it, or pull over, or something like that in a safe place, and et cetera, et cetera. Just don't 
do dumb things that would cause an accident. Should we do the demo and then talk a bit more about 
the possible styles? 

Robbie: 

Absolutely. And just as one quick intro is for this demo, it's called Up. This particular style is an amplifier, 
an energy booster. And when you're breathing in, you just want to breathe deep into the belly just... 
And through the mouth, to really create that fight or flight response. Let's get into it. And this, you'd use 
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before a big presentation, if you're tired in the afternoon, if you want to boost your coffee in the 
morning as part of your ritual. It's really enlivening, upregulating. 

Dave: 

Okay, let's do it. This is straight from the app. We're piping it in. 

APP DEMO! 

All right, here we are. This session is designed to get you into that heightened state as fast as possible. 
Finding yourself seated, this is going to be a two-count breath, breathing fully and deeply from the belly, 
all mouth. Here we go. And in, 2, out, 2, in, out. All the way in. And out. There it is. Keep that going. 
Yeah. Feel the belly rise, let it go. Feel the belly rise, let it go. There it is. We're only here for one more 
minute, it's short and fast, so go all out. Let's double the pace here. One-count breath, in 3, 2, 1. And, in, 
out, in, out, in out, in, out. Yes. Come on. Go all out here. The deeper you breathe, the higher you'll get. 

Getting ready for a full breath in. Here it comes. In 3, 2, 1. And, full breath in, all the way to the very top. 
Give it a squeeze, and let it go. Releasing all tension, all effort. Empty every last morsel of air out, and 
hold on empty. And in this hold, ask yourself, what would make today great? Go there, and feel it, as 
though what's already happened. All right, let's take in a nice, slow full breath, filling up on that life. 
Hold it at the top, squeeze it all to your head, and we're going to release with a sound that embodies 
that amazing day, and let it go. Holding on empty. Just tuning into how you feel right now. How you feel 
different from when you first came into this practice. That was three minutes. That's all you need to 
shift your state. Anytime, anywhere. 

Dave: 

Robbie, am I supposed to want to drink espresso after I do that? 

Robbie: 
Sure. Whatever makes you feel good. For- 

Dave: 

You can feel it. Anyone who pulled over, or just stopped, it's three minutes. And here's the weird thing, 
and I know this from having a million dollar’s worth of Upgrade Labs biohacking gear downstairs, having 
something to walk you through doing breath work, doing meditation, doing neurofeedback, doing 
exercise, whatever it is, it makes it 10 times more likely that you're going to do it. 'Cause you put it on 
your calendar, thing pops up, and you just hit go. You don't have to make the deciding, you don't have 
to do the counting, you don't have to question yourself about, how many breaths was that? And I say 
this not lightly. For five years, I did Art of Living, breathing meditation every morning for 15 or 20 
minutes. And this is full on sitting with poses with your arms in different positions, all three speeds of 
breathing through lower lung, middle lung, upper lung. A lot of breathwork. 

More than a lot of people who were out there because it was just something that really worked for me 
to get control of my nervous system in my brain. And I'm still a fan of Art of Living. I don't do it every 
day, but it's these different techniques. But, it took me a year of daily practice to be confident that I was 
taking the right number of breaths in at the right speed. Maybe I'm a slow learner. By the way, my trick 
for doing twenties, I would count on all 10 fingers, and then all 10 toes. Or you could just have 
Othership, and it just does it for you. So you just get there faster. And that's why I wanted to bring this 
out in an Upgrade spotlight. 
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And now, I want to talk about the different session styles that are in the app 'cause you spent a lot of 
time making it comprehensive here. Can you tell me some of the examples? I actually have a list of them 
all, but what are the types of meditations/breath work that's available here, that you wouldn't just get 
on a normal meditation app? 

Robbie: 

I think there's three styles. Where meditation's related to awareness, these are related to state change. 
Every single one creates a physical physiological state change. The one we just did was an up, and that 
was super basic, under three minutes. There's ups all the way from three minutes to 15 minutes. And 
that's kind of like your morning, your energy booster, your pre-presentation, your pre-sporting event. 
It's like your hype up. And you can see. And then we combine sort of some NLP questions. It's like, what 
made you feel great? And I did the breathwork and it was crushing this podcast, and having an awesome 
conversation 'cause I was pretty nervous before coming on. The up is before a podcast. Then there's the 
down. And the down is just parasympathetic style breathing. Box breathing, four, seven, eight breathing, 
long exhales. 

Why you might want to use down is I've been working for 14 hours, my mind is racing. I'm just scrolling 
on my phone. I want to go spend time with my wife or kids, and I want to be present. And in five 
minutes, with slow breathing styles, you can get into that parasympathetic state. The state where we 
feel more emotions. And that can be used before bed to increase HRV. It can be used again, in the 
afternoon when you're feeling like acute anxiety. And then, for me personally, I use it after work to 
move from I'm working to, I'm being. And then the third part of the triangle is the explorer. And that's 
when you're pushing the up-style breathing. Holotropic is an example of this. So hard that the oxygen to 
the brain decreases, and as a result your sense of self, your sense of time, your memories, your limbic 
system, all that stuff changes. 

We shut down that thinking mind, and we process emotion. Now people think, "Oh. Well, processing 
emotion, what does that mean?" It's just, there's these things that we're holding onto grief. It could be a 
job loss, it could be a death in the family. It could be financial strain, it could be fear related to work, it 
could be imposter syndrome. And we recommend these once a week. Saturday morning, Sunday 
morning, they range from 20 minutes to 60 minutes, and they all have themes. And it's usually about 30 
to 40 minutes of breathwork to get into that state where your conscious mind, that thinking voice is 
shut down. And you start to process these emotions through, it might be laughter, cry, scream, 
vocalizations. And it's just like if you feel now you're really tense and tight with all that emotional 
baggage, it's helping to let it go. And in that section, there's couples breathwork with eye gazing to 
replace a date night. There's guilt releases, and anger releases. And it's taking all these different 
emotions, and helping you process them. 

Dave: 
That's some pretty powerful stuff. And as anyone listening can tell it, this is pretty different than just a 
meditation app. I would throw a little bit of caution, and you have it in the app, if you go for a hard, long, 
going deep... I have seen more past lives and more crazy stuff from doing the holotropic style, the up 
style for long periods of time, usually a couple hours, than I have from any plant medicine. And I've also 
seen more neurofeedback on par with what I see from a high-end breathwork like that. This is not 
necessarily for the faint hearted. If you're going to go and do a double session, do it for a long time, I 
actually think it would be wise to have a friend who knows how to hold space near you if you're going to 
go really deep, or do it with someone else. What do you think about that advice? 
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Robbie: 

Yeah. On the app, we don't have anything longer than 60 minutes, and it's only Tummo style variance 
with breaks. And what that does is keeps you from getting into that state through holotropic. And I 
would definitely say resources are available through us if you want to go deeper. And always, if you're 
going into that holotropic, like total death and rebirth state that comes after about an hour of breathing, 
there can be definitely traumas coming up, but we've been very careful in the app to not use that style. 

Dave: 

Okay, got it. You're not taking people that deep, 'cause it can be pretty big. But you also have some 
facilitators that are available, but that's outside the normal subscription. You basically say, I want to go 
really deep, I've learned the basics here, so then I want someone to be with me virtually, so they can 
kind of talk you down. How do you know who makes it a good facilitator? 

Robbie: 

I think the ability to hold space. We look for trauma-informed training. There's the science, 
understanding breathwork, and the ability to write scripts to make the breathwork, which is of different 
than the holding space aspect. And for the holding space aspect, we rely on people that have trauma-
informed training. 

Dave: 

Are these actual therapists or they're coaches? Or what are they? 

Robbie: 

It's a mixture. 

Dave: 

It's a mixture, okay. Very cool. And they're just working remotely, which is cool. And guys, if you're 
listening to this going, "What? You might need a therapist or a coach if..." Yeah, breathwork is that 
powerful. And it's one of the laws in Game Changers that I talk about, breathing. And there's no way in 
three or four pages in that book that I could talk about pranayama versus Tummo-style breathing versus 
holotropic versus alternate nostril, and all these things. And on top of that, you've got hypnosis and 
somatic release, and vocal toning. And even some movement in dance, which for me, I don't know that I 
can see myself propping my phone up on a couch, and then dancing. But hey, maybe I could. I haven't 
done that yet. I think I would need to be a little bit altered in order to really get into it, or maybe as part 
of a date night, that could be fun. 

But it's a very vast library of breathing, and that's why I think this is something that was worth listener's 
time to understand. Plus it comes from a good place. You did the, oh, I'll be the conquering 
entrepreneur, and it didn't work. And the fact you used this to recover from that is also, I think just cool 
and noteworthy. Now, when people want to do facilitation, how does this work? Talk to me about what 
Othership... What's the pricing model? How does it all work? A bunch of people listening are saying, "All 
right, I'm going to try this." 

Robbie: 

Yeah, absolutely. The pricing is, we looked at Sam Harris and said, "Hey, we're a premium breathwork, 
kind of a premium service versus common Headspace. And it's a monthly subscription at $18 bucks, or 
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an annual subscription at $128. And then, we have a scholarship program. If people can't afford it, they 
can email us, and we'll give them access to a free, complimentary membership. And then we do a couple 
other things. We have a physical space, and one thing we're super excited about is the sauna and the ice 
bath, as I had mentioned based on that first date. And we built a space that's for people to do this in 
community. And the space is a 55-person sauna, four ice baths, and a tea room. And we do these 
breathwork classes that you find on the app in the sauna and ice bath. 
And now, we've moved a bunch of the programming on the app. We'll be releasing specific guided 
breathwork ice bath sessions for people that are doing ice baths daily. And we've seen a lot, you kind of 
mentioned that at the start of the show. But that's the progression is you know, start with the app, you 
come to the space, you start doing this stuff in a group. And we talked a bit about habit building and 
friction, but the best thing we've found is doing this stuff with friends. And the goal, the vision is to build 
these community spaces that are kind of replacing alcohol at night, that feel like a nighttime party with 
friends in a class format. 

Dave: 

That's big vision. And to be perfectly clear, I would much rather be doing sauna and breathing, and 
maybe eating some rib eye with friends than I would at a noisy bar, where I don't really want to drink 
because it makes you age more quickly, and gives you a worse functioning brain. It's actually not a 
particularly wise thing to do on a regular basis. And you can't hear what anyone says in a bar anyway. I 
could say, well maybe it's because I'm all of 28% of my lifespan, but even when I was 25 I didn't like bars 
and 20, what's the point? I think a social activity that's a bit more authentic, and connected, and just 
real, I'd much rather do that. Where's your space? 

Robbie: 
We have a space open in Toronto, it's on Adelaide Street. We're opening a second in Toronto, and then 
a third in New York. And we've just put a lease together in New York, and are hoping to be open in April. 

Dave: 

Nice. Othership is the app, and the effect that you can just play it. Anyone who's listening can have a 
party. If you have a sauna and a cold tub or maybe you're in Toronto, just wait 'til winter, and just have a 
backyard and a sauna. And then, you can do hot and cold therapy, and you can play Othership and it's 
cool. And of course, you always get a discount if you're listening to the show, othership.us/dave. That's 
othership.us/dave. They'll give it to you for two weeks. And that's full access for two weeks, right? 

Robbie: 

Yep. 

Dave: 

Well, there you go. Guys, give it a try. And after two weeks, especially if you do it every day, I know very 
well how different you'll feel because I've done breathwork every day for five years straight. So yes, it's 
the real deal. It's awesome. And this is the best way that I know of to get a broad introduction, to just 
see the scope of possibility, and learn how to do it properly. And the community aspect in my mind, and 
the hot and cold's kind of icing on the cake gravy. But not gluten-full gross gravy with MSG, like the 
really good gravy. That kind of gravy. 
 


