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THE VAGUS NERVE
Ways to support and stimulate digestion

WHY IS THE VAGUS NERVE

IMPORTANT?
The vagus nerve serves as a communication pathway between the
brain and the gut, sometimes referred to as the “brain-gut axis”.
Think of it as a bidirectional highway, consisting of efferent fibres
(going down to the organs) and afferent fibres (going up to the
brain).

The vagus nerve is a key player in the body-mind connection; it’s
behind your gut instinct, the knot in your throat, and the sparkle in
your smile.

While baseline vagal nerve input is constant, the degree of
stimulation it exerts is regulated by a balance of inputs from
sympathetic and parasympathetic divisions of the autonomic
nervous system.
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Disclaimer:  This leaflet has been provided for information purposes only.  It is not to be used to diagnose, treat or cure any condition, nor is it to be
used in place of any advise your are following from your GP or healthcare team  Please always seek medical advise if you have any unwanted

symptoms or disease.  Always consult you GP before embarking on any dietary of lifestyle changes, particularly if you are taking medications or
suffering with a medical condition 



PARASYMPATHETIC

NERVOUS SYSTEM

The vagus nerve is under sympathetic and parasympathetic
control.  The sympathetic nerves are activated by stress, and
during times of stress the brain will send signals via the vagus
nerve to the tissues and organs it controls to slow down its
activities so that energy can be diverted to the organs and tissues
that deal with stressful situations.  In other words, during stress
energy is diverted away from digestion, sleep responses,
reproduction and relaxation. 

Once the stress has passed, the brain will stimulate the
parasympathetic nerves and send signals via the vagus nerve to
activate digestion, reproduction, relaxation and sleep
responses...So can you see how chronic, low grade and constant
stress may impact these processes?  It can effect the vagus nerve
responses - often referred to as a loss of vagal tone.

"During periods of stress your
nervous system may become
sympathetic dominant, slightly
suppressing the actions of the
parasympathetic nervous system"

The vagus nerve is the 10th cranial
nerve (Nerve X) and is the body’s
longest nerve. It starts in the
brainstem, just behind the ears.It is
composed of sensory fibres (about
80%) and motor fibres (about 20%).The
motor fibres travel down each side of
the neck, extending from the brainstem
down into your stomach, intestines,
heart and lungs, and connecting your
throat and facial muscles. It has an
effect on our immune cells, organs and
tissues.

However, most of the vagus nerve’s
fibres are actually sensory fibres and
carries sensory information from the
organs back to the brain. 

Through these sensory fibres, the
vagus nerve is able to sense the relay
signals from the gut microbes and
transfer this information to the central
nervous system. This is one of the ways
our gut bacteria influence how we feel.  
The vagus nerve is a key player in the
body-mind connection; it’s behind your
gut instinct, the knot in your throat,
and the sparkle in your smile.

The vagus nerve is very sensitive to
stress and this is why stress can upset
digestion.



INFLAMMATION
The effects of chronic inflammation can generate a the
exacerbation of a host of chronic diseases, that include
but are not limited to digestive diseases, chronic fatigue
syndrome, depression and autoimmune diseases.

One of the important roles of the Vagus nerves is to reset
the immune system once it has been activated.  It
supports the "switching off" of the production of
proteins and immune complexes that fuel inflammation.
Low vagal tone means this process is less effective and
inflammation can become excessive.

IMPAIRED DIGESTION
The vagus nerve stimulates the production of gastrin
and hydrochloric acid (stomach acid) in the stomach
which helps to support the breakdown of the food you
eat.  This process also helps to increase
oesophageal/gastric motility, in other words improves
the way food travels through your digestive tract. 

The release of adequate gastric juices also stimulates
the release of digestive enzymes which support the
breakdown of your food once it reaches the small
intestine.  The vagus nerve is also responsible for the
closure of intestinal tight junctions to prevent foreign
particles crossing over in to the bloodstream, as well
as activating migrating motor complexes that help
clear away any left over food particles from the upper
digestive tract to the lower digestive tract between
meals.   So you can see how having low vagal tone can
effect many parts of the digestive tract.

LOSS OF VAGAL 

TONE MAY PRODUCE 

THE FOLLOWING

THE BENEFITS OF OPTIMAL VAGAL TONE 

Having great vagal tone means that there will be an increase in nervous system output to the digestive tract which will
improve gut flow and gut motility. It helps to stimulate digestive juices and bile release so that you will be able to break
down your food more effectively and relinquish as much nutrition as possible.  It helps to support your immune system
and manage inflammation.  It reduces the inflammation throughout the body, through its role in the anti-inflammatory
pathway.  It has a positive impact on an assortment of ‘happy’ hormones and enzymes such as endorphins,
acetylcholine and oxytocin, which bring about positive feelings in the body and reduce the sensation of pain.  Research
also indicates that a healthy Vagus nerve is vital in experiencing empathy and fostering social bonding, and it is crucial
to our ability to observe, perceive, and make complex decisions. So people with high vagal tone are not just healthier,
they’re also socially and psychologically stronger – better able to concentrate and remember things, happier and less
likely to be depressed, more empathetic and more likely to have close friendships.



...your vagus nerve is just like
any other organ, tissue or
muscle in the body; so think of it
as something that you need to
exercise on a regular basis

SINGING / HUMMING / CHANTING 
The Vagus nerve passes through the vocal cords and the inner ear and the vibrations of
singing, humming or chanting is a free and easy way to influence your nervous system.
In kundalini yoga encompasses this concept as if uses a number of chants throughout a
practice.  One of the most popular chants is “OM”.  There are many resources on
YouTube that can help introduce you to this concept

BREATHING EXERCISES & MEDITATION 
The breath stands alone as the only subsystem the conscious mind can put into ‘manual
override’.  Long deep breathing and / or regular meditation is an excellent way to get
out of the fight or flight / stress response.  Choose a deep breathing technique that
works for you.  Belly breathing, The Wim Hof Method, Ujjayi breath and the breathing
you would do throughout a guided mediation are all helpful.  YouTube is a great
resource.

BALANCING THE GUT MICROBIOME
The presence of healthy bacteria in the gut creates a positive feedback loop through the
Vagus nerve, increasing its tone. The Vagus nerve essentially reads the gut microbiome
and initiates a response to modulate inflammation.  Speak to a qualified professional
before taking supplements or changing your diet in any way.

DIVING REFLEX
Considered a first-rate Vagus nerve stimulation technique.  You need to start by first
splashing cold water on your face from your lips to your scalp line stimulating the diving
reflex. Ideally, you would want to build up to submerging your face in a sink cold water.
The diving reflex slows your heart rate, increases blood flow to your brain, reduces
anger and relaxes your body. You can also look to progress to cold water therapy; again
seek the support of a professional before trying cold water emersion or therapy.
www.wimhofmethod.com is a useful resource

GARGLING 
This technique involves gargling for a few minutes until tears come into your eyes. This
can be difficult at first, especially if you have weak vagal tone, so start with a short time
and build up slowly. Ideally, you should do the gargling for up to 1 minute 3 times per
day. It works again by activating the throat area and is described as doing “HIIT” for
your Vagus nerve.

CONNECTIONS AND HAVNG FUN
Whether this occurs in person, over the phone — or even via texts or social media in our
modern world—  connectedness can initiate regulation of our body and mind.
Relationships can evoke the spirit of playfulness and creativity or can relax us into a
trusting bond into another. LAUGHING IS ALSO GREAT WAY TO IMPROVE VAGAL TONE.

TH INK . . .6 WAYS TO

EXERCISE YOUR

VAGUS NERVE 


