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The Vagus Nerve
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•What is the Vagus Nerve? The vagus nerve is
the tenth cranial nerve and part of the

parasympathetic nervous system. Its name,
derived from Latin, means "wandering,"

reflecting its extensive reach throughout the
body.

•Anatomy and Pathways: Originating from the
brainstem, the vagus nerve branches into
various areas, including the throat, heart,

lungs, and abdomen. It acts as a
communication highway between your brain

and body.

•Role in the Parasympathetic Nervous
System: As the primary nerve of the

parasympathetic system, it facilitates rest,
relaxation, and recovery—counterbalancing

the fight-or-flight response.
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Function
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•Regulating Stress and Relaxation: The vagus
nerve helps shift your body from stress mode
to a state of calm, promoting relaxation and

recovery.

•Supporting Digestion and Gut-Brain
Communication: It influences the production
of digestive enzymes and connects the gut
and brain, impacting mood and digestion.

•Enhancing Heart Rate Variability: A healthy
vagus nerve promotes higher heart rate

variability, a marker of resilience and overall
health.

•Impact on Mental Health and Emotional
Regulation: The vagus nerve’s signals help

regulate emotional responses, reduce anxiety,
and enhance social engagement.
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Breathwork...
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•The vagus nerve helps shift your body from stress
mode to a state of calm, promoting relaxation and

recovery.

•The Vagus nerve supports Digestion and Gut-Brain
Communication: It influences the production of

digestive enzymes and connects the gut and brain,
impacting mood and digestion.

•Enhances Heart Rate Variability: A healthy vagus
nerve promotes higher heart rate variability, a marker

of resilience and overall health.

•Impacts Mental Health and Emotional Regulation: 
The vagus nerve’s signals help regulate emotional

responses, reduce anxiety, and enhance social
engagement.
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Diaphragmatic Breathing (Belly Breathing)

Purpose: Stimulates the vagus nerve by engaging
the diaphragm and promoting relaxation.

How to Do It:
1. Sit or lie down in a comfortable position.
2. Place one hand on your chest and the other on
your belly.
3. Inhale deeply through your nose, allowing your
belly to expand (your chest should stay relatively
still).
4. Hold your breath for a count of 4.
5. Exhale slowly through your mouth for a count of 6,
feeling your belly contract.
6. Repeat for 5–10 minutes, focusing on slow and
steady breaths.

Benefits: Reduces stress, lowers heart rate, and
promotes “rest and digest” mode.

Breath Exercises
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4-7-8 Breathing

Purpose: Quickly calms the mind and body while
supporting emotional regulation.

How to Do It:
1. Sit in a comfortable position with your back straight.
2. Inhale deeply through your nose for a count of
four.
3. Hold your breath for a count of seven.
4. Exhale slowly and completely through your mouth
for a count of eight.
5. Repeat for 4–6 cycles or until you feel relaxed.

Benefits: Activates the vagus nerve, reduces
anxiety, and prepares the body for sleep.

Breath Exercises
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Alternate Nostril Breathing (Nadi Shodhana)

Purpose: Balances the autonomic nervous system
and improves vagal tone.

How to Do It:
1. Sit comfortably with your spine straight.
2. Use your thumb to close your right nostril.
3. Inhale deeply through your left nostril.
4. Close your left nostril with your ring finger, release
your thumb from your right nostril, and exhale
through the right nostril.
5. Inhale through the right nostril, then switch sides by
closing the right nostril and exhaling through the left.
6. Repeat this cycle for 5–10 minutes.

Benefits: Enhances focus, reduces stress, and
promotes a calm mind.

Breath Exercises
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Resonant Breathing (Coherent Breathing)

Purpose: Synchronizes the breath with heart
rhythms to optimize vagus nerve function.

How to Do It:
1. Breathe in deeply through your nose for a count of
five.
2. Exhale slowly through your nose for a count of five.
3. Sit or lie down in a comfortable position.
4. Maintain this steady rhythm for 10 minutes,
focusing on the even flow of your breath.

Benefits: Improves heart rate variability (HRV),
calms the nervous system, and reduces
inflammation.

Breath Exercises
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Humming Breaths

Purpose: The vibrations from humming stimulate
the vagus nerve directly.

How to Do It:
1. Sit comfortably and inhale deeply through your
nose.
2. Exhale slowly while humming a soft “mmm” sound.
3. Focus on the vibration in your chest, neck, and
head.
4. Repeat for 5 minutes or longer.

Benefits: Promotes relaxation, enhances vagal tone,
and reduces anxiety.

Breath Exercises
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Sighing Breaths

Purpose: Quickly activates the vagus nerve to
relieve tension and stress.

How to Do It:
1. Inhale deeply through your nose, filling your lungs
completely.
2. Let out a long, audible sigh through your mouth.
3. Allow your shoulders and jaw to relax as you
exhale.
4. Repeat 5–10 times.

Benefits: Releases physical tension, lowers cortisol
levels, and induces a calming effect.

Breath Exercises
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Why These Breathing Exercises Work

Breathing is one of the few automatic functions we
can consciously control. 

When we slow and deepen our breath, we activate
the parasympathetic nervous system (via the vagus
nerve), signaling the body to relax. 

Over time, these practices improve vagal tone,
which enhances resilience to stress and supports
overall wellness.

Breath Exercises
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Vocal Exercise...
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•Humming: The vibration stimulates the vagus nerve.
Try humming softly for a few minutes.

•Chanting or Singing: Singing aloud engages the
vagus nerve and boosts mood.

Cold Treatments
•Splashing Face with Cold Water: A quick splash

activates the vagus nerve and refreshes the system.
•Cold Showers: Gradual exposure to cold water

improves vagal tone over time.
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Mind-Body Practices
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•Meditation: Focused attention calms the mind and
stimulates vagal activity.

•Yoga: Certain poses and controlled breathing
improve vagal tone.

Connection & Play
•Laughter: Genuine laughter is a natural vagus nerve

stimulator.
•Social Interaction: Positive connections and
meaningful conversations boost vagal tone.
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Stanley Rosenberg’s Basic Exercise
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Stanley Rosenberg’s Basic Exercise repositions the
atlas and the axis, which is where your brainstem and

your spine connect to increase blood flow and
restore a sense of safety and connection.

The first few times you do the exercise, you should lie
on your back. After you are familiar with the exercise,
you can do it sitting on a chair, standing, or lying on

your back.
•Lie comfortably on your back and interlace the

fingers of both hands together. Place your hands
behind your head so that your head rests

comfortably on your fingers. If needed, you can use
one hand to support your head instead of both.
•Keep your head still and begin by looking to the

right, moving only your eyes as far as is comfortable.
Hold this gaze for 30–60 seconds. During this time,
notice any swallowing, sighing, or yawning, which

indicates relaxation in your autonomic nervous
system.

•Return your gaze to the center. Then, move your
eyes to the left and hold this gaze until you notice the

same relaxation responses.
•Once complete, bring your gaze back to the center,

remove your hands, and slowly sit up or stand.
•Tip for Daily Practice: Attach this exercise to a daily
habit, like visiting the restroom, to make it easy and

consistent. Regular, brief practice can make a
significant difference over time.
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Neck Awareness & Relaxation
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•The vagus nerve plays a key role in controlling two
major neck muscles: the trapezius and

sternocleidomastoid (SCM). These muscles help with
head movement and posture, and they often store

tension during stress.

•To assess and relax these muscles, begin by turning
your head slowly to the right and note any tightness,
pain, or jerky movements. Return to center, then turn

your head to the left and observe the same.

•If tension or discomfort is present, gently massage
the base of your skull and along the sides of your
neck. Use light pressure to encourage relaxation in

the trapezius and SCM.

•After the massage, try the head-turning movement
again and note any improvement in range of motion

or reduction in discomfort.

•Regularly releasing tension in these muscles can
improve posture, reduce neck pain, and support

better vagal tone.
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Salamander Exercises

https://jacquemclaughlin.com

Viewed from the side, our ear should be directly
above the midline of our shoulder.

The following “salamander exercises” progressively
increase your breathing capacity, help reduce a

forward head posture by bringing your head back
into better alignment, and tone your trapezius, SCM,

and nervous system.

Half Salamander - Basic
To do the first part of the salamander exercise to the

right, sit or stand in a comfortable position. 
1. Without turning your head, let your eyes look to the

right. 
2. Continuing to face forward, tilt your head to the

right so that your right ear moves closer to your right
shoulder without lifting the shoulder to meet it.

3. Hold your head in this position for thirty to sixty
seconds. 

4. Then let your head come back up to neutral and
shift your eyes to look forward again. 

5. Now do the same on the other side: let your eyes
look to the left, and then side-bend your head to the
left. After thirty to sixty seconds, return your head to

an upright position and your eyes to a forward
direction.
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Half Salamander - Variation

In this variation on the half-salamander exercise,
follow the same instructions above, but let your eyes
look to the right while tipping your head to the left.

 
This movement of your eyes in the opposite direction
before you move your head increases your range of
motion; you should be able to side-bend your head

even farther to the left. 

Hold this for thirty to sixty seconds, and then reverse
to do the same thing on the other side.
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Full Salamander
The full salamander exercise involves side-bending

the entire spine rather than just the neck. 
1.Get down on all fours, supporting your weight on
your knees and the palms of your hands. Optional:

you can place the palms of your hands on a desktop,
a table, the seat of a chair, or the pillows of a sofa

with the head on the same plane as your spine.
2.The ears should not be above nor dropped below

the level of your spine. To find the right head
position, lift your head slightly above what you think

is right, then lower your head slightly below what you
think is right. You should be able to sense when the

head is level with the spine. 
3.Once you have found a good position for your head

relative to your spine, look to the right with your
eyes, hold them in that position, and side-bend your
head to the right by moving your right ear toward

your right shoulder. 
4.Complete the movement by letting the bend in your
side continue beyond your neck, all the way down to

the base of your spine. 
5.Hold this position for thirty to sixty seconds. 

6.Bring your spine and head back to center.
7.Repeat all steps above, but on the left side.
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Stiff Neck Exercise
This exercise will extend your range of movement as
you rotate your head, alleviate symptoms of a stiff

neck, and help to prevent migraine headaches.
 

Lie on your stomach. Lift your head and bring
your arms under your chest. Rest the weight of

your upper body on your elbows.

1.

2. Rotate your head to the right as far as it
comfortably goes. Hold that position for sixty

seconds. 

3. Bring your head back to center.

4. Now rotate your head to the left as far as it
comfortably goes, and hold that position for sixty

seconds 
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Social Engagement System
•The vagus nerve is central to our "social engagement

system," influencing how we connect and
communicate with others. This system helps regulate
facial expressions, tone of voice, and eye contact—

key components of social bonding.
•A well-functioning vagus nerve allows us to feel

calm, safe, and open to forming positive relationships.
When activated, it supports emotional connection

and reduces stress.
•Practices like laughter, meaningful conversations,
and even gentle touch can activate this system,

enhancing both emotional and physical well-being.

20



https://jacquemclaughlin.com

Facial Exercises
There is a point on the face that is the endpoint of

the large intestine acupuncture meridian, called LI 20.
It is a beauty point in Chinese, Japanese, and Thai

massage. It opens the nostrils, improving breathing. 
The endpoint of the large intestine meridian is easy to
find. Just lightly touch the skin about an eighth of an
inch to the side of the top of the supra-alar crease

(the fold between the cheek and upper lip) near the
outer edge of the nostril. 

If you explore the area with your finger, you may find
this point easily because it is more sensitive than the

rest of the surrounding skin.
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Part 1
•Step 1: Light Touch on Facial Skin: Using your

fingertips, lightly brush the skin at acupuncture point
LI 20 (next to your nostrils). Let your fingertips gently

melt into the skin and slide it up and down to find
where there is more resistance. Apply light pressure

in that direction and hold until you feel a release.
•Step 2: Stimulating Facial Muscles: Gently sink your

fingertips into the layers of facial muscles beneath the
skin. Slide the layers slightly in small circles, noting

any resistance. Push lightly in the direction of
resistance and hold until there is a release (often

signaled by a sigh or swallow).
•Step 3: Deeper Layer Stimulation: Press slightly

deeper until you feel the surface of the bone. Move
your fingertips gently from side to side. Hold light

pressure on the bone until a release is felt.
•Benefits: This practice enhances vagus nerve
stimulation, reduces tension, and supports the

autonomic nervous system for greater relaxation and
balance.
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Part 2
•Balance at Acupuncture Point B2: Find the inner

corner of your eyebrow, where it is more sensitive.
Lightly brush the skin a few times with your fingertip.
Hold gentle contact on the surface of the skin until
you feel a release, then press down gently to reach

the facial muscles.
• Slide in small circles, identifying resistance, and hold

until a release occurs. Finally, press deeper to the
lacrimal bone (medial edge of orbit of the eye) and

hold until the flow balances.
•Benefits: This practice relieves tension, balances eye
appearance, and promotes vagus nerve stimulation.
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Foundation of Connection

•Humans are wired for connection, with an innate
need to be seen, valued, and understood.

The foundational elements of connection are:

•Grounding: Connecting with the earth and feeling the
support of the ground beneath us.

•Orienting: Becoming aware of our location in time
and space.

•Resourcing: Tapping into sensations, emotions, or
external stimuli that promote well-being, safety, and

empowerment.
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Grounding with Gentle Pressure

Step 1: Place both hands on the top of your head.
Feel the natural weight 

of your hands resting there.

Step 2: Gently apply light pressure and notice how
your body responds. 

Observe any shifts in sensation or relaxation.

Purpose: This exercise enhances your connection
with your body and promotes a calming effect by
activating the parasympathetic nervous system. 
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Grounding with Weight Shifting

Step 1: Stand with your knees soft and relaxed.

Step 2: Slowly shift your weight from one side to the
other as if pouring sand down each leg.

Step 3: Feel your feet connecting with the ground
beneath you. Focus on the sensations of balance and

stability.

Purpose: This exercise helps anchor your body to the
earth, promoting calmness, stability, and a sense of

connection to the present moment.
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 Vagal Toning 
for Emotional Stress

•What You Will Need: A tennis ball, stress ball, or
similar object.

•Duration: 1-2 minutes.

Instructions:
•Stand with your feet on the ground or sit
comfortably. Hold the ball in your hands.

•Begin by noticing any thoughts, feelings, or
sensations without trying to change them.

•Toss the ball from hand to hand across the midline of
your body. The movement should require focus but

not be overly challenging.

•After 1-2 minutes, pause and check in with yourself.
Observe any changes in breathing, posture, tension,

or emotional state.

•Notice how this simple movement helps shift your
system, fostering a sense of grounding and calm.
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Acupressure &
Massage
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Benefits of a Healthy
Vagus Nerve

•Improved Stress Resilience: Bounce back from stress
more quickly and stay in a state of balance.

•Enhanced Digestion and Metabolism: Better gut
function and nutrient absorption lead to improved

energy and health.

•Better Emotional Regulation: Stay calm and
grounded in emotionally charged situations.

•Reduced Inflammation and Enhanced Immunity: A
healthy vagus nerve dampens inflammation and

strengthens the immune system.

•Improved Cardiovascular Health: Enhanced heart
rate variability and overall heart health are significant

benefits.
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Fill ¾ of any size roll-on bottle with equal drops of
each oil. Top off with carrier oil. Roll the bottle

between your hands to blend. 

Apply to the mastoid bone behind each ear. 

•Lavender
•Lime
•Clove

•Bergamot
•Juniper

•Roman Chamomile
•Vetiver
•Melissa
•Orange
•Petitgrain
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Vagus Nerve Essential Oil
Roller Blend

QR Code for Oils
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Thanks for joining me for this life-changing Vagus
Nerve Online Course! Create a routine using these

exercises and remember ~ Consistency is the key to
success!

Jacque McLaughlin

Jacque@jacquemclaughlin.com
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Thank You!
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