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VAGUS NERVE RESET GUIDE

Vagus Nerve
Reset Guide

Evidence-based techniques to activate your parasympathetic
nervous system and lower baseline anxiety.

What's inside:

— The science: how the vagus nerve regulates stress response
— 6 techniques with direct physiological mechanisms

— A simple weekly practice checklist
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THE SCIENCE

Why the Vagus Nerve Matters

The vagus nerve is the primary channel of the parasympathetic nervous system —
the 'rest and digest' counterpart to the sympathetic 'fight or flight' response.
It runs from the brainstem through the neck and chest to the abdomen, regulating

heart rate, digestion, and inflammatory response along the way.

Heart rate variability (HRV) — the beat-to-beat variation in heart rhythm — is used
as a proxy for vagal tone. Lower HRV is consistently associated with anxiety
disorders and impaired emotion regulation, reflecting reduced parasympathetic

control over the heart.

Vagus nerve stimulation (VNS), including non-invasive transcutaneous auricular
VNS (taVNS), has been shown in fMRI studies to reduce activation in the limbic
system — the brain circuitry most associated with anxiety and mood disorders.
The evidence on whether stimulation reliably raises HRV itself is mixed across
meta-analyses, but the downstream calming effect on limbic activity is better
supported. In practice, this means: techniques that engage the vagus nerve tend
to produce a subjective and physiological calming effect, even where the HRV

mechanism is still being refined by researchers.
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TECHNIQUES

Six Techniques That Engage the Vagus Nerve

1. Extended Exhale Breathing

Exhale for longer than you inhale (e.g. 4 seconds in, 8 seconds out). Long exhales activate vagal tone

directly through the respiratory sinus arrhythmia mechanism.

2. Cold Water Face Immersion

Splashing cold water on the face, or briefly submerging it, triggers the mammalian dive reflex — an

abrupt, reliable increase in parasympathetic activity and drop in heart rate.

3. Humming or Chanting

The vagus nerve passes near the vocal cords and inner ear muscles. Low-frequency humming, chanting

'om', or gargling vigorously mechanically stimulates the nerve.

4. Slow Breathing at ~5.5 Breaths/Minute

Resonance-frequency breathing (roughly 5.5 breaths per minute) maximizes heart rate variability more

than any other measured breathing rate.

5. Diaphragmatic Breathing

Breathing from the belly rather than the chest increases vagal activation compared to shallow chest

breathing, measurable via HRV within minutes.

6. Gradual Cold Exposure

Brief cold showers or cold-water face dips train the parasympathetic recovery response over repeated

exposure, similar to the dive reflex but as a trainable adaptation.
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WEEKLY PRACTICE

Weekly Practice Checklist

Check off each practice as you complete it through the week.

Morning: 5 minutes slow breathing (5.5 breaths/min)

Before a stressful event: 2 minutes extended exhale breathing
1x daily: 30 seconds cold water on face, or cold shower finish
1x daily: humming, singing, or gargling for 1 minute

Evening: 10 minutes diaphragmatic breathing before sleep

Weekly: track resting heart rate trend if you own a wearable



