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VAGUS NERVE ACTIVATION SKILLS 
 

The Vagus nerve, often referred to as the tenth cranial nerve, plays a key role in regulating the 
body’s relaxation response, fostering a sense of calm, and supporting healthy emotional regulation. 
According to Polyvagal Theory, introduced by Dr. Stephen Porges (Porges, 2011), enhancing vagal 
tone can help the client become more resilient in the face of stressors and bring balance to the 
autonomic nervous system. Listed here in paragraph form, without bullet points, are several 
exercises and strategies that may be used to support Vagus nerve activation within the context of a 
therapy program. 

It may be helpful for the client to begin with slow, diaphragmatic breathing. By deliberately taking 
slow inhalations through the nose and allowing the belly to rise on the inhale, then gently exhaling 
through the mouth, the client promotes a calming effect on the nervous system. Breathing in this 
deliberate way encourages parasympathetic activation, which is closely tied to the functioning of the 
Vagus nerve. Repeating this practice for a few minutes at a time and focusing on the sensation of 
the breath can train the client’s body to relax more efficiently in stressful situations. Empirical 
findings support diaphragmatic breathing as an effective way to modulate heart rate variability, 
which is one indicator of healthy vagal tone (Lehrer & Gevirtz, 2014). 

Another practice involves vocal toning or humming. When the client gently hums or chants, 
vibrations are created in the upper throat and nasal passages, stimulating the Vagus nerve’s 
pharyngeal branches. The client might choose a simple vowel sound, such as “om,” or maintain a 
soft hum at a comfortable pitch. This type of vocalization can calm the mind while physically 
activating the parasympathetic response. Similarly, singing in a relaxed manner, whether in a choir 
or on their own, appears to have a beneficial effect on vagal tone because it reinforces slow and 
extended exhalations (Vickhoff et al., 2013). 

Engaging in mindful meditation or guided imagery can likewise encourage Vagus nerve activation. 
By maintaining nonjudgmental awareness of the present moment or by visualizing peaceful, 
reassuring scenes, the client lowers sympathetic arousal. This meditative state fosters greater 
parasympathetic dominance. When guided by a trained professional, these meditations can be 
tailored to address the client’s specific triggers and stress responses. The calm, focused attention 
inherent in mindfulness and imagery exerts a kind of “reset” on the client’s autonomic activity and 
fortifies vagal tone over time (Goyal et al., 2014). 

Practicing gentle yoga postures, such as restorative or yin yoga, may also support the client in 
stimulating the Vagus nerve. Yoga, by combining slow, intentional movements with conscious 
breathwork, increases the parasympathetic response and reduces stress hormones. In postures 
that facilitate elongation of the spine and expansion of the chest, the Vagus nerve’s pathway is 
encouraged to engage in subtle ways, further enhancing its relaxing influence. Many yoga styles 
integrate slow chanting or “ujjayi” breathing, both of which amplify the client’s capacity for emotional 
self-regulation (Ross & Thomas, 2010). 

Engagement in social connection, whether through genuine conversation or gentle, nonsexual 
physical touch, can also strengthen the client’s vagal tone. Polyvagal Theory identifies “social 
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engagement” as a key function of the myelinated Vagus nerve, which helps individuals’ bond, co-
regulate, and feel safe with others (Porges, 2011). Supportive contact with a trusted friend, family 
member, pet, or therapist may encourage the client’s body to shift from a stress response state 
toward a more settled, connected state. Even a simple hand on the shoulder or a few minutes of 
calm listening can help regulate the client’s nervous system. 

A technique known as the diving reflex, which involves brief exposure to cold, can influence the 
Vagus nerve. If the client feels comfortable doing so and has no contraindicating health conditions, 
they might apply a cold compress or gently splash cool water over their face. This can be done by 
filling a bowl with cold water and submerging the face for a few seconds or by applying a cool cloth 
around the neck area. The sensation of cold triggers a parasympathetic response, reducing heart 
rate and stimulating the Vagus nerve (Kinoshita et al., 2006). In a therapeutic context, it is important 
to guide the client to approach this method gradually and discontinue if they experience discomfort, 
lightheadedness, or distress. 

Progressive Muscle Relaxation (PMR) offers another avenue for Vagus nerve activation. The client 
may be instructed to tense and then relax specific muscle groups, moving sequentially from their 
toes up to their head. As they tense each muscle group, they hold for a few seconds and exhale 
during the release. This is believed to engage parasympathetic pathways by softening tension 
patterns throughout the body (Jacobson, 1938). Over time, the client often learns to recognize and 
diminish chronic tension, thus better regulating their stress response in daily life. 

Stimulating the gag reflex gently, through supervised retching exercises or simply by pressing the 
tongue down lightly with a depressor, is sometimes mentioned as a means of directly stimulating 
the Vagus nerve’s pharyngeal branches. This should be approached with caution and under 
professional guidance, as it may be uncomfortable or triggering for some clients. In cases where a 
client is open to this exercise, the brief reflexive activation may help jumpstart parasympathetic 
responses (Brock, 2011). However, because of the nature of the exercise, it is not typically the first 
recommendation and should be carefully weighed against any risk factors or past traumatic 
experiences. 

Massage therapies and craniosacral work that include gentle stimulation around the carotid sinus 
area in the neck can also be incorporated with professional supervision. Certain acupressure points 
along the neck, head, and shoulders are associated with the Vagus nerve’s pathways. When 
performed by a skilled practitioner, these techniques offer calm and a possible enhancement of 
parasympathetic tone through the relaxation of fascial and muscular tension. The client may find 
these methods effective in releasing stuck energy patterns and reducing overall stress (Cutshall et 
al., 2017). 

Developing a consistent self-care routine in daily life can further encourage healthy Vagus nerve 
function. For instance, consistent sleep schedules, balanced nutrition, moderate exercise, and 
limited substance use may all assist in keeping the client’s autonomic nervous system from veering 
into chronic states of fight, flight, or freeze. Reduced exposure to high-intensity stressors, combined 
with active practice of daily relaxation techniques, can strengthen the Vagus nerve’s ability to 
respond adaptively and restore equilibrium when confronted with challenges (Thayer & Lane, 
2009). 
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It may be beneficial for the client to combine these Vagus nerve activation exercises with talk 
therapy and psychoeducation about stress management and resilience. Within a broader 
therapeutic program, these exercises serve as tools that reinforce the work done in session. They 
can provide physiological support that complements the psychological insights gained from 
counseling or psychotherapy. When clients can engage the relaxation response regularly, they often 
discover that they have greater ability to cope with difficulties, demonstrate improved emotional 
balance, and find a deeper capacity for self-soothing. 

Throughout the process, it is recommended that the client track their experiences. Some clinicians 
suggest journaling or using mood-tracking apps to observe the interplay between daily stress levels, 
practice of these exercises, and emotional well-being. Over time, patterns may emerge that help the 
client better understand which methods resonate most effectively with their personal history and 
physical constitution. It can be particularly revealing to note shifts in mood, anxiety, or overall 
energy levels before and after trying each exercise. 

Should the client encounter intense discomfort or distress while attempting any of these methods, it 
is important that they stop and discuss it with their therapist or healthcare provider. Not all 
techniques are suitable for all individuals, particularly if there is a history of certain medical or 
psychiatric conditions. With careful guidance and attention to personal limits, these exercises can 
become a foundational component of a therapy program aimed at promoting greater nervous 
system regulation and overall mental health. 

By applying strategies such as diaphragmatic breathing, mindful meditation, singing or humming, 
gentle yoga, safe social engagement, cold exposure, progressive muscle relaxation, and 
professional bodywork, the client can gradually strengthen their vagal tone. This improved tone may 
enhance their resilience to stress and open new pathways to emotional well-being. It is through 
consistency and compassionate self-reflection that the positive effects of Vagus nerve activation 
become most apparent, ultimately contributing to healthier coping mechanisms and a more 
balanced state of mind and body. 
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