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Keeping it simple amidst complexity: tips
to improve your wellbeing.

Lifestyle, stress, HRV and Health

Professor Kay Wilhelm

NOTE: This is the introduction to a series of modules exploring strategies to enhance well-being
by effectively managing stress - and the science behind them. You can find the whole series here:
HETI Wellbeing Resource Corner | HETI Higher Education (https://heti.edu.au/resources-and-
links/heti-wellbeing-resource-corner )

Understanding of vagal tone and HRV offers a powerful model for monitoring stress levels and
guiding interventions to enhance autonomic balance, such as mindfulness practices, deep
breathing techniques, and aerobic exercise.

Heart Rate Variability: A window to Autonomic Nervous System (ANS) health

As noted in Module 2, Heart rate variability (HRV), the variations in time intervals between
heartbeats, is a critical indicator of vagal tone and ANS function. Higher HRV signifies a robust
balance between the sympathetic (fight or flight) and parasympathetic (rest and digest) systems,
reflecting greater adaptability and resilience to stress. In contrast, lower HRV, often observed in
states of chronic stress, illness, or fatigue, indicates a predominance of sympathetic activity,
reducing our capacity to effectively manage stress.

The Microbiome: Our second brain

The human gut microbiome has emerged as a key player in mental and physical health. The
composition of our gut bacteria can influence everything from immune function to mood
regulation, underscoring the importance of dietary choices that support microbial diversity. The
Mediterranean diet, rich in vegetables, legumes, nuts, and whole grains, exemplifies a nutritional
pattern that fosters a healthy microbiome, potentially mitigating risks of chronic diseases and
enhancing mental health.

Exercise: A pillar of physical and mental vigour

Physical activity is one of the most effective strategies for improving and maintaining well-being.
Regular exercise bolsters physical health but also contributes to neuroplasticity, cognitive
function and ANS function. Activities ranging from mild aerobic exercise to resistance training
and mind-body practices like yoga and tai chi can enhance hippocampal function, supporting
memory and learning. Further, engaging in physical activity can improve prefrontal cortex
thickness, underscoring exercise's role in enhancing cognitive abilities and emotional regulation
across the lifespan. There are too many other benefits to note them all herell

The healing power of sleep

Sleep quality profoundly impacts our well-being and consistent sleep patterns, and adequate rest
are essential for optimal health. Regular sleep schedules align with our circadian rhythm,
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enhancing sleep quality and overall daily functioning. Exposure to natural light, particularly in the
morning, and minimising blue light exposure in the evening can further support circadian
regulation, improve sleep and reduce the risk of mood disorders. The night journalling method
(Module 4) helps to ‘draw a line under the day’ and promotes healthy sleep.

Social connections: The fabric of well-being

The quality of our social interactions and relationships significantly affects our health. From early
life, nurturing interactions can influence the development of the ANS, including the vagus nerve,
which plays a crucial role in emotional regulation and stress response. Positive social connections
can enhance HRV and protect against the physiological wear and tear of chromosomes associated
with chronic stress, loneliness and social isolation. Engaging in community, fostering close
relationships and seeking supportive social environments (that suit your needs) are vital for
maintaining emotional balance and resilience.

Conclusion: A Holistic Approach to Well-being

The understanding the profound effects of the complex interplay between HRV, healthy gut,
brain and cardiovascular system is intended to nudge you to implement some simple evidence-
based practices that can support optimal health and well-being, build resilience against stress,
improve physical and mental health, and enhance your quality of life.
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