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

The importance of vagal tone and HRV

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 )

Here we explore the intricate interplay between our physiological responses and mental health
through the lens of the vagus nerve and heart rate variability.

The vagus nerve provides the essential balance between the sympathetic (energising) and
parasympathetic (calming) elements of our nervous system. Its’ role extends beyond simple
regulation of our internal organs (including heart, lungs, liver, bowel) as it acts as a bidirectional
highway, sending messages between our major organs and our brain.

The concept of vagal tone, or the health of the vagus nerve's function, emerges as a critical factor
in our overall well-being. Enhanced vagal tone is associated with improved gastrointestinal health,
mental well-being, cerebrovascular and respiratory function. This underscores the profound
impact of our autonomic nervous system's balance on our health and stress levels.

Heart rate variability (HRV) is a measure of vagal tone and our capacity to handle stress. Unlike
our pulse rate, HRV measures the minute variations between heartbeats, reflecting the dynamic
interplay between the sympathetic (SNS) and parasympathetic nervous systems (PSNS).

Athletes and health enthusiasts may be familiar with HRV as a marker of physical conditioning and
recovery, but its significance extends into the realms of mental health and stress management. A
higher HRV indicates a robust PSNS able to temper the SNS: this variability is a barometer of our
ANS'’s flexibility, reflecting our ability to adapt to stress and recover from it. Fluctuations in HRV
in response to stress, injury, illness, diet, social connections all highlight the direct connection
between our lifestyle choices, biological predispositions and overall health.

Enhancing vagal tone and HRV offer promising pathways for improving our well-being. Practical
strategies for bolstering vagal tone include mindfulness, deep breathing exercises, regular sleep,
social connection, physical activity, all of which engage and strengthen the PSNS.

Having a holistic approach includes understanding these processes, practicing stress-reduction
techniques, and making informed lifestyle choices will enable you to enhance your well-being,
improve your resilience, and navigate challenges of modern life with more easily and effectively.
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Hopefully these insights into how you deal with stress are motivating for you to reconnect with
your body's natural rhythms and capacities for healing and balance.
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