
Relax!
How to Regulate Your Nervous System

One of our missions at the collective is to empower people to cope better with life’s stressors in a holistic
way. We are all dealing with stress, especially in our modern lives. Stress is physical, but also emotional
and psychological. The bad news? You can’t ever get rid of it. The good news? There are many simple
ways to help manage stress.

This document outlines several less obvious methods to help lower stress and anxiety, increase
relaxation, sleep better and improve your health and wellbeing. First, though, a small explanation of
the physical aspects of stress – what is going on in your body in the brain and the rest of your body when
faced with stress.

STRESS IN THE BODY: TWO MODES

Relaxing is a critical function in the nervous system. The central nervous system is the communication
between the brain and other parts of the body, connected through nerves and the spine. It has two modes
or subsystems: the sympathetic and parasympathetic systems. Think of them as opposite gears
(forward/backward; up/down, etc.), working together to maintain bodily balance:

● The sympathetic response to the danger detected and kicks in fight, flight or freeze: a stress
response.

● The parasympathetic nervous system is the counterbalance: it brings your body back to a
relaxed state: it is in charge of sleep, digestion, restoration – relaxation.

The whole system consists of nerves. The major player for the parasympathetic nervous system is the
vagus nerve. It is the largest nerve in the body and it runs from your brainstem to your gut. It is central to
promoting calmness. The vagus nerve’s most important job is to help your body shift into your
parasympathetic nervous system by releasing chemicals that help “down-regulate” the flight and fight
responses of your nervous system into a relaxation response. The activities we have listed here stimulate
and tone your vagus system to help you relax.
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STRESS MANAGEMENT PRACTICES

MINDFULNESS

● Sensory Orientation: Ground your feet to the floor and
notice the environment around you:
notice 4 things you see, 3 things you can hear, 2 things
you can touch, 1 thing you can smell.

● Meditation: Try an app like “insight timer” or “calm” to
access various meditations.

VOCALIZATION AND SOUND

● Listening to soothing Music or creating music
● Singing and Humming stimulates the vagus nerve.

Sing a favorite song, or hum a familiar tune. Take two
breaths through your nose and exhale on a hum.

● Chanting: Try to in-breathe through your nose,
followed by an out-breaths through your mouth while
sounding OM.

BREATHING

● 4-Part Box Breath: Inhale slowly through your nose to
the count of four, hold your breath to the count of four,
exhale through mouth to the count of four, hold breath to
a count of four. Repeat this cycle 3 to 4 more times. (see
video)

● Diaphragmatic Breathing or slow Belly Breathing:
Breathe in through your nose to the count of six and out
your mouth through pursed lips to the count of eight.
Watch your belly expand out when you breathe in, and
watch it contract on the exhale. Make your exhales
longer than your inhales. (see video)

● Sigh deeply. Do this a few times. (see video)
● Take 2 inhales followed by a long exhale

OTHERS
● Cold Water Immersion: Try a 30 second cold shower or

an ice pack on your neck and face. Immersing your face
in a bowl of cold water can also be very effective
especially if you are having high anxiety or a panic
attack. CAUTION: use only if you do not have a heart
condition.

● Petting or cuddling with a pet.

MOVEMENT:

● Exercise Regularly: this will activate, strengthen and
tone your vagus nerve. Especially HIIT workouts—
High Intensity Interval Training.

● Shake your body: shaking is a very powerful way to
trigger your vagus nerve and reset your nervous
system. Shake your arms and legs and jump up and
down

● Dance: put on your favorite song and dance around
your home for a few minutes

● Stretch: do what feels good to you
● Yoga poses: such as down dog, knees to chest, legs

up the wall or child pose. Find poses online
● Touch: give yourself a hug or ‘self wrap’: Rub your

arms with opposing hands. Or Hug a loved one for 20
seconds at least

● Massage your feet: or get a professional massage
● Ear Massage: gently pulling the ear away from the

head at different points. Massage the area around your
ear canal in little circles. Bring each finger to the
opening of your ear canals and softly press down until
you yawn, sigh or swallow

Please watch our videos for a demonstration of these techniques below:

● Place your hands on the side of your face, separate the fingers of both your hands so some fingers are on one side of
your ear and the other fingers are on the other side in the back of the ear; rub up and down around your ears vigorously
for 30 seconds.

● Swishing hands from side to side for as long as it feels comfortable or until you yawn. Place your palms together in prayer
position and slowly slide each hand back and forth.

● Lightly press from your third eye with your index finger and move it gently up all the way to your hairline slowly. Keep
doing this until you yawn, swallow or sigh.

● Tap lightly with two fingers under both of your eyes, until you feel calm and safe. If you are very anxious, this tapping
technique— which is part of the Emotional Freedom Technique— is very helpful to quickly calm you down.

● C-Shape Stretch: Place one hand on your head and pull your head to your side towards your shoulder, then look up in the
opposite direction and hold until you stimulate a yawn, sigh or swallow. Repeat on the other side.

● Butterfly hug- Slow Bilateral Stimulation
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