
Vagus Nerve & Inflammation



Vagus Nerve
More than one nerve

Main communication between the 
brain and the gut

Gut activating the vagus nerve can 
affect the brain and behavior 

Plays a role in metabolic disease, 
diabetes, obesity, inflammation, 
asthma, migraines, seizures, 
depression



Vagus nerve can also trigger better gut 
function

Improving bacterial communication, 
less pathogens, better bowel function

Electric Medicine: Using electrical 
pulses to stimulate the vagus nerve

2016 study on people with rheumatoid 
arthritis – experienced lower 
inflammation and less pain



Vagus nerve is a bridge between the nervous system 
and the immune system, and it’s bidirectional

When a client has a chronic condition, they can have 
multiple problems, including issues with brain 
function, GI function, dysregulation of the immune 
system, the presence of pathogens

And persistence of the inflammatory processes

This means a client can have dysregulation in multiple 
areas and knowing where to start can be difficult



The vagus nerve can play a key role in 
shutting down the inflammatory 
process

The brain sends signals to the cortex, 
which in turn, stimulates normal 
function of the vagus nerve

The vagus nerve sends messages to 
the spleen to inhibit the production of 
inflammatory TNF-alpha and IL-1beta 
by spleen macrophages



The vagus nerve also inhibits antibodies 
made by the macrophages

It does this with the neurotransmitter 
acetylcholine

It also sends messages to inhibit the 
activation of the sympathetic nervous 
system 

And it promotes gut motility, HCl and 
digestive enzymes



More HCL and enzymes means foods 
will be completely broken down and 
unrecognizable as a food antigen even 
if they were one previously

This prevents food sensitivities

All of this lowers inflammation in the 
GI tract



What Goes Wrong
Body inflammation leads to brain 
inflammation

This will cause the person to have an 
inflammatory stimulation to the cortex

This lowers the frequency of the cortex 
to fire and reduces the vagal motor 
outflow, and the anti-inflammatory 
effect of the vagus nerve will be 
diminished  



This means more inflammation, which 
is where this started in the first place, 
and the process is reinforced

The sympathetic nervous system will 
no longer be inhibited

This means the stress response will be 
activated, and this also increases the 
inflammatory pathways



Also, gut motility will not be regulated 
properly

There will be insufficient HCL, and 
enzymes and food intolerances will 
increase and contribute to the 
inflammation process

This all happened because the body 
was inflamed to begin with which led 
to the brain inflammation



Where to look for initiation of the 
original body inflammation:

Gut problems and factors that cause 
them

Stress, lack of exercise and poor sleep 

Injuries (including head injuries)

Poor nutrition and too much exposure 
to chemicals – drugs, environmental 
pollution



Your first priority is to stimulate the vagus nerve

Why?

Clients with this kind of chronic inflammation are 
often sensitive to foods and supplements

There are non-food/nutrient suggestions for 
stimulating the vagus nerve

A TENS + EMS machine has been studied to 
stimulate the vagus nerve

It stimulates the cortex to then stimulate the 
vagus nerve to have normal function



Study
Stimulating the tragus (left ear side) is known 
as transcutaneous auricular vagus nerve 
stimulation (taVNS)

18 healthy volunteers used a TENS + EMS 
machine with an ear clip at 500 μs 25 HZ for 
60 sec (repeated 3 times over 6 min) on 
either the tragus or the earlobe (as a control)

Conclusion: Stimulation of the tragus 
activates the brain impulses to the vagal 
nerve pathway 



Clients may be too sensitive for 
nutrients, foods and supplements, 
including those for the vagus nerve

Vagus nerve stimulation may be the 
place to start 

And transcutaneous vagus nerve 
stimulation may be the way to go



For clients on thyroid medication

In order for the vagus nerve to support 
HCL and enzymes, it requires TRH 
(thyrotropin-releasing hormone)

TRH is produced by neurons in the 
hypothalamus that stimulate the release 
of TSH (thyroid-stimulating hormone)

Being on a medication like Synthroid 
means this process for TRH and TSH does 
not happen

This reduces the ability of the vagus nerve 
to stimulate HCL and enzymes and to help 
gut motility 



Other Ways
Splashing cold water on the face – they 
do not know why

Humming, speaking – vocal cords 
connected to the vagus nerve

Slow, rhythmic breathing from the 
diaphragm

Meditation, deep breathing and other 
stress–reduction techniques

Exercise

Cold therapy



High-intensity exercise was shown to improve 
vagal tone better than moderate-intensity 
exercise in people with chronic heart failure 

However, even light exercise like walking has 
been shown to help

Too much high-intensity exercise without 
proper recovery time will impede 
improvement and could cause injury –
activating inflammatory pathways



Foods for the vagus nerve:

Omega-3 foods

Fermented foods (and probiotic 
supplements)

Tryptophan-rich foods

Zinc-rich foods

Prebiotic foods as part of a gut protocol



The key to these strategies is to 
understand they need to be repeated 
throughout the day

Can’t just hum once a day

Share all the strategies with a client to 
help them create a plan 

This can be an important part of 
reducing their chronic inflammation



For more information about TENS + EMS machines for the vagus nerve:

Best TENS Unit for Vagus Nerve Stimulation (2023) - Optimize Health 365

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hVUd2a3Hawg

Ten minute routine for stimulating the vagus nerve

https://optimizehealth365.com/best-tens-unit-for-vagus-nerve-stimulation/buyers-guide/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hVUd2a3Hawg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zUx5kLFyx-M
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