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The vagus nerve is so named because it “wanders” like a vagabond, sending out sensory 
fibers from your brainstem to your visceral organs. The vagus nerve, the longest of the 
cranial nerves, controls your inner nerve center—the parasympathetic nervous system. And 
it oversees a vast range of crucial functions, communicating motor and sensory impulses to 
every organ in your body. New research has revealed that it may also be the missing link to 
treating chronic inflammation, and the beginning of an exciting new field of treatment for 
serious, incurable diseases.1  
 
One of the 12 pairs of cranial nerves, the vagus nerve is also called the wandering nerve 
because it meanders in a zigzag pattern from the brain and its fibers spread to the tongue, 
pharynx, vocal chords, lungs, heart, stomach, and intestines. As a major nerve of the 
parasympathetic system, it slows the heart rate and stimulates bowel activity.1 It is the 
tenth cranial nerve and interacts with the parasympathetic control of the heart, lungs and 
digestive system. It is the longest nerve of the autonomic nervous system and was 
previously known as the pneumogastric nerve. One of the tasks of the vagus nerve is 
to mediate the lowering of the heart rate.4 

 

Because the vagus nerve supplies motor parasympathetic fibers to every organ from 
the neck down to the second segment of the transverse colon (except the adrenal glands), 
its effect can be far reaching. Stress can raise the body’s level of epinephrine and 
norepinephrine, which stimulates the sympathetic nervous system to over-ride the 
parasympathetic nervous system, of which the vagus nerve is the main component. When 
the vagus nerve is affected in this way, people can experience palpitations, tachycardia, or 
premature ventricular contractions (PVCs). These are extra, abnormal heartbeats that begin 
in one of the heart’s two ventricles. Patients describe vagus nerve induced palpitations as a 
thud, a fluttery sensation, or a skipped beat. The sensation varies depending on the point 
during the heart’s normal rhythm that the vagus nerve fires. In many cases, this becomes a 
vicious cycle where the anxiety caused by the missed heartbeat further exacerbates the 
fight between the sympathetic nervous system and the parasympathetic nervous system, 
leading to more palpitations.2 

 

Gastrointestinal bloating, indigestion, loose stools, shortness of breath, and hiccups can also 
be caused by an overstimulation of the vagus nerve, because branches of the nerve 
innervate the GI tract, diaphragm, and lungs.2 

 
So how does the vagus nerve get irritated in the first place? Any kind of GI distress can put 
pressure on the nerve and irritate it, with a hiatal hernia being a frequent culprit. Poor 
posture along with muscular imbalances can also cause the vagus nerve to misfire, as can 
excess alcohol or spicy foods. Stress can inflame the nerve, along with fatigue and anxiety.2 

 

What can YOU do about this ectopic heartbeat vagus nerve palpitations connection?4 
With all types of treatment, there is stuff you can add to your lifestyle and stuff you can take 
out off your life. Here are 10 tips to relieve or stop your ectopic heartbeats. 
 



1. Simple breathing exercise. A study showed that by slowing down patients breathing 
the ectopic heartbeats were reduced notably. In the study, patients were instructed 
to slow down their breaths from about 15 breaths per minutes to about 6 breaths 
per minute, by taking 5 seconds to breathe in, and 5 seconds to breathe out, and the 
number of ectopic heartbeats dropped significantly. Dr Sanjay Gupta explains the 
exercise and the study in one of his York Cardiology videos. 
 

2. Reduce or stop alcohol intake. Alcohol is a stimulant and can contribute to the onset 
of AFIB but also ectopic heartbeats. With stimulants, you have to know how your 
body reacts to it. What works for me may not work for you. Too much alcohol will 
not only be bad for you but can put you in AFIB and increase your ectopic 
heartbeats. 
 

3. Burping. To take the pressure off your vagus nerve due to bloating of your stomach, 
you can burp/bring up gas. There are many over the counter products that will break 
up gas and prompt burping. This can bring immediate relief in most cases if your 
ectopic heartbeat vagus nerve connection is your main problem. 
 

4. Stress Less. If you have been checked out by your doctor and he says your heart is 
OK, then believe him! If you are stressed your heart goes faster, and you can “feel” 
your heart more, then you stress more. You see the cycle? One of the most common 
links between people who have ectopic heartbeats is the fact that they have health-
related anxiety. Stress can be a trigger of ectopic heartbeats. Something that I 
learned from my grandmother is, sit down, make a cup of Rooibos tea breathe in and 
relax. Rooibos tea has many “anti-stress” qualities because of it’s high magnesium 
levels, influence on cortisol levels, no caffeine content and antioxidant count. 
 

5. Keep your bowels moving. Constipation can lead to bloating and that will influence 
the vagus nerve. Taking a magnesium supplement can help with better bowel 
movement. If you have regular bowel movements you decrease the chance that your 
vagus nerve gets irritated. 
 

6. Chew your food. You need your food broken down in your stomach, otherwise, 
it causes constipation and bloating. To assist with the breakdown of food you need 
enzymes. When you chew your food properly it releases those enzymes in the saliva 
that break down food. The other spinoff, of chewing your food properly, is that you 
eat longer and then you do not eat that much. Your brain gets the time to report 
that you are full. 
 

7. Change your posture. A study showed that patients had more vagal ectopic 
heartbeats when they were lying on their right side. People could also feel ectopic 
heartbeats when they were lying on their backs and left side. So be prepared to 
“feel” those HARD and skipped beats when you lie down. I have experienced it and it 
was no joke. I jolted up sometimes and in most cases, it helped. But you have to go 
to sleep sometime? Convincing myself that everything would be OK was difficult. 
Praying and believing that I was alright and saved in any case was a big reassurance. 



Going to bed very tired also helps, because you then you do not think that much and 
just fall asleep. 
 

8. Get more Magnesium. About 50 to 80% of Americans are deficient in magnesium. 
The value of magnesium for the correct functioning of your heart is immense. There 
is proof that increased levels of magnesium will help curb your ectopic heartbeats. In 
a study done at Coração Universidade de São Paulo, “Symptom improvement was 
achieved in 93.3% of patients” who used the magnesium pidolate for 30 days. Dr 
Sanjay Gupta also made a video about “Magnesium works for Ectopic heartbeats” 
and this study. Your ectopic heartbeat vagus nerve palpitations my drop significantly 
if you get in more magnesium. 
 

9. Eliminate Caffeine. This is the only way to find out if caffeine has an influence on 
your ectopic heartbeat vagus nerve palpitations. Sorry to say but there’s caffeine in 
chocolate, and not just coffee. If you suffer a lot from ectopics it may be a good idea 
to do a small test on yourself. Count your ectopics when you consume caffeine in 
normal everyday life. Then cut out all caffeine for 30 days and monitor your ectopic 
heartbeats. Try drinking Rooibos tea for a month, and see if there is a difference. 
This simple test will help you immensely. 

 
10. Do not overindulge. You must treat your stomach with respect! Due to the vagus 

nerve, there is a very strong connection between your stomach and your heart. An 
uncomfortable stomach can trigger ectopic heartbeats. An overfull stomach can 
trigger ectopic heartbeats. Stomach issues like indigestion, GERD or ulcer causes 
irritation that travels to the heart. This tip also relates to keeping your bowels 
moving and not irritating your stomach with indigestion. 

 

Helping an irritated vagus nerve in general:2 

 

• During an attack, patients often find that moving, stretching and/or burping can 
relieve the pressure and calm the heart. 
 

• During an episode of tachycardia, vagal maneuvers can be used to slow the heart 
rate. These simple maneuvers stimulate the vagus nerve to slow down the electrical 
impulses through the atrioventricular (AV) node of the heart. Vagal maneuvers that 
you can try to slow a speedy heart rate include: Herbal formulas that support 
digestion (and calm the heart) along with probiotics and digestive enzymes can really 
help remove the GI inflammation that is part of this syndrome. 

 
• Gagging 
• Holding your breath and bearing down (Valsalva maneuver) 
• Immersing your face in ice-cold water (diving reflex) 
• Coughing 

 
• Likewise, diaphragmatic breathing, yoga, and meditation help the parasympathetic 

nervous system over-ride the sympathetic nervous system and calm the vagus nerve. 
 



Key Points:1 

THE VAGUS NERVE PREVENTS INFLAMMATION. 
A certain amount of inflammation after injury or illness is normal. But an overabundance is 
linked to many diseases and conditions, from sepsis to the autoimmune condition 
rheumatoid arthritis. The vagus nerve operates a vast network of fibers stationed like spies 
around all your organs. When it gets a signal for incipient inflammation—the presence of 
cytokines or a substance called tumor necrosis factor (TNF)—it alerts the brain and draws 
out anti-inflammatory neurotransmitters that regulate the body’s immune response. 
 
2. IT HELPS YOU MAKE MEMORIES. 
A University of Virginia study in rats showed that stimulating their vagus nerves 
strengthened their memory. The action released the neurotransmitter norepinephrine into 
the amygdala, which consolidated memories. Related studies were done in humans, 
suggesting promising treatments for conditions like Alzheimer’s disease. 
 
3. IT HELPS YOU BREATHE. 
The neurotransmitter acetylcholine, elicited by the vagus nerve, tells your lungs to breathe. 
It’s one of the reasons that Botox—often used cosmetically—can be potentially dangerous, 
because it interrupts your acetylcholine production. You can, however, also stimulate your 
vagus nerve by doing abdominal breathing or holding your breath for four to eight counts. 
 
4. IT'S INTIMATELY INVOLVED WITH YOUR HEART. 
The vagus nerve is responsible for controlling the heart rate via electrical impulses to 
specialized muscle tissue—the heart’s natural pacemaker—in the right atrium, where 
acetylcholine release slows the pulse. By measuring the time between your individual heart 
beats, and then plotting this on a chart over time, doctors can determine your heart rate 
variability, or HRV. This data can offer clues about the resilience of your heart and vagus 
nerve. 
 
5. IT INITIATES YOUR BODY'S RELAXATION RESPONSE. 
When your ever-vigilant sympathetic nervous system revs up the fight or flight responses—
pouring the stress hormone cortisol and adrenaline into your body—the vagus nerve tells 
your body to chill out by releasing acetylcholine. The vagus nerve’s tendrils extend to many 
organs, acting like fiber-optic cables that send instructions to release enzymes and proteins 
like prolactin, vasopressin, and oxytocin, which calm you down. People with a stronger 
vagus response may be more likely to recover more quickly after stress, injury, or illness. 
 
6. IT TRANSLATES BETWEEN YOUR GUT AND YOUR BRAIN. 
Your gut uses the vagus nerve like a walkie-talkie to tell your brain how you’re feeling via 
electric impulses called “action potentials". Your gut feelings are very real. 
 
7. OVERSTIMULATION OF THE VAGUS NERVE IS THE MOST COMMON CAUSE OF FAINTING. 
If you tremble or get queasy at the sight of blood or while getting a flu shot, you’re not 
weak. You’re experiencing “vagal syncope.” Your body, responding to stress, overstimulates 
the vagus nerve, causing your blood pressure and heart rate to drop. During extreme 
syncope, blood flow is restricted to your brain, and you lose consciousness. But most of the 
time you just have to sit or lie down for the symptoms to subside. 



 
8. ELECTRICAL STIMULATION OF THE VAGUS NERVE REDUCES INFLAMMATION AND MAY 
INHIBIT IT ALTOGETHER. 
Neurosurgeon Kevin Tracey was the first to show that stimulating the vagus nerve can 
significantly reduce inflammation. Results on rats were so successful, he reproduced the 
experiment in humans with stunning results. The creation of implants to stimulate the vagus 
nerve via electronic implants showed a drastic reduction, and even remission, in rheumatoid 
arthritis—which has no known cure and is often treated with the toxic drugs—hemorrhagic 
shock, and other equally serious inflammatory syndromes. 
 
9. VAGUS NERVE STIMULATION HAS CREATED A NEW FIELD OF MEDICINE. 
Spurred on by the success of vagal nerve stimulation to treat inflammation and epilepsy, a 
burgeoning field of medical study, known as bioelectronics, may be the future of medicine. 
Using implants that deliver electric impulses to various body parts, scientists and doctors 
hope to treat illness with fewer medications and fewer side effects. 
 
How to Activate the Vagus Nerve on Your Own to help with anxiety?3 
Vagus nerve stimulation can be turned on easily though a number of breathing and 
relaxation techniques: 
 
•Deep/slow belly breathing. 
•Cold water face immersion after exercise 
•Filling the mouth with saliva and submerging your tongue to trigger a hyper-relaxing vagal 
  response. 
•Loud gargling with water 
•Loud singing 
 
To practice deep breathing, inhale through your nose and exhale through your mouth. 
Remember to: 
 
•Breathe more slowly. 
•Breathe more deeply, from the belly. 
•Exhale longer than you inhale. 
 
Cold Water 
Physical exercise causes an increase in sympathetic activity (HPA axis - fight/flight, stress 
response), along with parasympathetic withdrawal (resting, digesting, healing, immune 
system), resulting in higher heart rates (HR). Studies have found that cold water face 
immersion appears to be a simple and efficient means of immediately accelerating post-
exercise parasympathetic reactivation via the vagus nerve, stimulating the reduction of 
heart rate, motility of the intestines, and turns on the immune system. It is also effective in 
a non-exercise environment to activate the vagus nerve. In cold-water face immersion, 
subjects remained seated and bend their head forward into a basin of cold water. The face 
is immersed so that the forehead, eyes, and at least two-thirds of both cheeks were 
submerged. Water temperature was kept at 10-12°C. 
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