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The Benefits of Breathing Exercises
In order to understand why breathing exercises are 
so important and beneficial to our health, it is 
necessary to take a quick look at our body and brain. 
In this case, we’re going to focus on the autonomic 
nervous system. Your autonomic nervous system is 
made up of two parts; the sympathetic nervous 
system and the parasympathetic nervous system.

The sympathetic nervous system is better known as 
your ‘fight or flight’ response. When things get  
stressful, the system alerts us to this stress and  
activates the stress response mechanisms within our 
bodies1. 

The primary role of the parasympathetic nervous 
system is to turn off the sympathetic nervous system 
and to support self-regulating physiological  
functions. An essential feature of the parasympathetic nervous system is the vagus 
nerve. This nerve is the longest cranial nerve in the body (nerve coming from the brain). 
The term ‘vagus’ means ‘wandering’ in Latin; the vagus nerve is named for the way it 
wanders throughout your body, connecting your brainstem to many parts of your body2.

One of the main features of the vagus nerve is to counteract your fight or flight system. 
When the vagus nerve is stimulated, you feel calmer and clearer. By stimulating the 
vagus nerve you can develop a healthy stress response and become more resilient in the 
face of stressful situations3. 

Learning to pay attention to your vagal ‘tone’ means paying attention to the activity of 
your vagus nerve. You want to try to stimulate the vagus nerve; research has shown that 
there is a positive relationship between having a high vagal tone and experiencing 
positive emotions and good physical health. This operates in a feedback loop meaning 
that by increasing your vagal tone, your physical and mental health will improve, and 
vice versa4.

There are a range of activities that can stimulate the vagus nerve and that positively 
contribute to its tone. These include things like mindfulness, meditation and breath 
exercises5.
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