

Anna Ferguson



THE VAGUS NERVE RESET

Train your body to heal stress, trauma and anxiety

[image: Penguin Random House]



For Damian, my Anam Cara, the keeper of my heart and soul




Preface

MY STORY: A ROLLER COASTER OF EMOTIONS

When I was ten years old, I was in a roller coaster accident that changed the course of my life. Although I was barely tall enough to reach the minimum allowable height on the measuring tape that afternoon, I was excited beyond words for my first roller coaster experience. Over the years, my two older sisters had enjoyed this thrill – while I watched from a distance. Not this time! I received the nod of approval and began to eagerly climb the stairs, my sisters and dad in tow.

I was a naturally adventurous and curious child. There was nothing I loved more than a challenge – and what could be more challenging than a scary roller coaster ride? Once seated and buckled in, despite my brave face, I found myself terrified. This fear felt different from other fears that I had experienced before – made more intense by the fact that I couldn’t change my mind. Fortunately, my older sister was in the seat behind me: her presence made me feel a little more safe and calm.

The ride started off slowly, with the rhythmic sounds of the cart moving over tracks. We quickly picked up speed as we entered the first corner. I closed my eyes tight and repeated to myself, ‘This is fun’ – even though deep down it didn’t feel that way.

After we’d swept around that first corner, I tentatively opened my eyes and turned to glimpse my dad and other sister in the cart behind. Then our cart jerked around another corner and accelerated down a dip. When I turned to face forwards again, I saw that the cart ahead of us had come to a stop. However, ours didn’t seem to be slowing down. It kept gaining speed. Next thing, we slammed directly into the cart in front. Upon impact, my body was involuntarily propelled forwards, causing the seatbelt to dig painfully into my chest.

Our cart immediately began to reverse quite rapidly for a few seconds (there was a big gap between us and Dad’s cart), then proceeded to hurtle forwards once more. Everything happened so fast that I thought it was all planned – part of the ride. It was as if the ride had morphed into a kind of dodgem and our cart had done a run-up ready to dislodge the cart in front. We rammed into it again and this time came to a complete halt.

Upon the second impact, time stood still, as though I’d entered a dream. In this dream I was safe and nothing in the world was wrong. Faintly, I could hear howls of pain but they were a long way off. If I stayed perfectly still, then hopefully whatever scary thing was causing those howls couldn’t touch me.

‘Are you okay?’ – it was Dad’s voice; he had climbed out from the cart behind us and made his way down the roller coaster tracks. The moment his face appeared in front of me, my bubble burst open. The quiet, distant sounds in my dream suddenly changed to roaring in my ears, and with that came the terrifying realisation that I could barely breathe.

Terror gripped me. Every fibre of my being screamed to get out of there. Frantically, I tried to wriggle myself free, but my seatbelt was so tight across my chest that I couldn’t move at all. I was trapped.

Over the course of the next several hours I dipped in and out of my dream-like state. Whenever I became lucid, all around there was a hum of activity. I would find myself watching helicopters fly over, scaffolding being erected; paramedics appeared, placed an oxygen mask on my face and then disappeared. Eventually, my sister and I were extracted from the cart, strapped into stretchers and carried back down to solid ground.

Some days later, it was explained to me that it was a mechanical malfunction that had caused the cart ahead of us to stop. A number of people were taken to hospital but were discharged the same day. My sister and I had sustained the worst injuries. It would be a month before I returned home.

My injuries were primarily internal: a lacerated spleen, dislocated shoulder and – the most serious of all – my heart had been damaged. It had been bruised (myocardial contusion) by the impact. At first, the main concern was the potential of heart attack. Thankfully that didn’t happen, but my heart rate was – and remains – in a seriously elevated state.

After I was moved from Emergency and on to the ward, my family brought me a bag of my clothes and my most comforting and beloved possession – my red Teletubby, Po. I always had it by my side at night in bed. During the month I was in hospital I had to undergo daily tests. There was also a surgical procedure to check whether or not there was a blockage in one of the arteries of my heart. Although Po accompanied me into the operating theatre, she didn’t make it out: no one could find her. This was a devastating blow to me, and one I didn’t let go of until long after my discharge from hospital.

Each day in hospital dragged: for a ten-year-old, a month feels like an eternity. But being allowed to go home was bittersweet as I had to take a heart monitor with me. I felt terribly self-conscious wearing it under my school clothes. The wires weren’t easily disguised. Also, for the next eight years I had frequent hospital appointments and physical tests.

Nowadays, when I focus on the accident my recollections are both incredibly vivid and, at the same time, incredibly vague. I can visualise certain moments, but then it’s like an eraser has been rubbed over the next part of the story, creating a disjointed and confusing timeline.

That feeling of confusion, of not having continuity and resolution, was ultimately what scared me the most, especially as a ten-year-old. It buried itself deep into my bones, so that every day I would carry the weight of feeling that I no longer made sense and that any control I’d had over myself and the world around me had been shattered. Once those feelings arrived, they made themselves at home without consent.

My mind was in total opposition, however, pretending and maintaining that there was absolutely nothing wrong, the experience hadn’t impacted me and that I didn’t need any sort of ‘special’ treatment. There was a constant battle being waged inside of me: my body versus my mind.

Slowly, a numbness crept through me and took over, dimming the physical, emotional and psychological pain of the whole experience and creating a steely exterior that protected me from myself as well as from the enquiries and expressions of concern from those around me. This protective bubble was impenetrable for the most part; it was only during sleep that I was unable to maintain my guard. Over and over again I would wake gasping for air, visited by overwhelming feelings of being trapped and wanting to get up and run away from the whole experience.

As time passed, my sense of helplessness and frustration grew. I viewed myself as strong, so why did I keep feeling pain or thinking dark thoughts? Things I considered that weak people did. The list of frustrations was never-ending and it included: the frequent hospital appointments, having to wear medical devices that didn’t fit in the pockets of my school trousers and having to answer questions about my state. At first, the frustration was directed at myself, but eventually it spilled over to being agitated and annoyed at everyone else – why were they making a big deal out of this? Why wouldn’t they treat me normally?

The after-effects of my physical injuries annoyed me too. Thanks to the permanent damage my heart had sustained, it was a struggle to keep up with any increase in energy expenditure. Even simple things like coughing or sneezing would raise my heart rate to over 200 beats per minute (a healthy heart rate for a 10-year-old is 60–100). Tiredness shadowed me: I couldn’t make it through a whole day of school, I couldn’t play sports and I couldn’t be the energetic kid I’d been before the accident.

It wasn’t long before I was fed up with being ‘the kid who’d been in a roller coaster accident’ and felt trapped by the person I’d become. What I wanted to do was reach back into the past to revive the former version of me, but I didn’t know where to even start. On that day back in spring, I’d gone from being energetic, outgoing and adventurous to exhausted, sullen and hyper-reactive.

The term or concept of ‘mental health’ was not something I had ever really thought about prior to the accident and I was unprepared for the struggles I went through. When I went to dark places in my mind, I didn’t understand. Nor did I know how to control my emotions. I didn’t even have access to the language needed to communicate clearly how I was feeling. As a consequence, I became scared of myself and the world around me. All I could do was try to reinforce that protective fortress I’d built as a defence. If I could hide my true feelings or emotions, that made me feel safer.

Statistically, the chance of being injured in a roller coaster accident is only 1 in 24 million, so it’s shocking that it happened to me. What is more shocking, however, is how widespread experiences of trauma have become. A recent survey found that a staggering 70 per cent of adults in the United States have experienced at least one traumatic event during their lifetimes. That amounts to roughly 223.4 million people – about one in three Americans.

For decades, the term ‘trauma’ has conjured up images of war, violence and terrifying natural disasters, all of which can be incredibly traumatic experiences that impact many people. Consequently, for most of my adolescence to young adulthood, I never considered that what I had experienced was traumatic. I hadn’t been to war, I hadn’t experienced violence and I hadn’t been through a natural disaster – to me, a roller coaster accident didn’t ‘qualify’. It wasn’t until I was in my early twenties that I was exposed to an expanded idea of trauma and identified that, yes, I had experienced it.

More than ten years after my accident, I gradually began to feel as though I made sense in the world – my feelings of disconnect; the dark, persistent thought patterns; the suffocating long nights of insomnia; and the fragmentation of who I thought I was and who I showed up as all finally began to make sense. I became ravenous for knowledge and information, which led me to my bachelor degree in Applied Science (Psychology). A springboard that I used to leap into a Graduate Diploma of Counselling. But it wasn’t enough – I felt as though I was only touching one side of a multidimensional problem. I went on to become a certified clinical anxiety treatment professional, health and nutrition coach, breathwork teacher and integrative somatic trauma therapist (the term ‘somatic’ originates from the Greek word soma, meaning ‘body’, and essentially refers to anything relating to – or affecting – the body).

Bringing together all of these science-based modalities, practices, theories and resources that I immersed myself in was an organic process out of which I created a truly integrative and holistic new therapeutic approach for anxiety, stress and trauma. I used this new-found knowledge to gradually understand myself and, over time, bring myself back into my body and reclaim my mental health. Along the way, I insatiably built up my knowledge base, which is now my passion to share.




Introduction

Welcome to The Vagus Nerve Reset. Whatever has brought you here, I hope that the information held within these pages will help you reclaim your sense of self, happiness and vitality. I know how difficult it can be to feel like your past experiences, anxiety and stress are getting the better of you – that hollow feeling that sits within you making everything a question mark in your mind; the exhausting inability to relax, the constant buzz of thoughts and worries; the fatigue that follows you like a dark cloud after almost any social interaction; the feeling of intense overwhelm from certain noises, smells, tastes and sensations; the confusion that comes from being unable to connect your feelings to words; the distance you feel from other people and the world around you, like something has been lost inside of you – I know because I’ve been there too. But the honest truth is, you have the innate capacity and power to heal and overcome.

By picking up this book, you have taken the first step on your healing journey, embracing the path to somatic (of or relating to the body) therapies, committing to understanding your nervous system and learning how your vagus nerve influences your energy, mood and physical and emotional health every day.

HEALING AND RECOVERY ARE POSSIBLE

Your past experiences are held within your body, physiology and nervous system (which we will build our understanding of in Chapter 1), and your past continues to influence your present and future experiences. But you have the power to find the keys to true healing and self-reclamation. In doing so, you will release anxiety, brain fog and imposter syndrome as well as physical issues such as inflammation and gut issues – all of which can be signs of a nervous system out of balance.

Your body has the innate capacity to process, release and return to a state of safety and connection. We have traditionally focused on mind first – the mind being our innate human-ness. Humans are unique because of our ability to be cognitive, right? But what if I told you that we have this ‘intelligence’ the wrong way around? That in order to truly process the ills that arise when we are stuck in our heads, we need to turn inwards and listen to our bodies, and learn to connect to the innate wisdom we hold there. We have to process fully the experiences that have crystallised in our behaviours and caused us so much pain and anguish through trying to ‘understand’ them. What if we could tune into our greatest self-healing power by learning to harness the immense potential of the vagus nerve? To help us consciously and deliberately process, release and heal the stresses and traumas that we have been through? This book will show you how.

As a somatic therapist, I have worked with thousands of people from all over the world who have suffered from chronic anxiety, depression and trauma. Through my journey of self-discovery, I’ve come to realise that wellness can be achieved in various ways. However, it is through my own painful and traumatic experiences that I have been motivated to seek out a new way of being in the world, a way that is unapologetically vulnerable, yet also authentic and resilient. It became my mission to share, support and guide others to also discover their own truths and sense of self. I have witnessed first-hand how tools and techniques, like the ones I’ll teach you in this book, can help you to heal, grow and even flourish. I have had the honour of holding space and watching so many people unfurl and free themselves from their past painful experiences and seemingly never-ending daily symptoms.

So, how did I acquire the skills and knowledge to be able to help so many people? It started with my own experiences.

ABOUT ME

I was in an accident when I was ten years old which changed my life – and altered my nervous system. I shifted from being an outgoing, adventurous and energetic child, to feeling disconnected and constantly at war with my body and mind.

Without having proper understanding, guidance and tools, this led to a chaotic period in young adulthood, leaving me exhausted and frustrated with myself and the mental health system. After an undulating healing journey where, over time, I pieced together my own somatic healing toolkit, I began to use my body as a way of healing what I thought were the problems of my mind. I qualified as a Somatic Healing Practitioner and in this book, you now have access to the incredible healing programme I use with my clients.

The moment that changed the course of my life was the moment I learned to consciously bring attention and self-awareness to my physiological experience. Once I began to see my body as a resource and vehicle for processing my emotions – identifying them and giving myself the time and space needed in order for them to emerge naturally rather than trying to suppress or escape whatever those feelings were – I was then able to acknowledge and honour my pain and start my healing journey. Now you can too.

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

In this book we will explore how our nervous system works and how we can nurture it to positively influence our health, mood and behaviour. We will uncover how the nervous system’s responses impact our perceptions and learn strategies to redefine these in order to balance those responses and create a new harmonious reality.

In Part 1, we look at the nervous system as a whole, to begin to understand how significantly it influences every bodily system and dictates our mind’s landscape, without us even being aware! You will learn about polyvagal theory, the underlying principle of how our nervous system regulates our feelings of safety and consequently how we respond to our experiences in the world. We’ll of course meet the star of the show, the vagus nerve, and delve into the detail of exactly what this awe-inspiring nerve network does for our body and mind and how incredible it is that we can consciously choose to soothe our nervous system, as long as we know how. You will begin to learn about the power of somatic healing tools (and what ‘somatic therapy’ is), and the myriad challenges that the modern world presents for our health and well-being. This will give you the foundation of understanding to then be able to confidently move through the healing Vagus Nerve Reset Programme (see page 91).

The Reset Programme in Part 2 will teach you exactly how to access and nurture the systems within you. Learn about the power of breath, touch, movement and intention and how to build these key pillars into your life. The Reset Programme shows you how to use these tools on a daily basis, to bring more balance to your every day.

THE INVITATION

What is offered to you in this book is an opportunity to reclaim your space in this world. To reclaim your voice, reclaim ownership over your body, your thoughts, your decisions and the way in which you live.

Living with trauma, stress and/or anxiety can feel as though it robs you of the above. You might have the sensation that you are simply a passenger in your own body. Choices don’t feel like real choices, and instead become ultimatums that fill your mind with worry and fear.

Often when we experience big life events, traumatic experiences or chronic and ongoing stress or anxiety, the desire is to return to life ‘before’. To once again be the person you remember yourself to be.

Unfortunately, returning to who you once were is not an option. You are different; you have lived through experiences that have changed you. Perhaps you may be thinking that these experiences have changed you for the worse, but I want you to invite in the idea that, regardless of why or how change has occurred, it is an inevitable part of life.

Every single cell in your body is vibrating and changing as you read this. Tiny cells in your blood live for between 3 and 120 days, while the cells lining your gut live for only about a week. Every single day 330 billion cells in your body are replaced, which is approximately 1 per cent of all of the cells that you’re made of.

You cannot see this constant renewal, nor can you feel it, but without the ever-present turnover of cells in your body you would no longer be alive.

The ‘you’ that you yearn to return to is no longer physiologically available. So how can you ever reclaim yourself?

The process of reclamation is also a journey of rediscovery. It’s the action of releasing and letting go of the idea of who you think you are or used to be, in order to continue to meet yourself again and again.

It’s the process of grieving who you once were in order to welcome in who you truly are.

It’s the process of reconnecting with parts of yourself that you had written off or kept hidden in order to step into a space of acceptance and compassion.

KNOWLEDGE IS POWER

There is a lot of information in these pages and some of the nervous system detail may feel complex at first. Reread these sections and familiarise yourself with the language and soon it will become something that you instinctively understand as second nature.

While you don’t have to be able to remember all of the details, in order for this knowledge to be powerful it needs to be acted on. Yes, knowledge is power – it empowers you to make informed decisions; it enhances your understanding of yourself, others and situations; and ultimately, it increases your chance of being successful in pursuing many of your goals. But that knowledge – and this applies to anything that you learn – can only truly become powerful when there is an action that follows from this expansion.

It is through wholeheartedly immersing yourself in the Reset Programme and incorporating these practical exercises regularly that you will grow your connection with your body and explore new ways to heal from trauma, anxiety and stress. This will rekindle your innate capacity to feel safe, secure and at peace with yourself.

The Vagus Nerve Reset is intended to be your resource kit to help you navigate the many challenges of daily life. I’d love you to use it as your companion on your journey, scribble in the margins, highlight what resonates with you, carry it with you as a daily prompt to put yourself first. Consider this book your gateway to a new understanding and appreciation of your body and its incredible ability to heal.

These insights into the inner workings of your nervous system are vital in your progress to healing and overcoming stress, anxiety and trauma. But more importantly, it’s going to be the actions that you take in light of this knowledge that will ultimately create powerful shifts in your life.

Although this is a reset programme, there is no set time frame; view it as the beginning of a long-term, lifelong commitment to listening to and understanding your body, and forging communication links where they may not currently exist. Remember, there’s no need to rush. Take your time as you read, to digest and process all the new ideas and resources.

Make a pact with yourself to return to the book regularly, tracking as the Reset Programme outlines, so that you can begin to notice shifts in awareness and experience, and take conscious action on what you are learning. This will ensure that you get the most out of this book and will help you integrate its wisdom into your daily life.

It is my hope that you will find the same freedom and healing that I have experienced on my own journey of discovery. I am here to guide you on this path and hold space for you as we explore what it means to be human, and how we can collectively heal ourselves from trauma, anxiety and stress.




Part 1



YOUR NERVOUS SYSTEM




1.

Polyvagal Theory: The New Nervous System

Knowing what I know now about my nervous system, if I could go back in time and speak to myself as a ten-year-old in a professional capacity, I would explain that my nervous system was in acute distress. I would tell myself that the nervous system is designed to adapt to our environment and, when it cannot adapt, it goes into survival mode and shuts down. I would explain to myself that this was happening for me in a very real sense every day as my body tried to cope with the pain and shock of the experience and damage I had sustained.

Out of all my injuries and diagnoses, the trauma that had impacted my nervous system was the part of me that went unnoticed, despite the best of intentions. As a result, my physical injuries healed, but the trauma I had experienced remained – leaving me feeling like a stranger in my own body and mind for many years.

Luckily today, we now understand and know how important the nervous system is in healing, regulating and maintaining our health and well-being, and have developed tools and techniques to work with it.

So, let’s start to explore our nervous system.

WHAT IS THE NERVOUS SYSTEM?

The nervous system is a web of nerves and specialised cells called neurons that transmit signals throughout the body – it is essentially the body’s electrical wiring.

This system carries messages to and from your brain and spinal cord to various parts of your body. You can think of your nervous system like a Wi-Fi network – you can’t see it, but it’s always there working behind the scenes to make sure that you’re able to send and receive messages.

When the network is functioning optimally, the messages being sent are crisp and clear, allowing your heart to beat, your bowel movements to take place regularly and your immune system to fight off infection. You need a solid connection in order for these messages to be sent and received accurately, then necessary change or action is taken by the receiving organ or body part. Every single vital function of the human body is regulated by your nervous system, from your breathing to your heart rate. Without your nervous system, you would simply cease to exist!

Let’s geek out a little bit more on the nervous system so we can truly understand what’s going on beneath the surface. The nervous system is made up of two structures:


	1. The central nervous system: this is your brain, spinal cord and nerves.

	2. The peripheral nervous system: made up of everything outside of your brain and spinal cord.



If we peel the onion another layer further, you can split the peripheral nervous system into two divisions:


	2a. The somatic nervous system: your voluntary division. This is all the nerves that connect the brain and spinal cord to the muscles and sensory receptors in your skin. The somatic nervous system controls all the processes that are managed by you thinking about them, such as walking.

	2b. The autonomic nervous system: your involuntary division. This is where all of the baseline and vital processes of the human body take place; think heartbeat, blood pressure and breathing. All of these processes happen without you having to think about them. They are automatic processes that are regulated – i.e. managed – by the autonomic nervous system.



When we talk about your nervous system in this book, we are talking about the autonomic nervous system (ANS).

The autonomic nervous system: the backbone of life

The ANS is responsible for a large portion of what you feel, express and think and even your behaviours. All of these processes are driven by unconscious patterns: these lie within the ANS and are then expressed externally through automatic responses that you are familiar with in your day-to-day life. Most of the functions of the ANS, such as maintaining and regulating your heart rate, digestion, respiratory rate, sexual arousal, urination and the dilation and contraction of your pupils in your eyes, happen unconsciously. These functions are vital in maintaining your survival and health, and they take place all without you having to think about them (too much).

The ANS is regulated via integrated reflexes through the brain stem, spinal cord and organs. It’s also responsible for reflex actions like coughing, swallowing, vomiting and sneezing – all crucial functions of the human body!

Your ANS is tasked with the not-so-basic responsibility of maintaining the state of ‘homeostasis’, which is a fancy word for how our bodies and brains balance all of the different systems within us in order for us to survive and function correctly. The ANS does this by shifting our physiology to adapt to different environments and situations by regulating our internal state, behaviour and body movement. For example, if your ANS recognises that you are too hot, then a number of physiological changes occur (opening up of blood vessels, increased breathing rate – usually through an open mouth – and sweating), which are often coupled with a number of behavioural changes (moving out of the sunshine, splashing cold water on the face, drinking water, and so on). Pretty big job, right?

Like many things in life, it’s easy to take our ANS for granted. It’s something that we don’t have to think about; it ticks along in the


THE VAGUS NERVE




	1. The ventral (front) vagal pathway is associated with social engagement, connection and safety. For example, when you’re spending time with people you enjoy and you feel relaxed and comfortable.

	2. The dorsal (back) vagal pathway is associated with states of shutdown and immobilisation, withdrawal, disassociation and disconnection. For example, this can manifest as a feeling of being emotionally detached or disconnected from yourself or your surroundings, similar to a turtle retracting into its shell for protection.









POLYVAGAL THEORY





	1. Mobilisation – this is the activation of the sympathetic, fight-or-flight response.

	2. Immobilisation – this is the activation of the dorsal vagal system where you find the freeze, collapse or shutdown response.

	3. Social engagement – this is your ventral vagal system or parasympathetic nervous system that is activated when you feel relaxed and safe.





Mobilisation (fight-or-flight, hyperarousal)




	• agitation, irritability or frustration

	• feeling restless and/or fidgeting, unable to sit still

	• feeling like you need to escape

	• physical aggression or feelings of anger

	• hypervigilance, looking for risks or possible danger

	• inability to focus or concentrate

	• unwanted and intrusive thoughts

	• feelings of fear, anxiety or stress



Immobilisation (shutdown, dorsal vagal, hypoarousal)





	• a ‘freeze’ response

	• feeling numb, dissociated or disconnected

	• daydreaming or ‘zoning out’

	• brain fog and/or exhaustion

	• dulled senses

	• being very quiet or withdrawn

	• socially isolating yourself

	• finding it difficult to make decisions

	• difficulty remembering events or things






Ventral vagal (parasympathetic)





	• It regulates a stable heart rate and prevents unhealthily irregular heart rhythms. It accomplishes this by secreting acetylcholine, a substance that slows down electrical impulses in the heart and in turn decreases its beating rate. This reduces your energy expenditure and also helps you feel calm and relaxed.

	• It oversees digestion. Your vagus nerve regulates the release of digestive enzymes as well as the movement of food through your digestive tract. It also acts as the communication link between your gut and your brain, and it signals when you’re feeling full after eating a meal. The health of your gut and digestive system can have a significant impact on your emotional and mental health. When your gut is content and healthy, this keeps your vagus nerve happy, as well as your brain.

	• It assists with the release of insulin from the pancreas and the production of bile from the liver. All of this allows you to gain important nutrients from your food, which gives you energy, strength and vitality, as well as expelling waste and any unwanted nasties from your body.

	• It regulates the muscles in your neck and throat to allow you to swallow and talk, which enables you to communicate effectively with others.

	• It controls inflammation so that you are able to maintain a healthy immune system.

	• It carries sensory information from the skin of the ear to the brain, allowing you to hear and process sounds.

	• It plays a major role in keeping your immune system in good order by regulating the production of antibodies.

	• It controls the muscles in your eyes and face to allow you to blink, smile or frown, enabling you to connect with others, make eye contact and change your facial expression.

	• It allows you to tune into other people’s voices and notice any alterations in their tones, too.





VAGAL TONE












MEASURING HEART RATE VARIABILITY







	• Crohn’s disease

	• irritable bowel syndrome/disease

	• Parkinson’s disease

	• epilepsy

	• type 2 diabetes

	• high blood pressure

	• cardiovascular disease

	• anxiety

	• depression

	• post-traumatic stress disorder
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