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LYNNE ROBINSON is one of the world’s most respected Pilates teachers. She is the founder of Body Control Pilates, which is seen as an international benchmark for safe and effective teaching. Her bestselling books include The Pilates Bible, Pilates for Life and Pilates for Pregnancy. She has also produced highly popular DVDs. In demand internationally, she frequently lectures at conferences throughout the world and has taught Pilates in countries as varied as the US, Japan, South Africa, Thailand and Australia.


www.bodycontrolpilates.com


SARAH CLENNELL trained with the Rambert Ballet School and the London School of Contemporary Dance. She trained as a fitness instructor before becoming a teacher trainer for aerobics teachers. She discovered Pilates after a back injury. Qualifying as a Body Control Pilates teacher in 1999, Sarah now teaches on our international teacher training team. In addition to Pilates and aerobics, she has taught Latin and Ballroom Dance, swimming and personal training, giving her 40 years of experience teaching movement!




[image: illustration]



Contents


INTRODUCTION


Your Weight


Chronic Stress


The Polyvagal Theory


Your Respiratory Health


Your Immune Health


A Balanced Life


THE PILATES EXPRESS PROGRAMME


Before You Begin — Tips for Good Pilates Practice


The New Fundamentals


Exercises for Respiratory Health


Exercises for a Healthy Immune System


Exercises for Strength and Flexibility


THE PILATES EXPRESS WORKOUTS


Morning Workouts — Wake-Up Workouts; Mat and Standing; Tips for Exercising Outdoors


Midday Workouts — Seated, Standing and Sit to Stand/Stand to Sit Workouts. Advice on Sit to Stand/Stand to Sit


Evening Workouts — Strength and Flexibility Workouts; Relaxing Workouts


Mindful Pilates Practice


Working Your Heart


Further Information


References


Acknowledgements




How to Use This Ebook


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.


Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.


You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.





Introduction


In this book, we hope to show you that enjoying good health and staying fit does not require hours in the gym. You can achieve this by moving more and, importantly, moving well, throughout your day.


The Pilates Express® programme has around 40 mini workouts, each designed for a specific part of your day: morning, midday and evening. The exercises, many brand new to Pilates, will make a huge difference to how you look and how you feel. But, perhaps most important of all, they will help you to stay healthy. We aim to restore balance in your body, making it resilient, flexible and strong enough, physically, mentally and emotionally, to tackle whatever life has in store.


Probably the single biggest obstacle to exercising regularly is lack of time. Setting aside an hour for a class may seem impossible, but ten minutes? That is surely doable. We show you simple ways to include more physical activity in your day, without having to schedule ‘exercise sessions’. Perfect for those of you who are intention rich, time poor! Our goal is to use the mini workouts to reset and rebalance your body. And, because balance in your body requires balance in your life, we’ll also look at small lifestyle changes that deliver big results.


MAXIMUM RESULTS IN MINIMUM TIME


The Pilates Express® programme will improve your strength and flexibility, toning every inch, streamlining your body. The exercises work on your posture, core stability and improve the efficiency of your breathing. These are things that Pilates is already famous for, but this time we are going further, deeper. We’re also going to look at simple ways to ensure your body can cope with stress better, explore ways to reduce chronic inflammation (a major cause of many diseases) and help your immune system function optimally.


If lack of time is not your obstacle to exercising, maybe lack of motivation is. Perhaps, at the end of the day, the couch and a box set beckons more than your exercise mat? However, if you ever needed a reason to start moving more, the recent pandemic was it! COVID-19 proved to be a mild illness for most, but for far too many, tragically, it was fatal. We have learnt the hard way about the importance of both being fit and a healthy weight. This did not guarantee survival, but it helped the odds. Many of us realised that we are not invincible, that we need to invest time now in our health to ensure we are fit enough to face any future challenges or illnesses.


Some elements of our lives are out of our control, yet others we can control. You can take steps to improve your health and wellbeing. How and when you exercise is within your control, so let’s make sure you’re doing it right.


“
‘Physical activity is the first requisite of happiness. Our interpretation of physical fitness is the attainment and maintenance of a uniformly developed body with a sound mind fully capable of naturally, easily, and satisfactorily performing our many and varied daily tasks with spontaneous zest and pleasure.’


JOSEPH PILATES,
——RETURN TO LIFE
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SIMPLY MOVE MORE – THE BENEFITS OF LITTLE & OFTEN



Unfortunately, only about 20 per cent of us are getting even a moderate level of regular exercise. And yet regular exercise, even walking, can reduce the risk of heart attack or stroke by a whopping 31 per cent. One study analysed 655,000 people and discovered that being active for a mere 11 minutes a day after the age of 40, added 1.8 years to life expectancy. If you exercise for an hour or more daily, that increases to an additional 4.2 years.


We are engineered to move not sit. Both the World Health Organization (WHO) and UK Chief Medical Officers identified that being sedentary has a profoundly negative effect on our health in their latest reports. Sitting has become the new smoking. We hope to show you how small bursts of exercise can be life changing, even life extending.


‘Prolonged sitting is harmful, even in people who achieve the recommended levels of Moderate – Vigorous Physical Activity.’1


UK CHIEF MEDICAL OFFICERS


Recent research also demonstrated the benefits of taking regular breaks from sitting for people with type 2 diabetes – even brief breaks improved 24-hour glucose levels and insulin sensitivity.2


The more health-conscious amongst you may already set aside a couple of hours a week to ‘exercise’. We certainly do not want you to stop coming to our Pilates classes! Nothing beats having a well-qualified teacher. However, the mini workouts show you how to make Pilates an integral part of your day. I treasure my two Pilates sessions with my teachers each week. They provide oases of calm between teaching, writing and grandmother duties. I am lucky that I do not have a desk job, but for those of you who work at a computer, how natural is it to sit at a desk all day and then ‘exercise’?


Our ancestors didn’t need to set aside ‘exercise’ time because their very survival involved vigorous activity all day, every day: hunting and gathering, building shelter, protecting family and territory. Our modern lives are very different. Now, all we hunt is the TV remote, and all we gather is that it was under the cushion where it always is! We are rarely challenged physically, unless through sport or exercise (or grandchildren). Even within my lifetime I have seen a dramatic change in daily activity. My grandmother used a mangle to dry the washing; a great workout for the arms. Shopping had to be carried as they never owned a car. I even remember having to help shovel coal into the coal bunker after school.


Combined with the advice on cardiovascular activities (here) the Pilates Express® programme will substantially increase your overall levels of physical activity. One of the important changes to the advice in the most recent WHO report is that your aerobic activity no longer needs to be a minimum of 10 minutes to be beneficial:


‘MVPA (Moderate – Vigorous Physical Activity) bouts of any duration now count towards these recommendations, reflecting new evidence to support the value of total physical activity volume, regardless of bout length.’3


WORLD HEALTH ORGANIZATION, 2020


While our workouts aim to tone and streamline, we also look at how to use exercise to get your immune and respiratory systems functioning well and explore ways to help you cope with stress better. Culminative chronic stress can influence your overall health and your weight. You will discover simple ways to reduce your stress levels and boost something called your Vagal Tone.
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What is different about Pilates Express®?



HOW DOES THE PROGRAMME WORK?


If there is one message in this book it is that we need to view exercise not as a chore to tick off a list, but as part and parcel of our daily lives. There is potential for moving more and better in almost everything we do.


In every workout we are taking multi-tasking to the extreme. You will read the instruction ‘simultaneously’ with many of the exercise directions. We have created new exercises by applying our New Fundamentals and our Eight Principles. You’ll also find variations of old favourites, which will challenge you in ways you cannot yet imagine. And we have cleverly combined exercises, not only to save time but to improve your co-ordination, movement, strength and flexibility.


For each exercise, we have identified specific challenges and benefits so that you are clear on what you are achieving. By challenging you physically we are encouraging your body to adapt, to become stronger, more mobile. Then if, in your daily activities, you need to reach and lift and twist, your body has the mobility and strength to manage it, with ease and without strain.


We have designed around 40 10-minute workouts for you to intersperse through your day, at work or at home. Each one is balanced and will get your muscles pumping, stimulating your lymphatic system while reminding you of good posture. By mobilising joints, we work on flexibility, by using the body’s own weight against gravity, we tone your whole body. Our controlled breathing practices will help your mood, lifting your spirits. Rather than doing a wide range of exercises in each workout, we focus on doing a few really well. Every breath, every movement counts. We want your 10-minute workouts to have an impact on how you feel, look, think and move for the remainder of the day.


“
‘Something old, something new, something borrowed, something to stop you being blue…’
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The Pilates Express® Day


Whenever you can, exercise outdoors. If you can find level ground, you can do the mat-based exercises, otherwise we’ve also given you lots of Standing Workouts.


MORNING WORKOUTS


These exercises stretch you out after sleep and energise you. Your posture will be set for the day. You’ll leave the house taller, more supple, breathing better, your mind focused, ready to face the day’s challenges. Most morning workouts will be mat-based, but you’ll find some Standing Workouts too.


MIDDAY WORKOUTS


Choose between Seated, Standing and Sit to Stand, Stand to Sit Workouts. Ideally, you would do the Standing Workouts, even better you would do them outside, in a forest. But we know that not everyone can leave their desks, so we’ve given you options.


The Seated Workouts will move your spine in every direction. It is very easy to forget good posture when you’re at work. If you are working from home, it can be worse still with some of us working on computers at the dining table, in armchairs or, heaven forbid, from bed. Your spine is compressed, the vertebrae may twist unnaturally, your neck strains. It is no wonder you may be experiencing backache and tension headaches! It can even impact your sleep as the change to your neck angle affects the joint that connects your jawbone and skull. This can change the position of your teeth, causing bruxism, or teeth grinding. Our 10-minute fixes will remind you of good posture, moving those joints which stiffen when you sit for too long. The breathing exercises will rejuvenate and calm you. The immunity exercises will keep your lymph flowing. Your afternoons will become as productive as your mornings! The Standing Workouts are great to do anywhere.


Then, for the first time, we are introducing the Sit to Stand, Stand to Sit (STS) Workouts. A study conducted in March 2015 found that, on average, most of us complete the STS manoeuvre at least 45 times a day!4 We give you instructions on how to STS better, so that your muscles are balanced, joints aligned. The STS workouts contain a mix of sitting, standing and STS manoeuvres.


EVENING WORKOUTS


We’ve given you a choice, depending on how you are feeling. You can choose a Strength and Flexibility Workout that will tone you top to toe. Or you can do a Relaxing Workout to iron out any kinks in your spine, and calm both mind and body. We have also given the option of a Mindful Pilates session at any time instead of, or as well as, your mini workout.


Before you do anything, however, go to the New Fundamentals chapter. If you are new to Pilates, you will learn the basics. If you are a veteran, you can update yourself on the latest approach. Alignment, Breathing and Centring are the ABCs of our approach. The Alignment section shows you how to position yourself correctly in the Starting Positions. There are traditional Starting Positions and some newcomers, such as Lunges and Split Stance. You need to learn how to control your Alignment through movement too. We introduce you to your Centreline, which is very useful for checking Alignment. You will then move on to efficient Breathing. In this section, you’ll encounter not just Pilates-style lateral thoracic breathing but also new approaches. Then, we have dedicated a chapter to Respiratory Health to help you assess your breathing pattern and explore techniques to improve its efficiency. The final section of The New Fundamentals is dedicated to Centring – how to engage your deep core muscles and use them appropriately while exercising.


Next, try the Exercises for Respiratory Health. If you can improve your breathing, you’ll get so much more out of the workouts (and life). You can then move on to Exercises for Immune Health. And, when you’re ready for a greater challenge, try the Strength and Flexibility exercises. When you feel you have learnt the exercises, you’re ready for the Workouts, where you’ll find exercises drawn from all these chapters. If you manage to do just one workout a day, by the end of the week you will have done the equivalent of a 70-minute workout.






Joseph Pilates’ Legacy on Health


But first a word about our founder and his approach to health, because Joseph Pilates had a lot to say about lifestyle. He wrote Your Health and Return to Life through Contrology in 1934 and 1945 respectively and always believed that his exercise method was ahead of its time. When he died in 1967, Contrology was still a very niche form of exercise. It has taken decades for the world to catch up.


When you read his books, you realise how much sound lifestyle advice there is which is now being reinforced by research. Not every part of Joe’s teaching was correct. He believed our spines should be ramrod straight, for example, that we should sleep in V-shaped beds and that masturbation was the ‘curse of mankind’! But his emphasis on mental, as well as physical, health has never been more relevant.


Joe also believed in the benefits of fresh air and sunlight, and exposure to cold. He advocates minimal clothing, which he believed helped make us more resilient. Many of the photographs we have of him show him outside in his underwear. He writes that our bodies also ‘breathe’ through the pores of the skin. In one photo, he is nearly 80 and standing in snow in the Catskill Mountains wearing just underpants and soft-soled shoes! In his New York studio, clients were encouraged to shower after class and use a stiff brush to exfoliate and massage their limbs. He was rumoured to have hopped in with you if he felt you weren’t using the stiff brush firmly enough!


“
‘Only through the attainment of perfect balance of mind and body, can one appreciate what really constitutes normal health.’


JOSEPH PILATES,
——RETURN TO LIFE


While he did not write at length about nutrition, he did urge moderation: ‘The principal point to remember, with regards to diet, is to eat only enough food to restore the “fuel” consumed by the body…’ Not only did he understand the importance of sleep, he also recognised what helped us sleep well: ‘Most important, in the matter of enjoying good recuperative sleep are quiet, darkness, fresh air and mental calm.’


Joe also placed relaxation and socialising with friends and family high on his list of activities for good health, encouraging us to embrace ‘every possible form of pleasurable living. For example, simply spending a quiet and pleasant evening at home with family chatting with congenial friends, is accordingly to our interpretation, a form of play that is delightful, pleasant social entertainment.’


Above all, he wanted us to understand the connection between mind and body. Correct posture, breathing and uniform development of muscles are the key: ‘Contrology develops the body uniformly, corrects wrong postures, restores physical vitality, invigorates the mind, and elevates the spirit.’


I do not think Joe would have been at all surprised about the growing popularity of his method today. He knew it worked. People all over the world are benefiting from his work.






The Benefits of Pilates


Here are some benefits of regular Pilates that our clients report:


1. IMPROVED BODY AWARENESS


2. BETTER POSTURE


3. INCREASED SPINE FLEXIBILITY AND STRENGTH


4. IMPROVED JOINT MOBILITY, RESULTING IN FEWER JOINT ACHES AND PAINS


5. IMPROVED BALANCE AND CO-ORDINATION


6. MORE EFFICIENT BREATHING


7. IMPROVED BONE STRENGTH


8. INCREASED STAMINA AND ENERGY


9. STRONGER MUSCLES; IN PARTICULAR THE GLUTEALS, QUADRICEPS, HAMSTRINGS, CALVES, UPPER ARMS, BACK AND ABDOMINALS AND PELVIC FLOOR.


10. A MORE STREAMLINED OUTLINE, ESPECIALLY A TRIMMER WAISTLINE


11. HEALTHIER, LESS PAINFUL FEET


12. IMPROVED SLEEP


13. IMPROVED SELF-ESTEEM AND CONFIDENCE


14. HELP MANAGING CONDITIONS OF THE MIND AND EMOTIONS; THE MINDFULNESS OF PILATES IS VERY BENEFICIAL TO MENTAL AS WELL AS PHYSICAL HEALTH


15. A FEELING OF GENERAL HEALTH AND WELLBEING


16. BETTER ABILITY TO COPE WITH STRESS


17. BALANCES YOUR BODY






Your Weight — The Dangers of Being Overweight



We come in various shapes and sizes, and should celebrate this diversity, but there is no escaping the fact that being overweight carries serious health risks. A recent study of over 500,000 people revealed that we cannot be both overweight and healthy.5 ‘One cannot be fat but healthy,’ writes Dr Lucia. ‘Our findings refute the notion that a physically active lifestyle can completely negate the deleterious effects of overweight and obesity.’ While regular exercise reduces the risk of developing health problems, such as high blood pressure and diabetes, if you are overweight you’re still at risk of heart attacks and strokes.


The recent pandemic also reconfirmed the link between good health and weight. Sadly, being obese seemed to worsen the effects of COVID-19. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) reported that people with heart disease and diabetes, both obesity-related conditions, are at higher risk of developing complications. Public Health England also found that excess weight put people at greater risk of needing hospital admission or intensive care. The risk grows as weight increases. If you ever needed motivation to lose weight, this was it!


Obesity reduces life expectancy by an average of 3–10 years, depending on how severe it is. It is estimated that obesity and being overweight contribute to at least one in every 13 deaths in Europe.


The risks associated with being overweight are serious and many.


THEY INCLUDE:


•   Type 2 diabetes


•   High blood pressure


•   High cholesterol and atherosclerosis (where fatty deposits narrow your arteries), which can lead to coronary heart disease and stroke


•   Asthma


•   Metabolic syndrome (a combination of diabetes, high blood pressure and obesity)


•   Several types of cancer, including bowel, breast and womb


•   Gastro-oesophageal reflux disease (GORD) (where stomach acid leaks out of the stomach and into the gullet)


•   Gallstones


•   Reduced fertility


•   Osteoarthritis (a condition involving pain and stiffness in your joints)


•   Sleep apnoea (a condition that causes interrupted breathing during sleep, which can lead to daytime sleepiness with an increased risk of road traffic accidents, as well as a greater risk of diabetes, high blood pressure and heart disease)


•   Liver disease and kidney disease


•   Pregnancy complications, such as gestational diabetes or pre-eclampsia (when a woman experiences a potentially dangerous rise in blood pressure during pregnancy)


“
‘Fighting obesity and inactivity is equally important, it should be a joint battle.’


DR ALEJANDRO LUCIA
——MD, PhD University of Madrid, Centre for Research in Sport and Physical Activity



The Waist to Height Ratio Check


The easiest way to check if you need to lose weight is the Waist to Height ratio check. This is far simpler than calculating your Body Mass Index, which can give a false reading. It will also give you an idea if you are carrying extra weight around your middle, which means you may have visceral fat around your internal organs, liver, kidneys and heart. This fat may have started to produce hormones and chemicals which increase your risk of obesity-related diseases.


Take a piece of string and use it to measure your height. Fold the string in half and place it around your waist, level with your navel.


•   If the halved string does not reach around your waist, you are carrying too much weight around your middle. Ideally, your waist circumference should be 50 per cent of your height measurement.


•   But if your waist is 60–70 per cent you would be considered overweight and that carries extra risk.


•   If your waist measures over 70 per cent, you would be considered obese, which carries even more risk.


•   Over 80 per cent and you are classed as morbidly obese, which further increases all the risks.
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Losing Weight – A Complex Issue


According to the WHO, the fundamental cause of obesity is the energy imbalance between calories consumed and calories expended. Worldwide, in recent years, we have seen:


•   An increased intake of energy-dense foods that are high in fat.


•   An increase in physical inactivity due to the increasingly sedentary nature of many forms of work, changing modes of transportation and increasing urbanisation.


Increased portion size has been blamed and, it seems, we are putting more of the wrong type of food on our plates. It is not just the equation of eat less, move more: many other factors influence weight. Genetics play a role, getting enough sunshine and darkness, sleeping well and managing stress. In the next chapter, we’ll look at how long-term stress affects wellbeing. Chronic stress can also cause metabolic changes that lead to weight gain. It interferes with your hunger and satiety (feeling full) messengers, making you crave certain foods (usually fatty, salty, sugary ones!). Stress ‘convinces’ your body that it is in times of hardship; better eat more.






Chronic Stress — The Enemy of Good Physical and Mental Health



It is strange to think that the word ‘stress’, used with its current meaning, was first coined by Hans Selye just 50 years ago! Selye identified that it is not stress itself that causes health problems, but how we respond to it, or to be more precise, how we recover from a stressful situation.


FIGHT OR FLIGHT VS REST & DIGEST


To understand this better, we need to discuss the ‘fight or flight’ response, so named because our ancestors, when faced with danger, had to choose between fighting or fleeing. Thankfully, there are not many woolly mammoths and sabre-toothed tigers around today for us to contend with, but you only have to open a newspaper to read about modern dangers, such as violent crime, car accidents, terrorist attacks and natural disasters. The recent COVID-19 pandemic was life-threatening and many of us are still recovering from its impact.


In addition, we all face less life-threatening stresses daily, such as money troubles, approaching work deadlines, marital stress and examinations. In Can’t Even: How Millennials Became the Burnout Generation Anne Helen Petersen explores the reasons behind the total exhaustion felt by many born between 1981–1996. She identifies the common feeling of constantly falling short, a perceived sense of failure, financial instability and the fear of wasting time as culprits. Even during leisure hours, millennials feel the need to be productive – they have lost the art of doing nothing.
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No wonder Millennials feel under pressue. Chronic stress may not always be the cause of the problem, of course, but it can be a contributing factor.


When confronting what you perceive as a threat, your autonomic nervous system takes over. (Autonomic means a process that works without having to think about it.) This system is divided into two channels: sympathetic and parasympathetic nervous systems.


The sympathetic nervous system signals activation of your flight or fight response. Adrenaline and cortisol, the stress hormone, are released. Once released, they affect your heart rate. Your heart beats faster to bring oxygen to major muscles, which you need to either run or do battle. Your breathing speeds up to deliver more oxygen to your blood. Your peripheral vision increases (in case danger approaches from the side or behind). Your pupils dilate to allow you to see better. Your hearing sharpens. You may sweat more or get goosebumps. Your hands and feet might feel cold as blood is redirected to major muscles to prepare for action. Digestion of any food may be interrupted, and you may feel sick, vomit, or involuntarily relieve yourself. Your perception of pain might be temporarily reduced as survival becomes a priority.


If the ‘danger’ resulted in an injury or infection, the area may become inflamed to start the healing process. Inflammation of an injured area, or in response to a virus or infection, is an essential part of healing. Blood vessels dilate to increase blood flow, bringing white blood cells to fight off ‘invaders’. Swelling puts pressure on nerves and makes the area tender. These white blood cells discharge chemicals called cytokines. These cytokines can cause you to feel feverish, but are, in fact, vital in the fight against infection. However, health problems arise if your body overreacts to an infection (cytokine storm), underreacts, or if the inflammation remains in the body long term. Chronic inflammation is the cause of many degenerative diseases.


Overreacting can be fatal. One of the causes of fatalities from COVID-19 was victims’ immune systems ‘over responding’ to the virus, causing a cytokine storm. This created high levels of inflammation throughout their bodies.


The sympathetic nervous system is not only activated when you are threatened. It kicks in when you are faced with stressful events, such as the first day back at school, a job interview, public speaking or a sports match. Normally, when the ‘danger’ (infection, virus, injury, stressful event) has passed, the parasympathetic nervous system takes over to counterbalance the sympathetic nervous system by calming and relaxing your body, allowing you to ‘rest and digest’ again. Your heart rate and breathing slow, your blood pressure lowers and any inflammation starts to reduce. You are ‘safe’.


Central to this balancing act between the parasympathetic and sympathetic nervous systems is the vagus nerve, the longest nerve of your autonomic, parasympathetic nervous system. It is responsible for regulating your heart rate, slowing your pulse and turning organs on and off in response to stress. It connects your brain and vital organs, including the stomach, lungs, heart, spleen, liver and kidneys. It keeps you healthy by regulating the immune system, controlling stress levels and reducing inflammation. It also plays a key role in preventing the immune system from overreacting and over-responding.


“
‘It is not the stress that kills us…it’s our reaction to it.’


HANS SELYE,
—— PIONEERING HUNGARIAN-CANADIAN ENDOCRINOLOGIST






The Polyvagal Theory — Fight, Flight or Freeze



The vagus nerve has been the subject of a lot of recent research largely due to the ground-breaking work of Dr Stephen Porges, Professor of Psychiatry at the University of North Carolina. In The Polyvagal Theory, he writes that in response to danger, your body may prepare to fight or flee, or it may ‘freeze’, that is, become immobilised with fear. This can result in you being rooted to the spot, or even fainting. You see this in the animal kingdom, where animals play dead to escape predators.


The Polyvagal theory emphasises that your nervous system has more than one defence strategy and that the decision to fight, flee or freeze is not something you can control. He also discovered that, contrary to previous beliefs, the parasympathetic system has two branches: a ventral vagal complex (VVC) and a dorsal vagal complex (DVC). These branches lead to different physiological states, hence the name ‘polyvagal theory’. The VVC concerns itself with the nerves at the front and top part of the chest, above the diaphragm, connecting the facial muscles of expression and hearing, with the heart. This complex contributes to social behaviour. We smile if we are friendly, scowl or growl if not. If you are on the receiving end of friendly signals, it can tell you that you are in a safe environment. As a result, your heart rate relaxes, breathing slows. This regular social interaction with friends, family and community keeps us healthy. No wonder that national lockdowns during the pandemic had such a devastating effect on people isolating alone.


Meanwhile, the DVC, the more primeval of the two channels, serves nerves to structures below the diaphragm, especially your digestive system. Its activation can lead to a ‘shutdown’ and withdrawal, accompanied by lethargy, a lowered heart rate and potential digestive problems, like Irritable Bowel Syndrome.


The Polyvagal theory has revolutionised the treatment of many mental health issues; amongst other things, post-traumatic stress disorder. Dr Porges explains that your nervous system can affect your behaviour, based on how safe or how threatened you feel. Surrounding yourself with warmth, smiles and laughter and affirmative messages helps you heal.
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The Importance of Good Vagal Tone


How well you cope with stress depends on your ‘vagal tone’, which is an indicator of how well your vagal subsystems are working. Some people have better vagal tone than others: those with good vagal tone find it easier to relax after a stressful period. Others, with weaker vagal tone, find it harder to de-stress. The difference in individual vagal tone is known as Heart Rate Variability or HRV (the vagus nerve regulates heart rate). Measuring your HRV can give an indication of how well you cope with stress.


Poor vagal tone has been linked with some chronic inflammatory diseases.6 In 2013, researchers discovered a positive feedback loop between high vagal tone and good physical health. The more you increase your vagal tone, the more your physical and mental health will improve and vice versa. To some degree, you inherit good or poor vagal tone from your parents, but that does not mean you cannot do something about it. We have already seen that being around positive, happy, loving family and friends is enormously beneficial. There are also other things you can do. Jordan Fallis, Founder and CEO of Optimal Living Dynamics, in his article ‘How to Stimulate Your Vagus Nerve for Better Mental Health’, lists nine ways to improve vagal tone:
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