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The Polyvagal Theory
Engaging the Rhythm of Regulation 

Trauma

Too much too soon

Too little too often

Too much too often
(Unknown)

Safety is not simply the 

absence of  danger
(Stephen Porges)

Social 
Engagement 
System 
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3 Foundational Principles

1. Neuroception

2. Co-regulation

3. Story follows state

Neuroception

Detection Without Awareness

Plasticity

I feel like I’m…
Sad

Hopeless
Isolated

Shutdown
Disconnected

Numb
Frozen

I notice my…
Slower heart rate
Slower breathing
Downward gaze

Interoception
Slouching posture

Temperature dropped

I feel like I’m…

Angry

Irritated

Annoyed

Disgusted

Anxious

Scared

Under threat

I notice my…

Faster heart rate 

Faster & shallower breathing

Wider gaze

Orienting response

Hunched posture

Temperature increase

Need to move

Increased focus

A change in my hearing
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I feel like I’m…
Loved

Wanted
Connected

Content
Curious

Open hearted
Engaged

On top of things

I notice my…
Breathing
Posture
Soft face

Body relaxed
Calmness

Co-regulation
Regulating for

Co-regulation

Self-regulation

Story Follows State

• I am…
•Others are…
•The world is…
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I am…
Others are …
The world is…

I am…
Others are …
The world is…

I am…
Others are …
The world is…

Involuntary
Response to
a perceived

threat

The Experience of Comparing

• Connect, Collaborate, Cooperate 
• Self-compassion

• Compassion for others

• ‘I am curious about the world and my place in it’

Story of 

Connection

• Driven to compete
• Move to judgement
• Downward comparison

• ‘I have to be better than everyone else’ 

Story of 

Protection

• Loss of hope
• Self-critical
• Upward comparison

• ‘I am never going to measure up’

Story of 

Disconnection

Vagal Brake
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Cues of 
Safety

Co-
regulation

Learn

Red Flags

Curiosity
Play

Breathing

H, G, & R

Focus

I can’t
Mobilised

Cortisol
Adrenaline

Breathing
HR

Facial 
Cues

Red Flags 
Missed

Co-
regulation

Survival

Flight 
then Fight

Neutral 
= 

Dangerous
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Collapse

Co-
regulation

Risky 
Behaviour

Apnea

Involuntary
U&DPain 

Threshold

Breath
HR

Zoning 
Out

I can’t

Expressed V Hidden 
Attachment Needs

Exploration Attachment
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Secure Attachment 
Ambivalent Attachment 

Pattern of Relating

Avoidant Attachment 
Pattern of Relating

Disorganized/Controlling 
Patterns of Relating

A B C

Displays need 
for comfort

Anger

Punishment

Ignore

Attuned 

‘good enough’ 
response

Only responds 
some of the 

time

• Smile (even when 
you are hurting)

• Please you carers
• Perform well
• Dismiss your 

negative feelings
• Do what others 

want
• Perform

Cry when I feel 
scared/hurt knowing 
that the response will 
be comforting and I 
will be protected 

• Exaggerate one 
of my negative 
feelings

• Dismiss my other 
feelings

• Keep noticed by 
getting into an 
ongoing struggle 
with my carers

• Alternate 
aggression with 
helplessness

A B C
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‘C’ Strategy
Preoccupied

‘A’ Strategy
Avoidant

Sympathetic 
Arousal Increasing Epigenetics & Intergenerational 

Transmission of Trauma

Zone of Proximal 
Development

ZPD

Willingness Ability to Engage (& connect) 

Play

Intimacy

Eye contact & cues of safety to 

confirm that this is still play
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Generalised 
Anxiety 
Disorder

ADHD

Depression 

ASD Where is your home from home?

Avoidant Secure Ambivalent

Cues of Safety
• Right Brain to Right Brain

• Eyes
• Face
• Tone 
• Proximity
• Gesture
• Timing

• Intonation before information
• Micro doses

‘Don’t tell me I’m safe, help me to feel safe’ 

What do I need right now?
✓ CPR
✓ Structure
✓ Nature
✓ Curiosity
✓ Art 
✓ Music
✓ Play
✓ Connection/co-regulation
✓ Moments of joy
✓ Cues of safety
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What do I need right now?
✓ Cues of Safety
✓ To burn off adrenaline*
✓ Support
✓ Your patience
✓ Your acceptance
✓ Your empathy
✓ Connection
✓ To borrow your thinking brain

✓ I wonder if you are feeling…

I have all this energy and 
I need your help to get 

rid of it

What do I need right now?
✓ Cues of safety
✓ Your help
✓ Connection
✓ Softly, softly…
✓ To borrow your thinking brain
✓ Touch?
✓ Acceptance
✓ Empathy
✓ Time

I have no energy 
and need your 

help to find some



05/09/2022

11

• Wimbledon 2013: Andy Murray breaks down at Dunblane memory -
BBC Sport

Co-regulation

Take away points  

•Neuroception 

• Involuntary physiological shift occurs first

• Can’t versus won’t

• Cues of Safety are the ‘therapy’

• Compassion

• It’s about being human 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/sport/av/tennis/23018136

