
People who experience social engagement as repeatedly unsuccessful at keeping 
them safe become ‘hardwired’ to move straight into fight/flight or collapse. 

Stephen Porges’ innovative research into the autonomic nervous system has shown us 
how we have evolved to cope with threat. His Polyvagal Theory shows us that when 

faced with threat or danger, we first turn to our social engagement system to re- 
establish safety (we turn to trusted others). If that does not bring us into safety or if the 

danger is severe and immediate, we turn to our fight/flight response. If that does not 
bring us safety then our mind and body move into collapse and shut down.  

The Polyvagal Theory 

2: Mobilisation (fight/flight) 
Actively combatting the threat by 
running or fighting. The heart rate 

increases, the body is ready. 
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Three: Immobilisation (Collapse) 
Shut off from the threat and from 
the body, defeated. The heart rate 
decreases, the body feigns death. 

1: Social Engagement 
(Turning to trusted others) 

Able to talk, engage, co-regulate, 
self sooth and remain calm 


