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Understanding your nervous system
as a path to presence

 
by Heidi Fischbach



“I want to start with the most important thing I have
to say: The essence of working with another person
is to be present as a living being." 

Eugene Gendlin, PhD

“It is clear to me that Eugene Gendlin was intuitively
polyvagal [theory] informed.”

Stephen Porges, PhD
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3 NERVOUS SYSTEM STATES
T H R O U G H  T H E  L E N S  O F  P O L Y V A G A L  T H E O R Y

dorsal vagal
(shutdown) immobilization

500  m i l l i on  yea rs  o ld

sympathetic
(fight or flight) mobilization

400  m i l l i on  yea rs  o ld

ventral  vagal
(engagement) connecting & relating

200  m i l l i on  yea rs  o ld

0 4

0 4
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feeling numb or disconnected
shutting down / withdrawing
sluggish/low energy / depressed
collapsed posture
averting eye contact
monotone voice / flat facial expression
zoning out
unhealthy digestion (very loose stools or
diarrhea)
Inhibited by thoughts like: "i can't" / "i don't
know" / "what's the use"
inability to feel motivated
difficulty processing auditory or visual input
lights too bright / sounds too much
feeling lost from yourself
feeling lost from your sense of purpose
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Dorsal State
( S H U T D O W N )



anxious (possibly hyper-alert / hypervigilant)
always on the go
hard to relax and be still / fidgety
racing heart
over-reactive / irritable
rapid breathing
teeth clenching or grinding
unhealthy digestion (may be constipated)
feeling like you have to control and "fix" things
driven by thoughts like "I have to..." / "I shouldn't..."
/ "I should..."
rigid posture
chronic muscle tension, especially in neck & back

 

Sympathetic
State

F I G H T  |  F L I G H T
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Ventral State
E N G A G E D  /  C O N N E C T E D
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relaxed and present
safe and secure
alert, attuned, connected
content and engaged
grateful
self-motivated
energetic without anxiety
at ease in your body
able to energize or relax at will
healthy digestion
healthy immune system
can easily connect to feelings of playfulness
confident and curious
affectionate
sense of agency
advocating and doing things for yourself



Bringing  moments of dysregulation into friendly
awareness increases your sense of safety.

Friendly Awarenes s
T U R N  F R I E N D L Y  C U R I O S I T Y  O N T O  Y O U R  V E R Y  O W N  S E L F !
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Notice your state

Hint: Pay attention
to sensations,
movement,
gestures, tone of
voice, mood,
feelings, thoughts
(especially the
beginning words) ...
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When you're "stressed out," what happens? In other words,
how do you know you're stressed out? 

What nervous system STATE do you tend to go to? 



Dorsal
(shutdown)

Sympathetic
(fight or flight)

Ventral
(engaged/connected)
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feeling numb or disconnected
shutting down / withdrawing
sluggish/low energy / depressed
collapsed posture
averting eye contact
monotone voice / flat facial
expression
zoning out
unhealthy digestion (very loose
stools or diarrhea)
Inhibited by thoughts like: "i can't" / "i
don't know" / "what's the use"
inability to feel motivated
difficulty processing auditory or
visual input
lights too bright / sounds too much
feeling lost from yourself
feeling lost from your sense of
purpose

anxious (possibly hyper-alert /
hypervigilant)
always on the go
hard to relax and be still / fidgety
racing heart
over-reactive / irritable
rapid breathing
teeth clenching or grinding
unhealthy digestion (may be
constipated)
feeling like you have to control and
"fix" things
driven by thoughts like "I have to..." /
"I shouldn't..." / "I should..."
rigid posture
chronic muscle tension, especially in
neck & back

relaxed and present
safe and secure
alert, attuned, connected
content and engaged
grateful
self-motivated
energetic without anxiety
at ease in your body
able to energize or relax at will
healthy digestion
healthy immune system
can easily connect to feelings of
playfulness
confident and curious
affectionate
sense of agency
advocating and doing things for
yourself



D D

It IS about recognizing you have left and
then knowing how to find your way back.
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It's not about always being in the green zone /
connected / ventral vagal state...





What places, spaces, faces, expressions, colors, textures, activities,
words... signal that you are safe (or "safe enough")

What are your "cues of safety"?
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Think of a person (or creature!) you love...

Notice what happens inside you when you
bring them to mind...
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Think of a moment when ____ was "stressed out"... 

Can you make a guess about what nervous system state they
were/are in? 

What behaviors, expressions, posture, gestures...clue you in?
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Martha's text to
Heidi after 8 weeks

working together
( Q U O T E D  W I T H  P E R M I S S I O N )
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Schedule YOUR session here:
www.calendly.com/heidistable/relaxed-u

Schedule a FREE
 Relaxed Presence  Breakthrough 

with Heidi to:

discuss your biggest challenge in being in relaxed
presence as you'd like
create a mini-plan for when you get dysregulated
explore the possibility of working together to reset
your nervous system

http://www.calendly.com/heidistable/relaxed-u


ReferenceS, resources & acknowledgements:

P o l y v a g a l  t h e o r y :  t h e  s c i e n c e  o f  f e e l i n g  s a f e  
ht t ps : / / i n t egr a t ed l i s t en i ng . com/ sc i ence- o f - f ee l i ng - sa f e/

A n  i n t e r v i e w  o f  D r .  S t e p h e n  P o r g e s  o n  P o l y v a g a l  T h e o r y :
h t t ps : / / www. yout ube . com/ wat ch?v=OZByV_ QBEUY

D e b  D a n a ' s  R h y t h m  o f  R e g u l a t i o n  R e s o u r c e :
ht t ps : / / www. r hy t hmof r egu l a t i on . com/ r esour ces/

J an  Wynha l l ' s  book :  " T r ea t i ng  T r auma  and  Add i c t i on  w i t h  The
Fe l t  Sense  Po l yvaga l  Mode l  ( A  Bot t om- Up  Appr oach ) "

Ser ge  P r enge l ' s  podcast :  The  Act i ve  Pause

The  I n t e r na t i ona l  Focus i ng  I ns t i t u t e  ( based  on  t he  wor k  o f
Gene  Gend l i n ) :  ht t ps : / / f ocus i ng . o r g/

S p e c i a l  t h a n k  y o u  t o  S u k i e  B a x t e r  ( F u n c t i o n a l  B a l a n c e )  f o r
p e r m i s s i o n  t o  u s e  h e r  m o v e m e n t  a n d  p o s t u r e - r e l a t e d
s y m p t o m s  i n  n e r v o u s  s y s t e m  s t a t e s  ( f r o m  " H o w  t o  T r a i n  y o u r
N e r v o u s  S y s t e m :  A p p l y i n g  t h e  S c i e n c e  o f  P a i n ,  S t r e s s ,
T r a u m a ,  a n d  S o c i a l  C o n n e c t i o n " )
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https://integratedlistening.com/science-of-feeling-safe/
https://integratedlistening.com/science-of-feeling-safe/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OZByV_QBEUY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OZByV_QBEUY
https://www.rhythmofregulation.com/resources/
https://podcasts.google.com/feed/aHR0cHM6Ly9hY3RpdmVwYXVzZS5jb20vZmVlZC9wb2RjYXN0Lw/episode/aHR0cHM6Ly9hY3RpdmVwYXVzZS5jb20vP3A9MTA5NDI?sa=X&ved=0CAUQkfYCahcKEwj4ndDF_rL4AhUAAAAAHQAAAAAQCg&hl=en
https://janwinhall.com/book/#:~:text=In%20Treating%20Trauma%20and%20Addiction,felt%20sense%20with%20Polyvagal%20Theory.
https://podcasts.google.com/feed/aHR0cHM6Ly9hY3RpdmVwYXVzZS5jb20vZmVlZC9wb2RjYXN0Lw/episode/aHR0cHM6Ly9hY3RpdmVwYXVzZS5jb20vP3A9MTA5NDI?sa=X&ved=0CAUQkfYCahcKEwj4ndDF_rL4AhUAAAAAHQAAAAAQCg&hl=en


LET ' S  KEEP IN TOUCH
Join Ready Set Pause, a friendly, private group on
Facebook where you can practice pausing and noticing

 

Subscribe to Heidi's YouTube channel
 

Thank you for all the ways in which you take care of your
dear self. I hope what you've learned about your nervous
system will give you more ideas and friendlier ways of
tending and caring for yourself and those you love.

Thanks for doing your part to help our world be and feel like
a safer place, one nervous system at a time... because,
when we feel better, we love better!

xoHeidi
P.S. Have you booked your FREE Relaxed Presence
Breakthrough with me yet?!

(C )  HE ID I  F ISCHBACH,  2022
19

http://facebook.com/groups/readysetpause
https://www.youtube.com/heidistable
http://facebook.com/groups/readysetpause
https://www.youtube.com/heidistable
https://calendly.com/heidistable/relaxed-u

