
Polyvagal Theory
Most importantly, the polyvagal theory teaches you to engage 
your social nervous system to consciously inhibit your defensive 

system. This allows you to finally find freedom from trauma 
symptoms and experience a deeply nourishing sense of safety 

here and now.”
- Dr. Arielle Schwartz

https://drarielleschwartz.com/dr-arielle-schwartz/
















Hyperarousal: Fight/Flight/Freeze/Attach   
Mobilization and activation   

Sympathetic nervous system response  
 Racing thoughts   
 Intrusive memories   
 Nightmares   
 Anger/irritability   
 Obsessive thinking   
 Panic attacks   

 Emotional overwhelm  
 Impulsivity  
 Hypervigilance  
 Reactive  
 Racing and/or obsessive thoughts   

 

 
- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -   

Window of Tolerance  
Rest and Digest   

Ventral Vagal/Social Engagement System    
 Calm   
 Grounded   
 Can tolerate thoughts and feelings   

 Feel safe and connected   
 At ease  
 Can think and feel simultaneously    

 
 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -  
 

Hypoarousal: Submit/Collapse   
System of immobilization   

Dorsal Vagal   
 Chronic depression/wanting 

to be dead   
 Numb   
 Flat   
 Disconnected   
 Dissociated/fuzzy/not present   
 Wanting to disappear    

 No feelings  
 No energy  
 Disconnected  
 Shut down  
 Ashamed  

 Unable to say “no”   

 

WoT and the Polyvagal Ladder 





•

You can use the polyvagal theory to help you heal from C-PTSD using the following important steps:

Self-Compassion: Develop self-compassion for your symptoms. Recognize the physiological, somatic 
basis of symptoms and why you cannot simply think your way out of your trauma reactions.

Develop Somatic Awareness: Learn to mindfully track subtle changes in your body sensations and heart 
rate. Identify your own personal signs of stress. This will help you respond right away before the stress 
starts to feel overwhelming or out of your control. We call this staying in the window of tolerance.

Practice Attentional Control: Practice focusing your attention on specific cues in your environment that 
remind you that you are safe now. Look around your room. Notice the light filtering through a window, a 
piece of art on the wall, or how it feels to be reading this article. You can also listen to a favorite piece of 
music, hold an object in your hand, or notice the calming scent of an essential oil.

Remember, you are myelinating the neural pathways of your social nervous system every time you feel 
safe, connected to another person, or compassionate toward yourself. Each time you practice 
strengthening your social nervous system it will become stronger. You can change your physiology one day 
at a time. And overtime it will become easier to connect to positive states and override defensive 
symptoms associated with post traumatic stress.

-Dr. Arielle Schwartz

• https://drarielleschwartz.com/the-polyvagal-theory-and-healing-complex-ptsd-dr-arielle-schwartz/#.Ys3BPHbMJaQ
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