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Why does “feeling safe” matter??

”If there is no safety, your nervous system will not learn how 
to do silly things.”  

Moshe Feldenkrais, Amherst training, 1980, week 3. 

“The most important thing to our nervous system is that we 
are safe. When we’re safe, magical things occur.” 

Stephen Porges, “The Pocket Guide to the Polyvagal Theory”, pg. 141
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What you think, and what you sense, may be 
different  ☺ 
• The newer part of our brain:
• Creates models of the world
• Problem solves 
• Does clever thinking

But the older parts of our brain – and much of our nervous system and 
body – believes what it SENSES and ANTICIPATES, and may or may not 
be on board with what the newer part of the brain THINKS

- If there is a disconnect, LEARNING and EASE will be VERY ELUSIVE!!  
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A bit about me:
• Feldenkrais® Practitioner since 2007
• Tellington TTouch® Equine Practitioner since 2006
• ”Touch Skills Training for Trauma Practitioners” , Kathy Kain  

(2016)
• I work with people, and with animals
• Former BCRPA Trainer of Fitness Leaders; registered fitness 

professional from 1982 to 2017 
• 30 years in policy and intergovernmental work (Yukon)
• BA, Geography (1980)
• Professional Teaching Certificate  
• Advanced First Aid, Wilderness First Aid
• I love to learn, and to play!!
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A wee bit of Background: 
The Autonomic Nervous System  
The Autonomic Nervous System takes care of things that are “running in the 
background” – like blood pressure, breathing, digestion, etc.  The ANS is largely 
involuntary and does not require conscious control. 

There are two main divisions:
• The Sympathetic Nervous System (SNS) 
• Fires the body up, and supports ACTION/ mobilization.

• The Parasympathetic Nervous System (PNS)
•  slows things down
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For a long time, the model of the autonomic nervous 
system has been of a 2-part “up/down” balance:

Arousal/action (Sympathetic Nervous 
System):  “Up”

Calming/slowing down (Parasympathetic 
Nervous System):  “Down”
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Dr. Stephen Porges: The Polyvagal Theory

• In the early 1990’s, Dr. Stephen Porges discovered 
that in mammals, there are three (not just 2) 
autonomic nervous system circuits:

• The Sympathetic NS, and

•  TWO pathways/circuits in the Parasympathetic NS 
(PNS)  … and the 2 are very different!
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It’s like a bridge that connects 2 countries that look similar, but ….  
                                                                one country is NOT like the other…

Arousal:  Action/mobilization!
Sympathetic  Nervous System (SNS) 

“Freeze” / shut down
(Parasympathetic Nervous System)

“All is well”  
Thinking/ Learning/ Rest and Digest

(also the Parasympathetic Nervous System)   
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•  Thinking/Learning/”Rest and Digest” branch of the PNS  
- This place FEELS SAFE. 
- Linked to the “thinking brain” and social engagement
- Mediated by the ventral vagus nerve (… and low tone dorsal vagus nerve) 

- The ventral vagus nerve finishes developing in early life (you learn how 
to use it, from the people around you!)

- Fast, accurate, and nuanced branch of PNS 
- Supports health, rest (sleep!), recovery, play, intimacy, emotional 
regulation - and learning:

-  problem solving, checking what is needed in this situation
-  curiosity, trying out something new, thinking 

Arousal: Action/ mobilization for learning, 
engagement, excitement, fun!
Sympathetic  Nervous System (SNS) “ALL IS WELL”
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In the “all is well” side, you can have a range of SNS and PNS experiences 
within a window of tolerance that FEEL SAFE, without triggering the 
biological defense responses.  E.g.:

• Play / play fighting; being excited when doing something interesting (SNS)
• Immobilization without feeling in danger (lying on the floor for a class!, sleep, during 

intimacy, etc.)  (PNS)
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Within that “window of tolerance” is where learning and 
creative exploring happen best ☺ 
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But… what happens when things get scary or overwhelming?

• The experience is no longer interesting, or fun.  It feels dangerous. 
• That’s when “fight/flight” and/or “freeze” kick in – to protect us.

Fight/Flight

Freeze
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“Freeze” / Shut Down
- The person or animal does NOT feel safe, in this state. 
- Regulated by the more primitive, older branch of the PNS (dorsal vagus 

nerve, in high tone)  
- Functions fully when born. 
- This is the “numb/shut down/collapse” response to felt danger
- A wide range is possible: from functional freeze, to collapse 
- ”slow and sloppy”, not nuanced. Nerve is not myelinated. 

- You have a generalized sense of  “Something’s wrong”. 
- Middle ear muscles change; don’t hear mid-range sounds as well
- May LOOK calm, but is bathed in stress chemistry

Arousal:  Fight or Flight (Action/mobilization 
of a different kind!)

Sympathetic  Nervous System (SNS) 
Responses to a sense of 

DANGER!  
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“Fight/flight” and "freeze" are PHYSIOLOGICAL 
responses to danger, not behaviour choices. 
• ”Freeze” often kicks in as a last resort, when “fight and flight” does 

not or cannot work, e.g. 
• Cannot escape 
• Learned helplessness

(Freeze can also happen first – e.g. a startle/spook; or when it has 
become the go-to default response for a person)

• “Anxiety” is when BOTH Freeze AND Fight/Flight are happening, at 
the same time! 
• It’s like a foot on the gas and one on the brake at the same time

• SURVIVAL is a higher biological priority than learning or ease 
• Unless the learning directly helps survival, eh…
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Biologically, what happens during Fight/Flight and 
Freeze protective responses?

Fight/Flight:  “foot on the gas”
• Heart rate and breathing increases
• Blood goes to the arms and legs
• Over-exuberant, over-stimulated
• Often adrenalin-fueled
• When chronic: constant vigilance; may be 

hypersensitive, hyperactive  
• “Action/mobilization” mode!

Freeze:  “foot on the brakes” 
• Heart rate decreases
• Blood goes to the core 
• Numbness, reduced sensations
• May have adrenal and body exhaustion
• Low oxygen, low metabolism. 
• May LOOK calm, but the body is flooded with stress 

chemistry /physiology. 
• “Going through the motions”, but not engaged
• Energy conservation: shut down, collapse.

In both these states: it’s a “HIGH COST OF DOING BUSINESS”
- Digestion, rest, recovery are not priorities for your body!  
- Social engagement is reduced, compromised. 
- Learning is largely shut down, unless it is directly related to survival. 
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Our survival responses are very useful!   
    But too much can be debilitating … or deadly.

• Stress is a useful biological thing! It generates response.  
• But it is a “high cost of doing business” state for the body 

• Here’s the thing:  stress is meant to be temporary 
• then you are meant to return to a “lower cost of doing business” 

state for the body    

• When stress is too much – or continues for too long – 
it can wear down the body in ways that result in 
collapse, illness, or even death. 
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Something really useful, for how to work with 
this

Our bodies/whole selves are smart!

• Patterns (e.g. tightness, posture) are often coping strategies, 
to deal with something important

• Whatever is happening, is there because it was useful when it 
first started
• Since it was good then – just keep on doing it!
• It will “stick around” and stay prominent, until you experience 

something even better to keep you safe and keep you going
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How??  Here are some practical ideas ☺ 

International research and science is helping explain how and why 
various things can be so effective.  
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The simple, elegant basic principle (from Tellington TTouch®):  the 5 F’s

Check for these indications of concern:
-  Fight
- Flight
- Fool around / fidget  (a type of fight/flight coping strategy)
- Freeze 
- Faint  (an extreme form of Freeze)

If one of those 5 F’s is present… 
Change something, 

to reduce the level of concern 
☺
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Chunk it down 

• Make each step easy, successful

• Offer little bits at a time

• Less is more…
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Offer Freedom to Move 
• Freedom to move into and out of a situation

• Freedom to change positions 

• Not trapped, have choice, can do something 
to feel safe
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Ask: “Does this feel safe?”

On a biological level, our body LOVES this 
question!!

• Only when something feels safe, will the 
whole self be able to say ”yes” and 
integrate it

• In animals, look for their body cues – they 
will let you know. 



Listening to whispers 
• Listen, watch, notice how the animal or person 

is responding to what you are doing

• Listen to whispers  (freeze responses often 
look like whispers…)

If you notice concern, change something to 
reduce the concern  ☺ 
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The Power of the Pause !!!
Give a bit of  time:

• to go inside and check : “Is this OK?” 

• To get organized to move/take action 

• To integrate something
 



Exhale ☺  
• Offers a way to connect to the “here and now” 
• settle on your bones (rather than collapse)

• the animal or person will sense where we “land” 
•  their body may mirror or match that.

• The exhale is regulated by the parasympathetic nervous 
system
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Safe-feeling CONNECTION
Social engagement helps us determine who, and what, is safe 

- We “ping” off others all the time, through our senses
- We seek (and need! ) a safe-feeling CONNECTION, in order to feel 

safe

- it can be simple, e.g.
- Breathe OUT, clear out your thoughts - and just say “Hi”.



Trust the goodness in your hands!

“Put your heart in your hands, and your 
hands on your horse.”

Linda Tellington-Jones
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In summary:

Feeling Safe opens the door to learning, a more 
engaged relationship – and more FUN!

Let your biology – and your 
humanity - guide you as you work.
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Some Great Resources:
Dr. Peter Levine (Somatic Experiencing):
- trauma, what happens in animals as compared to what 

happens in us, and how to release it

Kathy Kain: http://www.somaticpractice.net/  
• Trauma, early developmental trauma, how  we are affected 

in our bodies

Irene Lyon: www.irenelyon.com 
•  GREAT on-line resources to understand and cultivate a 

healthy, well-regulated nervous system - and liberate stuck 
energy. 

http://www.somaticpractice.net/
http://www.irenelyon.com/
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Great Resources (continued): 
Linda Tellington Jones:
• Practical ways to support 
   learning, vitality, better 
   movement and health

Lorimer Moseley: 
• Pain, what is is, how to change it
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Great Resources (continued):
Dr. Stephen Porges 
• Polyvagal theory, and
   its implications

Dr. Bessel van der Kolk
• Trauma: what research can tell us about
  how it affects us, and how to address it

Dr. Gabor Mate 
• How stress can undermine our health and well-being
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Thanks!

 

Got questions?  Please get in touch!  I’d be happy to talk with you ☺
  

 e-mail:   violet@violetvanhees.com 
Website:  www.violetvanhees.com 

mailto:violet@violetvanhees.com
http://www.violetvanhees.com/

