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The Biology of Trust – and Beyond 

A deepened perspective on presence, perception and safety 

ByÊMariaÊStrömberg 

 

 

Introduction: When the body doesn’t know it is safe 

ItÊisÊanÊordinaryÊworkday.ÊYouÊsitÊinÊfrontÊofÊtheÊcomputer,Êfocused,Êstill.ÊOutwardlyÊ
everythingÊappearsÊcalmÊ–ÊbutÊinsideÊsomethingÊquietÊisÊgoingÊon:ÊaÊsubtleÊrestlessness,Ê
tensionÊinÊtheÊbody,ÊslightlyÊshallowÊbreathing,ÊaÊsenseÊofÊnotÊquiteÊbeingÊenough,ÊmaybeÊaÊ
needÊtoÊkeepÊcontrol. 

WhatÊisÊtheÊbodyÊtryingÊtoÊsay? 

WeÊliveÊinÊaÊtimeÊwhenÊ“safety”ÊisÊtalkedÊaboutÊaÊlotÊ–ÊbutÊmostÊoftenÊinÊtermsÊofÊexternalÊ
conditions.ÊFewÊpeopleÊtalkÊaboutÊwhatÊsafetyÊactuallyÊfeelsÊlike.ÊWhatÊmakesÊusÊsometimesÊ
feelÊsafeÊevenÊinÊuncertainty,ÊandÊatÊotherÊtimesÊanxious,ÊevenÊwhenÊeverythingÊonÊpaperÊ
looksÊfine? 

HereÊIÊwantÊtoÊofferÊaÊdifferentÊperspectiveÊ–ÊorÊperhapsÊmoreÊaccurately,ÊaÊreturn.ÊAnÊ
understandingÊofÊsafetyÊthatÊisÊnotÊonlyÊbiological,ÊbutÊlived:ÊwhereÊperception,ÊtheÊbodyÊandÊ
consciousÊseeingÊcomeÊtogetherÊinÊtheÊexperienceÊofÊtrust. 

 

The biological ground – what neuroscience shows us 

InÊmodernÊneurobiology,ÊourÊunderstandingÊofÊsafetyÊhasÊdeepenedÊthroughÊresearchÊonÊtheÊ
autonomicÊnervousÊsystemÊ(ANS),ÊandÊinÊparticularÊthroughÊStephenÊPorges’ÊpolyvagalÊtheoryÊ
(Porges,Ê2022).ÊHisÊconceptÊofÊneuroceptionÊdescribesÊtheÊbody’sÊunconsciousÊreadingÊofÊ
signalsÊ–ÊfacialÊexpression,ÊtoneÊofÊvoice,ÊpostureÊ–ÊtoÊdecideÊwhetherÊweÊareÊinÊaÊsafeÊorÊ
threateningÊenvironment. 

WhenÊourÊsurroundingsÊareÊperceivedÊasÊsafe,ÊtheÊventralÊvagalÊsystemÊisÊactivated,ÊallowingÊ
forÊcalm,ÊopennessÊandÊsocialÊengagement.ÊWhenÊsignalsÊofÊsafetyÊareÊmissing,ÊtheÊ
sympatheticÊnervousÊsystemÊ(fight/flight)ÊorÊtheÊdorsalÊvagalÊbranchÊ(freeze/collapse)ÊtakesÊ
over. 

ManyÊstudiesÊinÊaffectiveÊneuroscienceÊhaveÊconfirmedÊhowÊcrucialÊtheseÊsignalsÊareÊforÊ
emotionalÊregulationÊ(e.g.ÊDana,Ê2018;ÊFredrickson,Ê2001).ÊNewerÊresearchÊhasÊalsoÊshownÊ
thatÊtheÊheartÊhasÊitsÊownÊnetworkÊofÊneuronsÊ–ÊaÊkindÊofÊ"mini-brain"ÊthatÊincludesÊsensoryÊ
neurons,ÊmotorÊneurons,ÊandÊinterneuronsÊ–ÊthatÊinteractsÊdirectlyÊwithÊtheÊbrainÊandÊ
influencesÊemotionalÊprocessingÊ(KarolinskaÊInstitutet,Ê2024).ÊThisÊneuralÊnetworkÊhelpsÊ
explainÊwhyÊbody-closeÊsensationsÊsuchÊasÊtouch,ÊbreathingÊorÊheartÊrhythmÊcanÊbeÊaÊdirectÊ
gatewayÊintoÊfeltÊsafety. 

 

“EveryÊemotionÊquickensÊtheÊworkÊofÊtheÊheartÊandÊthusÊtheÊlungs.”Ê–ÊCharlesÊDarwin,ÊThe 
Expression of the Emotions in Man and AnimalsÊ(1872) 
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DarwinÊalreadyÊemphasisedÊthatÊemotionsÊ
haveÊdirectÊphysiologicalÊeffects.ÊTheyÊdoÊnotÊ
onlyÊchangeÊourÊinnerÊstate,ÊbutÊconcretelyÊ
alterÊhowÊheartÊandÊbreathingÊfunction.ÊAllÊofÊ
thisÊsupportsÊtheÊviewÊthatÊsafetyÊcannotÊbeÊ
reducedÊtoÊaÊcognitiveÊideaÊ–ÊitÊmustÊbeÊ
experiencedÊinÊtheÊbody. 

InÊclassicalÊpolyvagalÊunderstanding,ÊtheÊ
ventralÊstateÊisÊoftenÊdescribedÊasÊaÊcalmÊ
branchÊofÊtheÊparasympatheticÊsystemÊ–ÊaÊ
kindÊofÊ“rest-and-digest”ÊmodeÊwithoutÊ
activation.ÊInÊmyÊearlierÊworkÊ(Strömberg,Ê
2025)ÊIÊhaveÊinsteadÊdescribedÊtheÊventralÊ
stateÊasÊwhatÊIÊcallÊaÊliving gatewayÊ–ÊaÊ
dynamicÊthresholdÊwhereÊbothÊsympatheticÊ
movementÊandÊparasympatheticÊrestÊcanÊbeÊ
presentÊatÊtheÊsameÊtime.ÊSafetyÊisÊnotÊ
stillness;ÊitÊisÊtheÊcapacityÊtoÊbeÊinÊmotionÊ
withoutÊleavingÊoneself. 

 

From signal to experience – safety as felt 
sense 

NeurobiologyÊshowsÊusÊwhatÊhappensÊinÊtheÊ
bodyÊ–ÊbutÊnotÊhowÊitÊfeelsÊfromÊtheÊinside.Ê
ForÊme,ÊsafetyÊisÊnotÊjustÊaÊstate,ÊbutÊaÊ
feeling.ÊItÊisÊonlyÊwhenÊtheÊbodyÊsensesÊ
safetyÊthatÊweÊtrulyÊfeelÊsafe. 

Thoughts,ÊhoweverÊwise,ÊmoveÊinÊtheÊ
hypothetical.ÊTheyÊtryÊtoÊcreateÊsafetyÊbyÊ
imaginingÊit.ÊButÊsafetyÊbecomesÊrealÊonlyÊ
whenÊitÊisÊexperiencedÊ–ÊhereÊandÊnowÊ–ÊinÊ

theÊbody.ÊThisÊdoesÊnotÊhappenÊthroughÊinterpretation,ÊbutÊthroughÊanchoring:ÊinÊtheÊfloorÊ
underÊourÊfeet,ÊtheÊsoundsÊinÊtheÊroom,ÊtheÊmovementÊofÊtheÊbreath. 

RealÊtrustÊdoesÊnotÊariseÊwhenÊweÊtryÊtoÊcontrolÊrealityÊ–ÊbutÊwhenÊweÊcanÊrestÊinÊitÊasÊitÊis. 

InÊmanyÊIndigenousÊtraditions,ÊperceptionÊandÊknowledgeÊareÊnotÊseparatedÊfromÊfeelingÊ–Ê
theyÊareÊoneÊandÊtheÊsameÊmovement.ÊToÊperceiveÊsomethingÊ–ÊtoÊfeelÊandÊtoÊknowÊ–ÊisÊnotÊaÊ
theoreticalÊact,ÊbutÊaÊlivedÊexperienceÊthatÊsaturatesÊtheÊwholeÊbodyÊ(Abram,Ê1996;ÊIngold,Ê
2000). 

ThisÊinsightÊresonatesÊwithÊwhatÊaffectiveÊneuroscienceÊisÊnowÊdescribing:ÊthatÊemotionsÊareÊ
notÊanÊ“add-on”ÊtoÊperception,ÊbutÊitsÊlivingÊcore.ÊTheÊkindÊofÊembodiedÊknowingÊthatÊmanyÊ
IndigenousÊculturesÊcallÊ“theÊwisdomÊofÊtheÊbody”ÊhasÊreceivedÊneurobiologicalÊsupportÊ
throughÊAntonioÊDamasio’sÊnotionÊofÊsomatic markersÊ–ÊtheÊwayÊtheÊbodyÊguidesÊdecisionsÊ
andÊexperienceÊthroughÊemotion-laden,ÊinteroceptiveÊsignalsÊ(Damasio,Ê1999).ÊOthers,ÊsuchÊ
asÊCraigÊ(2009),ÊhaveÊhighlightedÊtheÊanteriorÊinsulaÊasÊaÊkeyÊhubÊwhereÊtheseÊinteroceptiveÊ
signalsÊareÊintegratedÊintoÊconsciousÊawarenessÊ–ÊwhichÊfitsÊthisÊviewÊofÊsafetyÊasÊsomethingÊ
weÊliterallyÊfeelÊinÊtheÊbody. 



 

SomaƟc Psychotherapy Today Volume 16, Number 1, 2026    20  

ArtÊcriticÊCarolineÊTisdallÊwrites:Ê"The traditional role of art has always been to cultivate and 
deepen our senses. When it comes to the greatest art through the ages and across all places, 
this has not been the goal in itself: the senses provide access to a transcendent or spiritual 
experience by achieving a synthesis of physical and spiritual attention. When this possibility of 
synthesis is lost in a culture, then society itself begins to fall apart" (Tisdall,Ê1996,Êp.Ê139). 

WhenÊourÊsensesÊnoÊlongerÊmeetÊtheÊlivingÊworld,ÊourÊsenseÊofÊcoherenceÊalsoÊweakens.ÊAndÊ
withoutÊthatÊcoherenceÊ–ÊnoÊdeepÊtrust. 

WeÊcouldÊsayÊthatÊsafetyÊtravelsÊinÊatÊleastÊthreeÊsteps: 

1. Biological signals –ÊtheÊnervousÊsystemÊregistersÊcuesÊofÊsafetyÊorÊthreatÊ(faces,Êvoices,Ê
environment). 

2. Sensation –ÊtheseÊsignalsÊbecomeÊbodilyÊfelt:Êwarmth,Êexpansion,Êcontraction,Êtension,Ê
softening. 

3. MeaningÊ–ÊweÊinterpretÊwhatÊweÊfeel:Ê“IÊamÊsafeÊ/ÊIÊamÊnotÊsafeÊ/ÊIÊamÊaloneÊ/ÊIÊamÊtooÊ
much”. 

TheÊproblemÊisÊthatÊweÊoftenÊtryÊtoÊchangeÊstepÊ3Ê–ÊtheÊstoryÊ–ÊwithoutÊlisteningÊtoÊstepÊ2.Ê
WeÊtellÊourselvesÊ“I’mÊfine,Êit’sÊokay”ÊwhileÊtheÊbodyÊquietlyÊsaysÊtheÊopposite.ÊThisÊcreatesÊanÊ
innerÊsplit:ÊoneÊpartÊsaysÊ“IÊshouldÊbeÊcalm”,ÊanotherÊknowsÊweÊareÊnot. 

WhenÊtheÊbodyÊdoesÊnotÊfeelÊseen,ÊheardÊorÊheld,ÊcognitiveÊreassuranceÊaloneÊrarelyÊhelps.Ê
TheÊnervousÊsystemÊtrustsÊwhatÊitÊsenses,ÊnotÊwhatÊweÊsayÊtoÊourselves.ÊSafetyÊbecomesÊ
sustainableÊwhenÊthoughtÊandÊsensationÊareÊallowedÊtoÊmeet. 

 

The seeing nervous system – and when the gaze 
narrows 

AsÊpolyvagalÊtheoryÊhasÊhighlighted,ÊtheÊnervousÊsystemÊ
doesÊnotÊonlyÊlistenÊtoÊwhatÊisÊsaidÊ–ÊitÊreadsÊtheÊentireÊ
room.ÊOurÊsensesÊconstantlyÊcommunicateÊwithÊtheÊANS.Ê
VisionÊplaysÊaÊcentralÊrole:ÊperipheralÊvisionÊprovidesÊanÊ
immediateÊsenseÊofÊspaceÊandÊcontext.ÊWhenÊweÊseeÊsky,Ê
trees,Êwalls,ÊandÊdepth,ÊtheÊnervousÊsystemÊcanÊrelax.ÊItÊ
knowsÊwhereÊweÊare.Ê 

BothÊresearchÊandÊclinicalÊexperienceÊsuggestÊthatÊsofter,Ê
moreÊpanoramicÊattentionÊisÊassociatedÊwithÊcalmerÊstates,ÊwhereasÊnarrow,ÊsharplyÊfocusedÊ
attentionÊtendsÊtoÊbeÊassociatedÊwithÊvigilanceÊandÊsympatheticÊactivationÊ(e.g.,ÊworkÊonÊ
attentionÊsystemsÊandÊvigilance:ÊPosnerÊ&ÊPetersen,Ê1990;ÊMathewsÊ&ÊMacLeod,Ê2005).ÊButÊinÊ
myÊexperience,ÊthisÊisÊnotÊjustÊaboutÊtheÊeyesÊ–ÊitÊreflectsÊourÊwholeÊwayÊofÊrelatingÊtoÊreality. 

WhenÊweÊdisappearÊintoÊthought,ÊtheÊeyesÊstopÊorienting.ÊTheÊgazeÊfreezes.ÊTheÊbodyÊlosesÊ
contactÊwithÊtheÊsurroundings.ÊOuterÊseeingÊfadesÊ–ÊandÊwithÊitÊtheÊbody'sÊgroundÊforÊfeelingÊ
safe.ÊTheÊbodyÊnoÊlongerÊquiteÊknowsÊwhereÊitÊis. 

ButÊitÊisÊnotÊtheÊeyesÊthemselvesÊthatÊcreateÊsafetyÊ–ÊitÊisÊtheÊwholeÊfieldÊofÊperception.ÊWeÊ
"see"ÊwithÊtheÊbody:ÊthroughÊsound,Êtouch,ÊsubtleÊvibration,ÊandÊsmell.ÊThisÊreflectsÊwhatÊ
cognitiveÊscientistsÊcallÊembodied cognitionÊ–ÊtheÊprincipleÊthatÊperceptionÊandÊawarenessÊ
areÊnotÊabstractÊmentalÊprocesses,ÊbutÊareÊfundamentallyÊrootedÊinÊtheÊbody'sÊsensoryÊ
engagementÊwithÊtheÊworldÊ(Varela,ÊThompsonÊ&ÊRosch,Ê1991;ÊLakoffÊ&ÊJohnson,Ê1999).ÊWeÊ
doÊnotÊsimplyÊ"see"ÊwithÊourÊeyes;ÊweÊperceiveÊthroughÊtheÊwholeÊorganism'sÊactiveÊ
relationshipÊwithÊitsÊsurroundings. 
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BlindÊpeopleÊareÊnotÊlivingÊinÊconstantÊvigilance.ÊTheirÊnervousÊsystemsÊreadÊtheÊworldÊ
throughÊotherÊactiveÊchannelsÊ–Êhearing,Êtouch,ÊvibrationÊ–ÊsupportedÊbyÊtheÊbrain'sÊ
remarkableÊcapacityÊforÊadaptation.ÊWhatÊcreatesÊuneaseÊisÊnotÊtheÊabsenceÊofÊsight,ÊbutÊtheÊ
absenceÊofÊlivingÊrelationÊtoÊwhatÊisÊactuallyÊpresent. 

LivingÊperceptionÊisÊreplacedÊbyÊaÊquietÊstateÊofÊreadinessÊ–ÊnotÊbecauseÊsomethingÊconcreteÊ
isÊthreateningÊus,ÊbutÊbecauseÊtheÊbodyÊdoesÊnotÊhaveÊenoughÊ
contactÊwithÊwhereÊitÊis. 

I propose the term search mode to describe this state:ÊtheÊ
nervousÊsystemÊisÊnotÊprimarilyÊlookingÊforÊdanger,ÊbutÊforÊwhatÊ
isÊmissing.ÊWhenÊtheÊbodyÊdoesÊnotÊknowÊwhereÊitÊis,ÊitÊsearchesÊ
forÊground.ÊSearchÊinÊitselfÊisÊnotÊaÊproblemÊ–ÊitÊisÊaÊmovement.Ê
ItÊbecomesÊheavyÊwhenÊitÊlosesÊitsÊsensoryÊgroundÊandÊisÊcarriedÊ
almostÊonlyÊbyÊthought. 

In contrast, I call presence mode the stateÊinÊwhichÊtheÊ
sameÊnervousÊsystemÊcanÊrestÊinÊwhatÊisÊactuallyÊhereÊ–Êhere,Ê
now,ÊinÊthisÊbody,ÊinÊthisÊroom. 

 

The sensory famine of working life – when environment 
and tasks disturb safety 

InÊmanyÊworkplaces,ÊthisÊisÊexactlyÊwhatÊhappens.ÊWeÊworkÊinÊ
roomsÊwithÊpoorÊdaylight,ÊorÊwithÊscreensÊthatÊdemandÊnarrowÊ
focus,ÊinÊvisuallyÊmonotonousÊenvironmentsÊwithÊlittleÊvariation.ÊTheÊnervousÊsystemÊreceivesÊ
veryÊlittleÊlivingÊfeedbackÊ–ÊnoÊrealÊmovement,ÊnoÊperipheralÊoverview,ÊnoÊsmellÊofÊweatherÊorÊ
senseÊofÊtheÊwiderÊworld. 

ItÊdoesÊnotÊevenÊhaveÊtoÊbeÊaÊwindowlessÊroom.ÊItÊisÊoftenÊenoughÊthatÊweÊareÊbehindÊwalls.Ê
SimplyÊnotÊbeingÊoutdoorsÊchangesÊtheÊnervousÊsystem’sÊabilityÊtoÊfeelÊsafe.ÊTheÊbroad,Ê
peripheralÊvisionÊthatÊisÊnaturallyÊactivatedÊinÊopenÊlandscapesÊisÊreduced,ÊandÊtheÊbodyÊlosesÊ
someÊofÊitsÊorientation.ÊWhenÊbothÊgazeÊandÊbodyÊareÊconstrained,ÊourÊsenseÊofÊsafetyÊ
diminishes. 

ItÊisÊnotÊonlyÊtheÊenvironmentÊasÊsuchÊ–ÊtheÊnatureÊofÊtheÊtasksÊmattersÊasÊwell.ÊWhenÊtheÊ
focusÊliesÊonÊcognitivelyÊdemanding,Êperformance-orientedÊwork,ÊourÊattentionÊnarrowsÊ
mentallyÊandÊperceptually.ÊTheÊbodyÊisÊforcedÊtoÊshutÊoutÊtheÊlivingÊinÊorderÊtoÊdeliver. 

IÊrecallÊaÊclientÊwhoÊdescribedÊhow,ÊafterÊonlyÊfiveÊminutesÊofÊquiet,ÊwithÊherÊfeetÊonÊtheÊfloorÊ
andÊherÊgazeÊsoftlyÊrestingÊonÊtheÊcontoursÊofÊtheÊroom,ÊsheÊsuddenlyÊfeltÊthatÊsheÊwasÊ
actuallyÊthereÊ–ÊinÊherÊbody,ÊinÊtheÊroom. 

 
“It’sÊasÊifÊI’veÊneverÊreallyÊbeenÊhereÊbefore,”ÊsheÊsaid.Ê“AndÊyetÊthisÊisÊwhereÊI’veÊalwaysÊ
been.” 

WhatÊsheÊdescribedÊisÊsomethingÊIÊseeÊoften:ÊwhenÊtheÊlivingÊqualityÊofÊtheÊroomÊisÊallowedÊtoÊ
return,ÊtheÊbody’sÊstateÊofÊreadinessÊdecreases.ÊItÊisÊnotÊalwaysÊfearÊthatÊactivatesÊourÊ
nervousÊsystemÊ–ÊsometimesÊitÊisÊsimplyÊlack:ÊlackÊofÊcontact,ÊlackÊofÊvariation,ÊlackÊofÊplace.Ê
WhenÊtheseÊareÊmissing,ÊtheÊbodyÊslidesÊintoÊaÊlow-gradeÊreadinessÊ–ÊaÊquietÊvigilanceÊthatÊ
mayÊnotÊbeÊobviousÊatÊfirst,ÊbutÊwearsÊusÊdownÊoverÊtime. 
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ItÊisÊimportantÊtoÊnoteÊthatÊthisÊdoesÊnotÊapplyÊtoÊallÊ
sympatheticÊactivation.ÊWhenÊweÊareÊinÊsituationsÊ
whereÊtheÊbodyÊisÊactivelyÊengagedÊwithÊitsÊ
surroundingsÊ–Êplay,ÊphysicalÊwork,ÊrunningÊinÊ
natureÊ–ÊtheÊsympatheticÊsystemÊcanÊbeÊactivatedÊ
withoutÊusÊleavingÊtheÊventralÊstate.ÊThenÊanÊ
integratedÊactivationÊoccurs:ÊtheÊbodyÊisÊalertÊandÊ
safe.Ê 

ThisÊstandsÊinÊcontrastÊtoÊtheÊsensorily isolatedÊ
sympatheticÊactivationÊthatÊarisesÊinÊsitting,Ê
mentallyÊfocusedÊandÊenvironmentallyÊclosedÊ
settingsÊ–ÊwhereÊtheÊbodyÊnoÊlongerÊfeelsÊwhereÊitÊ
is.ÊForÊmuchÊofÊhumanÊhistory,ÊwhatÊweÊtodayÊmightÊ
callÊ“stress”ÊoftenÊappearedÊasÊaÊkindÊofÊembodiedÊ
search:ÊtrackingÊanimals,ÊlookingÊforÊfood,ÊreadingÊ
weatherÊandÊterrain.ÊTheÊbodyÊwasÊinÊsearchÊmode,Ê
butÊtogetherÊwithÊtheÊworldÊ–Êeyes,Êears,Êskin,Ê
smellÊandÊmovementÊallÊengaged.ÊThatÊkindÊofÊ
seekingÊcanÊbeÊintense,ÊbutÊitÊisÊusuallyÊnotÊ
experiencedÊasÊtheÊsameÊinnerÊpressureÊweÊseeÊ
today.ÊTheÊstrainÊarisesÊwhenÊsearchÊhappensÊ

almostÊonlyÊinÊtheÊmentalÊbodyÊ–ÊinÊtheÊthinkingÊselfÊ–ÊwhileÊtheÊsensesÊandÊtheÊwiderÊfieldÊofÊ
experienceÊareÊleftÊout.ÊEnvironmentalÊpsychologyÊandÊneuroergonomicsÊshowÊthatÊ
environmentsÊwithÊlowÊsensoryÊvariationÊincreaseÊstressÊmarkersÊandÊsympatheticÊactivationÊ
(KaplanÊ&ÊKaplan,Ê1989;ÊUlrich,Ê1991). 

ThisÊisÊwhereÊmanyÊpeopleÊbeginÊtoÊfeelÊinadequate,ÊscatteredÊorÊmentallyÊabsent.ÊButÊoftenÊitÊ
isÊnotÊtheÊindividualÊthatÊisÊ“wrong”Ê–ÊitÊisÊtheÊlackÊofÊlivingÊstimuliÊinÊtheÊenvironmentÊandÊtheÊ
wayÊtasksÊareÊstructured. 

 

The presence that carries – trust returns in the body 

TrustÊisÊnotÊsomethingÊweÊcreateÊfromÊzeroÊ–ÊitÊisÊsomethingÊweÊreturnÊtoÊwhenÊtheÊbodyÊgetsÊ
toÊexperienceÊreality.ÊItÊdoesÊnotÊhappenÊthroughÊaffirmationsÊorÊmoreÊcontrolÊonÊtheirÊown,Ê
especiallyÊwhenÊtheyÊareÊusedÊtoÊbypassÊfeeling,ÊbutÊthroughÊsensoryÊcontact:ÊtheÊperipheryÊ
ofÊtheÊeyes,ÊtheÊsensationsÊofÊtheÊskin,ÊtheÊdepthÊofÊsoundÊandÊtheÊnearnessÊofÊsmell.ÊWordsÊ
canÊsupportÊthisÊwhenÊtheyÊariseÊfromÊanÊinnerÊcompanionshipÊ–ÊaÊsenseÊthatÊsomeÊpartÊofÊ
meÊisÊhereÊwithÊwhatÊIÊfeelÊ–ÊratherÊthanÊasÊaÊwayÊtoÊtalkÊmyselfÊawayÊfromÊmyÊbody. 

WhenÊweÊareÊinÊtouchÊwithÊthisÊ–ÊwithoutÊpushingÊorÊperformingÊ–ÊtheÊbodyÊcanÊreconnectÊtoÊ
somethingÊthatÊhasÊalwaysÊbeenÊthere.ÊFromÊthat,ÊtrustÊgrows.ÊNotÊasÊanÊidea,ÊbutÊasÊaÊreal,Ê
physicalÊrestingÊinÊwhatÊis. 

OurÊmentalÊlandscapeÊshiftsÊasÊwell.ÊThoughtsÊbecomeÊlessÊnarrow,ÊmoreÊflexibleÊandÊopenÊ–Ê
oftenÊmoreÊcreative.ÊWhenÊtheÊbodyÊfeelsÊsafe,ÊitÊcanÊletÊgoÊofÊpureÊsurvivalÊstrategies,ÊandÊaÊ
moreÊcuriousÊawarenessÊcanÊemerge.ÊThisÊisÊinÊlineÊwithÊresearchÊonÊpositiveÊemotionsÊandÊ
executiveÊfunctionÊinÊsafeÊenvironments,ÊshowingÊthatÊventral-regulatedÊstatesÊsupportÊ
openness,ÊflexibilityÊandÊmentalÊwellbeingÊ(Fredrickson,Ê2001;ÊPanksepp,Ê2012). 
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ItÊisÊnotÊonlyÊtheÊenvironmentÊorÊtheÊtaskÊthatÊshapesÊhowÊtheÊbodyÊrespondsÊ–ÊbutÊalsoÊ
whetherÊweÊexperienceÊthatÊweÊhaveÊchosenÊit.ÊWhenÊweÊhaveÊgenuinelyÊchosenÊanÊactivity,Ê
ventralÊvagalÊtoneÊoftenÊremainsÊpresent,ÊandÊtheÊbrain’sÊdefaultÊmodeÊnetworkÊ(ourÊnetworkÊ
forÊinnerÊreflectionÊandÊself-referencing)ÊcanÊworkÊtogetherÊwithÊsystemsÊforÊfocusedÊ
attention.ÊAnÊinnerÊspaceÊopensÊwhereÊtheÊbodyÊcanÊbeÊengagedÊwithoutÊfeelingÊtrapped. 

ThisÊfelt autonomyÊisÊnotÊonlyÊaÊmentalÊsenseÊofÊfreedom,ÊbutÊaÊphysiologicalÊsignalÊthatÊ
shapesÊtheÊentireÊnervousÊsystem.ÊResearchÊshowsÊthatÊautonomyÊactivatesÊrewardÊpathwaysÊ
andÊreducesÊstressÊ(DeciÊ&ÊRyan,Ê2000).ÊWhenÊchoiceÊfeelsÊcoerced,ÊourÊinnerÊspaceÊshrinks,Ê
sympatheticÊactivationÊincreases,ÊandÊaccessÊtoÊperceptionÊandÊcreativityÊdecreases. 

InÊaÊventralÊstate,ÊbyÊcontrastÊ–ÊwhereÊweÊareÊinÊcontactÊwithÊbody,ÊbreathÊandÊsurroundingsÊ
–ÊtheÊsenseÊofÊchoiceÊisÊstronger.ÊTheÊexperienceÊofÊselfÊshiftsÊfromÊbeingÊaÊproblemÊtoÊbeÊ
solved,ÊtoÊaÊprocessÊthatÊisÊallowedÊtoÊunfoldÊ(Dana,Ê2018).ÊThisÊgivesÊtheÊnervousÊsystemÊ
accessÊtoÊaÊbroader,ÊmoreÊperipheralÊwayÊofÊseeingÊ–ÊbothÊvisuallyÊandÊexistentially. 

 

Practical applications: How trust can be supported in everyday life 

· In therapy:ÊHelpÊtheÊclientÊcomeÊbackÊtoÊtheÊbodyÊ–ÊtoÊsensationÊandÊfeelingÊbeforeÊ
analysis.ÊWhatÊisÊheard,Êfelt,Êsmelled?ÊWhatÊisÊaliveÊrightÊnow?ÊPracticeÊseeingÊoneselfÊhere 
and now:ÊwhatÊisÊactuallyÊpresent,ÊinÊthisÊbody,ÊinÊthisÊroom? 

· In workplaces:ÊCreateÊenvironmentsÊwithÊnaturalÊlight,ÊvariationÊandÊpossibilitiesÊforÊ
movement.ÊEncourageÊmicro-pausesÊwhereÊtheÊbodyÊcanÊorientÊ–ÊideallyÊoutdoors,ÊorÊatÊleastÊ
byÊaÊwindow.ÊAllowÊaÊshiftÊbetweenÊfocusedÊandÊopenÊawareness,ÊandÊbetweenÊsittingÊandÊ
moving. 

· For the individual:ÊLearnÊthatÊtheÊbodyÊisÊtheÊplaceÊwhereÊlifeÊisÊfeltÊasÊliving.ÊPracticeÊ
feelingÊtheÊbodyÊinÊspaceÊ–ÊnotÊasÊaÊtechnique,ÊbutÊasÊdailyÊreconnection:Êlisten,Êlook,Ê
breathe,Êstay.ÊGiveÊyourselfÊopportunitiesÊtoÊbeÊinÊnature,ÊlistenÊtoÊnaturalÊsounds,ÊandÊletÊ
theÊgazeÊrestÊinÊaÊwiderÊfield.ÊItÊgivesÊtheÊnervousÊsystemÊaÊchanceÊtoÊrememberÊthatÊitÊisÊ
notÊalone. 

 

A synthesis: Conscious ANS Navigation 

InÊearlierÊworkÊIÊhaveÊdescribedÊaÊtransdisciplinaryÊmodelÊIÊcallÊConsciousÊANSÊNavigation,Ê
integratingÊneurobiology,ÊperceptionÊandÊexistentialÊpresenceÊ(Strömberg,Ê2025).ÊInÊthisÊ
articleÊIÊdevelopÊthatÊperspectiveÊfurtherÊbyÊfocusingÊonÊhowÊtrustÊgrowsÊthroughÊtheÊbody’sÊ
relationshipÊtoÊperceptionÊandÊenvironment,ÊandÊonÊwhyÊweÊdoÊnotÊhaveÊtoÊcreateÊsafetyÊfromÊ
scratchÊsoÊmuchÊasÊreconnectÊtoÊit. 

InsteadÊofÊviewingÊtheÊventralÊstateÊasÊaÊpassiveÊ“calmÊmode”,ÊtheÊmodelÊdescribesÊitÊasÊaÊ
living gatewayÊwhereÊbothÊsympatheticÊmovementÊandÊparasympatheticÊrestÊcanÊbeÊpresentÊ
atÊtheÊsameÊtime.ÊTheÊkeyÊisÊself-bearing presenceÊ–ÊtheÊcapacityÊtoÊletÊfeelings,ÊsensationsÊ
andÊthoughtsÊmoveÊthroughÊtheÊbodyÊwhileÊsomeÊpartÊofÊusÊcanÊseeÊandÊholdÊthem. 
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InÊotherÊworkÊIÊdescribeÊthisÊasÊaÊformÊofÊembodied metacognition:ÊnotÊdistanceÊfromÊ
experience,ÊbutÊanÊinnerÊadultÊwhoÊcanÊstayÊwithÊwhatÊisÊfelt. 

TheÊmodelÊstartsÊfromÊtheÊpremiseÊthatÊnothingÊinÊtheÊnervousÊsystemÊisÊ“wrong”Ê–ÊnotÊevenÊ
ourÊprotections.ÊFight,ÊflightÊorÊcollapseÊareÊallÊattemptsÊtoÊcarryÊlife,ÊbutÊinÊaÊspaceÊthatÊhasÊ
becomeÊtooÊnarrow.ÊWhenÊweÊreconnectÊtoÊaÊlargerÊfieldÊofÊexperience,ÊtheseÊsameÊ
movementsÊcanÊsoftenÊandÊintegrate. 

InÊpractice,ÊConsciousÊANSÊNavigationÊinvolvesÊlearningÊtoÊrecognizeÊwhichÊmodeÊtheÊnervousÊ
systemÊisÊinÊ–ÊsearchÊorÊpresenceÊ–ÊandÊdevelopingÊtheÊcapacityÊtoÊletÊpresenceÊcomeÊinÊandÊ
holdÊwhateverÊisÊthere.ÊThisÊmightÊlookÊlikeÊnoticingÊwhenÊtheÊbreathÊhasÊbecomeÊshallowÊandÊ
theÊgazeÊnarrowÊ(searchÊmode),ÊthenÊgentlyÊallowingÊperipheralÊvisionÊtoÊsoftenÊandÊtheÊbodyÊ
toÊfeelÊtheÊgroundÊbeneathÊit,ÊsoÊthatÊmoreÊpresenceÊcanÊjoinÊtheÊexperience.ÊTheÊchangeÊisÊ
notÊforcedÊthroughÊwillpower,ÊbutÊinvitedÊthroughÊsensoryÊreconnection. 

UnlikeÊmethod-drivenÊapproaches,ÊtheÊmodelÊdoesÊnotÊfocusÊonÊperformance,ÊbutÊonÊ
reconnection:ÊallowingÊtheÊbodyÊtoÊfeelÊitselfÊinÊrelationÊtoÊtheÊworld.ÊInÊthisÊway,ÊnotÊonlyÊ
safetyÊisÊstrengthened,ÊbutÊalsoÊourÊabilityÊtoÊrelate,ÊregulateÊandÊrecover. 

ItÊdiffersÊfromÊcognitiveÊbehaviouralÊtherapyÊ(CBT),ÊwhichÊprimarilyÊfocusesÊonÊidentifyingÊandÊ
changingÊthoughtÊpatterns,ÊandÊfromÊmindfulness-basedÊstressÊreductionÊ(MBSR),ÊwhichÊoftenÊ
emphasisesÊnon-reactiveÊobservation.ÊInÊmyÊwork,ÊpresenceÊisÊlessÊaboutÊwatchingÊ
experienceÊfromÊaÊdistanceÊandÊmoreÊaboutÊenteringÊintoÊrelationshipÊwithÊitÊ–ÊlettingÊ
sensationsÊandÊemotionsÊbeÊfelt,ÊnamedÊandÊheld.ÊConsciousÊANSÊNavigationÊbuildsÊonÊaÊ
deeperÊintegrationÊofÊbody,ÊperceptionÊandÊautonomicÊregulationÊ–ÊwhereÊpresenceÊisÊnotÊ
emptiness,ÊbutÊaÊlivingÊfieldÊthatÊcanÊholdÊbothÊmovementÊandÊstillness. 

WhatÊIÊamÊproposingÊisÊnotÊanÊ
entirelyÊnewÊtheoryÊinÊitself,ÊbutÊ
aÊnewÊwayÊofÊweavingÊtogetherÊ
whatÊweÊalreadyÊknow.ÊResearchÊ
onÊautonomy,ÊventralÊvagalÊ
function,ÊinteroceptionÊandÊtheÊ
architectureÊofÊconsciousnessÊallÊ
pointÊtoÊfragmentsÊofÊtheÊsameÊ
map;ÊthisÊmodelÊoffersÊaÊwayÊofÊ
seeingÊthemÊtogether,ÊsoÊthatÊ
theÊexperienceÊofÊsafetyÊisÊnotÊ
reducedÊtoÊneurochemicalÊstatesÊ

orÊcognitiveÊstories,ÊbutÊseenÊasÊsomethingÊthatÊarisesÊwhenÊbody,ÊperceptionÊandÊawarenessÊ
moveÊtogether.ÊTheÊmodel’sÊkeyÊcontributionsÊincludeÊreframingÊventralÊpresenceÊasÊaÊlivingÊ
gatewayÊratherÊthanÊaÊpassiveÊcalmÊstate,ÊdistinguishingÊ*searchÊmode*ÊfromÊbothÊthreatÊ
responseÊandÊ*presenceÊmode*,ÊandÊproposingÊthatÊself-bearingÊpresenceÊneedsÊtoÊcomeÊ
beforeÊ–ÊandÊnotÊonlyÊfollowÊfromÊ–ÊattemptsÊatÊregulation. 

 

Conclusion 

WhatÊweÊlongÊforÊisÊnotÊmoreÊcontrol,ÊbutÊmoreÊcontact.ÊMoreÊrealÊpresenceÊ–ÊwhereÊtheÊbodyÊ
getsÊtoÊknowÊthatÊitÊisÊhere.ÊNotÊasÊaÊconcept,ÊbutÊasÊlivedÊexperience. 

AndÊthere,ÊinÊpresence,ÊtrustÊappearsÊ–ÊnotÊasÊsomethingÊweÊachieve,ÊbutÊasÊsomethingÊthatÊ
returns. 
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