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“Once upon a time there was an autonomic response...”  

 

‘The Polyvagal Theory’ was originally 

developed by Stephen Porges in 1994 

and describes – in more detail than be 

dealt with here – how the Autonomic 

Nervous System responds to the cues of 

safety and danger, largely coming from 

the environment, and thus how these 

cues (usually) unconsciously influence 

our emotions and behaviour throughout 

the course of our everyday life.  

Getting to know how the Autonomic 

Nervous System works, how it reacts, 

what its triggers are, and how the 

autonomic responses can be 

consciously reshaped, are very 

powerful tools, which can be integrated 

into almost any psychotherapy, as well 

as into everyday life.  

Especially, when working with 

people with trauma, the Polyvagal 

Theory brings a number of new 

concepts and insights for therapists, 

who can then help their patients to 

reframe their reactions to the traumatic 

events that trigger and thus become 

able to re-pattern their Autonomic 

Nervous System.  

This book, “The Polyvagal Theory 

in Therapy” by Deb Dana, is aimed at 

all psychotherapists, especially those 

working with trauma patients, as well 

as for everybody interested in the 

Autonomic Nervous System. The 

author was one of the first therapists to 

integrate the Polyvagal Theory into 

clinical practice and has developed a 

clinical model for the practical 

application of the Polyvagal Theory in 

trauma therapy.  

In this book, Deb Dana, shares her 

developed methodology, as much as 

her profound knowledge as from years 

of clinical work with patients. 

In Section I of her book, the author 

explains the essential concepts of the 

Polyvagal Theory and gives an 
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introduction into the terms and 

language used, in order to provide a 

solid foundation of knowledge.  

In Section II, Deb Dana introduces 

the first step of her developed clinical 

model, which focused on learning how 

to recognize the daily states of 

sympathetic / parasympathetic and any 

movements on the “autonomic ladder” 

and thus enables one (as a therapist) to 

recognize the client’s patterns of 

response. With respect to this aim, she 

has designed three different mapping-

worksheets and explains, in detail, their 

application in therapy.  

After the patients are able to identify 

their autonomic states, the author 

explains the next step of the therapy 

process in Section III, the befriending 

of the Autonomic Nervous System. 

Deb Dana shows various ways: how to 

observe and attend different autonomic 

states, as well as how clients can learn 

to track their response patterns, 

recognize their triggers and also 

regulate their abilities.  

With the foundations set in Section 

II and III, Deb Dana– in Section IV – 

introduces methods that can enable 

clients actively to regulate and reshape 

their autonomic nervous system: e.g. 

through relationship-repair interactions 

between the client and the therapist; 

toning the nervous system with breath 

and sound; regulation through 

movement and touch; ‘soothing’ the 

patient’s brain and mind; and 

experiments with play, intimacy and 

feelings of awe and elevation.  

In the final chapters, the author 

presents case studies of her work with 

the Polyvagal Theory in trauma 

therapy. 

“The Polyvagal Theory” – as 

presented by Deb Dana – represents a 

milestone for the clinical application of 

the Polyvagal Theory.  

She manages to describe the 

complex Polyvagal Theory in an easy, 

understandable way and has created a 

wonderful, practical tool-set for its 

applications in therapy, as well as in 

life.  

This book is highly recommended – 

not only for trauma therapists and 

body-oriented psychotherapists – but 

also for everybody / anybody interested 

in the function and mechanisms of our 

Autonomic Nervous System and how it 

influences us deeply on a day-to-day, 

moment-to-moment basis.  

Deb Dana is a clinician and 

consultant specializing in working with 

complex trauma and is the Coordinator 

of the Kinsey Institute Traumatic Stress 

Research Consortium. She developed 

the Rhythm of Regulation Clinical 

Training Series and lectures 

internationally on ways in which 

Polyvagal Theory informs work with 

trauma survivors.  

She is also married to Steven Porges, 

the proponent of the Polyvagal Theory: 

a theory that links the evolution of the 

mammalian autonomic nervous system 

to social behavior and emphasizes the 

importance of physiological state in the 

expression of behavioral problems and 

psychiatric disorders. 
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I can only agree with Deb Dana as 

she states: “... using the Polyvagal 

Theory in therapy will increase the 

effectiveness of clinical work with 

trauma survivors. In this process, not 

only will your therapy practice change, 

but also your way of seeing and being 

in the world will change.” 

 

 

Reviewed by Ingrid Pirker-Binder  
EAP- registered Austrian Psychotherapist  

and a member of the IJP Editorial Board. 
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