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Objectives

▪ Review Polyvagal Theory and its 

convergence with yoga therapy in 

reference to a therapeutic framework and 

specific application

▪Describe relationship of the neural 

platforms of polyvagal theory with the 

gunas of yoga

▪Describe how this relationship of neural 

platforms and gunas helps support a 

biopsychosocial framework for wellbeing

▪Apply specific practices of yoga within this 

framework for biopsychosocial wellbeing



Table 7.1 From Sullivan and Robertson "Understanding Yoga Therapy: Applied Philosophy and Science of Well-being

The approach of Yoga Therapy
Salutogenesis Pathogenesis

Core 

question

What leads to health and well-being? What leads to disease and 

pathology?

Aim Identification of the factors that contribute to 

health

Identification of the factors that 

contribute to disease

Outcome 

sought

Optimal states of health and well-being, 

flourishing, improved quality of life

Removal of pathology or 

disease to support health

Purpose of 

intervention

Support and promote health and well-being 

(pathology may diminish in the process); 

possibility of improving states of health and 

well-being beyond the removal of disease

Support and promote the 

removal of disease for health to 

occur

Impact Cultivates the potential of positive health 

through greater biopsychosocial-spiritual well-

being

Diminishes the negative effect 

of pathology on health 

outcomes 



Why Polyvagal 
Theory

▪An integrated biopsychosocial 

approach as it offers a framework 

for exploring connected 

physiological, psychological, and 

behavioral experiences

▪The autonomic nervous system as 

underlying the salutogenic 

approach for physical, mental, and 

behavioral well-being



The Vagus 
Nerve

▪ 80%  interoceptive

▪ Primary conduit of the parasympathetic 

response

▪ 2 motor branches from the brainstem 

which creates the rest/digest/social 

engagement or a more dramatic slowing 

of systems in response to life threat

▪ Bidirectional channel of communication 

between the viscera, internal milieu, and 

brain. Plausible mechanisms through 

which physiology, emotions, and behavior 

inter-relate and affect one anther



Interoception and Neuroception
◦ Interoception

◦ Afferent sensory information from viscera and perception of emotion, cognition, memory

◦ Brain structures that interpret and respond to that information

◦ It is the receiving and appraising of bodily sensation, emotion, memory, cognition

◦ The sensitivity to and accuracy of interoceptive awareness is important to self-regulation 

◦ Neuroception

◦ Subconscious detection by our ANS of safety or danger in the environment

◦ Influences ANS state with its concomitant and integrated effect on physiological, 
psychological, behavioral states.



Neuroception continued

Figure 7.1: Sullivan and Robertson (2020). Understanding Yoga Therapy: Applied Philosophy and Science for Well-being. 
Routledge Publishers



In response to 
perceived safety: 

Ventral Vagal 
Complex

Or  

Social 
communication 
network

Motor- from the nucleus ambiguus of the brainstem 
and connects to other nerves such as 
glossopharyngeal, accessory, trigeminal and facial 
nerve.

Physiological Restoration including muscle tension, digestive 
processes, heart rate variability
Slowing of heart rate to resting state is connected to control 
of vocal prosody,  tuning of inner ear to human sound,  
facial muscle control for connectivity

Psychoemotional and behavioral- Increases 
likelihood of attributes such as compassion, 
love, connection



In response to 
perceived danger

Sympathetic 
Nervous System

or 

defensive 
mobilization

Sympathetic Chain from the cell bodies of the lateral 
horn of the spinal cord (T1-L2)- visceral efferents

Physiological: mobilization of the systems of the body: 
Increased HR, RR, inhibition of peristalsis, muscle 
tone, release of hormones such as catecholamine 
related to stress

Psychoemotional and behavioral- Increased likelihood 
of attributes such as fear, anger, anxiety. Fight or flight 
behavior



In response to 
perceived life 
threat or 
immense danger

Dorsal Vagal 
Complex

or

Defensive 
Immobilization

From the Dorsal Motor Nucleus of the brainstem

Physiological: Dramatic reduction and slowing of 
metabolic resources  and systemic function to the least 
amount necessary for survival (body temp, HR, RR). 
Physiological shutdown

Psychoemotional and behavioral- Increased likelihood 
of attributes such as shutdown, disembodied or 
dissociative states, death feigning, collapse, loss of 
consciousness



Combinations

Safe mobilization
Co- activation of VVS and SNS in 

play, creativity, dance

Physiological activation for 
mobilization, quick thinking, problem 

solving along with safety cues for 
social engagement

Safe Immobilization
Co-activation of VVC and DVC 

in stillness, meditation

Physiological stillness alongside 
cues of safety for engagement



The Gunas

▪The Three Constituents are different in 

their operation and makeup. Yet they 

function together for the ultimate 

purpose of the illumination and 

revelation of Spirit, just as the wick, oil, 

and flame of a lamp, though different in 

their makeup, function together for the 

purpose of illumination and revelation. 

▪ Samkhya Karika

Miller R. (2012). The Samkhya Karika. San Rafael, CA: Integrative Restoration Institute 19



Purusha, 
Prakriti, Gunas

▪Purusha: subjective experiencer

▪Prakriti: All body-mind and 

environmental phenomena

▪Gunas: Make up all of phenomena of 

Prakriti



• The sattvic component of any body-mind or environmental 
phenomena supports emergent attributes such as harmony, 
equanimity, capacity for clarity, ethical and prosocial behavior. 

• Vital for the discriminative wisdom between prakriti and purusha 
or awareness

• substrate from which emerges clarity, lucidity, luminosity

Sattva

• The rajasic component of any body-mind or environmental 
phenomena supports emergent attributes such as activity, 
turbulence, excitement, creativity, anxiety, anger.

• Vital for movement, motivation for change, and healthy 
engagement with life. 

• substrate from which emerges activity, mobilization

Rajas

• The tamasic component of any body-mind or environmental 
phenomena supports emergent attributes such as mass, form, 
stability, dullness, delusion, obscuration, misperception

• Vital for the stability, form, groundedness for healthy 
engagement with life. 

• Tamas: substrate from which emerges stillness, solidity 

Tamas



The Gunas and 
Polyvagal 
Theory

Both theorize underlying substrates from 

which shared or connected physiological, 

psychological, behavioral states emerge, or 

become more accessible or likely.

▪ Polyvagal Theory: Autonomic Neural Platforms

▪ Yoga: Gunas

The gunas and neural platforms have a reciprocal 

relationship such that when one is activated it is 

likely to be reflected in its counterpart. Each guna is 

reflected in a corresponding neural platform and 

vice versa as they support and reinforce one another. 



Sullivan MB, Erb M, Schmalzl L, Moonaz S, Noggle Taylor J, Porges SW. Yoga Therapy and Polyvagal Theory: The Convergence of Traditional Wisdom and Contemporary 

Neuroscience for Self-Regulation and Resilience. Front Hum Neurosci. 2018;12. doi:10.3389/fnhum.2018.00067  (18)

When a Guna Predominates →Reflected in Neural 
Platform

▪ Sattva guna predominance demonstrates attributes of clarity, lightness, calmness 

which encourages activation of the social engagement neural platform with its 

parasympathetic response and positive psychological and prosocial attributes. 

▪ Raja guna predominance with its influence to mobilize supports activation of the 

neural platforms of safe mobilization and defensive mobilization encouraging a 

continuum of mobilization from creativity and play to anger, anxiety, or fear.

▪ Tama guna predominance supports states of stillness or solidity which encourages 

activation of the neural platforms of safe immobilization or defensive immobilization. 

This effect spans a continuum from stability, groundedness, or intimacy to 

obscuration, dissociation, death-feigning, or inertia.



Sullivan MB, Erb M, Schmalzl L, Moonaz S, Noggle Taylor J, Porges SW. Yoga Therapy and Polyvagal Theory: The Convergence of Traditional Wisdom and Contemporary 

Neuroscience for Self-Regulation and Resilience. Front Hum Neurosci. 2018;12. doi:10.3389/fnhum.2018.00067  (18)

When a Neural Platform is Activated →Reflected in a 
Guna Predominance

▪When the social engagement system is activated with its emergent 

attributes of calm, connection it promotes the predominance of sattva guna.  

▪When safe mobilization or defensive mobilization are activated the 

qualities of rajas are encouraged with its spectrum of mobilization.

▪When safe immobilization or defensive immobilization are activated, the 

qualities of tamas are supported with its spectrum  from stillness or stability 

to obscuration.



Neural Platform/Global 

State 

Guna (Yogic 

Philosophy)

Shared Physiological, Emotional, and 

Behavioral Characteristics

Social engagement: Predominance of sattva Safety, connection, illumination, lucidity, 

compassion, relaxation, calm

Safe mobilization Balance of sattva with 

rajas

Activity, creativity, motivation, capacity for 

change, capacity for being active and alert yet 

relaxed (e.g., play or dance)

Defensive 

mobilization:

Predominance of rajas Fear, anger, greed, agitation, anxiety, tension, 

activation of physiological systems for fight-

flight responses

Safe immobilization: Balance of sattva with 

tamas

Stability, groundedness, intimacy, social 

bonding

Defensive 

immobilization:

Predominance of tamas Obscuration, inertia, dullness, ignorance, 

delusion, dissociation, hypotonia, slowing of 

physiological systems for conservation of 

resources to the lowest output needed for 

survival 
From Table 8.1 Sullivan and Robertson "Understanding Yoga Therapy"



Significance of this 
relationship 
between the 
autonomic 

platforms and gunas

▪Helps us to speak to what we are 
doing in yoga doing in a way that is 
congruent with a yoga therapy 
perspective, framework, and scope of 
practice and to translate into language 
for healthcare professionals, 
researchers, and the public

▪Helps us not be diagnosis driven—
but to look at underlying qualities 
giving rise to physical, emotional, 
behavioral concerns



Yoga and the Social Engagement Neural 
Platform

◦ A growing body of research supports yoga practices for 

◦ Physiological: Autonomic regulation through measures of HRV

◦ Interoceptive: Healthy interoceptivity including healthy body awareness 

◦ Positive psychological and behavioral states including compassion

◦ Improved psychological resilience, and self-concept, and lessening of dysfunctional 
coping mechanisms.

◦ Combined effects that benefit attention, affect and ANS regulation.

◦ Emergence of attributes such as compassion and eudaimonic wellbeing

From: Sullivan, Marlysa, and Matt Erb. “Polyvagal Theory and the Gunas: A Model for Autonomic Regulation in 
Pain.” Yoga and Science in Pain Care: Treating the Person in Pain, SInging Dragon, pp. 104–122.



Yoga Practices 
for Regulation; 

social 
engagement; 

sattva

Postures, breathing practices, meditation, 
intentions to cultivate states of physiological 
restoration and relaxation, emphasis on 
positive psychological and behavioral 
qualities such as compassion, peace, ease

Cultivating healthy sensitivity 
and interoceptive  attention. 

Self-Inquiry of body sensation



Practices for 
regulation; social 

engagement; 
sattva

▪ Meditations and Intentions

▪ Yamas and Niyamas: focus on contentment, nonharming or 

lovingkindness, patience, inner strength or will

▪ Interoceptive Inquiry

▪ What are you noticing in your body right now?

▪ How do you notice this sensation? Heaviness/lightness; 

expanding/contracting; softeness/hardness

▪ Is there an emotional quality to this? How do you notice this in 

your body? 

▪ Is there an intention that you want to bring here

▪ Is there a belief you notice and how do you notice this in your 

body?

▪ Pranayama: calming ANS 

▪ Asana: calming ANS and supporting positive emotional 

experiences



3 kinds of 
resilience

Alternating between activation and 
calm: Going back and forth 
between neural platforms

Widening the window of 
tolerance for safe mobilization 
and safe immobilization

Transforming relationships to stimuli 
and fluctuations  of neural platforms



Sullivan, M. B., Erb, M., Schmalzl, L., Moonaz, S., Noggle Taylor, J., & Porges, S. W. (2018). Yoga therapy and polyvagal theory: The convergence of traditional wisdom and contemporary neuroscience for self-regulation and 
resilience. Frontiers in human neuroscience, 12, 67.



Practices for 
resilience 

between neural 
platforms and 

gunas

▪ Meditations and Intentions

▪ As before with sattva or social engagement using inquiry 

for greater resilience

▪ What are you noticing in your body right now?

▪ How do you notice this sensation? Heaviness/lightness; 

expanding/contracting; softeness/hardness

▪ Is there an emotional quality to this? How do you notice this 

in your body? 

▪ Is there an intention that you want to bring here

▪ Is there a belief you notice and how do you notice this in 

your body?

▪ Pranayama for activation or calming of ANS

▪ Asana:  for activation or calming of ANS



Footer

“...contemplative practices, by directly exercising the vagal 
regulation of state, coopt the need for social interactions to 
reflexively calm the practitioner… and expand the sense of  
connectedness from a proximal social network to an 
unbounded sense of oneness.” 

Stephen Porges

The Oxford handbook of compassion science



Footer


