Brain State Model
Adapted by Whitney Gherman, OSU Extension Educator
The brain is a bottom up organization and our responses to complex social problems require three major
neurological tasks: (1) establish safety, (2) seek and identify connection, and (3) develop curiosity. If we
are helping others, we might think of these tasks in another way. First regulate, relate, and then
reason/relearn. We transition more smoothly between tasks with deep breathing and somatic exercises.
More information and resources can be found in the handout titled, “Somatic Awareness for Resiliency

During Difficult Moments.”

Self Protective State

Also known as the brain stem, our survival instincts operate in this
state. Our body and brain responds based on a real or perceived threat
including threats to what what we think, care about, or believe in. Self
protective responses often manifest as fight, flight, or freeze
responses. The only way to soothe the survival state is through a sense
of safety.
Note: Bodies of the oppressed may be rightly interpreting danger. Self protection and
disassociation have in some cases kept marginalized groups alive. It is not the responsibility of
marginalized groups to serve/soothe/provide a sense of safety to dominant groups.

Memory and Emotional State

By just seeing concepts grouped together repeatedly our brain
internalizes associations that can be skewed, distorted, or inaccurate.
For example, bias lives in the emotional state of our brain and signals
information back to the lower level of our brain (i.e. Self Protective
State). In addition emotions live in our limbic system and seek
belonging. The only way to soothe the emotional state is through a
sense of connection.
Note: Without the ability of dominant groups to tolerate own experience, they may become
overly motivated to use power to relieve distress by manipulating others. It is not the
responsibility of marginalized to serve/soothe/provide emotional care to dominant groups.

Curious and Creative State

Also known as the pre-frontal cortex, in this state of the brain we
have the greatest access to reasoning abilities. Our bodies are
grounded, flexible, and present. With a curious mind and body, we
challenge norms, acknowledge danger, embrace struggle, and take
risk. We experience abundance and the total expression of life.
Note: Special attention here is given to neuro-diversity. Disability justice recognizes flexibility
and creative nuance that go beyond able-bodied/minded normativity to be in community
with one another.
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