
In freeing ourselves from a dysregulated nervous system, an important step is learning how to reframe our experiences. 
We need to do this so that we are no longer subject to learned ways of behaviour that negatively impact our lives and the 
relationships we have with others.

The goal is to go from the diagram on the left below to the one on the right.

In the diagram on the left, in which our baggage is represented by the red squiggle, triggers are the green arrow, and our 
reaction is the red arrow, you can see a dysregulated nervous system - one that overreacts to the trigger. The diagram on 
the right represents a nervous system that is well regulated as a result of using boundaries and containment.

To reframe our experiences, we must bring attention to our triggers, our baggage, and our reactions. It’s easy to consider 
ourselves the victim in situations that trigger us and make us feel unsafe, but there is very little we can do to control what 
life throws at us. What we can do, however, is use boundaries and containment to lessen the impact that our triggers have 
on our baggage. When we do this, we create something like a shield around that vulnerable, wounded part of ourselves.

For the purposes of this blog, let’s look at how we can approach our baggage and reframe how we experience it.

Let’s look at the example of John and Mary to see how this can be applied in practice.

John has agreed to pick up Mary from a work drinks event and take her to a dinner with his friends. He’s supposed to 
collect her at 7pm. At 6.55pm, she tells everyone she has to go, gets ready and is expecting him. He doesn’t show up. 
There’s no call, no message, nothing. As she’s waiting by the lobby of the bar, some of her colleagues leave together and 
comment that they thought she’d left. They ask her if she’s ok. Mary smiles bravely and tells them that everything’s fine. 
But inside she’s dying. She has no idea what’s going on and having played it all cool, like she had to leave because she 
had another event to go to, now she’s the one standing on her own looking foolish. It doesn’t help that one of the people 
passing her in the lobby is her work nemesis! John finally turns up at 7.50pm. Mary is still waiting, but not exactly pleased 
to see him. As he walks into the bar, all flustered, and greets her, she must make a choice in what to say.

In articulating her triggers and her reactions, Mary could say something like:

‘When we agree to meet at 7pm and you show up at 7.50pm, that’s a trigger for me.’ And then she adds, “and now I notice 
that I feel very angry, upset, hurt, confused and scared. My stomach is tight, and everything feels hot in my abdomen. I 
don’t feel safe.” 

In doing so, Mary makes her response about her and her own triggers and her reaction, not about John.

To set up this process of drawing the other person in, rather than putting them on the defensive, you start with the careful 
explanation of the trigger. If you don’t attack, blame or judge with the trigger, you will usually find that the person you 
are talking to (even if it is yourself) can also find some degree of empathy and compassion with whatever the difficult 
experience, sensations or feelings you are having in reaction to this trigger.
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All of this then sets the stage for the final part of opening up the window into your nervous system, which is when we go 
from the diagram on the left to the one on the right.

In the diagram on the left, in which our baggage is represented by the red squiggle, triggers are the green arrow, and our 
reaction is the red arrow, you can see a dysregulated nervous system - one that overreacts to the trigger. The diagram on 
the right represents a nervous system that is well regulated as a result of using boundaries and containment.

By not alienating or abusing the other person, and by even generating some empathy for our

experience, we are creating the right conditions safely to explore and expose our baggage. We now get to tell them why 
we had the reaction we did. Or, at least, have a really good guess.

Our baggage, of course, is at the heart of all of our problems. It is the unfinished business from our responses to threat in 
the past. In nervous system recovery terms, it’s our greatest opportunity but also our greatest threat. Revisiting unfinished 
threat responses is always going to be difficult because we are returning to the experiences which most overwhelmed us 
in the past, but completing them is our surest pathway back to regulation. All the same, it’s something to approach very 
carefully.

Once you have carefully identified your trigger, and diligently noticed and safely articulated your reaction, it’s time to open 
up the bit in the middle, the bit that links the trigger to that reaction.

This is where we start to guess at the origin of our baggage.

It is a fairly simple formula. Once you’ve described the trigger and the reaction that went with it, you try to make sense 
of the distance between the two by telling yourself, or the other person, what this combination of your trigger and your 
reaction reminds you of. It might not work; it might not remind you of anything. But usually, especially if you have got the 
first two parts right, you will find that the baggage comes into view.

So, in our example above, it might be something like this from Mary:

“When we agree to meet at 7.00pm and you show up a 7.50pm that’s a trigger for me. And now I notice that I feel very 
angry, upset, hurt, confused and scared. My stomach is tight, and everything feels hot in my abdomen. I don’t feel safe.”

After a moment’s reflection on that, even hearing her own words, Mary says, “this reminds me of when I was always waiting 
for my Mum. She was always late for me when I was younger.”

What this brief snippet of conversation does is opens up a window into the link between your nervous system, your 
behaviour and, therefore, your relationships. It puts this picture into language that’s specific to that situation.

And it keeps you in relationships while you do it. Staying connected is the very best thing you can do for your nervous 
system. It regulates you and gives you a chance to repair attachments. To be able to process unfinished business whilst 
staying connected is priceless.

I could give you a thousand examples, but this only works if you practice it for yourself in situations that are meaningful 
to you.

Our Baggage and the Nervous System 
by Benjamin Fry

theinvisiblelion.com

Benjamin is the Founder of NeuralSolution, Khiron House and Get Stable. Find out more at benjaminfry.co.uk

@theinvisiblelion


