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Chapter 1.0 The Fawn Response
You didn't wake up one morning and decide to become the person who says yes to everything. That pattern started long before you had words for it. It started when you were small, when the world felt unpredictable, and when making other people comfortable was the safest thing your nervous system could find to do.
1.1 When Safety Means Surrender
Most people have heard of fight, flight, and freeze. These are the classic stress responses that kick in when the brain senses danger. But there's a fourth response that gets far less attention, and it's the one that shapes the lives of countless neurodivergent adults. It's called the fawn response.
Psychotherapist Pete Walker first described fawning as a trauma response in which a person manages threat by merging with the needs, desires, and expectations of others (Walker, 2013). Instead of fighting back, running away, or shutting down, the fawning person becomes agreeable. Compliant. Helpful. Small.
For neurodivergent children, this response often develops early. Research on autistic masking shows that many autistic individuals begin suppressing their natural behaviors and copying neurotypical social patterns in childhood, sometimes as young as age five or six (Hull et al., 2017). Children with ADHD face similar pressures. Studies indicate that children with ADHD receive significantly more negative feedback from parents, teachers, and peers compared to their neurotypical classmates, averaging up to 20,000 more corrective or negative messages by age ten (Dodson, 2022).
That's a lot of information telling a young brain: who you are is not okay. And so the brain adapts. It learns to scan for what other people want and deliver it before anyone has to ask. That's not manipulation. That's survival.
1.2 Your Brain Under Pressure
To understand why fawning becomes so automatic, it helps to look at what's happening in the nervous system. Dr. Stephen Porges' polyvagal theory explains that the human autonomic nervous system constantly scans the environment for cues of safety and danger through a process called neuroception (Porges, 2011). This scanning happens below conscious awareness. You don't choose it. Your body just does it.
When the nervous system detects safety, the ventral vagal system activates, and you feel calm, connected, and socially engaged. When it detects danger, the sympathetic system fires up (fight or flight) or the dorsal vagal system takes over (freeze or collapse). Fawning is what happens when the nervous system determines that the safest path through a threatening social situation is to appease the other person.
Now here's what makes this especially relevant for neurodivergent brains. Research shows that autistic individuals often have differences in autonomic nervous system regulation, including altered heart rate variability and heightened physiological stress responses during social interactions (Thayer et al., 2012; Kushki et al., 2013). In plain terms, social situations that feel mild to a neurotypical person can register as genuinely threatening to an autistic nervous system. Not because the autistic person is weak or broken, but because their sensory and social processing works differently.
For people with ADHD, the picture adds another layer. Dr. William Dodson has described rejection sensitive dysphoria (RSD) as an intense emotional response to perceived or actual rejection that is neurological in origin, not a character flaw (Dodson, 2022). When you combine a nervous system that's easily overwhelmed by social cues with one that experiences rejection as physically painful, fawning starts to look like the most logical option available.
So you learn to read the room before you read yourself. You learn to adjust your tone, your opinions, your energy, and your needs to match what the people around you seem to want. And you get very, very good at it.
1.3 Mirroring As A Shield
Consider Seraphina (name changed), a 34 year old autistic woman who wasn't diagnosed until her late twenties. Growing up, Seraphina noticed she could pick up on other people's moods with remarkable precision. She could tell when her mother was about to get frustrated before a single word was spoken. She could feel the shift in a classroom when a teacher's patience was running thin.
Seraphina didn't realize this was her nervous system working overtime. She just thought she was "sensitive." And because she could sense these shifts so clearly, she learned to respond to them before they escalated. She'd change the subject when her father seemed annoyed. She'd volunteer to help a teacher who looked stressed. She'd agree with friends' opinions even when she had her own thoughts, just to keep things smooth.
By the time Seraphina reached adulthood, she had no idea what her own opinions actually were. She'd spent so long calibrating to others that she'd lost the signal of her own preferences underneath all the noise.
This pattern of social mirroring and camouflaging is well documented in autism research. A 2017 study by Hull and colleagues found that autistic adults described camouflaging as a constant, exhausting process of monitoring and adjusting their behavior to fit social expectations, often at significant cost to their mental health and sense of identity (Hull et al., 2017). A later study by Cage and Troxell-Whitman (2019) found that the motivation behind camouflaging often included fear of negative social consequences, not just a desire to connect.
That's the distinction that matters. There's a difference between adjusting your behavior because you want to connect with someone and adjusting your behavior because you're terrified of what happens if you don't.
1.4 The Disappearing Act
Consider Alaric (name changed), a 28 year old man with ADHD who describes himself as "the easiest person in every room." At work, Alaric volunteers for projects no one else wants. In friendships, he's the one who always adjusts plans to suit everyone else's schedule. In his romantic relationship, he hasn't brought up a single complaint in three years, even though several things genuinely bother him.
When asked why, Alaric's answer is instant: "I just don't want to be difficult."
That sentence, "I don't want to be difficult," is one of the most common things people with chronic fawning patterns say. And it reveals something important about how this survival strategy works. The goal isn't to be liked. The goal is to not be rejected. Those sound similar, but they're actually very different motivational states.
Research on social motivation suggests that approach motivation (seeking positive outcomes like connection) and avoidance motivation (preventing negative outcomes like rejection) activate different neural pathways and produce different behavioral patterns (Elliot, 2006). People operating from avoidance motivation don't make choices based on what they want. They make choices based on what they fear. And when avoidance is your default, you don't build a life around your preferences. You build a life around other people's comfort.
Alaric hasn't just been agreeable. He's been systematically removing himself from his own life, one accommodation at a time. He doesn't know what kind of food he actually likes because he always lets his partner choose. He doesn't know what career path excites him because he took the job his parents approved of. He doesn't know what he thinks about politics, religion, or even what movie to watch on a Friday night, because he has spent his entire adult life outsourcing those decisions to avoid the risk of someone disagreeing with him.
That's what fawning does over time. It doesn't just make you agreeable. It makes you absent.
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