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Abstract

This narrative review aims to examine the relationship between fear, cognitive load, and social cohesion during
acute crises, with a particular focus on wartime conditions. Drawing on the theoretical frameworks of the
Polyvagal Theory, the concept of neuroception, and Cognitive Load Theory, the paper explores the neural and
cognitive mechanisms underlying individual and collective responses to threats. A systematic search of scientific
literature in databases such as PubMed, Scopus, and Google Scholar reveals that the intensity and duration of
perceived threat can activate different neural pathways: in manageable threats, the ventral vagal system fosters
empathy and strengthens social bonds, whereas in chronic or ambiguous threats, the activation of sympathetic or
dorsal vagal defense states may lead to aggression and the breakdown of social ties. Investigating social events in
Iranian society demonstrates that the combination of effective threat perception management and preservation of
cognitive resources plays a critical role in determining the trajectory of social cohesion. The findings have
important implications for policymakers and crisis managers, emphasizing the need to enhance social safety
signals, train emotion regulation skills based on the social brain, and prevent the depletion of society’s cognitive
resources.
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