
Resilience - brief guide for QTS to accompany slides

Slide 1 - What is it?

The ability to bounce back from a very stressful experience or periods of lower level but 
continuous stress  AND to have grown from that experience. Resilience is not a coping 
mechanism: it is an adaptive response that enables you to perform, learn, grow and 
enjoy that process.

To express it another way.....it is your ability to respond positively to change, pressure 
and work/life stressors without becoming ill.

Slide 2 - Sources of Information - Resources

The Armed Forces, Space Industry and Professional Sport have all studies this subject in 
much detail - how can they help their employees when they experience high stress 
situations some of which can threaten health and safety. Most of our presentation has 
been built upon this research

Slide 3 - the 3 layered brain

It is helpful to use a simple model of the brain. from the bottom up it consists of the 

reptilian brain - very fast and automatic - it does not do emotions - it simply seeks food, 
water, shelter, sex - our basic survival instincts - it’s job is to seek for danger and give us 
the energy to respond very quickly - without being slowed down by thinking - for that 
reason most of our mistakes and bad decisions come from this part of the brain

mammalian brain - also very quick...it seeks safety in the form of emotional attachments 
and is very important to our ability to make bonds with other people and mammals 
(dogs/cats etc.) When you are enjoying yourself with friends and family you are in your 
mammalian brain - it is important not to neglect our needs for social interaction at wotk 
and at home ....it is very important to our mental and physical health

human brain - the slowest part of the brain...the part that does our rational and logical 
thinking. tends to be critical and self aware - if we are not careful these abilities to think 
and criticise others and ourself can cause unnecessary conflict and anxiety. But it is also 
the part of the brain that tries to calm down the powerful reptilian brain - like most 
things we have to practice this self-management to become better at it



Slide 4 - the iguana v snakes video

This is an example of two reptilian brains - both with powerful instincts for survival and 
showing no sign of helping each other - this is because the reptilian brain is selfish - it 
does not care for others

Slide 5 - man on bike being chased by bear video

this shows our fight and flight response in action (stress response) - the main point to 
understand here is that when we are stressed we are burning energy very rapidly - this is 
good when there is a genuine need to do so but if we are over reacting to situations 
then we should expect to feel tired - it is a normal result of our cells burning energy.

slide 6 - stress + recovery = resilience

to become more resilient we need both stress and recovery - the problem for many 
people today is that life has become so busy they are neglecting their rest. this makes us 
less resilient and we feel more stressed more often. there has always been stress and 
there will always be stress. Whilst we should avoid unnecessary stress the one thing we 
all can definitely do is to take our rest and sleep more seriously - both during the 
working hours but also when we are not at work. We cannot always control/avoid stress 
but we can always improve how we recover from it. Elite sports people can only become 
stronger, faster, more powerful by deliberately stressing their body/mind and then 
resting properly - the improvements in resilience come through the rest not just through 
the hard work

slide 7 - the polar bear being chased by the helicopter

This video shows how as soon as the polar bear wakes from sedation it shakes and 
convulses to get rid of the stress in its body. Mammals in the wild do this to recover from 
COMPLETELY from stress. So they tend not to develop stress related illness. We 
suppress this form of release (by not crying, stoping ourselves from shaking etc.) and 
end up carrying a lot of stress in our body. This is tiring and potentially harmful in the 
long run. 

once the polar bear stops shaking t has three deep breaths and goes to sleep...to 
recover properly and build its energy back up again. We can achieve the same effect 
with careful deep breathing exercises...it is free, simple, safe and lowers blood pressure. 
We are all born with this ability but forget how to use it as we age. We develop habits of 
staying stressed and not relaxing. Google the Relaxation Response to learn more.



Slide 8 - Isn’t life full of difficult experiences? Shouldn’t we just get on with it?

‘Yes’ is the answer to the first question and maybe is the answer to the second. We have 
a wonderfully designed adaptive response mechanism - the autonomic nervous system 
(ANS) which enables us to trigger the energy mobilisation we need when dealing with 
threat/challenges, successfully discharge that energy (the Polar Bear and Savannah 
shaking) and then recover (completely) by replenishing the energy we need to cope/
adapt again with the next challenge/threat - it self-regulates and in doing so becomes 
more resilient. The ANS has evolved over thousands of years to keep us safe and alive. It 
makes sense for us to respect it and work intelligently with it rather than cause it to 
become disturbed and less effective. We disturb it with poor sleep, nutrition, too much 
caffeine/alcohol, lack of exercise: choices within our control. Trauma and chronic stress 
also cause it to become dysfunctional.

So... we have the capacity to successfully adapt to change (note: this is very different 
from enjoying variety in our lives which could be a coping mechanism) and difficult 
experiences. However, this capacity relies upon effective physiological recovery.

Mmmm....how does this happen?

Our autonomic nervous system (ANS) does a lot of work automatically for us so that the 
higher functions of our brain can focus on more complex, demanding and strategic 
thinking. The fact that it is automatic is important and we’ll come back to that. For now it 
is important to understand the ANS has two branches - sympathetic and 
parasympathetic. We are always in one of these modes. The sympathetic generates the 
energy to fight or flight (or in more modern society - argue, compete, worry, play sport, 
play video games, etc.). It is a catabolic process - eating up reserves in the body. The 
parasympathetic nervous system helps to repair and build the reserves the body needs 
to cope with the next sympathetic activity or to recover from illness, become fitter, 
stronger etc. It is an anabolic process and sometimes called ‘rest and digest’ Ideally, 
after sympathetic activity we should swing into parasympathetic mode - a healthy 
nervous system cycles like this throughout the day - energising and recovering.

Why do you say ideally?

Research undertaken with animals show they recover very quickly from high stress 
situations by switching from sympathetic to parasympathetic. Their effective recovery is 
enabled through the rapid release of energy built up by the nervous system and the 
rapid activation of the parasympathetic system. We tend not to do this because we have 
a thinking mind that ruminates and replays past stressors and adds to them with new or 
further anticipatory stressors i.e. we prolong the stress response and can even create it 



with our thinking mind. In fact, we can condition our nervous system to stay more in 
sympathetic activity than it should. This is very common in the military (called being 
‘stuck on high’ ...like a car engine over-revving) and probably more common than 
people realise in certain job roles/sectors.

Is this a problem?

In the short term probably not. A certain amount of pressure and work/life stressors are 
good for us and, as we said at the beginning, will help us become more resilient. The 
problem is more that if we are continually activating our sympathetic nervous system 
then we are likely to develop stress-related symptoms. One reason for this is that key 
functions of the immune system are suppressed when we are in sympathetic mode - this 
is because it is energy-saving for certain organs/systems to be shut down when the ANS 
thinks we are about to fight or flight. So a suppressed immune system increases the 
possibility of infections and illness. The immune system comes back on-line when we 
switch into parasympathetic mode - it is part of our recovery process.

Sleep is also critical to our wellbeing and resilience. If we are firing the sympathetic 
system with worry, anxiety, working late at night, video gaming/exciting films late at 
night; using alcohol to calm us down etc. then sleep will be disrupted and along with 
hat will be disturbances to our hormonal system. Fatigue and emotional vulnerability 
can set in.

So if:

• our stressors (work, family, health etc.) are combining to be too overwhelming or 
too prolonged for our nervous system to cycle from sympathetic to 
parasympathetic; and 

• we are compounding the problem with lifestyle choices (that are often unconscious 
habits and, therefore difficult to stop) that keep us in sympathetic activity

then we are likely to reduce our capacity to cope with stress...we will become less 
resilient. There may be clusters of symptoms you can experience.

Slide 9 - What makes one person resilient and another one less so?

There are several factors that can help build resilience and they include: genetics (that 
may influence your level of optimism); physical fitness; early life experiences (parenting/
social support); lifestyle behaviours (eating/exercise/sleep); a well regulated nervous 
system, emotional intelligence and emotional regulation.

So there could be a number of reasons why one person is more resilient than another. 
There is no right or wrong about this. Previous difficult/traumatic life experiences can 
also undermine resilience even if they happened a long time ago. Examples include 



witnessing upsetting scenes when a child, car accidents, surgery, physical/emotional 
abuse and even bad experiences at a dentist.

The most important thing is not to confuse mental strength with resilience - the three 
SAS trainees were mentally very tough - so tough they ran themselves to death...they are 
no longer resilient. Don’t be a superman in work and at home. We are all human and we 
all need to take care of ourselves and our rest.

Slide 10 - video of the chimp playing and becoming frightened

This video shows that when the young chimp becomes frightened he automatically 
stops playing with one man and goes for comfort to the man who has always comforted 
him. This shows how our mammalian brain is programmed to seek safety with other 
humans when we are stressed. This is not being weak - it is exactly what we learn as 
babies...we learn how to use other humans as the solution to our stress because as 
babies we have no other option. This need for safety stays with us through our lives. 
Recognise what your needs for safety are and try to ensure they are met with healthy 
solutions which promote proper rest, good food, sensible exercise, sufficient sleep (at 
least 6 hours) and good quality relationships.

Slide 11 - where are you?

Stay on the left hand side of the curve - enjoying wellness - don’t drift over the top of the 
performance curve ...then illness can slowly creep in and become chronic. If we are not 
careful it is our mental strength which forces us further down this curve - not resting 
when we should and not allowing our immune system to stay strong.

slide 12 - think of yourself as a car

If we want to perform well in work, home and health and to have a top quality engine 
then it is important to balance that with a top quality braking system - otherwise the car 
is unstable.

How good is your braking system?


