
                 
Resilience... your 120 second guide... Part 2

In this short extract we are seeking to build on our understanding of 

• how to recognise when we are experiencing stress
• what the level of stress may be
• how it impacts upon our wellbeing/performance
• how we can manage our response to potential stressors

It should be read in conjunction with the paper Resilience Part 1 and to recap on what 
we mean by resilience 

“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.”

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

And we highlighted that our capacity to respond positively depends upon physiological 
recovery i.e. it is not simply a mental state that says “get on with it”. The previous paper 
then explained about the physiology of the sympathetic and parasympathetic nervous 
system: how we move from fight and flight to rest and digest - if functioning effectively!

So.....Simple and practical signs of being in sympathetic mode

When we sense a need to increase energy to deal with a threat, danger, a competitive 
act (such as playing sport) or a challenging event (such as public speaking) our brain 
triggers the sympathetic nervous system with the help of powerful hormones and we 
may experience any one or more of the following:

• quicker heart rate (maybe palpitations if the stress is excessive)
• rapid breathing (or difficulty breathing)
• sweating (including palms, head)
• butterflies (nervousness) in stomach
• tight chest
• dry mouth
• nausea
• churning stomach
• very focused narrow vision
• hair standing on end
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It is helpful to view these sensations as communications from your body to your mind 
saying “we are paying attention to the threat/challenge you have alerted us to.” As soon 
as you start treating them as communications you are allowing your rational mind some 
time to intervene in what can be a very fast and automatic emotional response. 

If you do not notice the signs then you cannot begin to work on improving the 
effectiveness of your response to life’s stressors. You could be overreacting, for 
example, and others may view you as over-emotional or too black and white. Or maybe, 
if the sensations are strong and uncomfortable you can withdraw and avoid situations: 
creating an impression of being too soft or unreliable.

The sensations are only communications and not proof in themselves that something is 
badly wrong. We may have become sensitised, over weeks, months and years by 
repeated stressors and can see danger, problems, risks where there are none. If you see 
people around you appearing to be more easily stressed than you - this is most likely 
what has happened to them as a result of past stressors - they have become too 
sensitive to stress. This is not their fault. If you are a manager then this is a critical point 
to be aware of. 

The level of stress

Picking up on that last point, there is a clear difference between having a bad day due to 
a few poor meetings,  excessive email count, row with a partner etc. and suffering a very 
traumatic incident such as a car accident, assault, bereavement etc. So we need to 
notice when we are experiencing signs of stress on a regular basis from minor incidents 
(implying our resilience is low and our nervous system capacity may be struggling) and 
more understandable stress symptoms due to an overwhelming event. 

How it impacts upon your wellbeing/performance

In simple terms your immune system will not work as effectively if you are experiencing 
chronic stress - you become more vulnerable to illness and disease because your 
protective mechanisms are not able to work when you are regularly in sympathetic 
mode. 

If you are a high performer and/or very conscientious then be careful - you are likely to 
be pushing yourself close to the edge. Sleep disorders, irritability, quick temper, 
adrenaline seeking behaviour are all signs that could mean you are not cycling from 
‘fight and flight’ into ‘rest and digest’ (the parasympathetic system).

Yes this seems like a contradiction but elite performers know that they need to practise 
recovery as well as practise hard work/training. Be in it for the long term and don’t 
damage your health along the way - you can’t be a top performer if you develop chronic 
illness.
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How do we manage our response to potential stressors?

First, have a mindset that accepts stress as part and parcel of life - it is there to be 
experienced, recovered from and by doing so enables a more resilient and smarter us 
to develop. There are plenty of studies to back this up but hopefully it has a common 
sense appeal to you. We are unlikely to get stronger and smarter by staying in our 
comfort zone. Try to control more when you come out of your comfort zone - training 
often helps us do this and is a positive support for resilience.

Second, practise noticing and tolerating the sensations of stress: accepting them as 
communications that need to be processed and not necessarily obeyed. Try to notice 
whether you have developed habits of reacting or over-reacting to certain sensations/
situations. These could be habits of defense, aggression, manipulating, avoiding, 
challenging, guilt, anxiety etc. The habits may not be effective and may not reflect the 
reality of what is happening around you.

Next...consider very very seriously how many times you make an unpleasant situation 
worse with your habits of feeling and thinking. Yes situations can be unpleasant but we 
often make them worse by adding unpleasantness to the unpleasantness. Please do not 
underestimate this observation. It is a very well observed trait in many people. Again, if 
you are a manger this is a very important point to explore - both within yourself and 
others.

The time and space you create by following the above allows your rational mind to catch 
up with the faster emotional mind. This in itself offers you more choice and hopefully 
more effective responses. You can accelerate your capabilities of emotional regulation 
and stress management by:

• developing mindfulness techniques
• finding physical activity routines you enjoy including yoga and tai chi
• developing diaphragmatic breathing techniques
• developing a mix of the above

4/5 minutes a day every day is far better than one/two longer sessions a week. If you can 
build towards 20 -30 minutes on most days you will notice very significant changes in 
your mood, awareness and energy. Your resilience will improve as will your capacity to 
enjoy life. This is a great prize. Be patient because it takes time to change habits but 
regular practise will work - the mind has to respond (it is called neuroplasticity) to how 
you use it. It is your mind so why not use it wisely.
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