
Section 1: Stress in a nutshell and then...Stress Management, Resilience and 

Mental Fitness

In a nutshell:

Hans Seyle in his ground breaking work on stress considered there were two types of 
stress, eustress (positive) and distress (negative), and if we manage stress successfully 
then eustress enables successful adaptation which improves performance and 
resilience. More recently scientists call this kind of good stress hormesis (Mattson 2008) 
and it describes that when a biological system is challenged, it is forced to adapt and 
learn from that experience. Strength and Conditioning coaches use this principle every 
time they design a training programme to build strength, speed, power or endurance. 
So, our stressful experiences can help rewire the brain, nervous system and body to 
handle future stress in a more efficient and resilient manner. This positive  stress model 
argues that the most benefit arises from moderate doses of stress with sufficient 
recovery time (Mattson 2008; Radak et al. 2008). Insufficient stress (staying well within 
comfort zones) does not challenge the biological system enough to trigger positive 
adaptation, but excessive stress overwhelms that system and leads to negative 
adaptations i.e. positive stress grows our comfort zone and resilience but without 
exhausting our resources.

Stress Management, Resilience and Mental Fitness

The term resilience and mental fitness is used to promote a dynamic concept rather 
than a target outcome: it is in constant flux and development throughout your career 
and life and, if mastered, allows you to manage stress successfully. Why do we wish to 
manage stress successfully? Because the failure to do so not only leads to poor 
decision-making and performance it also leads to chronic illness and death: our body 
and mind develops maladaptive coping mechanisms which eventually overload and 
deplete our mental and physical resources. There are obvious maladaptive coping 
mechanisms (heavy alcohol consumption and comfort eating) and more subtle ones 
(over training or excessive working due to combinations of ambition, fear and mental 
strength)

For many people, there is often a focus on their technical development (for work) and 
physical development (for improving or maintaining physical wellbeing). However,  it is 
likely to be your mental fitness that will have the greatest impact upon your performance 
as an employee, manager, leader, parent and friend: particularly when the pressure is 
ramped up. It is then when your mental capabilities and emotional regulation will often 
be stretched as stressors arise and change: sometimes very rapidly. There is a risk of 
reacting or overreacting rather than choosing the best response. In elite sport, where 
there is a huge and necessary focus on the physical conditioning of an athlete, most 
coaches and athletes acknowledge that up to 90% of success is due to mental factors. 
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In the longer term, the failure to manage our mental fitness and resilience is likely to 
contribute to premature ageing and a wide range of stress-related physical and mental 
health conditions

Drawing from definitions of mental fitness we can say that it refers to 

the ability to optimally regulate thoughts, feelings (our internal state) and behaviours to 
perform in a purposeful sustainable manner while successfully adapting to the demands 
of external and internal stressors. This definition pulls together emotional and physical 
regulation with effective behaviour (decision-making) and resilience (adapting to stress 
positively and becoming more resilient because of stress).

Our aim, therefore, is to help you identify how you can work with your mental fitness 
such that it improves:

• resilience

• learning (from training and stressful contexts)

• psychological agility

• wellbeing

Elite sportspeople develop mental fitness and improve their resilience by:

• setting goals to push past just current measures and abilities

• being open-minded to how they perform in training and competition 

• understanding how to maximise recovery from stress to enable positive adaptation

• learning from mistakes, failure and success

So how can we nurture our mental fitness and how does it compare to training our 
physical fitness? There are three pillars we need to understand: how to train mental 
fitness; how that training becomes permanent because of neuroplasticity and how to 
recognise and regulate the stress response.

Learning to train mental fitness

There are core foundational skills that support mental fitness and resilience:

focused attention: direction our mind’s attention to where we want to focus (internally, 
externally)

paying attention in a specific way (in the present moment, openly & without judgement)

interoception - the tracking of internal sensations
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These core foundational skills are central to 360 self-awareness. A self-awareness that 
goes beyond standard psychometric profiling and is central to such tools as mindfulness 
practice. Why are they so core to our purpose? For many years now research has 
established that sensory input (sight, smell, sound etc.) will automatically stimulate 
hormonal secretions, and influence the firing of neural networks involved in attention 
and memory. 

The psychologists have had to reconsider the limitations of conscious control over our 
response to stress and emotional regulation. Intense sensations and emotions, triggered 
by sensory input, can drive reactions and behaviours before our slower more conscious 
mind is aware of what is happening. In simple terms, we can find ourselves reacting to 
stress rather than responding (making a choice). There is a survival advantage to the fast 
automatic responses generated by the neural networks governing the stress response. 
We don’t want to over think when faced with a real threat to our life and that was very 
necessary in our ancient past when environmental stressors included dangerous 
predators. Today those same neural circuits work just as quickly but can hijack our more 
rational self if we lose control. Chronic and acute (or stress) stress can create a greater 
susceptibility to this loss of control and it is this stress response we need to understand 
and work to improve.

Let’s take a high level look of the context to the stress response...to see where it fits in 
relation to the rest of our brain. Many neuroscientists, when helping the layperson 
understand the complexities of the mind/body integration refer to the hierarchically 
organized brain - from the ‘bottom up.’ We respond to the constant bombardment of 
sensory information by automatically activating emotional and arousal systems which 
stimulate an impulse to act -  in extreme situations to escape that predator -  no longer a 
wild animal but maybe a very challenging person at work. This impulse can, however, be 
modified by thought. The integration of our lower, faster and older (in evolutionary 
terms) survival brain with our younger, slower and higher human (thinking) brain 
depends on prefrontal cortex activity that enables us to flexibly adjust to environmental 
stressors and challenges. Sometimes this model is referred to as the triune brain. 

This integration of sensory information with the attachment of meaning to both the 
information and the physical urges to act and then to apply logic to the long-term 
consequences of your choices separates us from the rest of the animal kingdom. It 
depends upon our highly evolved prefrontal cortex which in turn is shaped by our 
genes and early life experiences. It allows us to continuously discover new ways of 
assessing information and to modify our responses according to lessons we learn. We 
always have the ability to be instinctive and reactive but we also learn how to become 
more emotionally regulated and logical. 

So we can use these core foundation skills of interoception, focusing our attention and 
guiding it in specific ways to improve the integration of our survival brain (which triggers 
the stress response) with our thinking brain. In turn this will:
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• improve our awareness of our (and others) responses to demands, pressure, and 
stress including internal states of fatigue, nervousness and anxiety: often these 
responses can be automatic and operate, if we are not careful, below our 
consciousness

• improve our understanding and awareness of focus such that we powerfully 
connect with our goals and maximise our learning and performance: reducing 
distractions and increasing our mental capacities

• improve our stress management strategies through emotional regulation of key 
cognitive processes and physiological regulation of the nervous system: enabling 
improved energy management, decision-making and mental agility

• improve our ability to communicate and positively interact with colleagues: 
developing our pro social behaviours and emotional intelligence not just when 
socially engaged but also when experiencing high stress contexts

We want our minds to be resilient, adaptive, agile and open to new learning and 
challenges.

Similarities and Differences to Physical Training

Sharon Begley, author of Train Your Mind, Change Your Brain, states, “One can sculpt the 
brain’s emotional circuitry as profoundly as one can sculpt one’s pectoral muscles” .
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physical fitness similarities mental fitness

physical exercises such as 
squats, plank, pull ups, press 
up

practice mental exercises of 
attentional focus
interoception
exteroception

daily, weekly, high & low 
intensity, volume etc.

protocols for repetition daily, short, long, retreats

training specific muscles and 
functional systems: body 
changes shape

 target change training specific neural 
pathways and physiological 
systems: brain changes 
shape

improved resilience, agility, 
strength, power, speed, 
endurance and protection 
from injury

outcomes improved resilience, agility 
mental strength and 
intelligence plus faster 
recovery from stress



As we train our mind we can literally rewire our brain so it changes shape, function and 
performance. The feature of our brain which mediates this is called neuroplasticity.

Why is neuroplasticity important? In simple terms if you are to maximise the interplay 
between your genes and your environment it will focus on your ability to bring the right 
experiences and lifestyle choices into your life on a regular basis. It is through the 
repetitive practise of exercise, nutrition, stress management, sleep and other types of 
rest/recovery that your brain will start to embed and embody the nervous system 
circuitry which improves resilience, mental fitness and wellbeing. So what is 
neuroplasticity exactly?

Basic Definition / Explanation

The ability of the brain to change (remodel) or create new internal connections at any 
age.
or
The ability of the brain to modify its connections or re-wire itself at any age.

Until the 1970’s it was generally accepted that the brain structure of an adult was largely 
fixed. Studies of neuroplasticity since then demonstrate remodeling of neural 
connections throughout life.

Neurons (the brains basic cells) are constantly ‘linking together’ to form neural 
networks, each network spreading across many regions of the brain. It is estimated that 
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physical fitness differences mental fitness

practice makes performance 
of the exercises easier and 
reward hormones can boost 
motivation to stay on track

practice you will experience periods 
when exercises do not feel 
easier and we do not always 
feel better after training

protocols can change to push 
through barriers and plateaus

protocols for repetition short regular practice more 
likely to be sustainable and 
generate benefits for most 
people

changes to muscles and 
functional systems are easy to 
track, measure and re-target

 target change changes can be subtle, hard 
to track and measure: do not 
expect continual progress

an expectation within two 
weeks of seeing benefits

outcomes do not expect overnight 
changes or even changes 
within two weeks: be patient 
with yourself and regularly 
practice



the brain has 100 billion neurons, with each neuron having the ability to connect with up 
to 10,000 other neurons.

Neural networks can represent anything that the brain controls or information that it 
stores, with neuroplastic change occurring  as a result of thoughts, emotions, 
environment or behaviour.

Learning, memory and behaviour change are all dependent on neuroplasticity, as is the 
ability of another part of the brain taking on the function of a damaged part after a 
stroke or trauma.

Results of many studies suggest that both long-term or short-term practice of 
mindfulness results in different levels of activity in brain regions associated with such 
qualities as attention, anxiety, depression, fear, anger and the ability of the body to heal 
itself.  We can literally rewire our brains and grow and shrink key regions of the brain.

So What’s

1. Neuroplasticity can give us an adaptive advantage (learning new things, increasing 
understanding by making connections between different things, improving our 
resilience). The regular practice of self-regulation skills helps build our capacity for 
increased stress tolerance and, with that, improved decision-making and 
performance.

2. Neuroplastic changes are constantly occurring, but the effects are NOT always 
positive (negative thoughts or negative self-talk will form neural networks that can 
subconsciously guide our behaviours). If you develop unhelpful team, management 
and leadership behaviours they are underpinned by your neural networks. The more 
you continue to act out these behaviours the stronger the neural connections 
become and the easier it is for you to adopt those same behaviours again and 
again. Or you might say the harder it becomes to change such behaviours. This can 
work at many levels. If, you generate avoidance behaviours (and body language) in 
moments of stress, then there will be neural networks supporting this behavioural 
response. This can send confusing signals to those looking to you for a more 
appropriate response. 

3. Not using a neural network can result in connections being deleted or overwritten by 
other networks (forgetting), but regular use strengthens a network (Hebbes’ Law - 
‘Neurons that fire together wire together, Neurons that fire out of sync don’t link’). A 
great deal of training, particularly in high stress context such as air traffic control, the 
military, medical professions, first responders and in elite sport is often geared 
towards establishing, in effect, neural networks which allow you to behave with the 
quick appropriate execution of skills. This training can seem repetitive  but it works 
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because of neuroplasticity. It is often quoted that 10,000 hours of practice develops 
mastery….it is important to choose the mastery that is best for your career.

4. Imagining / Mental Rehearsal can ‘fire’ a neural network in just the same way as 
‘doing’. Regular practice of any sort strengthens a neural network and makes it 
‘a path more easily travelled’. You may wish to combine mindfulness practice with 
visualisation or mental rehearsal to help you prepare for future events particularly if 
you are anticipating high stress context. Why use your mental energy worrying about 
future events when you could mindfully practise successful responses and 
outcomes?

5. What you apply from any tools and techniques we provided during the workshops 
will form neural networks within your brain that can be added to, with future learning 
providing you practise the techniques and tools we suggest. The benefits you can 
gain have been subject to considerable psychological research over the past 30 
years. Those benefits may vary from person to person but the extent to which you 
benefit will depend upon the frequency of your practice. So this exploration of our 
resilience and mental fitness can be quite fascinating but the benefits arise not 
through an intellectual appreciation of how they work but from regular mind/body 
workouts.

6. Who will improve their resilience the most? Those that regularly practice. It is the 
building of neural pathways that support attentional control, interoception and self-
regulation which will develop your resilience.

The stress response and autonomic nervous system regulation

When we experience a stressful event (real or a powerful thought of something 
stressful), the amygdala, an area of the brain that contributes to emotional processing, 
sends an incredibly rapid emergency distress signal to the hypothalamus. The neural 
circuits of this part of the brain’s function is our command centre. It communicates 
automatically with our body through the autonomic nervous system and endocrine 
system to essentially energise us for action...to enable us to move towards the threat, 
challenge or danger and confront it (fight) or to move away or avoid that same threat 
(flight). This fight or flight response is what has commonly become known as the stress 
response. The stress response provides us with the energy to get things done and this is 
not necessarily negative. We are hard-wired from birth to experience stress (a baby 
cries) so we should be careful not to misuse this word and assume stress is always 
negative. We can find ourselves moving towards conflict and challenge in some areas of 
our lives and moving away and worrying about challenge and change in other areas of 
our lives. Few people are confident in all areas even they appear to be so. Try not to 
make the mistake of comparing how you feel on the inside with how others look on the 
outside...that in itself can bring a great deal of negative self talk and stress in to your 
system.
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Having received the alarm signal from the amygdala, the hypothalamus activates the 
sympathetic nervous system by sending signals through the autonomic nerves to the 
adrenal glands. These glands respond by pumping the hormone adrenaline into the 
bloodstream. A wide range of physiological changes then begin to happen in a highly 
sophisticated orchestrated manner and we become a very efficient and powerful 
running, fighting system...this was necessary, a 100,000 years ago, to help us survive but 
maybe not so helpful if it is triggered too often today. To understand why this is a 
problem, we need to explore our autonomic nervous system (ANS).

Please refer to the slide deck to remind yourself of the ANS.

The ANS regulates our essential body functions, to maintain homeostasis. To put it 
simply our ANS is looking to keep us in a safe state of physiological balance. While you 
are reading this your prefrontal cortex is busily evaluating, critiquing, comparing 
analysing this information and it is able to do all of that demanding conscious cognitive 
appraisal because your ANS is regulating your body and brain, below your conscious 
awareness, to keep it safe: checking respiration, heart rate, blood sugar levels, viruses 
etc.

It operates outside of our conscious awareness, but some conscious input is possible 
and essential to effective stress management, mental fitness and wellbeing. It has 
evolved over tens of thousands of years and we may wish to respect that in seeking to 
work with it. Thousands of years ago our environmental stressors were very dangerous 
and we needed short powerful bursts of energy to escape predators and hunt for food. 
The ANS evolved to keep us alive by generating this highly catabolic state. When in this 
energy burning state…which is one reason why being stressed is very draining..we are 
using up our energy stores.

The ANS is regulated centrally by the hypothalamus in the brain, with nerves travelling 
out to body organs from the brainstem and spinal cord. It has its effect via direct nervous 
stimulation and by stimulating hormone release. As our brain interprets and responds to 
environmental challenges the ANS works with the endocrine (hormonal) and immune 
systems to arouse the body into action.

There are 2 divisions which work in opposition to each other, but in a complimentary 
way, similar to a car accelerator and brake. They are the sympathetic and 
parasympathetic divisions or branches of the ANS. You may hear the sympathetic more 
commonly referred to as fight and flight and the parasympathetic as rest and digest. It’s 
interesting that many, if not most of us, have heard of fight and flight but few are aware 
we have a system that supports our restorative and regenerative functions. If you are to 
perform well tomorrow and for many years to come, then you need to control your 
parasympathetic system. Without such intelligent management of your autonomic 
nervous system, your performance is unlikely to be sustainable.
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The ANS functions constantly to maintain a homeostatic balance but is also adaptive in 
that it maintains stability and builds resilience through change. Change need not be a 
negative stressor. It can be an opportunity to develop your tolerance to stress and 
improve your capacity for more change. This adaptive response is referred to as 
allostasis. As we release stress hormones to meet an acute challenge the ANS meets this 
instability (our response to threat to homeostasis) via the Fight/Flight/Freeze component 
of the Stress Response. The various systems of the body respond to meet this challenge 
and the ANS then seeks to bring us back to balance…in doing so it adapts to cope with 
the stress and we can grow our zone of tolerance.

It allows us to react quickly in the moment, but the response should also be adaptive: 
allowing us to learn from experience and moderate our response to future threats. 

So Whats

1. The ANS is self-regulating but can become dysfunctional. The system should return to 
balance, but persistent activation of the stress response without recovery can lead to an 
increase in allostatic load, with the baseline of sympathetic tone becoming raised (The 
tendency of this to occur can be influenced by many factors including our genetics, 
emotional regulation and the chronic stressors in our environment)      Two analogies 
may help:          

Car analogy -  the accelerator and brake are used to respond to road conditions, but 
important to return to a cruising speed that is suitable for the road we are on. If the 
cruising speed is too high, accidents or engine burn-out are more likely.  We all need an 
accelerator to help us perform (to meet environmental stressors) but we also need the 
brake to manage conditions carefully and to bring us back to rest.        The sympathetic 
accelerator provides us with the energy to perform and the parasympathetic brake helps 
to marshal our internal resources so we recover, grow stronger, more resilient and learn 
effectively from our experiences. We are most often in parasympathetic when asleep and 
sleep is critical to not only the repair processes our bodies need but also to help us 
consolidate the learning we have gained from our day.   Your mental strength can keep 
your foot down on the accelerator and it is important not to confuse mental 
strength with resilience. Mentally tough people can tolerate more pain, challenge and 
tiredness...they keep pushing, training, demanding...it is this which causes them to 
develop a set point for their ANS which is tilted too much towards sympathetic. It is 
sometimes referred to as being ‘stuck on high’. The autonomic nervous system becomes 
used to being in sympathetic and resting or relaxing does not feel comfortable. There is 
less parasympathetic recovery and illness, fatigue and burn out can follow. People feel 
restless at the weekends or on holiday and may feel safe only by staying connected with 
work or training hard or seeking some other way of generating the stress response...you 
may liken it to becoming addicted to adrenaline and the sensations that accompany the 
rush of that hormone.
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See-Saw analogy - Tips when in Sympathetic. or Parasympathetic but needs to come 
back to balance. Allostatic Load raises the whole see saw higher off the ground until we 
are no longer ‘grounded’ - it is unsafe because we’ll eventually fall off (breakdown). If we 
are not able to complete our stress response by fully recovering and cycling into 
parasympathetic then we may be causing significant behavioural and health issues. 
Rather than coming back to a comfortable cruising speed the car is over revving and 
when the next stressor arrives we are moving quickly into higher speeds…as we’ll see 
later, this impairs our situational awareness and decision-making.

2. Some knowledge of the ANS and its function is, therefore, essential in understanding 
stress and resilience because of its role in the stress response. More than an 
understanding is our ability to work with it. To work with it we need to turn our 
attention inwards to ‘feel’ what is happening.

3. Not everyone can easily appreciate that what they FEEL and EXPERIENCE during a 
Stress Response is a direct consequence of the actions of the ANS. Knowing how to 
recognise and understand these changes (the physiological changes) will allow you to 
recognise a stress response happening within you: it is the first step in managing 
stress and improving resilience. It allows you to begin to separate the unpleasantness of 
the sensations from the tendency of the conscious mind to label them in a negative way 
i.e. a sprinter becoming nervous before a race or a manager having to make a difficult 
presentation to the executive board can begin to recognise the sensations as an arousal 
to perform rather than a sign something is going to go wrong. It can help translate fear 
into a positive challenge. With this translation comes a moderation in the hormonal 
responses and a different experience. From this different experience comes new 
learning and new embodiment of that learning...in time we can embody confidence in 
the face of stress.

How do you Feel during a Stress Response: 

Feelings/changes as a result of spike in sympathetic activity include:

• Emotional: Tend to be emotions related to response to danger/threat
• Concentration: Reduced blood flow to the PFC, difficult to reason/think
• Tunnel Vision: Focus on the stressor, can lead to other things in the environment not 

being noticed. Obvious situational awareness, risk assessment and safety implications
• Sweating: Brain expects the body will need to lose heat during Fight & Flight
• Dry Mouth: Not expecting to eat so saliva flow reduced
• Tension/Shaking: Muscles have increased blood flow, ready for action
• Heart pounding: Prepared for action (may feel inappropriate/worrying if sitting at a 

desk)
• Breathing: pattern changes to higher chest breathing: useful as a leader to spot this in 

others as it can indicate they are stressed and not accessing their PFC
• Butterflies/Sickness: Blood rushes from core to peripheral muscles creating sensations 

in the gut, sometimes a feeling of nausea
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So Whats

1. These feelings are a natural part of the stress response, but people may interpret 
them as a sign of health problems or weakness of some sort. Or maybe their mind is 
interpreting the challenge as a significant threat…overplaying the problem. The feelings 
themselves can then be a trigger for further stress/anxiety. Some people may 
catastrophise past current or potential future events in their imagination and fail to 
recognise it is their imagination at play.

2. A stressor is any situation that the brain perceives as requiring additional resources to 
cope with: so it can be an exciting/thrilling situation or one representing danger/threat. 
The same initial noticing and scanning response occurs in both, but is PERCEIVED 
differently.  It is critical to understand that it is our mind which recalls and labels these 
physiological sensations as pleasant, unpleasant or neutral. We can use mindfulness 
techniques to help us notice our mind labelling sensations and events and to detach 
ourselves from such sensations. The noticing creates a brief window of opportunity to 
determine a different responses to the one which may otherwise automatically take us 
into or further into an activated aroused sympathetic state,

3. We have the ability to think and reason to help explain situations. Problems occur if 
we regularly use this to override/ignore our feelings. Perceived stress is not dealt 
with or adapted to and chronic stress causes multiple health issues..this is the allostatic 
load building and excessive stress hormones in our system will cause it to break down. 
This is not always obvious and means you can develop a chronic illness before you 
realise what has happened: again it is important to stress the danger of confusing 
mental strength with resilience. To be mentally fit we need to know when to take the 
pressure off ourselves and to take a rest

4. If we are ‘reacting’ quickly to acute stress with automatic behaviours (purposefully 
learned in training or unintentionally learned through past experiences) this is 
neuroplasticity in action. Any of the responses referred to above (feelings triggering 
further anxiety; perceiving a situation as dangerous, overriding feelings with logic and 
reason) can all be automatic pilots. Techniques such as mindfulness can help us respond 
rather than react. Creating a window of choice enables us to manage our stress 
response and ANS with more self-awareness and intelligence. That is not only good for 
our wellbeing it is also critical for the development of a physiology that supports 
effective collaborative behaviour. We are more prosocial when in the parasympathetic 
branch of the ANS but more proself when in the sympathetic branch. When we are 
proself we tend to demonstrate behaviours that are in keeping with the fight and flight 
response: moving towards conflict with some form of domineering, assertive or 
aggressive behaviours or moving away with some form of avoidance, withdrawal 
defensive behaviours.
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Apart from becoming more cognitively aware of what is happening to us how else 
can we regulate our nervous system and improve our stress response? 

Developing interoception can help us to:

•   track and tolerate sympathetic arousal
•   perceive a stressor as a challenge rather than a threat
•   work with the self-regulating nature of the ANS
•   signal the need for recovery and improved resilience 

interoception is a hard-wired skill of tracking sensations in the body (feeling and 
counting your heartbeat, for example, is interoceptive) when we feel, track and pay 
attention to our sensations we can develop a greater sense of where we are in our 
nervous system. As a consequence of this, not only do we create some time to 
determine whether or not we wish to remain activated and stay within the sympathetic 
branch but we can also improve our tolerance of uncomfortable sensations. 
Uncomfortable sensations (butterflies in the stomach, tightness in the chest, tension in 
the jaw etc.) will often be accompanied by negative emotions i.e. it is common for 
individuals experiencing the fight or flight response to describe uncomfortable 
physiological changes like muscle tension, headache, upset stomach, racing heartbeat, 
and shallow breathing. However, these sensations and accompanying emotions are 
signals inviting us to take some form of action …they are not necessarily a reflection of 
how the world really is…it is a reflection of how you feel the world is….so sometimes 
we can obviously react or overreact and make the sensations and emotions more 
intense. Regular repetition of this and neuroplastic changes in our nervous system make 
it easier to trigger these changes again and again (neurons that fire together wire 
together)…what was a transient emotion, becomes a mood which over time, with more 
repetition, becomes a temperament. If that temperament also becomes more regular in 
its occurrence then, in time, it may become a mental health condition such as anxiety. In 
simple terms, if we are not careful, practice does not make perfect it makes permanent. 
We can, without intending to, continually practise reactions, experiencing negative 
emotions and uncomfortable sensations. Those structures within the brain responsible 
for our emotional regulation and decision-making can become better (in a negative 
sense)  at worrying and seeing threat and problems where other people see challenge 
and opportunity.

So nervous system regulation is critical to ensure:

1. We become more aware of where we are in our nervous system (fight and flight or 
rest and digest).
2. Decide if we wish to stay there and why…I need to complete a project deadline and 
clear out my email box and catch up with personal finances so I need to bite the bullet, 
have a strong coffee…become focused and push through tiredness…all of that is ok if 
we are aware of what we are doing and then enjoy some parasympathetic recover 
afterwards.
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3. We can become more expert at triggering the relaxation response.

The term, ‘Relaxation Response’ was introduced by Dr. Herbert Benson, a professor, 
cardiologist, and founder of Harvard’s Mind/Body Medical Institute.  The Relaxation 
Response is essentially the opposite reaction to the “fight or flight” response and is 
beneficial as it counteracts, balances and soothes the physiological effects of stress 
experienced because of the fight or flight response.

This stress response occurs naturally when we perceive that we are under excessive 
pressure, and it is designed to protect us from bodily harm but can become harmful 
when elicited frequently.  When high levels of stress hormones are secreted often, they 
can contribute to a number of stress-related medical conditions such as cardiovascular 
disease, GI diseases, adrenal fatigue, and more.

The Relaxation Response is a helpful way to turn off fight or flight response and bring 
the body back to pre-stress levels. This is the ANS seeking homeostasis ..keeping our 
body in a safe, energy-conserving state. It was critical to our survival in our evolutionary 
past to be able to heal, self repair and save energy. There were no doctors, mindfulness 
teachers helping us to manage our health and no supermarkets providing convenient 
sources of energy. This valuable self-regulating mechanism is still hard-wired in our 
nervous system but we override it with our more recently evolved analytical 
human brain…the pre frontal cortex. We override it with hard work, mental strength, 
staying tuned in to technology, caffeine and other other stimulants (fast food). Failing to 
allow our nervous system to practise its natural recovery and transition to the 
parasympathetic state means we have to become more conscious of how to regulate it. 
Research has shown that regular use of the Relaxation Response can help any health 
problem that is caused or exacerbated by chronic stress such as hypertension, anxiety, 
eczema, certain types of arthritis, chronic fatigue syndrome fibromyalgia, digestive 
disorders, insomnia and others.

So how do we do trigger or stimulate the relaxation response….happily there are many 
ways and they are all enjoyable and most are easy and low cost if not free.  Please see 
the guide to the techniques we practised in the workshop which are particularly simple 
and effective.

There are other ways, some simple and very natural to the human condition such as 
laughter and others which have been developed and found to be also effective. The 
following is a summary of such tools and techniques.
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SECTION 2: The Relaxation Response

It is important for people to realise that:

1. it is not the ability to remain in sympathetic (that is mental strength) or 

2. to remain in parasympathetic (that is, when taken too far, laziness, cruising and 
avoiding stress - which could be a way of managing depression - avoiding 
stimulation) 

that is the issue...it’s the ability to 

3. cycle between the two states which will improve mental fitness and resilience. 

In other words it is not the stressor or the relaxation activity that is the critical factor...it is 
being able to recognise what’s happening to you and then apply sensible decisions to 
rest or to perform. A failure to do so can result in the see saw (from the earlier analogy) 
having its set point in the wrong place. More technically it is negatively impacting upon 
the vagus nerve tone and can weaken autonomic responses (it is popularly believed that 
this can be effectively measured by heart rate variability but not all experts agree on this.  

(https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4535331/)

The top ways to trigger the relaxation response and stimulate parasympathetic 
recovery:

1. laughing - can we laugh more to enjoy this range of benefits?

Manages pain by freeing endorphins which make us feel happy. 
Therapeutically decreases anxiety...and improves communication and the quality of 
relationships - we form more social bonds with people which in turn can help stimulate 
production of oxytocin...often referred to as the love or trust hormone.
Laughter also expands blood vessels by releasing nitric oxide, which has been proven to 
have a positive benefit for cardiovascular fitness and research as looked at laughter as a 
therapy for reducing smartphone addiction....being addicted to any technology which 
reduces face-to-face social interaction could negatively impact upon the social 
engagement system we enjoy as social mammals.

The Effects of Laughter Therapy on... (PDF Download Available). Available from:Â https://
www.researchgate.net/publication/
304019912_The_Effects_of_Laughter_Therapy_on_Autonomic_Nervous_System_Activity_and_St
ress_in_Smartphone_Addict[accessed May 25 2018].
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Laughter will help stimulate diaphragmatic breathing, activates the relaxation response 
and ‘tend and befriend’ response which supports collaboration, trust and safety.  Just 
ten minutes of laughter is sufficient to trigger mental and physical health benefits.

A 2016 study from Georgia State University found that incorporating voluntary laughter 
into a physical activity regimen focused on strength, balance, and flexibility improved 
older adults' mental health, aerobic endurance and encouraged them to feel more 
confident about exercising. Flowing from increased activity levels will be the well 
researched benefits of reducing sedentary lifestyles.

2. social engagement - spending happy social time with those you feel safe with - see 
Section 3 below on the Evolution of the ANS and its relevance to how we can effectively 
manage stress as social mammals

3. eating enjoyable nutritious food slowly and even better if doing this with others

the links between nutrition and resilience are extensive and include:

effective management of blood sugar levels to fuel cognitive demands consistently 
throughout the day and any physical exercise; avoidance of high GI foods which 
promote unstable energy levels and blood sugar crashes with accompanying cravings - 
research seems to indicate that carbohydrate rich food can increase stress reactivity 
despite the perception that at the moment of eating they are pleasurable. Other factors 
which may be important include:

sugar and grains can contribute to insulin and leptin resistance and impaired signaling, 
leading to weight gain and associate mental and physical health risks

sugar suppresses activity of BDNF, which supports healthy brain cells. Research links low 
BDNF levels with depression and schizophrenia, which animal models suggest might 
actually be causative

sugar triggers a cascade of chemical reactions which if excessive promote inflammation 
and if this becomes chronic then it will disrupts the normal functioning of your immune 
system. A growing body of research links possibly 40% of depression to such 
inflammatory conditions.

Although healthy eating has been promoted as an essential pillar of wellbeing for many 
years now more recently a growing interest, fuelled by research, is linking gut health to 
mood and mental health. Microbiota has emerged as an influential consideration in 
what is called the gut-brain axis. The routes of communication between the microbiota 
and brain include the vagus nerve, gut hormone signaling, the immune system, 
tryptophan metabolism, and microbial metabolites such as short chain fatty acids. 
Researchers from the Leiden Institute of Brain and Cognition at Leiden University in the 
Netherlands measured levels of cognitive reactivity to sad mood, a strong marker of 
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depression, and found that these taking probiotics helped reduce their reactivity to 
negative thoughts and emotions

4. gentle aerobic exercises with others such as walking, jogging, cycling help to 
promote a more calm and relaxed state.....if you exercise too hard then you will move 
into sympathetic...this is ok for other reasons but not for triggering the relaxation 
response.

These 4 categories above seems basic but it is essential not to miss the point that we are 
social animals and for most people (even introverts will feel safe with some people) the 
physiological changes that take place when they are in social engagement with those 
they like, feel safe with, can laugh with etc. are extremely beneficial for our recovery and 
our ability to unplug from stress. Office design, work flow, team meetings, team 
building, email policy  in evenings etc. - all these factors can support social engagement 
and parasympathetic recovery in positive ways...the point is that it is critical to build 
social networks which enable you to destress...especially important for men who tend to 
internalise and not talk about stress whereas women are more likely to externalise and 
destress more effectively as a result....men are at more risk of suicide than women.

5. breathing techniques: the most commonly recommended technique or activity 
for managing parasympathetic recovery and to improve resilience, mental fitness 
and emotional regulation is breath control or breath work. 

When experiencing stress we often hold our breath or breathe more shallowly, lifting 
mainly the chest and rib cage . Consciously shifting to slow deep breaths is a quick way 
to break the stress cycle and automatically moves you from a stress reaction 
(sympathetic nervous system) to a relaxation response (parasympathetic nervous 
system). It is important to notice and experience the difference between shallow and 
deep breathing so you become more used to noticing when you need to move from a 
stress stat to a more relaxed state.  At birth we breath naturally from our diaphragm...as 
we age we seem to lose this practise and move our breathing more into our chest...so 
you might say the purpose of practising deep breathing is so you do not have to 
practise...to return to your natural breathing patterns i.e. deep breathing is a skill that 
must be relearned. For many, shallow breathing has become a habit. Slow, deep 
abdominal breathing expands the lower lung area to take in more air and allows the 
diaphragm to expel stale air from the lungs. Adults breathe at an average of 15 - 20 
breaths per minute.  Check out your average and work to reduce it. There are many 
benefits of controlling the rate of breath and the following is not exhaustive.

Stress Management & Sleep Quality: 

deep breathing has the ability to promote the relaxation response and help regulate the 
parasympathetic nervous system. The heart, as well as the mind, becomes calm. Using 
deep breathing with interoception techniques to sense and feel your body will help you 
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fall back to sleep when thoughts are racing in the middle of the night. Interoception 
techniques pull you out of your prefrontal cortex (where your thoughts are racing) and 
into your insula cortex...this distraction from thinking will help promote sleep. 

Research has shown that 12 weeks of daily breathing exercises helped to increase levels 
of gamma-aminobutyric acid: a brain chemical that has calming & anti-anxiety effects.

Breathing strongly influences physiology, emotions, moods and thoughts. Your body 
knows how to breath so it can be wonderfully simple to follow the sensations of 
breathing and many mindfulness exercises are based on this. Focusing your attention on 
your breathing and gently bringing your attention back to the sensations of breathing 
will help you relax. Relaxation is critical to the recovery that our body and minds need in 
order to adapt positively through the stress response.

Providing our body with oxygen more slowly and purposefully will help muscles relax & 
cortisol levels reduce and stabilise. 

Improved Immune System: 

Slowing and deepening our breathing can encourage blood plasma to flow properly 
and keep our lymphatic system working efficiently. Our lymphatic system is our waste 
disposal system, cleansing our body and keeping the immune system strong. 

Lower Blood Pressure:

Research strongly predicts that controlled breathing will lower blood pressure & heart 
rate which can lower the risk of stroke & generally decreases stress on blood vessels.  
Most techniques focus on either equalising the duration of the in and out breath or 
breathing out for a longer duration than breathing in e.g breath in for a count of 3 and 
out for a count of 5. Apps and low cost technology can be purchased to help train the 
use of breathing to help manage blood pressure.

6. Interoception: body scan and nervous system regulation

See the earlier explanation in the first section on why this is important i.e. there is a 
detailed explanation of why paying attention with interoceptive awareness is a critical 
core skill. The tools and techniques above (1-5) are probably more simple and natural 
(in terms of triggering the relaxation response) and some people will not need to do 
much because they are in a happy place and episode in their lives. From number 6 and 
beyond the techniques/tools become more of a healthy/positive ritual and regular 
practice is important to embody the benefits.
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There are many interoceptive techniques which can be adapted to help the 
nervous system release stress which has built up during the day. These include 
grounding techniques which help the nervous system feel safe. Simply by paying 
attention to how you feel the contact between the ground and your feet or your 
legs and back being supported by the chair can help reassure the nervous 
system that it is ok to relax. The opposite is if you were to slowly walk to the edge 
of a cliff....the nervous system becomes very activated and releases stress 
hormones because of the threat to its safety. The same would be true of doing a 
sky-dive or abseiling. Some interoceptive techniques are taught to those facing 
high stress situations such as performing live on stage or going into war. You can 
use them to help manage nerves before an interview or making a presentation. 
Relaxing in a chair, on the floor or on your bed can help settle you to the point 
you can sense your heartbeat. By combining deep breathing exercises with 
feeling and counting your heart beat you can calm your heart ...this will release 
tranquilizing hormones which promote feelings of harmony toward others. One such 
hormones is ANF (atrial natriuretic factor):  the 'balance hormone' – it plays a major role 
in balancing the sympathetic and parasympathetic nervous systems.

Please see our other guide for the technique we practised in the workshop.

7. Progressive muscle relaxation (PMR) is a non-pharmacological method of deep 
muscle relaxation, based on the premise that muscle tension is the body's psychological 
response to anxiety-provoking thoughts and that muscle relaxation blocks anxiety. The 
technique involves learning to monitor the tension in specific muscle groups by first 
tensing each muscle group. This tension is then released, as attention is directed towards 
the differences felt during tension and relaxation. Wikipedia. 

According to Encyclopedia of Medicine by Miller-Keane, long term effects of practicing 
progressive muscle relaxation include:

• A decrease in generalized level of anxiety
• A decrease in anticipatory anxiety related to phobias
• Reduction in the frequency and duration of panic attacks
• Improved ability to face phobic situations through graded exposure
• Improved concentration
• An increased sense of control over moods
• Increased self-esteem
• Increased spontaneity and creativity

Progressive Muscle Relaxation Technique

You seek to relax your mind and body by progressively tensing and relaxation muscle 
groups. Each muscle group is tensed vigorously but without straining and then you 
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release the tension to feel the muscle relax. Muscles are tensed for approx 5 seconds 
and leave out any muscles where you experience pain. It is important to keep breathing 
throughout the exercise and perhaps allow it to deepen too. There are may scripts you 
can download for free to help guide you.

Alternatively you can try merging muscle relaxation with deep breathing in a body scan 
exercise - use our guide in the workshop techniques section of the webpage provied to 
you.

8. Autogenic training has different applications and is used in a variety of 
pathophysiological conditions, such as  hypertension as well as psychological disorders 
including anxiety and depression. It has generally been found to have had positive 
benefits in clinical evaluations spread over 40 years and compare favourably with other 
effective relaxation therapies. It helps to restores the balance between the sympathetic 
and parasympathetic branches of the nervous system and is typically practised by:

Muscular relaxation with repetition of a verbal formula, "My right arm is heavy", 
emphasizing heaviness.

Passive concentration focuses on feeling warm, initiated by the instruction "My right arm 
is warm".

Initiation of cardiac activity using the formula "My heartbeat is calm and regular".

Passive concentration on the respiratory mechanism with the formula "It breathes me".

Concentration on the warmth in the abdominal region with "My solar plexus is warm" 
formula.

Passive concentration on coolness in the cranial region with the formula "My forehead is 
cool".

9. Massage 

Regular massage has been shown to restore balance in the autonomic nervous system 
Massage makes us relax. By activating the parasympathetic branch it pulls us back from 
sympathetic arousal and promotes recovery with all the benefits that then flow: adapting 
to physical stress to become stronger, calming our moods, and boosting the immune 
system so we are more able to fight infection. If we have become dysregulated with too 
much sympathetic activity and have lost the ease with which we should transition into of 
parasympathetic recovery, it helps retrain the body to move more readily into 
parasympathetic. It’s important to find a therapist that understand the need to sooth the 
nervous system rather than stimulate it.

© 7Futures Limited May 25th 2018



10. Meditation/Mindfulness

Perhaps the most commonly quoted definitions of mindfulness comes from Jon Kabat-
Zinn, the founder of Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction. Kabat-Zinn said that 
mindfulness is, "paying attention on purpose, in the present moment, and non-
judgmentally, to the unfolding of experience moment to moment. “ This definition is 
accurate but doesn't explain why mindfulness has become so fashionable, or why it 
would help train mental fitness, build resilience and improve wellbeing by managing 
stress. Trying to understand mindfulness by its definition is not helpful....you need to 
experience it and we do this by regularly practising how to pay attention on purpose, in 
the present moment. It is also important to consider your motivation for doing so ....it 
should not be something you feel you have to do but a practice which you wish to enjoy 
and use to improve your life. If you do not enjoy it then it is most unlikely that it will be 
sustainable. If it is not sustainable it will not bring the many benefits that have been 
discovered in thousands of research studies. 

Initially we suggest you spend some time each day not practising long techniques. 
Instead begin by learning to regularly check your own inner compass. Slow down a bit, 
just for a  minute or two. No longer than 4 or 5 minutes to start with. When you become 
a little clearer on where you are right now and become more comfortable exploring 
how you are (how you feel) then your next steps will seem more clear. It may be you wish 
to develop your mindfulness or explore other types of techniques such as progressive 
muscle relaxation or simply focus on your sleep quality. You can always return to more 
formal mindfulness practise when you are ready. 

Whatever you decide to do it is helpful to understand some of the benefits mindfulness 
will bring so you can determine when and how to develop these skills. 

Mindfulness will help you develop your interoceptive ability which can help with 
nervous system regulation. You can reset your baseline during the day with nervous 
system regulation and this will help the stress hormones leave your body allowing you 
to recover and regenerate for tomorrow. It will help you notice your internal landscape 
and improve you emotional regulation and decision-making...simply using mindfulness 
to pay more attention to the sensations you are experiencing can bring an enormous 
amount of extra information to you. As the stress hormones reduce your working 
memory capacity will grow and this improves decision-making and reflection. You are 
less likely to need maladaptive coping mechanisms to get you through the day and 
which, in the long term, will harm your wellbeing.

Mindfulness requires and improves attentional control - an improved focus and 
concentration with awareness of that ability and awareness of when to break to reset the 
effectiveness of the prefrontal cortex - your executive brain where you hold your self-
awareness and rational, logical thinking. Understanding the benefits of that ability and 
the need to rest to allow it recover is critical to sustain effective performance and to plan 
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time more effectively. It also allows you to enjoying the present moment more because 
of the awareness of benefits of breaks.

Mindfulness enables you to develop vagus nerve management - this can be helpful or 
necessary depending upon circumstances & health. In the former, it may be to support a 
quick reset during a busy day or to recover more quickly at end of the day before 
switching to other responsibilities/hobbies. In the latter it may be more of a deliberate 
ritual to help rehabilitation from physical or mental health conditions (as part of a wider 
strategy or treatment - rest being a powerful tool) or to strengthen immune system 
function. Or to restore a sense of control with immediate physiological feelings of 
comfort, safety and wellbeing. Vagus nerve management adds new dimension to 
lifestyle choices: not simply work and play or work/life balance - it is work, play and 
refresh (reset, recharge, recover).

Mindfulness can also promote attentional switching - training the mind to become more 
aware of where you want it to be, to become more purposeful in the use of your mental 
energy, to improve your ability to focus during moments of stress (e.g. waiting to make a 
public speech and practising nervous system regulation to prevent your stress 
hormones overwhelming you and hijacking the human thunking mind)

All of the above may be considered to be foundational qualities of the mind and self 
awareness. It is difficult to excel at emotional intelligence, teamwork, management and 
leadership without such qualities and a desire to work on yourself.

11. Tai chi, qi gong, yoga. 

Any of the exercise and mind body practices above are excellent at developing 
emotional regulation and very powerful from a relaxation response perspective.  If done 
in groups where you feel safe and connected with others then you will enjoy the 
benefits that arise from social engagement too: this could be a simple but incredibly 
important step to take if you are moving to a new job in a new location and don’t know 
too many people.

The benefits arising from such practices are similar to mindfulness and other techniques 
described here. One of the differences you may enjoy is the movement which they 
entail. Some people prefer to move to relax rather than to sit quietly and meditate. 
Movement (and exercise) has been researched to explore the links with resilience and 
there are several links. Research published in May 2018 reveals that neurological 
health depends as much on signals sent by the body's large, leg muscles to the brain as 
it does on directives from the brain to the muscles. Published in Frontiers in 
Neuroscience, the study giving doctors new clues as to why patients with motor neuron 
disease, multiple sclerosis, spinal muscular atrophy and other neurological diseases 
often rapidly decline when their movement becomes limited.
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"Our study supports the notion that people who are unable to do load-bearing 
exercises—such as patients who are bed-ridden, or even astronauts on extended travel—
not only lose muscle mass, but their body chemistry is altered at the cellular level and 
even their nervous system is adversely impacted.......It is no accident that we are meant 
to be active: to walk, run, crouch to sit, and use our leg muscles to lift things," says 
Adami. "Neurological health is not a one-way street with the brain telling the muscles 
'lift,' 'walk,' and so on." says Dr. Raffaella Adami from the Università degli Studi di 
Milano, Italy.

In using the legs, particularly in weight-bearing exercise, signals are sent to the brain 
which are vital for the production of healthy neural cells, essential for the brain and 
nervous system. Being sedentary and not exercising makes it difficult for the body to 
produce new nerve cells and without these building blocks we can struggle to cope and 
adapt successfully to such stress.

Summary Points for working with The Relaxation Response.

One of the most valuable things we can do is to learn deep relaxation - making an effort 
to spend some time every day quieting our minds in order to create inner peace and 
better health.  Learning the Relaxation Response is a great skill that can help us to be 
better equipped to deal with life's unexpected stressors, heal ourselves, and achieve 
better health.

When to practice?

Within reason as often as we can and certainly at least once during the working morning 
and also at lunchtime……a minute here of deep breathing, a social cup of tea there with 
a friend in the office, visualising happy places and close family/friends when you have 
been carefree - feeling the changes in your body and amplifying them to savour a sense 
of happiness and peace…using interoception to calm and energise yourself. You will 
encourage your body to release chemicals and neurotransmitters  that make your 
muscles and organs slow down and increase blood flow to the brain.  I

One of the best times to practice the Relaxation Response is first thing in the morning 
for ten to twenty minutes. Practicing just once or twice daily can be enough to 
counteract the stress response and bring about deep relaxation and inner peace.

To help further develop your ability to self regulate you can deliberately practice 
becoming aroused and then using some of the techniques and tools above to notice 
how you can then calm yourself back down again.
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Possible Practical Exercises to create arousal

• Plank Exercise
• Plyometric exercises
• Counting Back from 1000, subtracting 9. 
• Groups of 3: One Counting / One pushing pace / One observing response 

(physiology)
• Visualising past difficult events…but on a scale of 1 -10 in respect of unpleasantness 

do not pick something that is more than 5 i.e. you only need to practise how to 
moderately arouse yourself in the sympathetic nervous system…you should always 
avoid visualising anything that elicits a very fearful or traumatic state.

Section 3

1. Evolution of the ANS and its relevance to how we can effectively manage stress 
as social mammals

The standard model of the ANS can explain the unconscious control of our essential 
body functions, as well as the Fight/Flight reaction to threat. It cannot explain the 
observed reaction to more extreme trauma and stress and it does not provide a 
framework for understanding why we developed a strong need for social engagement.

During other research that he was conducting on the Vagus nerve which mediates the 
parasympathetic N.S, Dr Stephen Porges discovered that the Vagus nerve actually exists 
as two separate circuits which originate in different parts of the brain and have different 
functions. His Polyvagal model (1994) suggests that the components of the ANS ( two 
Parasympathetic divisions and one, Sympathetic), evolved at very different times. 

Most Primitive : Anatomically this lies on the dorsal (top-side) of the Vagus nerve and is 
unmyelinated. It is also found in reptiles and mediates involuntary control of essential 
body functions, as well as shutting down the systems for complete immobilisation as a 
primitive form of defence. 

More Recent : The Sympathetic chain mobilises the body rapidly for Fight/Flight, as 
more active forms of defence (this was required as species evolved that were more 
mobile, with more sophisticated systems) 

Most Recent :  Anatomically this lies on the ventral (underside) of the Vagus nerve, and is 
only present in mammals. It is myelinated and provides a more rapid / more organised 
response, supplying the muscles of the face/head/throat.
Its defence role lies in Neuroception. This allows rapid unconscious detection (detection 
without awareness) of micro expressions and voice tone to reveal the physiological state 
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of another person. Unconscious assessment of their intentions and our safety is the 
result. This can trigger or inhibit defence strategies.

The model describes how the Ventral Vagal effectively puts a ‘brake’ on the rest of the 
defence mechanisms if we are safe and socially engaged. Our ability to use that ‘brake’ 
is influenced by our experiences of attachment to a stable caregiver in the first two years 
of life  and our early exposure to stress. We learn how to ‘feel’ safe and relieve the 
discomfort of stress (feeling hungry, wet nappy, having wind etc.) through the physical 
contact, sense of support, eye contact, soothing movement and noises provided by the 
care giver. You cannot tell a baby the world is safe because it has no cognitive 
understanding until it reaches two years old. It is really important to appreciate the 
mammalian nervous system’s need for safety and how quickly it detects threats to that 
safety.

So Whats

1. These three divisions of the ANS offers an unconscious automatic selection of a 
defence mechanism to manage threats and challenges in a sequential manner:       
Assessment of Safety  >  Activation (fight/flight)  > Shutdown. What is often referred to 
as the primary stress response, fight and flight, actually is, for most people, the second 
option where social engagement is not available. Meaning we can remain relatively 
calm (low energy burning state) by using our ventral vagal brake before having to 
release it and enter the more energetic aroused sympathetic branch.

2. The defence strategy we use is NOT a voluntary decision. However, because our PFC 
wants meaning and understanding, we often think of a ‘rational’ reason to explain the 
way we react, often leading to self criticism, emotional and psychological  problems. The 
desire to feel safe can lead to avoidance behaviours. Many people will avoid conflict for 
this reason. It is critical to effective leadership and team work to understand your own 
physiological and emotional reaction to conflict. 

3. The personal defence strategy you see in others is also particularly important in high 
stress contexts and first responder situations. You may need to react very quickly to 
bringing someone out of freeze or to prevent a colleague making a rash decision that 
could endanger their life or that of others.

4. When we are in ventral vagal parasympathetic we are in our social engagement 
system. The evolutionary biologists explain this as development of the ANS as critical to 
our survival as mammals…we bond together (feel safe together) as baby and parent to 
allow our energy to be used for greater cognitive development. Energy does not have 
to be diverted, as it is in young reptiles, to fight and flight. They are on their own from 
birth. Accordingly, our ANS and biology supports Pro-Social behaviours which in turn 
creates trust and collaboration. During this state our body releases higher levels of 
oxytocin sometimes referred to as the trust or love hormone. Most people feel better in 

© 7Futures Limited May 25th 2018



this state…you get it when enjoying being part of a team…feeling included, trusted, 
appreciated and respected. When we are in sympathetic we are far more likely to exhibit 
Pro-Self behaviours..defensive or attacking..even if these behaviours are not outwardly 
obvious we can betray our true feelings when in this state with micro expressions that 
other people’s nervous systems will detect. This is neuroception in action…and is 
quicker than the conscious brain. Leadership from this physiological state tends to be 
based on creating fear and drives automatic behaviours in others…not conducive to 
accessing the expertise that others may have as their PFC shuts down

5. A history of childhood abuse / sexual abuse / severe trauma or a chronically elevated 
sympathetic state will affect our involuntary ‘go-to’ reaction to future stress. People are 
more likely to utilise F/F sympathetic responses with irrational thoughts and behaviours. 
If fight and flight is not an option then dorsal vagal activity resulting in a freeze response 
with total shut down will result. Neither of these states will lead to effective decision-
making or teamwork unless the threat is very real and present. If someone is struggling 
to cope with a stressful situation it could be that there are historical factors at play which 
have caused their zone of tolerance to have shrunk…they are either moving rapidly into 
a hyper aroused state or shutting down in a hypo aroused freeze.

6. Your awareness, as a manager, leader or parent, of the importance of your facial 
expressions, tone of voice, the look in your eye is key to authentic leadership behaviour. 
Others will look for cues from you and even more so in stressful contexts.

© 7Futures Limited May 25th 2018


