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Workshop Resource

Objective: Materials Needed:

This exercise is designed to help participants become more aware of + One balloon per participant
their stress responses, understand the neuroscience behind stress, and

) i . L ) ) - A safety pin or needle
develop strategies for managing reactions in high-pressure situations.
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Activity Instructions: Debriefing the Experience:

1. Setting the Stage: Hand out one balloon Reflection Questions:
to each participant and ask them to inflate
it until it is fully stretched but not at risk of
popping on its own. + What emotions did you experience? (e.g., anxiety, tension,

alertness, curiosity)

How did your body react in anticipation of the balloon popping?

2. Holding Tension: Instruct participants to

hold their balloon at arm's length and + What did you hear during the exercise? (e.g., footsteps,
close their eyes. breathing, balloon stretching)
3. The Unknown Element: Walk around the - What physical sensations did you experience? (e.g., muscle
room with the safety pin or needle, tension, increased heart rate, sweating)
making audible footsteps. Participants do + What thoughts were going through your mind? (e.g., predicting
not know if or when a balloon will the pop, preparing for the noise, uncertainty)
be popped Did your stress response change when you heard the first
4. The Release: Decide based on the group balloon pop?
whether to pop one balloon, multiple

How do these reactions mirror real-life stress responses?
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\ balloons, or none at all. j

Facilitator’s Note: Be mindful that some participants may feel uncomfortable with this exercise. Participation should always
be voluntary; alternative reflection methods can be offered if needed.

Special thanks to Ilse Vande Walle - Coaching Mindset - www.coachingmindset.be for sharing this group exercise.

Rethinking ‘Stress’

We often use the word stress to mean many different The way we describe our experience matters.

things, which can cause confusion. Let's break it down: Instead of saying, ‘I feel stressed,” or “that's stressing
A stressor can be a threat, challenge, or even an me out” we can describe the sensations objectively:
opportunity - something external or internal that - "My heart is racing.’

demands a response. o
“My breathing is shallow.”
Your physiological stress response systems are the

body's way of adapting by mobilising energy, regulating
systems, and maintaining balance (homeostasis). + “My hands feel warm.

‘| feel a rush of energy.”

"Stress” is also the feeling - that subjective experience of - ‘| feel sleepy”
tension, pressure, or overwhelm that we associate with

the body's response. ‘| feel like running away”

This neutral observation helps separate what is happening
in the body from the meaning we attach to it. This allows us
to shift our perspective.
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The Neuroscience of Threat, Challenges, and Opportunities

When faced with a stressor: uncertainty, threats, challenges or even opportunities (depending on your perspective),
the brain orchestrates different physiological stress responses to help the body adapt and respond.

The autonomic nervous system (ANS) helps deploy the rapid response and is divided into two branches:

o The sympathetic nervous system (SNS), which prepares the body for action. It mobilises energy stores,
increases heart rate, and sharpens focus, its driven by the release of adrenaline (in the body) and noradrenaline
(body and brain).

o The parasympathetic nervous system (PNS), which supports recovery and regulation such as slowing the heart
rate, facilitating digestion, and restoring balance, is largely neurally driven and acts together with the SNS.

The hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal (HPA) axis follows with a slower response, releasing cortisol into the
bloodstream (reaching body and brain) to mobilise energy, regulate inflammation, and modulate
longer-term adaptations.

“Stress” is neither good nor bad. It depends on context or perspective or dose! When well-regulated, it enhances your
performance and resilience. But prolonged activation can seriously impact body, brain and mental health.
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The Impact of Stress e\ Strategies for Managing and

on Well-being: Reducing Stress Responses:
Prolonged stress can impair - Bottom-Up Approach: Use deep breathing, progressive muscle
cognitive functions like memory, relaxation, or movement-based activities like stretching or walking to
focus, and problem-solving. regulate the nervous system.
It contributes to physical health - Outside-In Approach: Change the external environment by reducing
issues, including high blood noise, creating calming spaces, or engaging in social support.

pressure, weakened immunity,

and sleep disturbances. Top-Down Approach: Reframe thoughts, practice gratitude, and apply

cognitive strategies to shift perspective.
Social relationships may
suffer as stress can make
individuals more irritable, less
empathetic, and more prone to - Mindfulness Practices: Techniques such as meditation, visualisation, and
miscommunication. journaling can help manage stress and improve emotional regulation.
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Social Buffering: Seeking support from trusted colleagues, friends, or
mentors can help counteract stress and foster resilience.

Key Takeaways & Positive Call to Action:
Recognising stress patterns can help you respond with greater self-awareness rather than react impulsively.

Simple techniques like mindful breathing, grounding exercises, and cognitive reframing can shift your response
to stress.

By understanding the neuroscience behind stress, you can foster resilience and create healthier
coping strategies.

Consider: What small change can you implement today to better manage stress?

Be mindful of emotional contagion—how can you positively influence the emotional climate of your team
\__ or environment?

Visit neuronudges.com/pages/members for more tools, templates
and great resources to help get the best out of your cards.




