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The Neuroscience of Stress and Recovery

Over the past 30 years, neuroscience has shown the brain is highly adaptable, with
around 100 billion neurons and nearly a quadrillion synaptic connections (the links
between neurons that allow them to communicate), shaped by both good and bad
experiences. Research shows prolonged stress can lead to lasting changes in brain
function, which becomes maladaptive and straining emotional and cognitive capacity.
The good news is neuroscience also confirms the brain’s capacity for recovery. Regular
engagement with practices like those you're about to learn can help reverse the impact of
chronic stress and restore balance, clarity, empathy, and overall well-being. By doing so,
we not only reduce the risk of burnout but actively rebuild internal resilience, a vital
foundation for sustained mental health and performance.

~100 Billion Neurons ~1 Quadrillion Synapses
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The brain’s vast network of neurons and synapses is constantly shaped by experience.

The Evolutionary Roots of Stress

The human brain has evolved a rapid-response mechanism to help us survive life-or-
death situations by enabling quick, instinctive action. This is called the 'fight-or-flight'
response and is controlled by a region of the limbic system called the amygdala.
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This system triggers the release of stress hormones like cortisol and adrenaline, and
evolved to help our ancestors survive immediate, physical threats such as predators or
natural disasters. The fight-or-flight response has a flaw: the brain can't tell real threats
from perceived ones. In modern, high-pressure settings, this leads to chronic activation
by virtual or psychological stressors. With no clear 'all clear,’ the limbic system stays on,
preventing recovery and straining mental and physical health.

When the Brain Stays Stuck in 'Fight-or-Flight'

Under constant stress when the brain is stuck in fight-or-flight, the brain rewires itself.
The limbic system, instead of returning to rest, becomes chronically active. This can lead
to poor focus, memory issues, sleep problems, hyper-reactivity, and difficulty switching
off after work. The stress hormone cortisol, while helpful short-term, suppresses the
prefrontal cortex (the brain's center for focus and decision-making) undermining
performance. As stress builds, people become hypersensitive to minor triggers, stuck in a
loop of vigilance and fatigue. In cybersecurity, where threats are abstract and constant,
the brain rarely gets the signal to relax, keeping the limbic system on high alert.

Constant stress Cortisol release Prefrontal cortex suppression Harmful body-wide changes

When the brain can't reset, the body carries the burden through widespread physiological wear

The Body’s ‘Off Switch’ to Stress

When a perceived threat arises, the amygdala signals the hypothalamus to activate the
sympathetic nervous system (SNS), triggering the fight-or-flight response adrenaline
surges, heart rate rises, focus sharpens, and blood shifts from the digestive system to the
muscles for rapid action. Once the threat passes, the parasympathetic nervous system
(PNS) restores balance by slowing the heart rate, lowering blood pressure, and redirecting
blood back to the digestive system.
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Together, the SNS and PNS act like the body's accelerator and brakes, regulating your
physiological state with precision. Understanding this balance helps you recognise early
stress signals, regulate yourself more effectively, and see why tools like breathing
exercises work. Most importantly, it reminds you that stress responses are normal and
adaptive, your body is simply doing its job.

Sympathetic Nervous System Parasympathetic Nervous System

‘Fight-or-Flight ‘Rest-and-Digest’

t Adrenaline release | Heart rate

1 Heart rate | Blood pressure

1 Blood pressure | Respiratory rate
1 Respiratory rate 1 Relaxation

1 Alertness 1 Digestive activity

Stress and recovery are two sides of the same system, designed to keep the body in balance.

What Burnout Does to Your Brain

Burnout is a state of physical, emotional, and mental exhaustion from prolonged stress,
marked by poor performance, cynicism, and a sense of ineffectiveness. It often disrupts
sleep and is linked to measurable changes in key brain regions:

Amygdala

This region processes emotions and can become hyperactive under long-term stress,
heightening emotional reactivity and contributing to the sense of being overwhelmed.

Hippocampus

Chronic stress can negatively affect the hippocampus, which is involved in memory and
learning, leading to forgetfulness and cognitive difficulties often reported in burnout.

Prefrontal Cortex

Prolonged stress can reduce activity and cause structural changes in this area, which
impairs higher executive functions such as concentration, decision-making, and the
ability to manage stress.
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Burnout impacts the amygdala, hippocampus, and prefrontal cortex in distinct but connected ways.

Exposure to Chronic Stress

Over time, with consistent exposure to chronic stress and the continuous activation of
the fight or flight response, a new default state can emerge in the brain. This state is
characterised by heightened sensitivity to stressors, leading to an overactive stress
response system. Essentially, the brain gets rewired to be in a constant state of alertness,
anticipating threats even when they are not present. This can have profound implications
for an individual's mental and physical health.

Why is Neuroscience Important to Our Work?

Fortunately for us, neuroscience affirms regular practice of programs like iRest® can
reverse the effects of prior unmanaged stress and restore individuals’ emotional and
cognitive reserves, bringing about a new default state of calm, clarity, empathy and
wellbeing.

Among its many positive effects, iRest had been shown to: Downregulate the
sympathetic nervous system (SNS), decreasing the flight-or-fight state and upregulate
the parasympathetic nervous system (PNS), bringing us back into rest-and-digest.
Neuroscience underpins our work by revealing the mechanisms that not only drive these
challenges but also offer pathways to reverse their effects.
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The Role of Neuroplasticity

You may have heard of neuroplasticity, the brain’s ability to change throughout life. While
this can lead to harmful rewiring under chronic stress or perceived threats, it also offers us
a powerful path to recovery. With consistent practice of the iRest protocol, your brain can
shift from a state of hypervigilance to one of balance and resilience. The consistent
integration of these practices into daily life will promote positive neuroplasticity. Leading
to, a stronger, more resilient brain!

Mechanisms of Neuroplasticity

Neuroplasticity is shaped by experience. Positive influences like learning, mindfulness,
and supportive environments strengthen helpful pathways. In contrast, negative
influences such as chronic stress, trauma, or unhealthy habits can reinforce maladaptive
patterns like hypervigilance, anxiety, or emotional reactivity. Neuroplasticity doesn’t
discriminate between good or bad: it simply responds to what's repeated.

The brain adapts in two main ways:

Rerouting
Using different pathways to do the same task when usual ones are disrupted.

Sprouting

Growing new connections between brain cells to support learning and change.

The key takeaway here is that neuroplasticity leverages the same cellular mechanisms
regardless of context; the direction of change depends entirely on the nature and
repetition of experience.

Through consistent engagement with the iRest protocol, the brain’s innate capacity for positive
rewiring is activated.
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