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 The Science Behind the Tactics 
 
 
 
Composure  
 
The mind and body are constantly reacting to perceived demands with the end result being that tension levels 
tend to rise through the day rather than fall.  So, we aim for refocus & reductions in Subjective Tension Levels 
(composure). 
 
Mechanisms of the Mind-Body 
 

• What we focus on expands, and the body follows where the mind’s attention goes. It’s about 
attention regulation. 

• Increased self-awareness and early detection of tension  
• Refocusing attention, centering and relaxation effects 
• Activating the brain’s control and thinking centres 
• Savouring & experiencing more positive emotions 
• Switching off the stress response (parasympathethic nervous system activation, vagus nerve, 

noradrenaline, cortisol, HPA axis and GABA) and releasing the happy hormones (oxytocin, 
dopamine, serotonin) 

PLUS 
• Neuroplasticity & Structural Brain Changes (habit formation). 

 
 
Theories behind the Tactic Layers 
 
Each tactic draws from established theory and research, sometimes applied in a cut-down format. 
 
Level 1: Surface level tactics, easy to grasp, quick to learn and apply in the moment 
 

Recognising Tactics Regulating Tactics Refocusing Tactics 

Self-Awareness Training Relaxation Training Skills Behavioural Instructions 
Executive Function Activation and Psychological Flexibility Solution Focused Approach 
Cognitive Behaviour Therapy (RET, ACT +) 
Mindfulness Based Cognitive Therapy 

 
Level 2: Deeper level tactics, requiring more time to learn or foster, sometimes requiring others 
 

Reframing Tactics Rehearsing Tactics Reconnecting Tactics 

Cognitive Behaviour Therapy Visualisation / Self-Efficacy Positive Psychology Principles 
Positive Self-Talk Imaginal coping preparation Social Support Principles 
Self-Awareness Training Behavioural Instructions Healthy Life & Resilience Factors 
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Reducing Stress 
 
Stress is….our body getting into the right Zone for the right action! 
 
Our brain and our body work together to give us the right amount of energy and ‘tension’ to get 
our lives in order and meet our goals.  The brain is always analysing the world around us and 
looking out for danger or threats. If the brain ‘perceives’ threat or challenge then our energy 
rises, and if it doesn’t we stay in the relaxed zone.  
 
While we all react differently to life’s pressures, we all have the capacity to feel tense or even 
overwhelmed with challenges on our plate.  When this happens, the body will pump out 
adrenaline to increase energy and get us into action.  This is often called the ‘stress response’. 
 
So, the ‘stress response’ (also called the flight-fight response) in humans allows the body to 
undergo physical changes necessary to create increased energy for escaping or fighting a threat 
or danger (eg increased heart rate and muscle tension).  
 
This stress response assists us to remain safe from physical dangers.   Let’s imagine we can 
separate the stress response into three (3) main levels or ‘Zones’ so we can better discuss and 
monitor stress: 
 
RED Zone: Really stressed, angry or depressed, ready to snap 
ORANGE Zone: Feeling tense, challenged, maybe stretched, but still capable 
GREEN Zone: Feeling relaxed, energised, active, feeling in shape 
 
All people will experience these Zones from time to time. Some situations can put us into the RED 
or ORANGE Zone pretty quickly – things that push our buttons. We could say that ‘getting’ in the 
GREEN Zone every day is necessary for good health.  It’s a state of mind and energy we can get 
into with healthy living skills.  
 
The stress response is also activated when we perceive that we cannot manage/cope with 
modern day stressors also (eg change, workloads, conflict, unexpected bad news, big bills etc).  
These would usually get us into the high ORANGE Zone.  
 
The ‘stress response’ tries to help by keeping an ‘eye’ on perceived problems in order to avoid 
them by replaying them in our mind and via ‘triggers’ as a warning system. This is called ‘worry’.  
As we wonder and we worry about life we can also produce an ORANGE Zone state that keeps us 
up at night and wears down our batteries during the day.  
 
So, stress is the word we give to the normal series of feelings and reactions that we experience 
when we perceive that an event threatens to overwhelm our resources (eg time, energy, skills, 
self esteem etc). 
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Stress is not all bad - it is a natural part of human functioning and pressure is a normal aspect of 
human interaction.  
 
Stress in moderation provides us with energy and motivation.   

• We need the RED Zone to help us manage danger.  
• We need the ORANGE Zone to help us meet our goals and focus on important events.  
• We need the GREEN Zone to help us recharge and energise to stay resilient and healthy. 

 
 
Understanding the stress response 
 
Chronic activation of this survival mechanism impairs health 
 
Source: https://www.health.harvard.edu/staying-healthy/understanding-the-stress-response 
 
A stressful situation — whether something environmental, such as a looming work deadline, or 
psychological, such as persistent worry about losing a job — can trigger a cascade of stress 
hormones that produce well-orchestrated physiological changes. A stressful incident can make 
the heart pound and breathing quicken. Muscles tense and beads of sweat appear. 
 
This combination of reactions to stress is also known as the "fight-or-flight" response because it 
evolved as a survival mechanism, enabling people and other mammals to react quickly to life-
threatening situations. The carefully orchestrated yet near-instantaneous sequence of hormonal 
changes and physiological responses helps someone to fight the threat off or flee to safety. 
Unfortunately, the body can also overreact to stressors that are not life-threatening, such as 
traffic jams, work pressure, and family difficulties. 
 
Over the years, researchers have learned not only how and why these reactions occur, but have 
also gained insight into the long-term effects chronic stress has on physical and psychological 
health. Over time, repeated activation of the stress response takes a toll on the body. Research 
suggests that chronic stress contributes to high blood pressure, promotes the formation of 
artery-clogging deposits, and causes brain changes that may contribute to anxiety, depression, 
and addiction. More preliminary research suggests that chronic stress may also contribute to 
obesity, both through direct mechanisms (causing people to eat more) or indirectly (decreasing 
sleep and exercise). 
 
Sounding the alarm 
 
The stress response begins in the brain (see illustration). When someone confronts an oncoming 
car or other danger, the eyes or ears (or both) send the information to the amygdala, an area of 
the brain that contributes to emotional processing. The amygdala interprets the images and 
sounds. When it perceives danger, it instantly sends a distress signal to the hypothalamus. 
 
When someone experiences a stressful event, the amygdala, an area of the brain that contributes 
to emotional processing, sends a distress signal to the hypothalamus. This area of the brain 
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functions like a command center, communicating with the rest of the body through the nervous 
system so that the person has the energy to fight or flee. 
 
The hypothalamus is a bit like a command center. This area of the brain communicates with the 
rest of the body through the autonomic nervous system, which controls such involuntary body 
functions as breathing, blood pressure, heartbeat, and the dilation or constriction of key blood 
vessels and small airways in the lungs called bronchioles. The autonomic nervous system has two 
components, the sympathetic nervous system and the parasympathetic nervous system. The 
sympathetic nervous system functions like a gas pedal in a car. It triggers the fight-or-flight 
response, providing the body with a burst of energy so that it can respond to perceived dangers. 
The parasympathetic nervous system acts like a brake. It promotes the "rest and digest" response 
that calms the body down after the danger has passed. 
 
After the amygdala sends a distress signal, 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 epinephrine (also known as adrenaline) into the bloodstream.  
 
As epinephrine circulates through the body, it brings on a number of physiological changes. The 
heart beats faster than normal, pushing blood to the muscles, heart, and other vital organs. Pulse 
rate and blood pressure go up. The person undergoing these changes also starts to breathe more 
rapidly. Small airways in the lungs open wide. This way, the lungs can take in as much oxygen as 
possible with each breath. Extra oxygen is sent to the brain, increasing alertness. Sight, hearing, 
and other senses become sharper. Meanwhile, epinephrine triggers the release of blood sugar 
(glucose) and fats from temporary storage sites in the body. These nutrients flood into the 
bloodstream, supplying energy to all parts of the body. 
 
All of these changes happen so quickly that people aren't aware of them. In fact, the wiring is so 
efficient that the amygdala and hypothalamus start this cascade even before the brain's visual 
centers have had a chance to fully process what is happening. That's why people are able to jump 
out of the path of an oncoming car even before they think about what they are doing. 
 
As the initial surge of epinephrine subsides, the hypothalamus activates the second component 
of the stress response system — known as the HPA axis. This network consists of the 
hypothalamus, the pituitary gland, and the adrenal glands. 
 
The HPA axis relies on a series of hormonal signals to keep the sympathetic nervous system — 
the "gas pedal" — pressed down. If the brain continues to perceive something as dangerous, the 
hypothalamus releases corticotropin-releasing hormone (CRH), which travels to the pituitary 
gland, triggering the release of adrenocorticotropic hormone (ACTH). This hormone travels to the 
adrenal glands, prompting them to release cortisol.  
 
The body thus stays revved up and on high alert. When the threat passes, cortisol levels fall. The 
parasympathetic nervous system — the "brake" — then dampens the stress response. 
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The Stress Response HPA Axis 
 
Diagram 1 
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Symptoms of Fight-Flight Mechanism 
 

When the fight/flight mechanism is activated, the following physical changes and symptoms occur. 
 

 
ORGAN 
 
HEART 

 
PHYSICAL CHANGES 
 
Rate increased 

 
SYMPTOMS 
 
Palpitations 

 
DIGESTIVE SYSTEM Blood redirected to the 

muscles 
Upset stomach, indigestion, nausea, 
vomiting, peptic ulcer. 

 
BOWELS Urgency to empty Loose bowels, diarrhoea 

 
BLADDER Urgency to empty Urine frequency 

 
MUSCLES Increased blood supply. 

Tense, ready for action. 
Jerky movements, tremor, 
clumsiness, headache, stiff jaw, 
backache, neck ache. 

 
BREATHING Faster, deeper Hyperventilation, light-headedness, 

dizziness, feelings of unreality, pins 
and needles in hands and feet. 

 
AIRWAYS Dilate (open) Can precipitate an asthma attack. 

 
MOUTH & THROAT Decreases secretion of saliva Dry, difficulty swallowing, difficulty 

talking. 
 

SKIN 1. Blood redirected to muscles 
(prevents loss of blood due to 
lacerations) 
2. Sweating 

Pale, clammy, cold, profuse 
sweating.  Hypertension due to 
prolonged blood vessel constriction. 

 
EYES Pupils dilate Blurred vision 

 
EARS Hearing becomes much more 

acute 
Ringing, sensitive to noise and easily 
startled. 

 
LIVER Releases stores of energy 1. Immediate effect - restlessness 

and agitation 
2. Long-term effect - depleted 
stores of energy, drained feeling 

 
BRAIN Shuts down the modern 

problem-solving, thinking 
part. 

Poor memory, poor concentration, 
confusion, blank mind, inability to 
think. 

 
  



Copyright: Tactical Composure by YES Psychology & Consulting Pty Ltd. 2019 7 

Research Reference Sources (just some of the many) 
 

CBT 

§ Hofmann, S. G., Asnaani, A., Vonk, I. J., Sawyer, A. T., & Fang, A. (2012). The Efficacy of Cognitive 

Behavioral Therapy: A Review of Meta-analyses. Cognitive therapy and research, 36(5), 427-440. 

 

Regulation and Relaxation Techniques 

 

§ Manzoni, G. M., Pagnini, F., Castelnuovo, G., & Molinari, E. (2008). Relaxation training for anxiety: a ten-

years systematic review with meta-analysis. BMC psychiatry, 8, 41. doi:10.1186/1471-244X-8-41 

§ Sundram, B. M., Dahlui, M., & Chinna, K. (2015). Effectiveness of progressive muscle relaxation therapy 

as a worksite health promotion program in the automobile assembly line. Industrial health, 54(3), 204-

14. 

§ Li, Y., Wang, R., Tang, J., Chen, C., Tan, L., Wu, Z., Yu, F., … Wang, X. (2015). Progressive muscle relaxation 

improves anxiety and depression of pulmonary arterial hypertension patients. Evidence-based 

complementary and alternative medicine : eCAM, 2015, 792895. 

§ Ma X, Yue Z-Q, Gong Z-Q, Zhang H, Duan N-Y, Shi Y-T, Wei G-X and Li Y-F (2017) The Effect of 

Diaphragmatic Breathing on Attention, Negative Affect and Stress in Healthy Adults. Front. Psychol. 

8:874. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2017.00874. 

§ Russo, M. A., Santarelli, D. M., & O'Rourke, D. (2017). The physiological effects of slow breathing in the 

healthy human. Breathe (Sheffield, England), 13(4), 298–309. doi:10.1183/20734735.009817 

§ Zou, Y, et al. Meta-Analysis of Effects of Voluntary Slow Breathing Exercises for Control of Heart Rate 

and Blood Pressure in Patients With Cardiovascular Diseases. The American journal of cardiology 120(1), 

April 2017 DOI: 10.1016/j.amjcard.2017.03.247 

§ Zelano, C., et al. (2016). Nasal Respiration Entrains Human Limbic Oscillations and Modulates Cognitive 

Function. J. Neurosci., 6: 12448 –12467  

§ Michael Christopher Melnychuk, Paul M. Dockree, Redmond G. O'Connell, Peter R. Murphy, Joshua H. 

Balsters, Ian H. Robertson. Coupling of respiration and attention via the locus coeruleus: Effects of 

meditation and pranayama. Psychophysiology, 2018; e13091 DOI: 10.1111/psyp.13091 

§ Lee, M. H., Kim, D. H., & Yu, H. S. (2013). The effect of guided imagery on stress and fatigue in patients 

with thyroid cancer undergoing radioactive iodine therapy. Evidence-based complementary and 

alternative medicine : eCAM, 2013, 130324. 

§ Schwab, D. et al.(2007) A study of efficacy and cost-effectiveness of guided imagery as a portable, self-

administered, presurgical intervention delivered by a health plan. Adv Mind Body Med. 2007 

Summer;22(1):8-14. 

§ Kapogiannis A, et al. Investigating the Effects of the Progressive Muscle Relaxation-Guided Imagery 

Combination on Patients with Cancer Receiving Chemotherapy Treatment: A Systematic Review of 

Randomized Controlled Trials. Explore (NY). 2018 Mar - Apr;14(2):137-143. doi: 

10.1016/j.explore.2017.10.008. Epub 2017 Dec 21. 



Copyright: Tactical Composure by YES Psychology & Consulting Pty Ltd. 2019 8 

§ Varvogli, L and Darviri, C. Stress Management Techniques: evidence-based procedures that reduce 

stress and promote health. Health Science Journal, VOLUME 5, ISSUE 2 (2011) pp: 74-89. 

 

Psychological Flexibility and Mindfulness Based Techniques (body scan, grounding mindfulness, centering) 

 

§ Kersemaekers, W., Rupprecht, S., Wittmann, M., Tamdjidi, C., Falke, P., Donders, R., Speckens, A., … 

Kohls, N. (2018). A Workplace Mindfulness Intervention May Be Associated With Improved 

Psychological Well-Being and Productivity. A Preliminary Field Study in a Company Setting. Frontiers in 

psychology, 9, 195. doi:10.3389/fpsyg.2018.00195 

§ Kashdan, T. B. (2010) Psychological Flexibility as a Fundamental Aspect of Health. Clin Psychol Rev. 2010 

November 1; 30(7): 865–878. doi:10.1016/j.cpr.2010.03.001. 

§ Britta K. Hölzel, James Carmodyc, Mark Vangela, Christina Congletona, Sita M. Yerramsettia, Tim Garda, 

and Sara W. Lazara (2011). Mindfulness practice leads to increases in regional brain gray matter density. 

Psychiatry Res. 2011 January 30; 191(1): 36–43. doi:10.1016/j.pscychresns.2010.08.006. 

§ Jamieson, S.D. and Tuckey, M.R. (2017). Mindfulness Interventions in the Workplace: A Critique of the 

Current State of the Literature. Journal of Occupational Health Psychology, 2017, Vol. 22, No. 2, 180–

193 

§ Zeidan, F., et al. Mindfulness meditation improves cognition: Evidence of brief mental training. Con- 

sciousness and Cognition (2010), doi:10.1016/j.concog.2010.03.014 

§ Keng, S.-L., et al., (2011) Effects of mindfulness on psychological health: A review of empirical studies, 

Clinical Psychology Review (2011), doi:10.1016/j.cpr.2011.04.006. 

§ Kuyken, W et al. (2016) Efficacy of Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy in Prevention of Depressive 

Relapse An Individual Patient Data Meta-analysis From Randomized Trials. JAMA Psychiatry. 

2016;73(6):565-574. doi:10.1001/jamapsychiatry.2016.0076. 

§ Tim Lomas, T. et al (2017) The impact of mindfulness on the wellbeing and performance of educators: 

A systematic review of the empirical literature. Teaching and Teacher Education 61 (2017) 132-141. 

§ Grossman, P, et al. (2004) Mindfulness-based stress reduction and health benefits - A meta-analysis. 

Journal of Psychosomatic Research 57 (2004) 35–43. 

§ Luken, M., & Sammons, A. (2016). Systematic review of mindfulness practice for reducing job burnout. 

American Journal of Occupational Therapy, 70, 7002250020. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.5014/ajot.2016.016956. 

§ Lan, Hee Kim, et al. The effects of mindfulness training program on reducing stress and promoting well-

being among nurses in critical care units. AUSTRALIAN JOURNAL OF ADVANCED NURSING Volume 31 

Number 3. 

§ Hölzel, B. K., et all (2009). Stress reduction correlates with structural changes in the amygdala. Social 

cognitive and affective neuroscience, 5(1), 11–17. doi:10.1093/scan/nsp034 


