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Introduction: Healthcare simulation has the potential
for learners to suffer psychological distress and anxiety
causing “amygdala highjack” thus the potential forlearning
drastically dissipates as learners enter fight, flight or
freeze, where cognition can be impaired [1]. An obvious
solution is to remove stress from the simulation, however
a variety of factors can contribute to the emergence of
anxiety including external stressors, social discomfort [1]
simulation design and extraneous cognitive load [2]. The
complete removal of anxiety or stress is improbable yet
promoting psychological safety and providing a learner
centred environment in which anxiety can be alleviated is
essential.

Methods: Utilising the neuroscience of education concept,
brain breaks [1], a space set away from the simulation, was
used. Learners removed themselves from the simulation,
stepped into the space and were coached through cyclical
sighing which has been shown to reduce stress and anxiety
[3]. Following this, physical and cognitive activities designed
to activate neural pathways and release neurotransmitters
such as dopamine, oxytocin and acetylcholine were carried
out to promote the learning process and higher order
thinking [1]. The combination of these elements aimed to
reduce anxiety and have the learner return to the simulation
should they feel able to do so.

Results: The brain break spaces were implemented in
two high fidelity major incident simulations in April 2023
in which 120 healthcare students participated. Of the 120
students, 46 provided anonymous feedback. 83% of students
who used the space indicated a reduction in anxiety and
stress, 72% of the respondents reported that knowing it was
available for them reduced their baseline stress and anxiety
prior to the simulation. Whilst some did not return to the
simulation a small number of students were able to complete
the simulation after using the space.

Discussion: Initial positive results indicated from student
feedback showed that the presence of a brain break space
had positive outcomes on students undertaking simulation.
For those who suffer ‘amygdala highjack’ and anxiety the
space offers refuge for cognitive re-focus and relief from
anxiety. The presence of the safe space also appears to reduce
the likelihood of learners suffering psychological distress by
reducing their baseline levels of anxiety and stress. Further
development of these spaces is ongoing and continual
student feedback will guide any future implementation of
the initiative with the aim of improving psychological safety
during simulation.
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