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Managing fight, flight and freeze through mindful sport 
activity

Framing

Training Area: 3 - Self-Awareness through sport.

Competence focus:

● Self-awareness and emotional regulation: recognising when the body shifts into a stress response 

(fight, flight, freeze) and applying practical tools (breath, posture, focus) to return to balance and 
regulate body stress.

Target  group:  Trainers,  educators  and  vulnerable  adults  (e.g.  in  recovery,  unemployed, 
migrants/refugees, adults with stress or trauma backgrounds).

Participants: 8–15 adults but can be adaptable for smaller groups as well.

Facilitators: 1 sport trainer (lead the activity) + 1 educator (to act as support).

Role of facilitators:

● Create safe, controlled conditions where mild stress reactions arise (time pressure, rule change, 

unexpected tasks or other).

● Guide participants to notice early stress signals (faster heartbeat, shallow breath, urge to give up, 

agitation).

● Teach  and  model  simple  regulation  strategies  (slowing  breath,  grounding  feet,  focusing 

attention).

● Ensure emotional safety and debrief carefully.

Context:
In daily life, vulnerable adults often face sudden stressors, bureaucracy, conflict, job interviews, or social 
judgment. These can trigger instinctive fight (anger), flight (avoidance), or freeze (shutdown). Without  
tools, these reactions take over. In sport, similar reactions surface naturally under pressure. This activity 
uses  playful  but  slightly  stressful  challenges to  help  participants  notice those instincts  and practice 
regulating them. 

Intended outcomes:

● Identify physical and emotional signals of fight, flight, or freeze.

● Learn and practice simple regulation tools (breathing, grounding, self-talk).

● Experience that stress responses can be observed and managed.

● Transfer regulation techniques to daily stressful situations
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Case description

Instructions
Participants  engage  in  a  series  of  short  physical  challenges  that  introduce  mild  pressure  (speed, 
coordination, rule changes). After each round, they pause for guided reflection and practise a regulation  
technique. The aim is not to perform perfectly but to notice the instinctive reaction and apply a calming or 
balancing strategy. Alternatively, they will receive information on how to conduct this activity when sitting 
down (in case stress levels are elevated within a room or in a confined area).

Materials needed:

● 2–3 soft balls

● Cones or markers for small area games

● Stopwatch or timer

● Optional: calming sound cue (chime, bell)

● Alternatively, a chair or a mattress.

Steps:
1) Introduction & warm-up (5 minutes)

● Form a circle. Facilitator explains: “Our bodies are designed to protect us in danger with fight,  
flight, or freeze reactions. Today we’ll notice these instincts in safe, playful activities and then  
practise ways to calm them.”

● Gentle warm-up: stretches, light jogging, 3 deep breaths (through nose, expand stomach and  
exhale through mouth).

2) Challenge round 1 – Quick reaction game (5 minutes)

● Participants stand in a circle. A ball is tossed quickly from person to person at random.

● The pace increases gradually, making mistakes or drops more likely.
Likely reactions: tension, competitiveness (fight), wanting to step out (flight), freezing when ball comes  
(freeze).

● Facilitator prompts: “Notice your heartbeat, breath, shoulders. What happened in your body when  
the ball came your way?”

3) Pause & regulation technique (3 minutes)

● Stop the game. Guide participants:
o Close eyes, place both feet firmly on the ground.
o Take 3 slow breaths, exhaling longer than inhaling, expand your stomach when breathing.
o Say silently: “I am safe. I can slow down.”

Ask: “Did your body feel different before and after the breaths?”

4) Challenge round 2 – timed relay (7 minutes)

● Divide participants into small teams. They must pass a ball down the line and back within a short  
time limit.
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● Add pressure by shortening the time limit or adding an unexpected rule (e.g., must pass behind the  
back).

Likely reactions: urgency, frustration, fear of letting team down.

● Facilitator observes who speeds up (fight), avoids eye contact (flight), or freezes when rules shift.

5)  Pause & regulation technique (3 minutes)

● Stop activity. Teach another tool: “Square breathing” — inhale 4 counts, hold 4, exhale 4, hold 4.

● Invite participants to feel how their system slows down.

● Reflection question: “Did your urge to rush change after a few breaths?”

Final round – choice challenge (5 minutes)

● Offer participants a choice: repeat one of the games under pressure or practise a movement  
(stretching, slow walking) that feels calming.

● This reinforces that under stress, choosing a response is possible.

Final reflection (10-15 min)
Facilitator guides discussion:

● When did you notice fight, flight, or freeze in yourself?

● Which regulation strategy worked best for you?

● Where in daily life could you use one of these tools?

Assessment method

Observation: Are participants noticing stress signals? Do they try regulation strategies?

Self-reflection scale (1–5):

● I noticed when my body shifted into fight/flight/freeze.

● I practised at least one regulation tool (breath, grounding, self-talk).

● I feel more confident about calming myself in stressful situations.

Group discussion: Capture examples of where participants might use these skills in real life.

Adaptation & continuation

Follow-up:

● In future sessions, repeat the games with new variations (shorter time limits, more balls, 
surprise rules).

● Encourage participants to use the breathing or grounding technique once a day in real-life stress 
moments and share results next session.

● Link explicitly to contexts like job interviews, family arguments, or other situations. 
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Transferability to different contexts:

● Can be done sitting in a chair or lying down (alone)

● Adaptable to gyms, community halls, or outdoor spaces.

● Works with smaller groups (even 4–6 participants) or alone.

● Can be scaled down for people with limited mobility (e.g., seated ball passes with time limits).

● Applicable in youth groups, mental health programs, or workplace stress management.


