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icture this: it’s 1pm on a Wednesday and you’re sitting 
in a training session. You’ve had a stressful morning where 
your boss snapped at you because of a concern the team 
won’t meet an upcoming project deadline. One of your direct 
reports is unwell today and may not be in for the rest of the 
week. You’ve been frantically trying to map your priorities 
and how to meet the various demands of the pipeline.

Your mind is vibrating with these anxieties. Your 
eyes are on the presenter, but your attention 
feels like it has been squeezed out of your head 
by worry. ‘What have we learnt today?’, the 
presenter asks at the end of the session. You 
scramble to try and remember a key theme from 
the slides. The answer is ‘nothing’, of course. 
You were miles from the right mindset to learn. 

As we deepen our understanding of 
neuroscience and adult learning, we’re coming 
to find that in this frame of mind, not only are 
you poorly disposed to learn, you are actually 
neurologically blocked from learning. 

The impact of emotions
We have long known learning is impacted by 
emotional and physiological states – enter 
the maxim, never schedule training after 
lunch. However, ongoing research into the 
relationship between learning, memory and 
emotion is beginning to demonstrate some clear 
conclusions – and important considerations – 
for learning designers.

Psychologists talk about two key ways in which 
emotion impacts on learning and memory: 

ATTENTIONAL: Emotion may attach significant 
attentional value to an idea, stimulus or piece 

of information which means it is more likely 
to become encoded over other surrounding 
information.

MOTIVATIONAL: Emotion may generate 
motivation to be in a state of curiosity about 
novel or surprising information which supports 
learning.

One of the most prevalent emotions we 
encounter in the workplace is stress. While high 
degrees of stress around a particular memory or 
event may improve retention for that particular 
fact, typically speaking stress induces a deficit 
in memory retrieval and memory updating. 

In particular, information unrelated to the 
stressor is poorly retained. Of course, our 
attention is focused on ruminating about the 
stressor. We are not motivated to engage 
with extraneous material because it does not 
provide immediate solutions to the issues we 
are facing. Hence the training session going 
completely over our heads, deemed by the brain 
as irrelevant to the problem at hand.

What’s more, beyond detracting from our 
attentional and motivational attitudes to 
learning, stress also affects the way we learn. 
Under stress, we are more likely to develop 
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‘stimulus-response associations’ rather than complex, 
interconnected understandings of information sets. This 
means the quality of learning is generally lower, unless 
we are learning very simple process approaches to 
circumstances.

As training and learning professionals, we can’t control how 
our participants show up to a session. But we also need to 
be keenly aware of this growing body of evidence around 
the connection between learning cognition and emotion.

Buffering the learning environment 
If we want to optimise the potential for learning, we need 
to be incorporating systems and approaches for managing 
stress into our learning design. In this way, we can ‘buffer’ 
the learning environment against external influence as far 
as possible. Ways we can do this include:

Harnessing the power of the ‘third space’
Dr Adam Fraser talks about the ‘third space’ as a liminal 
place between two zones. By deliberately constructing 
this space around us, we are able to move out of one 
mindset into a new one. Often this is discussed in the 
context of moving from the workspace to the home 
space. However, we can also work towards building this 
third space as participants move from the workspace to 

learning spaces. This means emphasising the transition 
and creating a clear break with what has come before, 
allowing participants to ‘reset.’

Positioning learning time for optimal outcomes
Of course, we are constrained by all manner of factors 
when attempting to schedule in learning sessions. 
Where possible though, attempt to position learning 
time during the day to find participants fresh and not 
mid-processing stressors. This means ideally at the 
start of a new day or, even better, for an entire day. By 
doing this, you can minimise the amount of ‘hangover’ 
emotional effect the participants will bring to the 
session.

Build in tools and exercises to moderate emotional 
states
There are various ways we can work tools and exercises 
into the learning program to move participants from 
a stress mindset to a curiosity mindset. Problems, 
questions and exercises which shift perspectives 
open participants up to the realisation that there is 
much about the world they don’t know. This can be as 
simple as optical illusions all the way up to detailed 
case studies with unexpected outcomes. Mindfulness 
techniques are also an important resource for building a 

Problems, questions and exercises which 
shift perspectives, open participants 

up to the realisation that there is much 
about the world they don’t know.

“
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FURTHER READING AND RESOURCES

Learning and memory under stress: 
implications for the classroom (Susanne 
Vogel & Lars Schwabe, 2016, npj Science of 
Learning)
https://www.nature.com/articles/
npjscilearn201611 

The Influences of Emotion on Learning and 
Memory (Chai M. Tyng et al, 2017, Frontiers 
in Psychology)
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/
fpsyg.2017.01454/full 

The Third Space (Dr Adam Fraser, 2012, 
Random House)

sense of calmness and openness. One of 
our greatest tools, however, for changing 
our emotional state is each other.

Creating an emotional network
Emotions spread in groups. The more 
participants we are able to move to a 
place of joy and openness, the more 
likely everyone else will follow. As a 
facilitator in a learning environment, 
our expectations and motivations will 
affect the participants. We are deeply 
social animals and feedback loops form 
almost instantaneously, impacting on 
our capacity to learn. You can set the 
tone for the whole group by manifesting 
the curiosity and energy which optimises 
learning.

It is easy to fall into the trap of 
prioritising content over form, given 
the constant constraints on learning 
time. However, the evidence shows that 
small investments in creating a more 
optimal learning environment, especially 
in a climate where learning might be 
fragmented or taking a backseat to 
more operational needs, will pay off with 
dividends. 

So, next time you are designing and 
delivering a learning program, remember 
that it’s not just what’s in your groups’ 
minds that counts, it’s also what’s in 
their hearts.
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