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SAME STRESS, DIFFERENT OUTCOMES:
THE BRAIN’S PREDICTIONS DECIDE
WHETHER WE RECOVER OR REMAIN
STUCK IN FEAR LONG AFTER CRISIS ENDS

DEEPIKA KOLLURU @Hyderabad

HE email arrived at
9.12 am.

Two employees
opened the same mes-
sage within minutes.
A brief notice from
management: restruc-

turing. Their roles were being
terminated. By evening, both
left the office carrying card-
board boxes, the same uncer-
tainty following them home,
along with the same questions
about rent, bills, and what came
next.

Months later, their
lives would look very
different. One would |
slowly stabilise. Sleep
would return, and the
nervous system would
loosen its grip on constant
alert. The job loss would fade
into a difficult memory. The oth-
er would remain trapped in the
same tension, the mind still
scanning for threats long after
the crisis had passed.

The difference lies not in the
stress they faced, but in how the
brain interprets it, At first
glance, human stress responges
appear similar. The amygdala
detects threat, the hippocampus
compares present events with
memories, and the prefrontal
cortex works to regulate reac.

tions and guide decisjons,
Chemically; the pattern repeats
acrossgimost everyone. Corti-
solmg) ilises energy. Adrena-

line sharpens attention. Serot-
onin and dopamine work to
restore equilibrium. The ma-
chinery is the same, and yet the
outcomes differ. For decades,
neuroscientists have tried to un-
derstand this difference, and
modern brain science has un-
covered an idea that reframes
the entire question: the brain is
not merely reacting to the world.
It is constantly predicting it.
Every moment, the mind con-
structs a quiet forecast about
what will happen next and how
the body should respond. It com-
pares that prediction with
what actually occurs, ad-
Justing its internal mod-
el whenever the two fail
to match. Neuroscien-

|

framework some research-
ers consider as fundamental to
brain science as evolution is to
biology.

UK-based neuroscientist Anil
Seth argues that conscious ex-
perience emerges from a con-
stant negotiation between ex-
pectation and reality. The sense
of ‘I am’, he suggests, arises
from the brain’s ongoing predic-
tions about the body and the
world.

Most mismatches between ex-
pectation and reality pass unno-
ticed. But when they grow large,
the brain adjusts, forming new
connections and revising as-
sumptions. Under chronic

stress, predictions about danger -

tists call this process |
predictive processing, a /

THE HIDDEN

RESPONSE
SYSYEM

I'ndia"ﬁexpr-'es,"t':' 1 8.3.26,pg.n0.16"™

can harden into lasting patterns
of vulnerability or resilience.
At the core of this process lies
Bayesian inference: the idea
that what we experience as real-
ity is the brain’s best estimate
of the world.

Consider the two employees
who lost their jobs. One mind as-
sumes the setback is temporary:

PREDICTIVE BRAIN The brain constantly predicts what will happen next and
adjusts when reality differs — a process called predictive processing

STRESS DIVIDE Under the same chronic stress, one brain recalibrates and restores
balance while another locks into hypervigilance and anxiety
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iomals of stability, a sup-
gg;?]jlvselﬂnversatiqq, a .good
night’s sleep, a promising inter-
view, feedback into the brain’s
model, keeping prediction er-

inimal.

erSrgélua]ly, the amygdala low-
ers its alarm, the prefrontal
cortex regains control, and the
hippocampus records the event

MES 1N PLAY Stress activates cortisol, adrenaline, whereas
serotonin and dopamine help restore emotional stability.

HESILIENCE FACTOR Higher brain-derived
l— neurotrophic factor (BDNF) levels help

maintain neural connections and
improve resilience to stress
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Persistent stress can
" overactivate the HPA axis,
raising cartisol levels
) and contributing to

hippocampal shrinkage
and anxiety

a1

Stress reshapes
brain predictions,
alters circuits,
~ skewsbelief -
— processing,
weakens resilience,
\  and impacts long-
.. term health

can retrain threat
perception and improve
the brain’s stress
/ regulation systems
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as temporary rather than cata-
strophic. At the cellular level,
dendrites remain intact, corti-
sol stays within safe ranges,
and neural circuits retain
strong connectivity and
flexibility,

Over time, the system recali-
brates. Cortisol levels returnto
baseline. Psychiatrist Dr Bha-
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vani explains, “When neural
structures remain healthy dur-
ing stress, the brain retaing its
ability to restore equilibrium
and maintain resilience.”

She further added that the
second mind moves through
the same setback with a differ-
ent internal forecast. Instead of
a temporary disruption, the
prediction reads: confirmation
that things are collapsing.

Positive signals fail to regis-
ter. Encouragement is dis-
missed. Good days appear as
anomalies rather than evi-
dence. Each mismatch between
expectation and reality accu-

‘mulates, reinforcing the brain’s

darker prediction. “In this situ-
ation, the brain quietly be-
comes its own devil’s advocate,”
Dr Bhavani adds. Even after the
original stress fades, the brain’s
internal model may fail to up-
date. Researchers such as
Sumantra Chattarji, formerly
at the National Centre for Bio-
logical Sciences, show that pro-
longed stress keeps the hypoth-
alamic-pituitary-adrenal axis
activated, maintaining high
cortisol levels. Over time, this
can alter brain structure,
shrinking the hippocampus
and increasing neuroinflam- -
mation, leaving the mind in a
state of hypervigilance.
Resilient brains appear to
correct these errors more effi-

- ciently. One factor is brain-de-

rived neurotrophic factor
(BDNF), which supports neuro-

- nal growth and flexible circuits.

Research by Madhuri Tolahy.
nase atthe All India Institute of
Medical Sciences found that
yoga-based interventions can
Improve stress regulation and

: resilience markers.

Another factor involves what
neuroscientists call precision
weighting, the brain’s method
for deciding how much confi-
dence to place in sensory evi-
dence versus prior beliefs. If
expectations dominate too
strongly, beliefs become rigid.
Evidence that contradicts them
struggles to register:

The difference between those
two employees may not be
strength or Juck, but the quiet
expectations shaping how they
see the future,




