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What is the Fight Flight or stress response?   

Given that we talk about this a great deal, I feel it is important to be clear what is 
happening: 

The fight flight response occurs in response to stimuli both from the outside environment 
and your internal states.  You see, hear, touch, smell or taste something and this stimulation 
is carried by the Central Nervous System to the limbic area of the brain for processing.  As 
the body prepares to take action, any systems not vital to survival will slow down, and the 
cortex is no longer able to integrate and regulate the older structures of the brain – our 
thinking and analytical processes are “turned off” when we experience a full fight/flight 
response.  Too much thinking might be dangerous, costing us vital seconds which could 
make the difference between death and survival. 

The work of a split second 

When we talk about the fight/flight response it is useful to remember the following: 

1. The person experiencing the threat is overwhelmed and unable to access their 
thinking, rational brain. 

2. The response happens in a split second – BEFORE the person concerned even 
registers consciously what the threat is – the amygdala “hijacks” the brain which 
responds with the same primitive survival instinct that has protected humans since 
the beginning of our evolution. 

3. The response happens in a split second and seems to come from nowhere. 
4. Children from trauma have had experiences that mean that they are conditioned to 

fear (or terror).  This mean that their amygdala will be “hardwired” – programmed 
by their experiences to recognise certain stressors as threats to survival, so that the 
fight/flight response is hypersensitive resulting in the appearance of violence and 
aggression “coming from no-where”.   

The main structures responsible: 

Hypothalamus:  Situated in the middle of the brain, the role of the hypothalamus is to keep 
the body in balance.  It does this by connecting the nervous system with the endocrine 
system (which produces hormones to maintain stability by acting on key organs).  These 
systems are working all the time in the background and are not under conscious control.  
Some of the functions that the hypothalamus has a role in are: body temperature (causing 
sweating and dilating blood vessels to cool us or causing shivering to warm us); thirst, 
appetite, sleep cycles, blood pressure, digestion and sex drive. 

Pituitary: Like the conductor of the endocrine system, the pituitary gland directs organs or 
endocrine glands to suppress or induce hormone production.  The pituitary itself responds 
to the hormones produced by the hypothalamus.  The pituitary gland orchestrates many 
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important functions in the body including fluid balance, fight flight response, maturation of 
reproductive systems, and growth among others. 

Adrenal gland:  There are two adrenal glands, situated on top of the kidneys.  These glands 
affect metabolism, blood pressure, immunity, sex hormones and response to stress and 
fight flight response.  When responding to a fight/flight survival situation, the adrenals flood 
the system with hormones such as adrenalin and cortisol which in turn increase heart rate 
and therefore blood pressure, slow down unnecessary functions and increase awareness of 
surroundings. 

Amygdala: two small almond shaped structures situated in the temporal lobe processing 
and reacting to sensory input and which acts as a “smoke alarm” initiating the hormonal 
sequence which occurs when we are under threat.   

What actually happens? 

The Fight Flight response occurs as a result of activation of the HPA Axis (Hypothalamus- 
Pituitary -Adrenal axis). This happens when the amygdala, which has several functions 
including emotional based survival reaction, activates hormonal changes which enable us to 
survive by responding very quickly to danger.  So the sequence goes like this: 

Stressor representing survival threat is received in the limbic area of the brain. 

The Amygdala is activated strongly by the threat to survival and fires, activating the 
hypothalamus.   

The Hypothalamus secretes Corticotrophic releasing hormone (CRH) which in turn triggers 
the anterior pituitary gland. 

The action of CRH on the pituitary triggers release of adrenocorticotrophic hormone (ACTH). 

ACTH acts on the adrenal glands, causing a surge of adrenalin, cortisol and endorphin. 

Adrenalin then prepares the body for action: increased heart rate and blood flow brings 
oxygen and glycose to the muscles.  In addition, the pupils of the eyes dilate. 

Cortisol causes increase in amino acids and sugars in the blood stream:  The amino acids aid 
repair and recovery of damaged tissues, while blood sugars ensure that there is sufficient 
energy to deal with the situation. 

Endorphins act as a natural tranquillizer blocking pain and inducing euphoria. 

 


