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The Fight-or-Flight Response

What is the Fight-or-Flight Response?

When a person perceives that danger is possible, such as when he or she interprets a situation or stimulus in a threatening way, there is an automatic physiological (bodily) response that takes over and helps protect the person from danger. This is called the “fight-or-flight response” because its purpose is to help you either fight or flee from potential danger. When our ancestors lived among other animals out in the wilds, it was important for their survival that when faced with danger, an automatic “alarm” response would take over causing them to take immediate action (attack or run). The fight-or-flight response is still an important mechanism, even in today’s world. Think of what would happen if a bus was speeding toward you, horn blasting, and you experienced no sense of danger or alarm. You would probably be killed. Luckily, your fight-or-flight response automatically steps in and takes over, making you get safely out of the way. Again, the purpose of this response is to protect you and keep you alive. 

When a person perceives danger, his or her brain sends messages to a part the nervous system called the autonomic nervous system. The autonomic nervous system has two subsections or branches called the sympathetic nervous system and the parasympathetic nervous system. It is these two branches of the nervous system which are directly involved in controlling the body's energy levels and preparation for action. Very simply, the sympathetic nervous system is the fight-or-flight system which gets the body aroused and ready for action (fighting or fleeing), and the parasympathetic nervous system returns the body to a normal, non-aroused state. 

When activated, the sympathetic nervous system releases a chemical called adrenalin. Adrenalin is used as a messenger to continue sympathetic nervous system activity, so that once activity begins, it often continues and increases for some time. However, sympathetic nervous system activity is stopped in two ways. First, the adrenalin is eventually destroyed by other chemicals in the body. Second, eventually, the body "has enough" of the fight-or-flight response and activates the parasympathetic nervous system to restore a relaxed feeling. In other words, the response does not continue forever, nor does it spiral out of control or intensify to “damaging levels”. First, the fight-or-flight response is not at all dangerous—it is meant to help you, not harm you. Second, the parasympathetic nervous system is an inbuilt protector which slows down the sympathetic nervous system after a while. 

Another important point is that adrenalin takes time to fully exit the blood stream. So, even after your sympathetic nervous system has stopped responding, you are likely to feel keyed up or alarmed for some time because the adrenalin is still floating around in your system. This is actually part of the protective mechanism since in the wilds, danger often has a habit of returning. So, it is useful for us to remain in fight-or-flight mode so that we can quickly react if danger returns.

Bodily Symptoms Associated with the 

Fight-or-Flight Response 

The fight-or-flight response is associated with changes in the body that can be intense, and that can mimic medical problems. It is therefore important for you to understand what these bodily symptoms and sensations are, and what purposes they serve. Keep in mind that the overall purpose of the fight-or-flight response is to protect you from danger. Its physical symptoms, therefore, are all intended to prepare you to fight of flee. We will next review each type of body symptom.

Breathing Symptoms

During the fight-or-flight response your breathing automatically becomes faster and deeper. This occurs in order to increase the amount of oxygen you take in since the body needs higher levels of oxygen to be able to fight or flee. Oxygen is used by the muscles to make energy for fighting or fleeing danger. 

The high rate and depth of breathing sometimes causes harmless but unpleasant symptoms such as breathlessness, feelings of choking or smothering, and pains or tightness in the chest. Also, blood supply to the head may be temporarily decreased. While this is only a small amount and is not at all dangerous, it produces unpleasant (but harmless) symptoms including dizziness, lightheadedness, blurred vision, confusion, feeling of unreality (or, feeling as if you are in a dream state), and hot flushes. 

Heart and Cardiovascular Symptoms

In order to efficiently circulate oxygen and nutrients to your muscles for fighting or fleeing, your heart rate and the strength of your heartbeat both increase during fight or flight. There is also a change in blood flow patterns so that blood is taken away from places where it is not needed (by a tightening of the blood vessels) and toward places where it is needed more (by dilation of the blood vessels). For example, blood is taken away from the skin, fingers, and toes. This is useful because having less blood flow to these areas means we are less likely to bleed to death if we are cut while fighting or fleeing. As a result of this reaction, however, your skin might turn pale or feel cold, especially your hands and feet. The blood instead goes to large muscles, such as the thighs, heart, and biceps, which need the oxygen for fighting or fleeing. 

Other Symptoms

The fight-flight response also increases sweating. Sweat (perspiration) is the body’s inbuilt air conditioning system. When sweat evaporates, it cools the body to prevent it from overheating, and thus allows us to continue fighting or fleeing from danger without becoming exhausted from heat. 

Your pupils also become dilated (widened) to let in more light during fight or flight. This helps people scan the surroundings for danger. It also helps us see better in the dark. However, there may be temporary unpleasant side effects of pupil dilation, such as blurred vision, spots in front of the eyes, or being overly sensitivity to light. 

During fight-or-flight, activity in the digestive system also decreases. After all, digesting food is not as important as fighting off danger or fleeing to safety. The energy needed to digest food is therefore used for more immediate survival purposes.  A side effect of decreased digestive system activity is a decrease in salivation, which leads to dry or “cotton” mouth. Another side effect is nausea, heavy feelings in the stomach, and sometimes diarrhea. 

Muscle groups tense up in preparation for fight or flight, and this causes feelings of tension. This tension may occur in the form of trembling or shaking, as well as other medically unexplained symptoms such as body movements, twitching, or eye blinking. It is also common to experience aches and pains (e.g., joint pain, headaches) associated with prolonged fight or flight, and this is a direct result of extended periods of muscle tension.

The fight-or-flight response involves activation and arousal of many of the body’s systems and large muscle groups. This takes a lot of energy, and therefore people often feel exhausted, drained, and washed out during and after experiencing this type of arousal. 

Finally, the fight-or-flight response leads to an increase in alertness and attention. In particular, attention is focused on the source of the perceived threat or danger. This is a very useful effect of the fight-or-flight system because if we didn’t pay attention to things that could harm us, we probably wouldn’t survive. When it seems like we are preoccupied or unable to take our minds off of something threatening that has caught our attention, it is a natural consequence of this system.

Common Misperceptions of 

Fight-or-Flight Symptoms

It is easy to misunderstand the symptoms associated with fight-or-flight as those of a serious medical problem. Shortness of breath, twitching, lightheadedness, diarrhea, among other symptoms can be signs of more serious conditions. Common mistaken ideas and interpretations of the fight-or-flight symptoms include beliefs about losing control, collapsing, cardiac problems, and neurological problems such as having a stroke or fainting. Let’s look more closely at each of these conditions:


Losing Control

Some people, when they experience the fight-or-flight response, believe they are going to lose control, become paralyzed, or lose their judgment and begin acting in strange or terrible ways (e.g., hurting people, saying inappropriate things). Or, they may simply have the overwhelming feeling that something bad is going to happen.

From reading this handout, you now know where this feeling comes from: The fight-or-flight response involves the entire body becoming prepared for action, and there is a strong feeling like you need to escape. However, the fight-or-flight response is not aimed at hurting people who are not a threat, and it will not produce paralysis. Rather, the entire response is designed to get you away from potential danger. People do not “go crazy” or “lose control” when they experience fight-or-flight. In fact, remember that the fight-or-flight system is designed to help you when you are in threatening situations. So, although it might seem like you are confused or disoriented, you are actually able to think faster and react more quickly (you are physically stronger and your reflexes are quicker) than you normally would. This is the same thing that happens when a person is in a real emergency. Think of people who accomplish amazing things (such as lifting extremely heavy objects) and overcome their own intense fears under dire circumstances in order to save themselves or their children. 

Heart Conditions

It is easy to mistake the symptoms of fight-or-flight as signs of a serious heart condition since the major symptoms of heart disease are breathlessness, chest pain, as well as palpitations and fainting. However, actual heart disease symptoms are brought on by physical exertion— for example, the harder you exercise, the worse the symptoms become; and symptoms usually go away fairly quickly with rest. This is very different from the fight-or-flight response, which often occurs when you are not exercising or exerting yourself physically. Although the fight-or-flight response can intensify with exercise, this is different from the symptoms of heart disease or a heart attack because fight-or-flight symptoms occur equally often at rest. 

Even more importantly, heart disease is very easily detected by physicians. It produces a remarkable electrical signal in the heart which is revealed by an electrocardiogram (EKG). In the fight-or-flight response, the only change that shows up on an EKG is an increase in heart rate (sometimes called tachycardia). By itself, tachycardia is not a sign of danger; unless it reaches an extremely high rate such as over 180 beats per minute, which far exceeds the rates that occur during the fight-or-flight response (120-130 beats per minute). Vigorous physical exercise increases your heart rate to around 150 to 180 beats per minute. Your usual heart rate when resting is anywhere from 60 to 85 beats per minute, but this varies from person to person. 

Another belief is that “too much” of the fight-or-flight response will weaken the heart and make the person more vulnerable to heart attacks or other dangerous physical conditions in the future. Although there is evidence that long lasting stress increases the risk of cardiovascular or cerebral diseases as we get older, chronic stress and strain is very different from the fight-or-light response. As you know by now, fight-or-flight involves short bursts of adrenalin, similar in many ways to what happens during physical exercise. And, of course, we know that exercise-related exertion is very healthy for the body. Although chronically high levels of stress can pose a long-term threat, this risk is minimal compared to the risks associated with poor lifestyle factors such as a poor diet, lack of exercise, smoking, and substance abuse. 

Fainting

The fear of fainting is usually based on the mistaken belief that symptoms such as dizziness and lightheadedness mean that one is about to faint. However, the person fails to consider that fight-or-flight arousal is incompatible with fainting. That is, the physical tension (sympathetic nervous system activation) that occurs during fight-or-flight is the exact opposite of what happens during fainting spells.  Fainting is most likely to occur in people who have low blood pressure, or who respond to stress with major reductions in blood pressure. As we know, the fight-or-flight response increases heart rate and blood pressure. This is why fainting is extremely rare during fight-or-flight. Another important point is that the fight-or-flight response is designed to protect you from harm, so it would make absolutely no sense for nature to develop a response to threat that leads to fainting (which would surely spell the death of the person). Finally, even if you were to faint, consciousness is usually regained within a few seconds. Fainting is simply a way for the body to return to a normal level of functioning. 

