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The Stress Response: Fight, flight, 
freeze, or have gas
All animals, including humans, react to threats in the same 
manner. When you sense danger, your body’s sympathetic 
nervous system and neuroendocrine system are activated, 
resulting in a release of a biochemical cocktail of adrenaline, 
noradrenaline, cortisol, and other stress hormones. These stress 
hormones regulate a number of physiological functions that put 
your body on alert, getting it ready to spring into action in order 
to deal with the perceived threat. This, in a very “sciency” 
nutshell, is your instinctual “fight or flight” response, which 
generally takes the following route:

Step1: Flight - Try to escape the threat. Run away, hide, or do 
whatever you can to physically remove yourself from the 
situation.

Step 2: Fight - If fleeing is not an option, fight. Go on the offense 
by attacking your enemy or defend yourself.

Step 3: Freeze: Play dead (usually seen in animals) or try to 
blend in with your surroundings (hide in a crowd, camouflage 
yourself, etc.).

While your body is either running, playing dead, or getting ready 
for battle, numerous physiological responses are occurring on the 
inside:

 All resources shift to your muscles in an effort to give your
body the energy and strength it needs to deal with the
threat. That means:

o Your oxygen supply is amplified, increasing your rate
of respiration

o Your heart rate increases as well as the strength of
cardiac contractions
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 Your senses are temporarily altered - even improved. That
means:

o Your pupils dilate, sharpening your vision
o Your hearing becomes more acute
o Your sensation of pain decreases
o Your hair stands on end, although this benefits

animals more than it does humans because it makes
them appear larger.

 Stage 1: Alarm

When faced with a stressor, your body is put on alert. 
Adrenaline, cortisol, and other stress hormones are released, 
initiating the fight or flight response. The problem? The longer 
this stage lasts, the more damage it does to your immune 
system. This is why medical experts constantly warn us about 
the negative effects of stress. 

Stage 2: Resistance/Adaptation

If the source of the stress is chronic or cannot be easily resolved, 
the body remains on alert and tries its best to adapt. Prolonged 
stress, however, will tire you body out, leading to Stage 3.

Stage 3: Exhaustion

At this point, the body has reached a level of complete burnout. 
Your immune system is compromised, and if not given sufficient 
time to recover, digestive disorders (ulcers, IBS), cardiovascular 
problems (heart attack, stroke), diabetes, or mental health 
problems will occur.

 Nonessential bodily functions are inhibited. That means:

o Stored up nutrients like fat and glucose are released
into the bloodstream

o Blood supply to the muscles increases while
decreasing in “nonessential” areas like your skin
(resulting in paleness), digestive tract, and sex organs

o The “rational” part of your brain becomes secondary
as the “primitive,” instinctual part of your brain takes
over

o Your bladder and sphincter relax and release
o Your digestion slows down or stops
o Your eyes and mouth become dry.

Although our flight or fight response is essential to our 
survival, putting the body in a high state of alert will naturally 
take a toll. This is especially true if the stress is prolonged. 
According to physiologists, we go through three different 
stages when faced with a stressor, known as the General 
Adaptation Response or GAS.
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PsychTests AIM Inc. has been the top provider of online 
assessments since 1996, offering convenient testing solutions 
to HR managers and researchers worldwide. With pre‐
employment and job fit assessments based on job‐specific 
competency models, PsychTests has taken the guesswork out 
of hiring and staffing, helping HR managers find the right 
person for the job the first time around. Their career 
development, employee development, and team building 
tests help managers retain talent, reduce turnover, and 
ensure that all staff members work to their fullest potential. 
PsychTests has a solution to maximize all of a company’s HR 
processes and needs.  Click here to download ARCH Profile’s 
Assessment Catalog or contact us for a free demo of our tests. 
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