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responding to stress: the 
fight-flight-or-freeze response 5

for you to know
Way, way back in the day, our ancestors had to be ready at a moment’s notice to either 
FRQIURQW�RU�ÁHH�IURP�SUHGDWRUV�OLNH�VDEHU�WRRWKHG�WLJHUV��7KH�ÀJKW�RU�ÁLJKW�UHVSRQVH�ZDV�
essential to their survival!

In the same way, your body’s stress response prepares you to immediately deal with 
WKUHDWHQLQJ�VLWXDWLRQV��6D\�\RX�DUH�FDPSLQJ�DQG�KHDU�D�EHDU�URDU�LQ�WKH�GLVWDQFH��$�
small almond-shaped part of your brain called the amygdala, considered the emotional 
FHQWHU�RI�\RXU�EUDLQ��ÀUHV�XS��,W�GHWHFWV�IHDU�DQG�UHVSRQGV�WR�DQ\WKLQJ�SHUFHLYHG�DV�
an emergency or a threat. Your amygdala then communicates this perception to your 
QHUYRXV�V\VWHP��WKH�SDUW�FDOOHG�WKH�sympathetic nervous system��RU�616�IRU�VKRUW��ZKLFK�
KHOSV�\RX�UHDFW�WR�VWUHVV�DQG�GDQJHU��DQG�WULJJHUV�D�KRVW�RI�UHDFWLRQV�WKURXJKRXW�\RXU�
body: your pupils may dilate to help you see more sharply, your heartbeat may speed up 
WR�SUHSDUH�\RX�WR�ÀJKW�RU�ÁHH��\RXU�EUHDWK�PLJKW�EHFRPH�TXLFN�DQG�VKDOORZ�

,Q�DGGLWLRQ�WR�ÀJKW�RU�ÁLJKW��WKHUH�LV�DQRWKHU�W\SH�RI�UHVSRQVH�WKDW�KDV�EHHQ�WDONHG�DERXW�
more recently—kind of like a deer in headlights—the freeze response. Your brain is 
KDUGZLUHG�WR�NHHS�\RX�VDIH��DQG�WKH�ÀJKW�ÁLJKW�RU�IUHH]H�UHVSRQVH�FDQ�EH�KHOSIXO�LQ�D�
variety of situations, but it can also cause or exacerbate physical and emotional pain. In 
WXUQ��\RX�PLJKW�H[SHULHQFH�WKH�ÀJKW�ÁLJKW�RU�IUHH]H�UHVSRQVH�DQG�DXWRPDWLFDOO\�WXUQ�WR�
D�VHOI�KDUPLQJ�EHKDYLRU��,W�LV�LPSHUDWLYH�LI�\RX�DUH�LQ�RQH�RI�WKHVH�UHVSRQVH�VWDWHV�WR�ÀUVW�
recognize it, then take a brief pause if you feel like you are going to engage in self-harm. 
This brief pause may stop you from reacting with a self-harming behavior.

7R�OHDUQ�PRUH�DERXW�WKH�ÀJKW�ÁLJKW�RU�IUHH]H�UHVSRQVH��JR�WR�Fight-Flight-or-Freeze 
Response in Your Body in the online resources section at http://www.newharbinger 
.com/43676.



34

activity 5  4  responding to stress: the fight-flight-or-freeze response

assess your response to stress
This table lists many common physical and emotional symptoms that arise when the 
ÀJKW�ÁLJKW�RU�IUHH]H�UHVSRQVH�LV�HQJDJHG��&LUFOH�DQ\�WKDW�DSSO\�RU�KDYH�DSSOLHG�WR�\RX�LQ�
a stressful or painful situation. Now star any that may have triggered you to engage in 
self-harming behaviors.

Note: You might experience these symptoms during responses other than the one they are listed 
under.

Fight response Flight response Freeze response

PHYSICAL

• Feeling hot, warm, or 
sweaty

• Clenched jaw or fists

• Knotted or upset 
stomach

EMOTIONAL

• Feelings of anger or rage

• Desire to punch, 
kick, stomp, or break 
something

• Crying

• Homicidal or suicidal 
thoughts

• Restlessness

• Shallow, rapid breathing

• Feeling trapped

• Crying

• Fidgety

• Rapid, darting eye 
movement

• Anxiety

• Butterflies in stomach

• Feeling cold, frozen, or 
numb

• Tightness in chest

• Difficulty breathing

• Crying

• Paralysis or difficulty 
moving

• Sense of dread

• Pounding heart

Which of the physical symptoms listed have you experienced? Write them here, and add any 
others you’ve experienced that are similar.
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Which of the emotional symptoms listed have you experienced? Write them here, and add any 
others you’ve experienced.

 

 

 

 

1RZ�WKDW�\RX�NQRZ�WKDW�WKH�V\PSWRPV�\RX�VWDUUHG�DUH�WULJJHUHG�E\�WKH�ÀJKW�ÁLJKW�RU�
freeze response, you can remind yourself that you don’t have to engage in a self-harming 
behavior because you feel one or more of these symptoms.

mindful takeaway in the moment � 7KH�ÀJKW�ÁLJKW�RU�IUHH]H�UHVSRQVH�SURYLGHV�
UHG�ÁDJV�WKDW�FDQ�KHOS�\RX�SURWHFW�\RXUVHOI�LQ�VWUHVVIXO�RU�GDQJHURXV�VLWXDWLRQV��:KHQ�
\RX�DUH�LQ�RQH�RI�WKHVH�VWDWHV��\RX�GRQ·W�KDYH�WR�VHOI�KDUP��MXVW�QRWLFH�WKH�SK\VLFDO�DQG�
emotional symptoms and know that they will pass.

when the fight-flight-or-freeze response 
doesn’t help you

7KH�ÀJKW�ÁLJKW�RU�IUHH]H�UHVSRQVH�JHWV�DFWLYDWHG�LQ�PDQ\�VLWXDWLRQV�ZKHUH�LW�LVQ·W�QHHGHG�
or helpful. Your body reacts to most stressful moments in your life, ranging from things 
OLNH�D�SLFWXUH�SRVWHG�RQ�VRFLDO�PHGLD�WR�D�ORXG�EDQJ�RQ�\RXU�GRRU��ZLWK�WKH�VDPH�ÀJKW�
ÁLJKW�RU�IUHH]H�UHVSRQVH�DV�LI�\RX�ZHUH�HQFRXQWHULQJ�D�WLJHU��7KH�SUREOHP�DULVHV�ZKHQ�
the amygdala is in overdrive or not working properly. People may perceive situations or 
other people as threats to their safety—often due to past traumas—when they may not 
be unsafe or in danger at all.
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Neuropsychologist Rick Hanson has described this phenomenon as paper tiger paranoia, 
meaning that people often react to a “paper” tiger as though it were a real tiger. Your 
body responds to life stressors, these paper tigers, all the time, and you feel the effects 
mentally and physically as if you were encountering a real tiger every day, perhaps even 
many times a day. Once you tune into your body and learn to identify these paper tigers, 
you can determine whether there is, in fact, a real threat and take the time to mindfully 
UHÁHFW�RQ�KRZ�\RX�FDQ�EHVW�DYRLG�VHOI�KDUP�

Write about a time when your body’s fight-flight-or-freeze response to a stressful situation or 
threat was helpful in the moment. Describe what happened, how you felt in your body, and 
how it helped you cope.

 

 

 

 

Write about a time when your body’s fight-flight-or-freeze response was not helpful in the 
moment. Describe what happened, how you felt in your body, and how it did not help  
you cope.

 

 

 

 

:KHQ�\RX�DUH�LQ�D�ÀJKW�ÁLJKW�RU�IUHH]H�UHVSRQVH��WKH�DFWLYLWLHV�WKDW�IROORZ�FDQ�KHOS�\RX�
with healthy ways to cope with and manage your symptoms.


