
Why do they call the stress response the 
fight or flight response?

Week 6

The fight or flight response was a term coined by Harvard professor Dr. Walter Cannon in the 
early 1900’s. His research explained why our hearts beat faster, our pupils dilate, our blood 
vessels constrict, our mouth dries up and our muscles become tense whenever we experi-
ence stress. Cannon theorized that this response allowed our prehistoric ancestors to go from 
a calm state to a highly aroused state in a matter of seconds, and the same is true for us.

These fast-acting physiological changes of the fight or flight response were designed to help 
our distant ancestors fight an attacker or flee to safety, hence its name. However, in our mod-
ern world, this primitive response to stress tends to backfire. Our stressors today consist 
mostly of psychological threats to our well-being, such as a rude remark, a car honk or a bad 
day at the office. None of these stressors could possibly kill us, but we 
react to them as if they could - almost like the caveman would react to 
the sight of a lion or a tiger. These psychological stressors needlessly 
activate our fight or flight response.

Why is it needless? Because in all of these modern-day situa-
tions you’re basically stuck – you can’t fight and you can’t flee. 
This response does you absolutely no good at all. It’s calling 
up all this energy and tension, for which there is no outlet 
and no purpose. This puts a lot of unnecessary wear and 
tear on the body that eventually shows up in the form of 
tension, pain or disease.
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If you’re interested in learning more about the fight or flight response read this article at MyStressTools.com. It’s 
our most frequently downloaded article and it’s been reprinted in numerous other publications, including, most 
notably, National Geographic School Publishing.

NEXT WEEK: What’s the most important thing I need to know about stress?

theYear
ofStress Reduction
Resilienceand

Register Online

https://mystresstools.com/app/articles/fight-or-flight
https://www.mystresstools.com/registration/triad

