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Understanding the Stress Response 

 

 
Chronic activation of the stress response can significantly impair health. According to 
the annual stress survey conducted by the American Psychological Association, about 
25% of Americans experience high levels of stress (rating 8 or more on a 10-point 
scale), while another 50% report moderate stress levels (scores between 4 and 7). 
Economic instability and concerns about money, work, and the economy are 
significant sources of stress. 

Stress is inherently unpleasant, even if temporary. A stressful situation—whether an 
environmental factor like a looming work deadline or a psychological concern like fear 
of job loss—triggers a cascade of stress hormones that cause well-orchestrated 
physiological changes. These changes include a pounding heart, quickened 
breathing, tensed muscles, and sweating. 

  



 

The "Fight-or-Flight" Response 

This combination of reactions is known as the "fight-or-flight" response, an 
evolutionary survival mechanism. It helps individuals and other mammals react swiftly 
to life-threatening situations. The rapid hormonal and physiological responses enable 
quick action to fight off or escape from danger. Unfortunately, the body can also 
overreact to non-life-threatening stressors such as traffic jams, work pressure, and 
family issues. 

Researchers have studied how and why these reactions occur and have gained 
insights into the long-term effects of stress on physical and psychological health. 
Prolonged stress can contribute to high blood pressure, artery-clogging deposits, and 
brain changes linked to anxiety, depression, and addiction. Emerging research also 
suggests that chronic stress may contribute to obesity, either directly (through 
increased food intake) or indirectly (by reducing sleep and exercise). 

Sounding the Alarm 

The stress response begins in the brain. When faced with a threat, such as an 
oncoming car, the eyes or ears send information to the amygdala, a brain area 
involved in emotional processing. The amygdala assesses the situation and, upon 
detecting danger, sends a distress signal to the hypothalamus.  



 

The Command Centre 

The hypothalamus acts as a command centre, communicating with the rest of the body 
via the autonomic nervous system, which controls involuntary functions like breathing, 
blood pressure, and heartbeat. The autonomic nervous system has two components: 
the sympathetic nervous system (the "gas pedal") and the parasympathetic nervous 
system (the "brake"). The sympathetic nervous system triggers the fight-or-flight 
response, providing a burst of energy to handle perceived threats. Conversely, the 
parasympathetic nervous system promotes a "rest and digest" state, calming the body 
once the danger has passed. 

When the amygdala sends a distress signal, the hypothalamus activates the 
sympathetic nervous system by sending signals to the adrenal glands through 
autonomic nerves. The adrenal glands release epinephrine (adrenaline) into the 
bloodstream, leading to increased heart rate, elevated blood pressure, rapid breathing, 
and heightened alertness. Epinephrine also triggers the release of glucose and fats 
into the bloodstream, providing extra energy. 

These physiological changes occur so swiftly that individuals may not consciously 
notice them. The amygdala and hypothalamus initiate this response even before the 
brain's visual centres fully process the situation, allowing rapid reactions like jumping 
out of the way of an oncoming car. 

As the initial surge of epinephrine subsides, the hypothalamus activates the HPA axis, 
which includes the hypothalamus, pituitary gland, and adrenal glands. The HPA axis 
uses hormonal signals to maintain the sympathetic nervous system's activation. If the 
brain continues to perceive danger, the hypothalamus releases corticotropin-releasing 
hormone (CRH), which prompts the pituitary gland to release adrenocorticotropic 
hormone (ACTH). This hormone stimulates the adrenal glands to release cortisol, 
keeping the body on high alert. Once the threat passes, cortisol levels drop, and the 
parasympathetic nervous system calms the stress response. 

  



Techniques to Counter Stress 

The national survey findings reflect what mental health professionals observe: many 
people struggle to manage stress effectively. Chronic low-level stress keeps the HPA 
axis activated, much like a motor idling too high, contributing to health issues 
associated with prolonged stress. 

Persistent epinephrine surges can damage blood vessels, increase blood pressure, 
and raise the risk of heart attacks or strokes. Elevated cortisol levels lead to fat 
accumulation and weight gain, as cortisol increases appetite and promotes fat storage. 

Fortunately, techniques exist to counter the stress response: 

✤ Relaxation Response: Dr Herbert Benson, director emeritus of the Benson-Henry 
Institute for Mind Body Medicine, has researched how to counter stress using 
techniques that elicit the relaxation response. These include deep abdominal 
breathing, focusing on calming words, visualising peaceful scenes, repetitive prayer, 
yoga, and tai chi. Research suggests these techniques may help reduce stress, 
although they are not a cure-all. 

✤ Physical Activity: Exercise can help mitigate stress. Activities like brisk walking, 
yoga, tai chi, and qi gong combine movement with deep breathing and mental focus, 
promoting relaxation. 

✤ Social Support: Strong social connections with friends, family, and colleagues 
provide emotional support, enhancing resilience during stressful times. The buffering 
theory suggests that close relationships offer a safety net that helps individuals cope 
with stress and crisis. 

 



A Note from Shery Clein 

As your MindfulLiving™ Coach, I am grateful for your dedication and participation. 
Our goal is to help you navigate challenges and obstacles while making the journey 
enjoyable and fulfilling. 

If you have any questions or need support, please don’t hesitate to reach out. I’m 
here to assist you every step of the way. Blessings. Stay Healthy 💙 With Love, 
Shery 

 

 

 

 

 

 


