
FLIGHT, FIGHT, FREEZE, AND FAWN
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Our bodies are equipped with a remarkable system for responding to threats and
challenges, collectively known as the stress response spectrum. This complex
interplay of physiological and psychological mechanisms helps us navigate stressful
situations, ensuring our survival in the face of danger. However, while the stress
response spectrum serves a crucial protective function, it can also have detrimental
effects on our well-being, particularly when activated excessively or inappropriately. 

This document delves into the fascinating world of the stress response spectrum,
exploring its various components and their profound impact on our lives. We will
examine the well-known "fight-or-flight" response, its evolutionary origins, and the
physiological changes it triggers. We will then explore the lesser-known "freeze"
response, a crucial but often overlooked component of the stress response
spectrum. Finally, we will uncover the "fawn" response, a social strategy of
appeasement and attachment that plays a significant role in how we navigate
stressful social interactions. 

By understanding the intricacies of the stress response spectrum, we gain valuable
insights into our own reactions to stress, enabling us to develop healthier coping
mechanisms and navigate the challenges of modern life with greater resilience

Introduction: Understanding the Stress Response Spectrum
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The fight-or-flight response, also known as the acute stress response, is a
physiological and psychological reaction that occurs in the face of perceived threat
or danger. This response is a natural, instinctual mechanism that has evolved to help
humans and animals survive potentially life-threatening situations. 

When an individual perceives a threat, the body triggers a cascade of hormonal and
neurological changes that prepare the body for action. This includes an increase in
heart rate, respiration, and blood pressure, as well as a redirection of blood flow to
the muscles and brain. These changes provide the body with the necessary
resources to either confront the threat (fight) or escape from it (flight). 

The fight-or-flight response is a crucial survival mechanism, but it can also have
significant consequences on both physical and mental health. When this response is
activated frequently or chronically, it can lead to elevated stress levels, anxiety, and
other physical and emotional difficulties. Understanding the fight-or-flight response
is therefore essential for recognizing and managing stress, and for promoting overall
well-being

What is the Fight-or-Flight Response? 

3



The Origins of the Fight-or-Flight Response

 The fight-or-flight response, also known as the acute
stress response, has deep roots in our evolutionary
history. It's a survival mechanism that has allowed
humans and other animals to cope with sudden
threats and dangers. Imagine our ancestors,
encountering a predator in the wild. The immediate
response would be to either fight the threat head-on
or flee to safety. This primal instinct to react quickly
to imminent danger is the foundation of the fight-or-
flight response. 

This response is not limited to physical threats. It
also plays a role in psychological stress, triggered by
any situation perceived as a threat, whether real or
imagined. This could include social pressure,
demanding work situations, or even public speaking.
The fight-or-flight response is a complex interplay of
physiological and psychological mechanisms,
designed to prepare the body for immediate action. 
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At the heart of the fight-or-flight response lies the sympathetic nervous system, a
crucial component of the autonomic nervous system, which controls involuntary
bodily functions. This system acts like a rapid-response team, quickly mobilizing the
body's resources to meet a perceived threat. When faced with danger, the
sympathetic nervous system kicks into gear, triggering a cascade of physiological
changes to prepare the body for action. This response is not solely a product of
conscious thought but rather an automatic, unconscious reaction designed to
protect the organism. 

Imagine a scene in which a hiker encounters a wild animal. As the hiker perceives
danger, the sympathetic nervous system steps in, triggering a series of reactions.
The heart races, pumping blood to the muscles, providing the necessary energy to
flee or fight. Breathing quickens to deliver more oxygen to the body, while the pupils
dilate, increasing visual acuity to assess the situation. These actions, mediated by
the sympathetic nervous system, are all designed to enhance survival chances in the
face of a perceived threat. The sympathetic nervous system is not merely a reactive
system, but a proactive one, preparing the body to meet the demands of the
situation before it arises. This preparedness is crucial in situations where quick
action is required, ensuring a swift and efficient response to potential danger. 

The Role of the Sympathetic Nervous System
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Physiological Changes During Fight or-Flight

 Heart Rate 
Increases dramatically, pumping blood
faster to muscles and organs.

Breathing 
Becomes faster and shallower,
delivering more oxygen to the
bloodstream.

Pupils 
Dilate, enhancing vision for better
perception of surroundings.

Blood Flow 
Redirected to muscles and brain,
diverting blood away from digestive
system. 
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Evolutionary Advantages of Fight-or-Flight

Survival Instinct 
The fight-or-flight response is a powerful
survival mechanism that has been honed
over millions of years of evolution. In the
face of danger, our ancestors needed to
react quickly to either confront a threat or
escape to safety. This response, triggered
by the release of stress hormones like
adrenaline, allowed them to fight off
predators or flee from dangerous
situations, ultimately increasing their
chances of survival.

 Increased Physical Abilities 
The fight-or-flight response enhances
physical abilities by boosting energy levels
and muscle strength. Adrenaline, the
primary stress hormone, increases heart
rate, breathing, and blood flow to muscles,
providing the body with the necessary
resources to fight or run away. This surge in
energy allows individuals to react swiftly and
effectively to potential threats.

 Hunting and Gathering 
Beyond immediate danger, the fight or-
flight response also played a role in
hunting and gathering activities. It
provided the necessary energy and
focus to track prey, outmaneuver
adversaries, and secure food. This
enhanced ability to acquire resources
contributed to the survival and
prosperity of our ancestors. 
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 The fight-or-flight response is a powerful survival mechanism, but it's not always the
most effective solution. In certain situations, particularly when an individual feels
completely overwhelmed or powerless, the fight-or-flight response may fail to
activate. In these cases, the body may enter a state of **freeze**. 

The freeze response, also known as the "tonic immobility" response, is a
physiological and behavioral state of complete stillness and passivity. It's often
described as a "deer in headlights" reaction, where the individual appears frozen in
place, unable to move or speak. 

The freeze response is a primitive survival mechanism that evolved to help animals
avoid predators. When an animal encounters a threat and is unable to fight or flee, it
may enter a freeze state to appear less threatening and avoid attracting attention.
This strategy can be successful in certain situations, as predators are less likely to
attack a seemingly lifeless prey. 

While the freeze response may have served a survival purpose in the past, it can be
highly problematic in modern-day life. For individuals who experience chronic stress
or trauma, the freeze response can become a dominant coping mechanism, leading
to various psychological and physical challenges

When Fight-or-Flight Fails: The Freeze Response
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The freeze response is a natural, instinctive reaction to perceived threats, often
triggered when the fight-or-flight response fails or is deemed insufficient. In humans,
it can manifest in various ways, including: 

Physical Immobility: 
A sense of being frozen in place, unable to move or speak. This is sometimes referred
to as "tonic immobility" and can resemble a state of paralysis. 

Mental Dissociation: 
A detachment from the surrounding environment, feeling disconnected from one's
body and emotions. This can lead to a sense of numbness or detachment. 

Emotional Suppression:
A suppression of feelings, particularly fear and anxiety. This might be accompanied
by a blank expression or a sense of emptiness. 

Compulsive Behavior: 
Engaging in repetitive or automatic behaviors as a way to cope with the
overwhelming stress and fear, such as rocking, pacing, or fidgeting. 

The freeze response in humans is often triggered by traumatic experiences,
especially those involving threats of physical harm or violence. It serves as a survival
mechanism, allowing individuals to avoid further confrontation and potential injury.
However, prolonged or frequent freezing can lead to negative consequences,
including: 

The Freeze Response in Humans 
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 The freeze response, often referred to as "tonic immobility," is a survival mechanism
characterized by a state of complete stillness and a cessation of voluntary
movement. It's a fascinating physiological phenomenon that involves a cascade of
changes in the nervous system and the body. 

When a person experiences the freeze response, their sympathetic nervous system,
which is responsible for the fight-or flight response, becomes overwhelmed. This
leads to a sudden shift in the body's response to stress, where the body essentially
shuts down. This shift involves several physiological changes, including: 

Decreased Heart Rate:
The heart rate slows significantly, almost as if the body is conserving energy. This is a
dramatic change from the increased heart rate experienced during fight-or-flight. 

Decreased Blood Pressure:
Similar to the heart rate, blood pressure drops as the body enters a state of
decreased activity. 

Muscle Tension and Rigidity:
The muscles become tense and rigid, sometimes leading to a feeling of being
"frozen" in place. This is a protective mechanism aimed at minimizing movement and
potential harm. 

Dissociation:
This is a mental state where the person feels disconnected from their surroundings
and their own body. It can involve a sense of detachment, numbness, or even a
feeling of being outside of their body. 

Amnesia:
Some individuals experience amnesia or memory gaps for the period during which
they were in a freeze response. This is likely due to the intense stress and the shut-
down of the brain's memory centers. 

The freeze response is a complex and fascinating phenomenon that highlights the
body's remarkable capacity to respond to danger. While it's a powerful survival
mechanism, it can also have lasting consequences for individuals who experience
prolonged or repeated freeze responses, particularly in cases of trauma. 

Physiological Changes During the Freeze Response
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While the freeze response can be a crucial survival mechanism, it can become
maladaptive when it's triggered in situations that aren't life-threatening or
when it persists for extended periods. This can be particularly problematic for
individuals who have experienced trauma. 

Trauma can disrupt the nervous system's ability to regulate effectively. When
someone has experienced a traumatic event, their brain may become "stuck"
in a freeze state, even in safe situations. This can lead to a range of symptoms,
including:

Dissociation: 
Feeling detached from oneself or one's surroundings 

Emotional numbness: 
Difficulty feeling emotions or experiencing a full range of feelings 

Hypervigilance: 
Being constantly on edge and alert to danger 

Avoidance: 
Staying away from places, people, or situations that remind them of the
trauma 

Nightmares or flashbacks: 
Reliving the traumatic event in intrusive memories 

The freeze response can also contribute to the development of post-
traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). When someone is unable to adequately
process or regulate their traumatic experience, they may become trapped in a
cycle of re experiencing, avoidance, and hyperarousal. This can significantly
impact their mental health, relationships, and overall quality of life. 

Maladaptive Freeze Responses and Trauma 
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The Fawn Response: Appeasement and Attachment

 While the fight-or-flight and freeze responses are more commonly understood, the
fawn response, often referred to as "appeasement," represents a different, often
less visible, coping mechanism. This response involves attempting to appease and
avoid conflict with perceived threats by prioritizing the needs of others and
minimizing one's own. It's a form of emotional and behavioral subordination that can
stem from a deep need for safety and connection. 

The fawn response is deeply rooted in attachment theory. Early childhood
experiences, particularly with caregivers, can shape an individual's attachment style.
Individuals who experienced neglect, abuse, or inconsistent care may develop an
anxious-preoccupied or fearful-avoidant attachment style. These insecure
attachment styles can increase the likelihood of engaging in fawning behaviors as
adults, seeking to avoid perceived threats by pleasing and placating others. 

Fawning behaviors can manifest in various ways, including: 
Excessive people-pleasing 
Taking on excessive responsibility for others 
Suppressing one's own needs and emotions 
Avoiding conflict at all costs 
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The Link Between Fawn and Attachment Styles 

The fawn response, characterized by appeasing and accommodating others to avoid
conflict or perceived rejection, is often deeply intertwined with attachment styles.
This connection is rooted in early childhood experiences where the developing child
learns how to navigate relationships and manage emotions based on the quality of
their bond with primary caregivers. Secure attachment styles, formed through
consistently responsive and caring parenting, cultivate a sense of safety and trust.
Children with secure attachment styles feel confident in their ability to express
needs and emotions, and they are more likely to develop healthy coping
mechanisms. In contrast, insecure attachment styles, stemming from inconsistent or
neglectful caregiving, can lead to a range of emotional vulnerabilities, including a
heightened susceptibility to the fawn response. 

Specifically, individuals with anxious-preoccupied attachment styles, who crave
closeness and validation but fear rejection, may be more prone to fawning behavior
as a way to maintain connection. They may overly prioritize the needs of others to
ensure their own security and avoid feeling abandoned. Similarly, individuals with
dismissive-avoidant attachment styles, who tend to suppress their emotions and
prioritize independence, might also engage in fawning as a means of minimizing
emotional intimacy and maintaining distance. In these cases, fawning becomes a way
to protect themselves from perceived vulnerability or emotional pain
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 Fawning, while often a survival mechanism, can become maladaptive when it leads
to a pattern of excessive people pleasing, sacrificing personal needs, and neglecting
self-care. This can result in codependency, a relationship pattern characterized by
an unhealthy dependence on others for validation and approval. 

Individuals who engage in maladaptive fawning may find themselves constantly
seeking the approval of others, even at the expense of their own well-being. They
may avoid conflict, readily agree to requests even if they don't want to, and struggle
to set boundaries. This can lead to feelings of resentment, burnout, and a sense of
being trapped in relationships. 

Codependency often develops in the context of unhealthy relationships where one
partner is overly controlling or demanding, and the other partner seeks to appease
and please them to maintain the relationship. This can create a cycle of enabling and
dependency, where one person becomes reliant on the other for emotional support
and validation. These relationships can be emotionally draining and damaging to
both individuals. 

Recognizing and addressing maladaptive fawning behaviors and codependency is
crucial for fostering healthy relationships and achieving emotional well-being.
Therapy, self-awareness, and the development of healthy boundaries are essential
steps in breaking free from these patterns and establishing a more balanced and
fulfilling life

Maladaptive Fawning Behaviors and Codependency
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Understanding the flight, fight, freeze, and fawn responses as distinct but
interconnected aspects of our stress response spectrum offers a more
comprehensive and nuanced understanding of how we react to perceived threats. 

By recognizing that these responses exist on a continuum, rather than being isolated
events, we can better understand the subtle ways they influence our thoughts,
feelings, and behaviors. This holistic approach allows us to acknowledge the
complexity of our stress response and develop more effective coping strategies. 

For example, recognizing the fawn response in ourselves or others can help us
understand why certain behaviors might occur and provide compassionate support.
Similarly, recognizing the freeze response can help us to be more understanding of
someone who appears withdrawn or disconnected in stressful situations. 

By embracing this holistic approach, we can move beyond simply labeling our
responses and begin to appreciate the unique tapestry of our stress response
system. This deeper understanding can empower us to navigate challenging
situations with more grace, resilience, and self-compassion

Integrating the Four Responses: A Holistic Approach
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Reflect on a recent experience where you felt the "fight" response. What triggered
it, and how did you handle it?
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Describe a time when you felt the "flight" response. What were you trying to escape
from, and what was the outcome?
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Write about a moment when you experienced the "freeze" response. What caused
it, and how did you feel afterward?
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Reflect on a situation where you found yourself engaging in the "fawn" response.
What motivated you to appease, and what were the consequences?
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Describe how the stress response spectrum has impacted your daily life. Which
response do you find yourself experiencing most often?
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Write about a specific event that triggered a significant stress response. How did
your body and mind react?
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Reflect on the evolutionary origins of the fight-or-flight response. How do you see
this response playing out in modern-day situations?
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Describe the physiological changes you notice in your body when you experience
stress. How do these changes affect your actions?
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Write about the role of the sympathetic nervous system in your stress responses.
How do you manage these responses in high-pressure situations?
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Reflect on a time when you felt overwhelmed and experienced the freeze response.
How did you navigate this state?
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Describe the coping mechanisms you use to manage chronic stress. How effective
are they, and what improvements can you make?
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Write about a moment when you felt disconnected from your surroundings due to
the freeze response. How did you regain your sense of presence?
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Reflect on how trauma has influenced your stress responses. What steps are you
taking to heal and recover?
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Describe the impact of maladaptive freeze responses on your mental and physical
health. How do you address these challenges?
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Write about your experiences with emotional suppression during stressful
situations. How do you work to express your emotions more healthily?
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Reflect on the role of dissociation in your stress responses. How do you bring
yourself back to a grounded state?
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Describe how attachment styles have influenced your stress responses. How do
you work towards developing healthier attachment patterns?
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Write about a time when you engaged in excessive people-pleasing to avoid
conflict. What were the short-term and long-term effects?
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Reflect on the development of codependent behaviors in your relationships. How
do you work towards establishing healthy boundaries?
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Describe the steps you take to recognize and address maladaptive fawning
behaviors. How has this process impacted your well-being?
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Write about a positive change you've experienced as a result of understanding your
stress responses. How has this knowledge empowered you?
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Reflect on how you integrate the fight, flight, freeze, and fawn responses into a
holistic approach to stress management. What strategies have been most

effective?
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Describe a time when you successfully navigated a stressful situation using a
combination of stress response strategies. What did you learn from this

experience?
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Write about the importance of self-compassion in managing stress responses. How
do you practice self-compassion in your daily life?
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Reflect on the support systems that have helped you manage your stress
responses. How do you cultivate and maintain these connections?
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Describe a moment when you felt a sense of resilience despite experiencing a
strong stress response. What contributed to this feeling?
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Write about your journey of seeking professional help for managing stress
responses. What has been most beneficial in your healing process?
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Reflect on the role of mindfulness and grounding techniques in managing stress
responses. How do these practices support your well-being?
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Describe a time when you felt empowered to set and maintain healthy boundaries
in a stressful situation. How did this impact your stress levels?
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Write about your vision for a future where you feel more in control of your stress
responses. What steps can you take to move towards this vision?
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Thank you for reading. I hope it helps. 
Andrea Mattingly

Recovering Adult Child
Recovering Addict

Childhood Trauma Survivor
Generational Trauma Survivor

Bachelors of Art Major in Psychology Minor in Adult Addiction
Southern New Hampshire University 
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