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High Performance West series — Understanding the Stress Response 

PART 5 — Flight, Fight, or Tend and Befriend?

In a 2007 review on the subject, researchers David Goldstein and 
Irwin Kopin completed the challenging task of summarizing how people’s 
bodies responded to over a dozen different stressful situations. In response 
to a myriad of stressors, the researchers evaluated the reactions of the 
three main stress response systems of the body we just covered: the HPA, 
AHS, and SNS. These three different systems each resulted in the 
secretion of a different “stress” hormone, ranging from cortisol to 
epinephrine to norepinephrine. Each hormone can result in a different body 
response, from increasing or decreasing blood flow, to altering glucose or 
fluid balance. If Selye and Cannon’s theory held true, then the researchers 
should have seen the same general hormonal response, regardless of the 
stressor encountered.

Goldstein and Kopin left no stone unturned, they looked at stress in 
humans and animals, ranging from daunting physical stressors like 
electroconvulsive shock, cold exposure or surgery, to mental ones, 
including social stress, inducing of fear, and active escape situations. In 
short, they evaluated 15 different stressors and the hormonal reactions to 
each. Contrary to what Selye and Cannon hypothesized, the response of 
the three stress systems was wide and varied. To cold exposure the SNS 
was active, while the HPA and AHS were almost non-existent.  On the other 
hand, fainting had a non-existent SNS, while the AHS and to a lesser 
extent the HPA system was activated. In the case of Immobilization of rats, 
all three systems seemed to be revved up to the max. Each individual 
stressor resulted in a varied hormonal response. 

To make sense of these various reactions, researchers have attempted 
to categorize the variety of stress responses based on both hormones and 
behavior. What combination of HPA, AHS, and SNS activation occurs and 
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then whether our response is to approach, avoid, or flee whatever stressful 
situation we encounter. Building upon Cannon’s original flight or fight 
response, we now have responses described as: fight, flight, freeze, threat 
or challenge, and tend and befriend. Each response represents a different 
combination of hormones and subsequent behavioral response. 

For example, the popularized tend-and-befriend response relies 
mainly on oxytocin. With oxytocin flowing, heart rate and cortisol actually 
decreasing and in turn individuals seek social contact and to protect loved 
ones.  Under times of stress, this response helps to push us to care about 1

our social group, often times putting others before ourselves. It might be 
the response that pushes us to protect our children, to search for others 
during the house fire, or for the army medic to ensure his or her patients 
are taken care of, instead of selfishly abandoning them during a crisis. It’s 
easy to see why protecting the group as a whole, and in particular our 
offspring, would be an evolutionary advantage. 

Similarly, how we perceive a stressor alters our response. Whether 
we see it as a threat or challenge, shifts  our behavioral and hormonal 
response. For instance, if you see your next race as a challenge, an 
opportunity to see how good we have a challenge response: our cardiac 
output increases, while our peripheral resistance decreases. If we view that 
same race as a threat (i.e. if we have a fear of failure), our body has a 
completely different reaction, our peripheral resistance and blood pressure 
increases . TKTKTK Frankhauer demonstrated a different reaction based 2

on whether distress was perceived and TKTKTKTK effort…  In comparing 
the HPA and the Adrenomedullary hormonal system (AHS), they found that 
activation of the AHS occurred when the situation involved effort without 
distress, while HPA predominated when distress without effort was 
involved. Both systems were activated when effort with distress was the 

 http://scholar.harvard.edu/marianabockarova/files/tend-and-befriend.pdf1

 https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/127886882
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situation. A different stress response, all based on how we view the 
stressor. 

We’re left with a classification system. We take the behavior and the 
hormones and try to fit each into a catchy title, fight or flight, tend and 
befriend. The reality though is a much more nuanced system. While, the 
details are difficult to unravel, based on Goldstein’s different responses to 
fifteen stressors, we seem to be able to fine tune our reactions to anything 
we encounter. Our body is not limited to a generalized reactive system, like 
Selye envisioned, or even a few stress response categories to fit a few 
situations. Instead, we have a flexible system. One that can encounter a 
myriad of situations, and make sure we have an appropriate response. It’s 
a system that has the flexibility to mix ingredients to reach a desired 
outcome. 

The stress response turns out to be not only our way of ensuring 
survival, but to make sure that we take appropriate reactions to anything 
we encounter. Not just crisis, like the originators of the concept envisioned, 
but even small encounters. Our body has a slight sympathetic nervous 
system response to eating a big meal, or a small change in temperature, or 
even simply standing up after lying down . In fact, we have a small SNS 3

activation even while at rest, as if our body keeps the car on idle, ready to 
press on the gas if it needs to.

In a way, our stress response system can be seen as baking cookies. 
Depending on the ingredients we mix, the temperature we bake them at, 
and how long we leave them in the oven, and a slew of other factors, we  
may be left with gooey or crisp ones, chocolate chip or peanut butter, or 
any number of other cookies we all love. They may all be categorized as 
cookies, but they are vastly different.

 http://www.elis.sk/download_file.php?3

product_id=597&session_id=1eedf23705f6ccc125f75a6f4a4efb38
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Up until now, we’ve worked on the assumption that our body 
responds to whatever stress we encounter with a response to it. See a 
snake on the ground, a certain combination of hormones is released, step 
onto the stage for a speech, another mix of hormones flows through your 
body.  But, in the running away from a meth camp example detailed at the 
beginning of this chapter, the behavioral reactions to the same “meth camp” 
stressor was different. And if the behavior is different, we would expect a 
different hormonal response in the individuals who ran versus froze. Why’s 
this the case?

I have a confession to make; I’ve intentionally been leading you 
slightly in the wrong direction. The mental framework we’ve been working 
under is that the stimulus causes the hormonal response. But, what 
happens, if instead of the response being a reaction, it’s the result of a 
prediction. The brain doesn’t simply react, instead it uses context–the 
environment, feelings, past experience and bodily state– to decide what the 
best response is. In other words, the context of the different runners 
stumbling upon the camp in the woods varied, so the intelligent body 
issued a different response for each. Using our cookie example, our 
individual preferences–whether we like chocolate or peanut butter, crunchy 
or soft textures– our past experiences that caused us to hone what we 
liked, and our current hunger pangs and cravings, all guide what 
ingredients we’ll use and cookie we will try to create. We don’t mix together 
all of the ingredients in hope that we’ll end up with our gooey chocolate 
chip favorites. We predict the exact ingredients and baking time that will 
give us that result.

To understand why the stress response system is predictive, and not 
reactive and what the ramifications are, we need to turn to another instance 
of the convenience of measurement and intuition leading us astray.


