Patient and Family Education

Stress: The Fight or Flight
Response

Have you ever noticed your hands feeling cold or sweaty when you are
nervous or tense about something? Do you ever feel your heart beating faster
or butterflies in your stomach?
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What is fight or flight?

When you are stressed or nervous, your body goes into an emergency action
plan called the fight or flight response. This response protects you from
danger by preparing your body to defend itself (fight) or to run away from the
stressor (flight).




Stress: The Fight or Flight Response

To Learn More

¢ Adolescent Medicine
206-987-2028

* Adolescent Medicine
Nursing Line
206-987-2028,

Option 4

* Ask your child’s nurse

or doctor

» www.seattlechildrens.org

Free Interpreter
Services

* In the hospital, ask
your child’s nurse.

* From outside the
hospital, call the
toll-free Family
Interpreting Line
1-866-583-1527.

Tell the interpreter
the name or extension
you need.

* For Deaf and hard of

hearing callers
206-987-2280 (TTY).

What are the signs?

* Cold and clammy hands

* Body sweats

* Heart beats faster

* Butterflies in your stomach
 Tight muscles

* Pupils widen

* Restlessness

* Trouble sleeping

* Blood moves away from the arms and legs. During a stressful time, your
blood vessels carry more blood to the center of the body and larger muscles
that are needed to run or defend yourself. This means that less blood is
needed in your hands, which makes them feel cold.

What about the caveman thing?

This whole body response is thought to come from our caveman ancestors,
the hunters and gatherers. Their basic instincts lead them to fight wild
animals or to run away from them in order to survive. When this happens,
your nerves are preparing you to deal with something that is dangerous, like a
bear coming towards you.

Nowadays, we are not around wild animals. Our modern stressors are
things like school, brothers and sisters, or playing an important game in
sports. You can even have this response before you take a test you are nervous
about. Even though a scary test is not the same as a bear, your nervous system
does not know the difference. It still responds as a caveman used to when he
thought he was in danger!

How do | reduce my stress?

Try deep abdominal breathing and relaxing your muscles as much as possible.
The trick is to do this often, especially at the beginning of a headache,
stomachache or when you feel other signs of stress. The sooner you start your
relaxation, the better it works.

Seattle Children’s offers interpreter services for Deaf, hard of hearing or non-English speaking patients, family members

and legal representatives free of charge. Seattle Children’s will make this information available in alternate formats upon

request. Call the Family Resource Center at 206-987-2201. VAl
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