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In any challenging situation, the sympathetic nervous system stimulates the    
action of our organs and releases stimulant hormones such as adrenalin and   
cortisol into the bloodstream.  This action is completely reflex and automatic - it’s 
not controlled by the brain or the will.  The body simply preparing for action. 
 
The ’fight or flight’ response dates from prehistoric times and provides us with 
the strength and energy to either fight or run away from danger: 
 
• Mental alertness increases, the pupils dilate and the sense organs become 

more sensitised  (to assess the situation and act quickly) 
• The heart’s pumping rate increases and the arteries dilate (to get more 

blood to the muscles, brain and heart), blood pressure rises accordingly 
• Blood vessels contract and blood is diverted from the skin and digestive 

tract, kidneys and liver (where it is least needed in times of crisis) 
• The spleen is contracted to increase the volume of blood circulating 
• Breathing becomes faster (to take in more oxygen) 
• Sweating increases (to regulate body temperature) 
• The muscles tense (in preparation for action) 
• Levels of blood sugar, fats and cholesterol increase (for extra energy) 
• Levels of platelets and blood clotting factors increase (to prevent        

haemorrhage in case of injury) 
• The bladder/bowel relaxes (to rid the body of excess weight while running 

or fighting) 
 
As soon as the actual danger or perceived threat is physically dealt with, these 
body systems are designed to return to normal.  However, when stress is         
prolonged and the pressures continue to pile up, the body doesn’t return to     
normal and that’s when the trouble starts.  More information is available on the 
Health Matters Assistance Programme website www.hmapwww.hmapwww.hmapwww.hmap----online.co.uk online.co.uk online.co.uk online.co.uk  
 
 

To learn how to recognise the signs of stress, please telephone your 
Health Matters Assistance Programme Health Matters Assistance Programme Health Matters Assistance Programme Health Matters Assistance Programme (HMAP), on freephone 

 

0800 083 75450800 083 75450800 083 75450800 083 7545    
 
 

Just some of the issues    

covered... 
 
Stress & Anxiety 
 
Bullying & Harassment 
 
Performance at Work 
 
Work-life Balance 
 
Managing Pressure 
 
Debt Counselling 
 
Financial Matters 
 
Legal Matters 
 
Family Life & Relationships 
 
Illness, Health & Wellbeing 
 
Nutrition & Healthy Eating 
 
Childcare & Parenting 
 
Eldercare 
 
Traumatic Incidents 

www.hmap-online.co.uk 
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If you are concerned about 
Stress & Anxiety then you 
should contact your GP. 
Advice is also available 
from HMAP on Freephone 

0800 083 7545 


