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Description

The sympathetic nervous system is activated in response 
to stimuli processed as threatening. It controls ‘fight or 
flight’ responses which, when activated to a high degree, 
can result in powerful body sensations. At a lower level 
of intensity the same physiological system responds 
to stress. Many clients identify with the concept of 
‘stress’ more readily than ‘threat’ and the The How Your 
Body Responds To Stress information handout visually 
describes the most common physiological responses 
to stress. Components of the response about which 
clinicians will find it helpful to be informed include:

• Brain response: threats are detected at the level of 
the amygdala, but the hypothalamus is responsible 
for activating body systems in response to the stress.

• The hypothalamus releases cortocotrophin-releasing 
hormone.

• The adrenal glands respond by releasing 
epinephrine (adrenaline) and cortisol which 
stimulate a number of further systems with the effect 
of preparing the body to respond to the stress or 
threat.

• Bronchioles dilate facilitating higher oxygen intake.

• Heart rate increases facilitating greater oxygen and 
glucose transport.

• Blood pressure increases in response to the increase 
in heart rate.

• Liver converts glycogen to glucose allowing for 
greater energy expenditure.

• The (non-essential) digestive system is down-
regulated to facilitate greater energy expenditure 
elsewhere.
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Instructions

This is a Psychology Tools information handout. 
Suggested uses include:

• Client handout – use as a psychoeducation resource.

• Discussion point – use to provoke a discussion and 
explore client beliefs.

• Therapist learning tool – improve your familiarity 
with a psychological construct.

• Teaching resource – use as a learning tool during 
training.
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Stressful
event

Brain
Amygdala > Hypothalamus

Adrenal glandsDilation of
bronchioles

Increased heart rate

Liver converts
glycogen to glucose

Decreased digestive
system activity

Blood pressure
increases

Epinephrine and cortisol
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Terms & conditions
This resource may be used by licensed members of Psychology Tools and their clients. Resources must be used in accordance with our terms and conditions which 
can be found at: https://www.psychologytools.com/terms-and-conditions/

Disclaimer
Your use of this resource is not intended to be, and should not be relied on, as a substitute for professional medical advice, diagnosis, or treatment. If you are suffering 
from any mental health issues we recommend that you seek formal medical advice before using these resources. We make no warranties that this information is 
correct, complete, reliable or suitable for any purpose. As a professional user, you should work within the bounds of your own competencies, using your own skill and 
knowledge, and therefore the resources should be used to support good practice, not to replace it.

Copyright
Unless otherwise stated, this resource is Copyright © 2023 Psychology Tools Limited. All rights reserved.

Psychology Tools develops and publishes evidence-based psychotherapy resources. We support mental health 
professionals to deliver effective therapy, whatever their theoretical orientation or level of experience.

Our digital library encompasses information handouts, worksheets, workbooks, exercises, guides, and audio skills-
development resources. 

Our tools are flexible enough to be used both in-session and between-session, and during all stages of assessment, 
formulation, and intervention. Written by highly qualified clinicians and academics, materials are available in digital and 
printable formats across a wide range of languages.
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