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An important thing to realise is that this reaction will depend on our own personal threshold 
for stress – how we react to challenging events. If we are habitually nervous, the noise we 
are trying to escape will conjure up all kinds of frightening images that could lead to the 
activation of the HPA axis, but if we are used to long solitary walks in nature, we may be 
more accustomed to unexplained noises and the HPA axis would not kick in. The bottom line 
is that the more readily the HPA axis is activated, the more impact the stress will have on our 
mental and physical wellbeing.

What have we learned from this example? Your insights

The response to threat comes largely from the 
old brain

Analysing what is happening takes place in the 
neocortex – the newer part of the brain

When you experience threat, the SNS takes 
over to prepare your body for action

Your body is prepared for flight or fight – some 
systems are stimulated (heart-rate increased, 
glucose pouring into the blood), others are 
closed down because they are not needed 
(digestion, reproduction, immune system)

Our body’s reaction can be short-term SAM, 
but there is also another reaction which lasts 
much longer (HPA)
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