
Stress & Your Brain

Prefrontal Cortex

The Limbic System

Fight or Flight

Your Brain’s CEO Goes AWOL

This area is responsible for 
“executive functions” – complex 
human thought like abstract 
reasoning, analysis, decisions, 
planning and willpower.

This primal area evolved to protect us from 
danger without wasting precious time or
resources. It connects directly to the 
sympathetic nervous system and governs 
involuntary, automatic functions (heartbeat, 
breathing) and emotions (anger, anxiety).

When the limbic system senses danger, it 
unleashes a brain chemical that causes a 
chain reaction known as “fight or flight,” 
preparing you for physical battle or escape.

And you can feel it – increased heart rate 
and blood pressure, clenched muscles, 

negative feelings.

To prepare for running and fighting, blood 
drains from parts of your body considered less 
important – like your prefrontal cortex, your 
brain’s “CEO.” That might have been useful when 
your ancestors stumbled upon a tiger, but it’s 
not so great for modern stress like, oh, deciding 
whether to start or sell a business.

Fight, Flight & Freeze

Fight

• Irritability
• Defensiveness
• Loss of Temper
• Flexed/tight jaw or fists
• Grinding teeth
• Desire to stomp, kick and 

smash
• Feelings of anger and rage
• Knotted stomach/nausea

• Fear
• Anxiety
• Avoidance
• Shallow breathing
• Big/darting eyes
• Leg and foot movement
• Fidgeting
• Feeling trapped

• Detachment
• Submission/Giving up easily
• Feeling stuck/numb
• Sense of heaviness, dread
• Protective of body, closed 

posture
• Restricted breathing
• Heart pounding

Flight Freeze

When Stress Happens
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