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FIGURE 7.5 How Do the Sympathetic and Parasympathetic 
Aspects of the ANS Influence Our Body?
The sympathetic and parasympathetic branches of the autonomic nervous 
system (ANS) influence internal organs in complementary ways.

see something we did not expect such as a 
bear in the woods, our body through these 
systems prepares us to protect ourselves by 
leaving the situation or staying and fight-
ing. If the unexpected continues to occur, 
we experience it as psychological stress. This 
can result in negative reactions in these sys-
tems that can lead to psychological disor-
ders. In the next section, I will describe some 
of the ways that psychological stress has 
been studied and move the discussion to the 
level of the person.

Psychological Stress and  
the Immune System
Imagine that you are ending your first year 
in medical school, and it is time to take a 
series of final exams. Clearly, this is a stressor 
for most students. How do you think taking 
exams will affect your immune system and 
your experience of psychological distress? 
To answer this question, Janice Kiecolt-
Glaser and her colleagues (1984) took blood 
samples and gave psychological inventories 
a month before the exams and on the day of 
the exams. What they found was that com-
pared with the previous month, the immune 
system was more suppressed on the day of 
the exam. This is consistent with the finding 
that students often get sick or have mouth 
or lip sores at the end of the term. They also 
found that the students reported more anxi-
ety, depression, and bodily concerns on the 
day of the exam. Overall, this suggests that 
even relatively mild stress in the form of 
exams can change immune function and 
cause psychological distress. Since this classic study was performed, we have learned much more 
about the immune system.

It is the task of the immune system to recognize foreign agents in the body and then destroy 
them. These agents are traditional pathogens, which are involved in infection. These pathogens 
can be either viruses or bacteria. Of course, the basic protection from pathogens is our skin. Basic 
reflexes such as sneezing, coughing, and crying are additional mechanisms for removing patho-
gens before they can enter the body. If pathogens do enter the body, then there are a number of 
layers of immune function to deal with them.

The immune system evolved to help organisms protect themselves from pathogens. These 
protective mechanisms involved in immune function appear to be some of the earliest to have 
evolved. One important task of the immune system is to determine what is foreign and what 
cells are part of the self. Foreign substances include bacteria, viruses, and parasites that enter our 
system and are detected by the immune system. Antibodies that are produced by our immune 
system can detect literally millions of different foreign substances and engage in a process that 
hopefully leads to their destruction. Our immune system has evolved to recognize a variety of 




