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The fourth and final condition discussed by McEwen reflects the situation in which a non-
response to stress produces an overreaction in another system. That is, if one system does not 
respond adequately to stress, then activation of another system would be required to provide the 
necessary counterregulation and return the system to homeostasis. Overall, McEwen empha-
sized the important question of individual differences and the variety of ways in which perceived 
stress can influence future health (McEwen, 2013; McEwen et al., 2015). His graphic depiction of 
the allostatic system is seen in Figure 7.6.

Does Fight or Flight Apply Equally to Males and Females?
The fight-or-flight response is seen as a critical mechanism for responding to stress. The problem 
for current-day humans is that many of the stressors we face do not require a fighting or fleeing 
response. For example, imagine that you are working in a large company where there are rumors 
that a number of people are being laid off. Your boss calls you into the office. Your initial response 
is probably to feel stress, as you could be the next to be fired. As you go in, you can feel your heart 
pounding. At this point, your boss says, “You have been doing a great job, and I want to ask your 
opinion on another project.” The threat is gone, but your body is still reacting. This fight-or-flight 
reaction has been critical throughout our evolutionary history, but today, in our different social 
structure, it may lead to stress-related disorders.

In many ways, males and females have had different evolutionary pressures on them, influ-
encing the manner in which they respond to various challenges. After examining a variety of 
studies, Shelley Taylor and her colleagues (2000) suggested that the fight-or-flight response better 
describes a human male’s response to stress rather than a female’s. For females, they suggested a 
better descriptor is the tend-and-befriend response. What did they mean by this? First, they 
noted that, over evolutionary time, females have evolved behaviors that maximize the survival of 
both themselves and their offspring. Second, when stressed, females respond by nurturing off-
spring as well as displaying behaviors that protect them from harm. These tending behaviors have 
also been shown to reduce the presence of stress hormones in infants. Third, like fight or flight, 
these behaviors are associated with particular neuroendocrine responses, although different hor-
mones are involved. These responses make up the tending response. The tending response acti-
vated by stress is seen as part of the larger attachment process. The befriending response involves a 
large social group. Females under stress seek contact with their social group, which is also protec-
tive in survival terms.

tend-and-befriend response: 
a response to stress associated 
with the tendency of females to 
take care of others and form social 
connections in times of stress, 
as opposed to the fight-or-flight 
response by most males
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FIGURE 7.6 How Is the Human 
Brain Involved in Experiencing 
Stress?
The brain interprets experience and 
determines what is threatening and 
therefore stressful.
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