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What is intriguing is that the basic neuroendocrine 
responses to stress appear to be similar in both males 
and females (S. E. Taylor, Dickerson, & Klein, 2002). 
It is initially a sympathetic response, as described pre-
viously. However, what is different is that these hor-
mones affect males and females differently. Human 
males show the sympathetic response of activation and 
increased arousal, which can lead to aggression—the 
fight part of fight or flight. The male brain appears to be 
organized to give aggressive responses in the presence 
of substances such as testosterone that are less present 
in the female brain. What is present in the female brain 
is the hormone oxytocin, which is released in larger 
amounts in females compared with males. Oxytocin 
has been found in a variety of animal studies to reduce 
anxiety and calm the organism. According to Shelly 
Taylor and her colleagues, oxytocin leads females to 
quiet and calm down offspring in response to stress. Thus, whereas males are seen to pro-
duce more sympathetic-like responses to stress, females show more parasympathetic-like 
responses. Oxytocin is seen to lie at the basis of these responses for females—the tend-and-
befriend response.

Additional support for the presence of gender differences in response to stress has come 
from the work of Repetti (1989). She examined the behaviors of fathers and mothers following a 
stressful workday. Whereas fathers tended to isolate themselves at home following stress, moth-
ers tended to be more nurturing and caring toward their children. Further, similar differences 
also are found in the larger social networks where stressed females tend to seek out other women 
for comfort and support. Compared with females, males seek support from same-sex friends less 
often. A variety of anthropological studies suggest that males and females form groups for differ-
ent purposes. Male groups tend to be larger and directed at well-defined tasks such as defense. 
Female groups tend to be smaller and carry with them social and emotional connections to a 
greater degree.

Why did researchers initially not see differences in male and female responses to stress? 
The answer is simple. During most of the twentieth century, females were not studied in this 
research. Even the animal studies typically used males. Once females were studied more 
intensely, these differences emerged. If you think about it, you can see that these stress response 
differences are consistent with mating differences and investment in the care of offspring. That 
is to say, given that the female typically has a greater role in caring for offspring, her response 
to stress should not jeopardize herself or her offspring as might be the case with fleeing or 
fighting.

What we now know is that gender differences in the stress response can be found at all 
stages of life (Bale & Epperson, 2015). During pregnancy, males in the womb are at greater risk 
for maternal and environmental stress. During childhood, negative events increase the risk in 
women for later affective disorders such as anxiety and depression. Different experiences of stress 
are also seen in females in different phases of their menstrual cycle. In aging, women also show 
greater cortisol responses to stress-related stimuli than men. However, after menopause, the rate 
of affective disorders is similar for males and females.

What is less well known is that stressful events activate the same immune and brain circuits 
as do infections (Watkins & Maier, 2002). Why is this so? What Maier and Watkins suggested is 
that the immune system first evolved to be sensitive to pathogens, such as those associated with 
disease or the common cold. In evolutionary time, the immune system is seen to have evolved 
before such responses as fight or flight, since all organisms have mechanisms for dealing with 
pathogens.

Females under stress seek contact with their social group, which is also 
protective in survival terms.
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