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Understanding Fight, Flight, Freeze, and Fawn
A reflection on our nervous system’s patterns of protection

We often think of stress as something that happens in our minds — but it’s really a whole-body
experience. The “fight, flight, freeze, and fawn” responses are the body’s automatic ways of trying to
keep us safe. These are instinctive reactions wired deeply within our nervous system, shaped by
past experiences and patterns of safety or threat. Understanding them helps us meet ourselves with
compassion rather than judgment.

Fight

When we feel threatened, the body may mobilize into action—muscles tighten, heart rate rises, and
we prepare to stand our ground. In modern life, this might look like anger, irritability, or
defensiveness. The “fight” response isn’t about being aggressive; it's about trying to regain control
or create safety through strength.

Flight

When fighting doesn’t feel possible, the body may urge us to run—literally or emotionally. We
might avoid conflict, overwork, or distract ourselves with busyness. Flight energy often hides
beneath anxiety or restlessness, driven by the nervous system’s belief that safety lives somewhere
“out there.”

Freeze

When neither fighting nor fleeing feels safe, our body may freeze—a state of numbing, shutting
down, or disconnecting. It’s like pressing “pause” on life. In the freeze response, we might feel stuck
or detached. Yet, this too is the body’s way of protecting us— conserving energy until safety
returns.

Fawn

A lesser-known response, “fawn,” emerges when we try to stay safe by appeasing others. We might
people-please, over-accommodate, or suppress our own needs to maintain connection. Fawning can
be deeply ingrained, especially for those who learned early on that harmony equals safety.

Bringing Awareness to Our Patterns

None of these responses are “bad.” They're all signs that our nervous system is doing its best to
protect us. Healing means recognizing these feelings when they arise and gently restoring balance.
Through mindfulness, breathwork, grounding exercises, and compassionate self-awareness, we can
notice these patterns and choose responses that align more closely with our present reality—not
our past conditioning.

When we understand our stress responses, we begin to meet ourselves with greater patience and
care—turning protection into presence, and fear into self-trust.
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