
Biological Psychology: The ANS and the Fight or Flight response 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

  

The autonomic 

nervous system (ANS) 

monitors and 

controls what 

happens inside our 

bodies. 

Life can only continue within a 

fairly narrow range of 

conditions (temperature, 

oxygen, presence of water and 

other chemicals).  Maintaining 

those conditions (homeostasis) 

requires lots of monitoring 

and responding to changes. 

Why? 

 

How? 

Organisms need to be able 

to adjust internal 

conditions in response to 

the demands made by their 

environment. 

The ANS consists of nerves 

organised into two 

branches, the 

parasympathetic and the 

sympathetic.   They work in 

opposition to each other.  

Depending on conditions, one 

of the branches is always 

more active than the other.   

Two conditions 

Parasympathetic 

branch 

Needing to conserve energy 

Heart rate and breathing 

are kept low, digestive 

activity is kept high and 

glucose is removed from 

the blood and stored. 

Usually, the 

parasympathetic 

branch is more 

active but when 

we are doing 

strenuous 

activity or faced 

with a threat, 

the sympathetic 

branch takes 

over.   

Needing to expend energy 

sympathetic 

branch 

Heart rate and breathing 

are kept high, digestive 

activity is kept low and 

glucose is released into 

the blood. 

Adrenaline is released from 

the adrenal medulla.  This 

keeps sympathetic activity 

at a high level. 
The fight or flight response is 

what our ANS does to prepare 

our bodies to deal with threats. 
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