
 

PEOPLEINCORPORATED.ORG  651.774.0011 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

What is Fear? 
Fear is often an uncomfortable feeling that most of us experience when faced with some sort of threat. Fear is 
like our body’s fire alarm. It can be helpful by going off to warn of potential danger (fire). However, it can also 
become unhelpful and may trick us into thinking there is a threat (smoke because you burned a pizza). When 
that fire alarm in our brain goes off too much or in response to non-threats, that can typically mean someone is 
experiencing a type of anxiety or has experienced trauma at some point in their lives. It is helpful to be able to 
recognize the signs, someone, or yourself, is experiencing fear. 

O C T O B E R  2 0 2 1  

We all get spooked sometimes...  
With the start of the school year and resuming activities that were 
once routine, adults and children alike may be encountering the 
feeling of fear. Fear can be a helpful emotion that keeps us safe, 
but when it happens too often or too intensely – that may be a sign 
we need to get some help. This month, in honor of Halloween, we 
will dive into the feeling of fear, how our body automatically 
responds, and ways to manage or reduce that feeling. 
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Fight, Flight, or Freeze: Our body’s automatic response to danger 

When we perceive danger, our body kick starts a process that shuts off systems we do not need to survive and 
turns on those that we do. This response is often referred to as *“Fight, Flight, or Freeze.” These are 
responses that we cannot directly control, and they happen when we perceive a threat – whether it exists or 
not. This response not only happens in the short-term, such as during a stressful event, but we also see this as 
a long-term response in those who have experienced significant trauma. Below is a list of responses to Fight, 
Flight, and Freeze:  

• Your heart rate may increase to pump blood to your major muscle groups faster and it may also 
decrease when freezing, as your body doesn’t need the energy.  

• Hands and feet may become cold due to the blood being pumped to more important areas. This often 
causes people to look pale.  

• Your pupils dilate to let in more light and your peripheral vision sharpens for better sight.  

• Your blood thickens to prepare for injury. 

• Your digestive system shuts down as your body does not need this function to get away from a threat. 
This is what causes nausea/vomiting or wetting yourself during a stressful situation.  

 
*In more recent years, some are considering a fourth response called, “Fawn.” This includes behaviors such as 
people-pleasing or prioritizing others’ needs. 
 
 

The Window of Tolerance 
This illustration shows another way to look at fear response and how it may look 
to the outside using the “Window of Tolerance.” This concept puts fear 
responses on a continuum from overloaded to shutting down. The “Window of 
Tolerance” sits in the middle. This is where someone may be distressed but still 
able to use coping skills, or where they have done the necessary work to begin 
healing from trauma.    
 

 

Animal Examples 
When working with children, another way to illustrate the Fight, Flight, and Freeze 
responses are through animal comparisons. Work together with your child or student 
to think about animals that use these responses to survive and thrive in day-to-day life. 
Think about how a rabbit responds to being seen by you in your yard or how a tiger 
reacts to another large animal being in its space. Explore how the animal’s response 
may change if they’re feeling safe versus when they feel threatened or stressed. 

  

  


