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Stress doesn't always lead to fight-or-flight, says Kelly McGonigal. It can also
activate brain systems that help us connect with other people.

Text

In the late 1990s, two psychology researchers at UCLA were talking about how
the female scientists in their lab responded differently to stress than the men
did. The men would disappear into their offices; the women would bring cookies
to lab meetings and bond over coffee. Forget fight-or-flight, they joked. The
women were tending and befriending.
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The GGSC is hosting a talk by Kelly McGonigal on "How Compassion
Creates Resilience" on May 20, 2015 at UC Berkeley. Register now!
(http://greatergood.berkeley.edu/news_events/event/how_compassion_
creates_resilience#.VS_7IpTF-rE)

The joke stuck in the mind of one of the women, postdoctoral researcher Laura
Cousino Klein. Psychology research has suggested that stress leads to
aggression, but that wasn’t her experience. And it didn’t fit with what she
observed in other women either. They were more likely to want to talk with
someone about their stress, spend time with their loved ones, or channel their
stress into caring for others. She wondered if it was possible that science had
gotten stress wrong.

Klein decided to dig deeper into the science, and she made the surprising
discovery that 90 percent of the published research on stress was conducted on
males. This was true of animal studies as well as human studies. When Klein
shared this observation with Shelley Taylor, the director of the lab she worked
in, something clicked for her, too. Taylor challenged her lab to study the social
side of stress, especially in women. Looking at both animal and human research,
they found evidence that stress can increase caring, cooperation, and
compassion.
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While the tend-and-befriend theory began as an investigation into the female
response to stress, it quickly expanded to include men—in part because male
scientists said, “Hey, we tend and befriend, too!”

Taylor’s team, along with other research groups, began to demonstrate that
stress doesn’t only motivate self-defense, as scientists had long believed. It can
also unleash the instinct to protect your tribe. This instinct sometimes expresses
itself differently in men than it does in women, but the two sexes share it. In
times of stress, both men and women have been shown to become more
trusting, generous, and willing to risk their own well-being to protect others.

Why would stress lead to caring?

From an evolutionary point of view, we have the tend-and-befriend response in
our repertoire first and foremost to make sure we protect our offspring. Think of
a mama grizzly protecting her cubs, or a father pulling his son from the wreckage
of a burning car. The most important thing they need is the willingness to act
even when their own lives are at risk.

To make sure we have the courage to protect our loved ones, the tend-and-
befriend response must counter our basic survival instinct to avoid harm. We
need fearlessness in those moments, along with confidence that our actions can
make a difference. If we think there’s nothing we can do, we might give up. And
if we are frozen in fear, our loved ones will perish.

At its core, the tend-and-befriend response is a biological state engineered to
reduce fear and increase hope. The best way to understand how the tend-and-
befriend response does this is to look at how it affects your brain:

The social caregiving system is regulated by oxytocin. When this system
is activated, you feel more empathy, connection, and trust, as well as a



stronger desire to bond or be close with others. This network also inhibits
the fear centers of the brain, increasing your courage.
The reward system releases the neurotransmitter dopamine. Activation
of the reward system increases motivation while dampening fear. When
your stress response includes a rush of dopamine, you feel optimistic about
your ability to do something meaningful. Dopamine also primes the brain
for physical action, making sure you don’t freeze under pressure.
The attunement system is driven by the neurotransmitter serotonin.
When this system is activated, it enhances your perception, intuition, and
self-control. This makes it easier to understand what is needed, and helps
ensure that your actions have the biggest positive impact. In other words, a
tend-and-befriend response makes you social, brave, and smart. It provides
both the courage and hope we need to propel us into action and the
awareness to act skillfully.

Here’s where things get interesting. A tend-and-befriend response may have
evolved to help us protect offspring, but when you are in that state, your bravery
translates to any challenge you face. And—this is the most important part—
anytime you choose to help others, you activate this state. Caring for others
triggers the biology of courage and creates hope.



Adapted from The Upside of Stress
(http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1583335617/ref=as_li_tl?
ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=390957&creativeASIN=1583335617&link
Code=as2&tag=gregooscicen-20&linkId=6WA4ZMWXMRPWZF4L) (Avery,
2015).

Whether you are overwhelmed by your own stress or the suffering of others, the
way to find hope is to connect, not to escape. The benefits of taking a tend-and-
befriend approach go beyond helping your loved ones, although this, of course,
is an important function. In any situation where you feel powerless, doing
something to support others can help you sustain your motivation and optimism.

The tend-and-befriend theory doesn’t say that stress always leads to caring—
stress can indeed make us angry and defensive. The theory simply says that
stress can, and often does, make people more caring. And when we care for
others, it changes our biochemistry, activating systems of the brain that produce
feelings of hope and courage.
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I wrote my book The Upside of Stress
(http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1583335617/ref=as_li_tl?
ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=390957&creativeASIN=1583335617&link
Code=as2&tag=gregooscicen-20&linkId=6WA4ZMWXMRPWZF4L) with that
purpose in mind: to help you discover your own strength and compassion.
Seeing the upside of stress is not about deciding whether stress is either all good
or all bad. It’s about how choosing to see the good in stress, and in yourself, can
help you meet the challenges in your life. Tending and befriend is one of the best
ways to do this, and to transform your own stress into a catalyst for courage and
connection.
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Sign up here (http://greatergood.berkeley.edu/get_involved/sign_up) to get the
Greater Good Science Center's e-newsletters.
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can_reduce_implicit_bias)

October 28, 2016

We're all subject to bias. Here are tips to help teachers treat all of their
students with dignity and care.

Follow Us!

Facebook (http://www.facebook.com/pages/The-Greater-Good-Science-
Center/83163029449)

Twitter (http://twitter.com/GreaterGoodSC)

Youtube (https://www.youtube.com/user/greatergoodscience)

LinkedIn (http://www.linkedin.com/groups/Greater-Good-Science-Center-
4804053)
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Mindful Self-Compassion: Core Skills Training
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International House
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(http://greatergood.berkeley.edu/news_events/event/mindful_self_compassion_
core_skills_training1)

This workshop is an introduction to Mindful Self-Compassion (MSC), an
empirically-supported training program based on the pioneering research of
Kristin Neff and the clinical perspective of Chris Germer.

» ALL EVENTS (http://greatergood.berkeley.edu/news_events)
Take a Greater Good Quiz!

(https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/quizzes)

How compassionate are you? How generous, grateful, or forgiving? Find out!

» TAKE A QUIZ (https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/quizzes)
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Watch Greater Good Videos

(http://greatergood.berkeley.edu/gg_live/science_meaningful_life_videos)

Talks by inspiring speakers like Jon Kabat-Zinn, Dacher Keltner, and Barbara
Fredrickson.

Watch
(http://greatergood.berkeley.edu/gg_live/science_meaningful_life_videos)
Greater Good Resources

» MORE BOOKS (http://greatergood.berkeley.edu/resources/books#none)

"Gratitude and Prosocial Behavior"
(http://greatergood.berkeley.edu/resources/studies#gratitude_and_prosoc
ial_behavior)

Finds that feeling gratitude produces kind and helpful behavior, even when
that behavior is costly to the individual actor.

"Compassion: An Evolutionary Analysis and Empirical Review"
(http://greatergood.berkeley.edu/resources/studies#compassion_evolutio
nary_analysis_empirical_review)

Compassion evolved as a distinct affective experience whose function is to
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enable cooperation and protection of those who...

"From Jerusalem to Jericho"
(http://greatergood.berkeley.edu/resources/studies#from_ jerusalem_to_ je
richo)

This article on bystander intervention in emergency situations suggests
that we are likely to help a “shabbily dressed”...

» MORE STUDIES (http://greatergood.berkeley.edu/resources/studies#none)

Jeffrey J. Froh’s Laboratory for Gratitude in Youth
(http://greatergood.berkeley.edu/resources#c423_ jeffrey_ j._frohs_laborat
ory_for_gratitude_in_youth)

Learn more about one of the leading researchers of gratitude.

Expanding the Science and Practice of Gratitude
(http://greatergood.berkeley.edu/resources#c423_expanding_the_science_
and_practice_of_gratitude)

The GGSC’s new project which aims to expand the scientific database of
gratitude and promote practices of gratitude in...

The Research Project on Gratitude and Thankfulness
(http://greatergood.berkeley.edu/resources#c423_the_research_project_o
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n_gratitude_and_thankfulness)

The Research Project on Gratitude and Thankfulness, co-directed by
Robert A. Emmons and Michael E. McCullough, is a...

» MORE ORGS (http://greatergood.berkeley.edu/resources#none)
Book of the Week

(http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0393340007?
ie=UTF8&tag=gregooscicen-
20&linkCode=as2&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0393340007
)
How Pleasure Works (http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0393340007?
ie=UTF8&tag=gregooscicen-
20&linkCode=as2&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0393340007
) By Paul Bloom Bloom explores a broad range of human pleasures from food to
sex to religion to music. Bloom argues that human pleasure is not purely an
instinctive, superficial, sensory reaction; it has a hidden depth and complexity.

» READ MORE (http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0393340007?
ie=UTF8&tag=gregooscicen-
20&linkCode=as2&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0393340007
)
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Join Us

Become a member of the Greater Good Science Center to enjoy exclusive
articles, videos, discounts, and other special benefits.

Join (http://greatergood.berkeley.edu/membership)
"It is a great good and a great gift, this Greater Good. I bow to you for your
efforts to bring these uplifting and illuminating expressions of humanity,
grounded in good science, to the attention of us all."

Jon Kabat-Zinn
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Best-selling author and founder of the Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction
program

(http://greatergood.berkeley.edu/expandinggratitude)

greatergood.berkeley.edu
(http://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/how_to_transform_stress_courage_connecti
on)

http://greatergood.berkeley.edu/expandinggratitude
http://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/how_to_transform_stress_courage_connection

