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Fight 

Flight

Freeze

Fawn

THE BRAIN ON TOXIC STRESS AND TRAUMA
Normal responses to abnormal experiences

Normal automatic bodily 

responses:

• Anger

• Anxiety

• Body aches

• Brain fog

• Confusion

• Depression

• Fatigue

Abnormal experiences:

• Adverse Childhood 

Experiences (ACEs)

• Chronic work stress

• Climate change trauma

• COVID-19 pandemic

• Poverty

• Racial trauma, violence 

and reckoning

• War

• Fearful

• Fed up

• Feeling 

physically older

• Irritated

• Numb

• Untrusting



Chronic stress is linked to other conditions, both 

psychological and physical. These can include:

THE IMPACT OF TOXIC AND CHRONIC STRESS

Diseases such as hypertension, heart disease, 

obesity and metabolic syndrome, Type II diabetes 

and arthritis.

Addiction to alcohol, nicotine and/or prescription 

drugs, and behavioral-related activities such as 

addiction to the internet, food or gambling.

Mood disorders and anxiety disorders, which are 

common secondary diagnoses for people with 

chronic stress.



• Lash out, angry outbursts

• Violence toward self or others

Fight

• Avoidance of emotions, people, places

• Struggle to focus

• Difficult to trust and form healthy relationships

Flight

• Diminished mental processing, mental fog

• Anxiety

• Difficulty planning, goal setting

Freeze

• Sadness, depression, appeasement

Submit

MENTAL EFFECTS 
OF TOXIC STRESS 
AND  TRAUMA



The Impact of the Pandemic

With the COVID-19 pandemic, 

Americans experienced toxic 

and chronic stress, and many 

have experienced significant 

trauma.  

Average Share of Adults Reporting Symptoms 

of Anxiety Disorder and/or Depressive Disorder 

January – June 2019 Vs. January 2021

This has increased 

symptoms of anxiety 

and depression in a 

large way.



https://www.kff.org/mental-health/press-release/latest-federal-data-show-that-young-people-are-more-likely-than-older-adults-to-be-experiencing-symptoms-of-anxiety-or-
depression/

https://www.kff.org/mental-health/press-release/latest-federal-data-show-that-young-people-are-more-likely-than-older-adults-to-be-experiencing-symptoms-of-anxiety-or-depression/


Identifying the Problem

Depression and anxiety are two 

of the most prevalent mental 

health challenges impacting our 

country’s workplaces every day 

and have thus been studied the 

most.

A survey of working people from the CEO 

Roundtable of the American Heart Association 

found that while:

76% 

42% 

37% 

of employees had struggled with 

at least one issue affecting their 

mental health

have been diagnosed

revealed this diagnosis to their 

employer



In 2020, roughly 48M people 

suffered from an anxiety disorder, 

While 21M suffered from a major 

depressive episode. 

However, less than half, 46.2%, 

received treatment for a mental 

illness in 2020.

Overall, 21% of the U.S. adult 

population will have a mental 

illness in any given year.

48M

46%

21%

21M



2021 MHA Workplace Survey

• Exhaustion, including emotional 

exhaustion, is one of the earliest 

signs of burnout.

• Employees who are feeling emotionally 

drained from work are at a higher risk of 

workplace stress, leading to burnout and 

other mental health concerns.

Source: mhanational.org

WORKPLACE STRESS AND IMPACTS 

ARE PREVALENT

I FEEL EMOTIONALLY 

DRAINED FROM MY WORK

http://mhanational.org/sites/default/files/MTW_Report_2021.pdf
http://mhanational.org/sites/default/files/MTW_Report_2021.pdf


THIS STRESS IS PERVASIVE ACROSS ALL INDUSTRIES 

Especially those interacting with customers/clients 







Industry 
Impacts

https://www.registerednursing.org/articles/suicide-rates-profession/

https://www.registerednursing.org/articles/suicide-rates-profession/




Industry Impacts-Substance Abuse

https://www.samhsa.gov/data/report/substance-use-and-substance-use-disorder-industry

Figure 1. Past month 
heavy alcohol use among 
adults aged 18 to 64 
employed full time, by 
industry category: 
combined 2008 to 2012

https://www.samhsa.gov/data/report/substance-use-and-substance-use-disorder-industry


Industry Impacts-Illicit Drugs

Figure 2. Past month illicit drug 
use among adults aged 18 to 64 
employed full time, by industry 
category: combined 2008 to 2012

https://www.samhsa.gov/data/report/substance-use-and-substance-use-disorder-industry

https://www.samhsa.gov/data/report/substance-use-and-substance-use-disorder-industry


WHY THE WORKPLACE?

• Working people spend most of their waking hours at 

work. 

• 65% of Employees surveyed identified their job 

as the #1 stress in their lives. 

• Workplaces are already bearing the brunt of these 

costs of toxic and chronic stress, trauma, and unsafe 

mental health challenges.

• Workplaces are most likely the best place to offer 

education, support and the ability to impact good 

outcomes.

Building the Business Case



https://www.gallup.com/workplace/404174/economic-cost-poor-employee-mental-health.aspx

https://www.gallup.com/workplace/404174/economic-cost-poor-employee-mental-health.aspx


• The Chicago Resiliency Network found a $4 return for each dollar invested in mental 

health treatment. Similar numbers are found in other research on mental health, which 

can vary a bit by condition. However, overall, the return on investment appears 

significant.

• Typically, Invisible Costs:

• Absenteeism because of major depressive disorder and anxiety alone account 

for 27 or more lost workdays annually per person experiencing these conditions, 

and cost roughly $250B annually.

• Presenteeism occurs when workers are in the workplace, but due to depression 

are unable to fully function. A study from Tufts University found that depression 

accounted for 37% of all presenteeism losses for the top 10 most expensive 

chronic conditions at roughly $109 per all employees with or without the 

condition.

• Based on prevalence data of depressive conditions, it is likely that an employer with 

10,000 employees has 1,000 that are experiencing depression. These same 

multiples apply to smaller employers as well, meaning that the costs associated are 

already occurring.

• Adding in job stress, research suggests that stress alone costs American 

companies over $300B in health care costs, absenteeism and poor performance. 

Further, roughly 40% of turnover is due to job stress.

IGNORING IS 

EXPENSIVE



CDC MMWR Survey-6/16/23 Prevalence



https://www.gallup.com/workplace/404174/economic-cost-poor-employee-mental-health.aspx

https://www.gallup.com/workplace/404174/economic-cost-poor-employee-mental-health.aspx


Employers who invest in their 

employees’ mental health and safety 

see a significant return on investment 

including improved employee 

satisfaction, increased productivity and 

reduced absenteeism and turnover.



Employees who strongly 

agree that their employer 

cares about their overall 

wellbeing, including mental 

health, are:

69% 
less likely to 
search for a 

new job

71%
less likely to report 
experiencing a lot 

of burnout

5x
more likely to advocate 
for their employer as a 

place to work

3x
more likely to 
be engaged 

at work

36%
more likely to 
be thriving in 

their lives

THE GOOD NEWS



•

•

•

What is Resilience?



Healthy behaviors and policies:

• Understanding the brain science

• Calm your brain, e.g., breathing, mindfulness

• Exercise

• Supportive organizational culture

• Community supports, e.g., affordable housing

Unhealthy behaviors and policies:

• Drinking and drug use

• Automatic punitive workplace policies

• Defunding and closing community health clinics

WE CAN CHOOSE HOW TO RESPOND 
TO OUR BODY’S AUTOMATIC RESPONSES…

Normal automatic bodily 

responses:

• Anger

• Anxiety

• Body aches

• Brain fog

• Confusion

• Depression

• Fatigue

• Fearful

• Fed up

• Feeling 

physically older

• Irritated

• Numb

• Untrusting



In the 
Workplace

• Policies

• Procedures

• Work/Life Balance

Affecting the 
Workplace

• Trauma-Poverty, 
Racism, ACE’s

• Societal 
pressures/events

• Work/Life Balance

Individual 
Behavioral 

Health Support

• Parity

• Environment for 
Growth

• Tools/Resources



Families of Resilience-Building

• Mindset

• Find meaning

• Calm the brain

• Work it out physically

• Build your 

community supports

• Create an environment for 

growth

• Collective problem solving

• Supportive resources and 

policies

• Calming spaces

• Org self-assessment

Safety – Physical, 

Psychological, 

Emotional

+

Feeling Valued

Personal Organizational Community

• Connection and caring

• Collective resources

• Skill building for 

individuals, families and 

communities

• Focus on cultural identity

• Prevention, preparedness 

and response to stressful 

situations or events



Train Staff

Assess 
and Address 

Organizational 
Culture

Educate Peers

What Can Companies 
and Organizations Do?



Consider 

Workplace 

Policies, 

Practices and 

Procedures

Recommit to 

Employee 

Assistance 

Programs 

(EAPs)

Assess Your 

Workplace and 

Culture

02 0301 04 05

Consider 

Adding Mental 

Health to Joint 

Employer/

Employee 

Safety 

Committees

Develop Ways 

to Engage and 

Empower 

Employees

Five Steps to Start Building 
a Resilient Workplace



Investing in mental health and 

safety is critical to building strong 

workplaces, a strong workforce 

and strong communities.




