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Traumatic
Stress



H E L L O
my name is

Name

Work Location

Years in Your Role

Pet Peeve



Objectives

• Explore forms of Traumatic Stress

• Discuss Biological Impact of traumatic stress

• Explore Impacts of Our Choices 

• Explore Coping Strategies & Ways to Foster 
Resiliency



No matter the role…

we are all susceptible to stress



What do You see?



MOTEL 6



CHEMISTRY BEAKERS

Meth Lab



SANTA



GLOW STICKS

Ecstasy 



Tank Top

Wife Beater



In what ways are you 
different as a result of 

working in the roles you 
are in?  



• Cynicism:  A pervasive distrust 
of human nature and motives

Cynicism

(Gilmartin, 2002)



The Nature of Trauma

Four components:

1. The event is often sudden or                                                          
unexpected

2. Creates significant distress
3. Overwhelms coping capacity
4. Has the potential to alter the way 

one views the world



•Headache

•Muscle tension

•Increased heart rate

•Higher blood 
pressure

•Fatigue

•Exhaustion

PHYSICAL responses OF TRAUMA



• Shock, disbelief, and numbness
• Especially for unexpected events

• Intrusive imagery of the event

• Rumination
• Trying to make sense of it

• Questioning one’s world views
• Viewing the world and the people in it as less predictable and less 

controllable  

Cognitive responses of Trauma



•Anger

•Anxiety

• Irritability 

•Depression

• Sadness

•Guilt

EMOTIONAL RESPONSES OF TRAUMA



• Decreased or 
excessive eating

• Hyper-vigilance

• Hyper-startle

• 1000-yard stare

• Withdrawn

• Family discord

• Crying spells

• Violence

• Sleep disturbance

• Alcohol / drug use

BEHAVIORAL responses OF TRAUMA



Direct exposure to 
an extreme or

life-threatening 
event

Primary Traumatic Stress



SECONDARY 
TRAUMATIC STRESS

THE IMPACT ON HELPING PROFESSIONAL`



• Exposure to the trauma of someone else can cause people to 
vicariously experience a change in their own world view

• Occurs when secondary traumatic stress becomes global
• Instead of just being angry or disappointment in the perpetrator, all of 

mankind is viewed with distain and cynicism

(Ludick & Figley, 2017; 
McCann & Pearlman, 1995)

Vicarious Trauma



Hiking in the Caribbean
On the Cliff of Awakening

(Laura van Dernoot Lipsky, 2009)



• Severity of exposure
• Risk increases with intensity (i.e. disturbing                                         

violence, suffering of children, etc…)

• Frequency and duration of exposure
• Increases with high concentration of 

trauma                                            material 
(i.e. sex offenders, DV, IPS, SMI, etc…)

• Individual vulnerabilities
• Officers with personal                                                                              

trauma histories
• New officers
• Degree of identification

Risk Factors for Vicarious Trauma

(Leonhardt & Vogt, 2011; Tedeschi, 1999) 



SANCTUARY TRAUMA

• A person impacted by trauma reaches out to someone 
from whom they expect to find solace but instead 
receives an indifferent, non-supportive, and/or abusive 
response
• Minimized or ignored

• Blamed for incident

• Shamed for being impacted

• Turned away 

• A form of re-traumatization                                                             
that can be as, or more,                                                          
devastating than the original incident (Burney, 1995)





• Empathy is the pathway through which trauma is 
vicariously transferred

• Ironically, the very quality that allows probation officers 
to be most effective in their work also makes them the 
most vulnerable 

(Figley, 1995) 

EMPATHY



• Mirror neuron video

• https://youtu.be/AJXX4vF6Zh0
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• A neural ‘wi-fi’ in the brain that                                                           
monitors what is happening in                                                                                                
other people
• Emotions

• Movement

• Intention

• Observing others causes parallel stimulation of brain 
regions in the spectator to that of the person 
performing a behavior

(Molnar-Szakacs, 2011)

THE MIRROR NEURON SYSTEM



• Empathy is believed to be a special                                            
form of neural resonance

• Unconscious, intuitive knowledge                                                        
is shockingly powerful   

• The conscious brain processes 50 bits of info/sec. 

• The unconscious brain processes 11 million bits of info/sec.     

• Emotional neural resonance is fast, automatic, and 
pre-cognitive

• Evolutionary function

• Enables humans to understand and predict behavior

(Carter, 2015; Fogassi, 2011; Molnar-Szakacs, 2011)

EMOTIONAL EMPATHY



• Likability and perceived fairness increases 
empathy

• Individuals who share similar characteristics 
have stronger empathetic responses
• Gender

• Race

• Ethnicity

• History

interplay OF EMPATHY

 Individuals who disliked a 
person they observed in pain 
exhibited:
◦ Low levels of empathy

◦ Activation of pleasure centers in 
the brain

(Singer et al., 2006)



Stages of Burnout
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The Honeymoon

• Enthusiasm

• Energy

• Stressors are challenging
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• Work extra hours

• Volunteer

• Skip lunch



Fuel Shortage

• Job hasn’t lived up to 
expectations

• Disillusioned

• No longer enjoys the job every 
day

• Development of negative 
coping techniques



Chronic Symptoms

• Signs of stress start to show

• Lot of anger directed toward job

• Depression is common

• Alienation of family and peers

• Stress spreads to personal life
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Crisis

• Physical symptoms get worse

• Anger with the job permeates

• Decreased efficiency on the job

• Thoughts of quitting are prominent

• Use of negative coping techniques 
increases



Hitting the Wall • Quit abruptly

• Hit someone

• Throw things

• Physical ailments

• Negative coping strategies 
take over

• Divorce

• Hospitalization



How to Make Stress Your 
Friend



Kelly Mc. 7:29 imbed



Coping 
Strategies





Physical Mental

 Overeating

 Drinking too much

 Increasing caffeine intake

 Smoking 

 Prescription medications

 Doing nothing (literally, nothing)

 Suppress feelings
 Generalize / stereotype
◦ All offenders are manipulators

 Deny
◦ It’s just part of the job

 Project
◦ Pass responsibility to someone else

 Rationalize
 Get angry



Less Popular, but more effective…

 Proper diet

 Exercise

 Get enough sleep

 Relaxation

 Assertiveness / Communication

 Time management

 Organization

 Cognitive restructuring

 Group affiliation

 Faith development



(McGonigal, 2015; Taylor, 2006)

TEND AND BEFRIEND RESPONSE

Social Caregiving System

Increases empathy, connection, trust

Reward System

Increases motivation, dampens fear

Attunement System

Enhances perception, intuition, self-control

Helping others activates this biology!



Sleep





What Happens When You Aren’t 
Getting Enough Sleep?



What happens when you aren’t getting enough sleep?

• Increased risk of motor vehicle accidents

• Increase in body mass index – a greater likelihood of obesity due to 
an increased appetite caused by sleep deprivation

• Increased risk of diabetes and heart problems

• Increased risk for psychiatric conditions including depression and 
substance abuse

• Decreased ability to pay attention, react to signals or remember 
new information



• Avoid caffeine and nicotine 
close to bedtime.

• Avoid alcohol 

• Exercise regularly

• Establish a bedtime 
routine

• Avoid blue screens 

• Create a sleep-conducive 
environment

What can you do?



Relaxation
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• Do a one-minute body scan.

• Breathe!  

• Stand up / sit up straight.  Keep your shoulders from slouching forward. 

• Progressive Relaxation.

• Stretch

• Become a shaker or a tapper (EFT). 

• Moist, hot towel on face and/or neck.

• Aroma therapy / sound machine



Social Capital

Affiliations or interactions with 
individuals which can impact our lives. 





Social Capital

Bonding
Your inner circle 

Bridging
Connections and networking 
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Six Ways to Improve 
Social Capitol

1. Be open to connections

2. Get involved in 
meaningful activity

3. Always be authentic

4. Stay in touch

5. Use karma to your 
advantage

6. Invest in connecting



Coping with Stress

Awareness, Analysis, Action

• Identify the stressor.  Understand the feelings the stressor generates.

• Determine the best way to manage the stress.  Change the situation, 
change yourself, or both.

• Choose the most effective coping strategy.

Stress management is a lifestyle choice.  

All changes come in stages.



• Play Tetris for 10 minutes within                                                   
4 hours of an event with                                                      
unpleasant graphic images

• Visual/spatial tasks compete                                                      
with visual images for resources                                                             
in the brain

• Interferes with memory consolidation that 
produces involuntary flashbacks but not with 
voluntary memory of the event

Reducing visual flashbacks

(Holmes, James, Kilford, Deeprose, 2010)




