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Objectives
• Understand the psychobiology of stress and 

trauma that contribute to some of the 
puzzling behaviors and feelings that can 
dominate us 

• Develop a shared understanding and 
language of stress and trauma 

• Provide guiding principles and practical tools 
to support wellness at work



Is anyone here the same 
person you were when 
you first started your 
career in healthcare?



Context







Take a Slow Deep Breath







Pain



Be Aware 
That. . .  

Physical and emotional pain use the same 
pathways in our brain

And. . . 

There is no known objective 
measure of pain



Pain: Acute 
vs Chronic

• Acute pain is a clear signal something’s wrong

• Chronic pain often has no discernable source

• Chronic pain management is a matter of 
neuroplasticity



Depression = 
Pain
(just insert a 
vice versa)

• The longer pain persists, the more likely one 
is to feel depressed

• As high as 80% of people with chronic pain 
suffer from some level of depression



Consequences 
of Pain





Psychological 
effects of 
Pain • Complicated emotions: anxiety, depression, 

irritability, low stress tolerance

• Sleep deprivation: Plain old no good

• Existential suffering: may lead to difficulty in 
relationships, impulses to “tune out”, avoidance 
of previously pleasurable activities, and so on . . .



The 
Challenges 
of Pain

• My pain is going to kill me

• This is never going to end

• I'm worthless to my family

• I’m disabled

• There is nothing I can do

for myself

• I'm a bad parent, partner, 

and provider

• Staying in bed all day

• Sleeping all day

• Staying away from friends

• Decreasing activities that  
have the potential 
to decrease pain

• Taking more medication

than prescribed 





Essentially
• FOR MOST: The majority of discomfort comes 

not from the pain itself, but the struggle to make 
it go away

• This is because most efforts to control the pain 
means restricting life 



Trauma-Informed 
Guiding Principle • “Learning about the psychobiology of stress, 

toxic stress, and trauma is liberating for people. It 
gives us explanatory reasons for some of  the 
puzzling behaviors we engage in and the feelings 
that  can come to dominate us.”



Thinking Brain and Survival 
Brain

• Thinking Brain = Rider

• Makes informed, 
rational decisions

• Survival Brain = Horse

• Protective instincts 
based on feelings

• When triggered, the rider 
falls off the horse



Brain and Body Stress 
Feedback Loop

80% 

20% 



• When we are perpetually stressed or traumatized, we view the world 
through that “lens”

• This lens then modulates our feelings, attitudes, and beliefs about 
others and our interactions with them







Reflect and 
Discuss:
How do you 
know when you 
are ….?

• Ventrally regulated ( Socially engaged)?

• Sympathetically activated ( mobilized, 
agitated, ready to fight or flee)? 

• Dorsally activated ( shut down, numb, ready 
to give up)?





Ellen Langer
• “. . . health and illness are much more rooted in 

our minds and in our hearts and how we 
experience ourselves in the world than our 
models even begin to understand.”



Counterclockwise



• Dramatic improvements in their hearing, 
memory, dexterity, appetite, and general well-
being

• Ongoing good health lies in being aware of the 
ways we mindlessly react to social and cultural 
cues

• What do you tell yourself about yourself?



Chamber 
Maids

• 84 hotel chamber maids who 
reported not getting enough 
exercise

• Lost weight, improved body 
mass index, hip-to-waist 
ratio, BP

• The only difference was the 
change in mind-set



Diabetes
• Could glucose levels in 

people with Type 2 diabetes 
be manipulated by a 
subject’s perception of 
time? 

• Blood-glucose levels 
followed perceived time 
rather than actual time, 
spiking and dipping when 
the subjects expected them 
to



Pilots

• People playing at being 
pilots performed 40% better 
on eyesight tests 



Placebo
• Healthy volunteers who 

were given a placebo and 
told that experiences of pain 
were beneficial to their 
bodies were found to 
produce higher levels of 
endorphin

• An expensive placebo is 
more effective than a cheap 
one 



“If we treat ourselves as we are, 
we’re going to remain that way.  If 
we treat ourselves as we can be, 
then we’ll become as we can be.”

Ellen Langer



Find the 
coping 
strategy that 
works for you

• Keep your  neurobiology in mind when you think 
about taking care of yourself

• Don’t cope alone

• Organize support at work and cultivate a sense of 
community in your areas




