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A global pandemic is a time of great 
uncertainty. It causes feelings of  
confusion and anxiety for all of us and can 
be an overwhelming experience. 
We are all likely to have had to make 
significant changes to our normal routines 
and habits. These can often be a source of 
comfort and consistency. It is also likely that  

you have been surrounded by others sharing their 
own thoughts, feelings, emotions and reactions to 
what has been a very stressful episode. When 
these are added to our own thoughts and feelings 

the result can be that we are “marinated”  
in stress and emotional dysregulation 

constantly (Treisman, 2018). 

At a time when the whole community is experiencing 
heightened emotions and sensations, many people will be  
living in “survival mode” (Treisman, 2018). For those  

who have a history of trauma the experience may 
trigger them to re-live that history or once again  

enter a survival mode such as total withdrawal 
or ‘attack mode’ in order to feel more in  
control when everything is uncertain. 

These individuals might be staff as 
well as service users. People may 

feel once again at risk, not in 
control, powerless, unsafe 
or trapped. The result is 

toxic stress which 
can do great  
             harm. 
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It is also very likely 
that there are many 

people who live in adverse or 
traumatising environments 

who were told to remain in those 
places. For example, there has 
been a global rise in Domestic 

  Abuse incidents2. When also cut off  
from sources of support and isolated this  
can be more traumatising still. We know  

that trauma, adversity and loss can increase 
levels of toxic stress which can lead to 

potential impacts on both physical and mental 
health where supportive relationships are not 
available to mitigate the impacts. For more 
information on this see the e-learning above or 
the 7 min briefings on ACEs and trauma-
informed practice (TIP). 

Translating awareness into a sustained response is 
vital. Working to create a feeling of safety and 
belonging throughout the staff and service users 
can be achieved by best practice in being ‘trauma- 

informed’. The 5 key principles are safety, trust, 
choice, collaboration and empowerment. If  

organisations aim to embed these 
principles into everything they do this can 

provide much needed support. 
Greater empathy & ‘connection 
before correction’3 are excellent 

starting points for working to 
support people who may 

be in a “survival mode” 
or finding it hard to 

control their 
emotions. See 

For more specific  
guidance on how to 
implement trauma-informed 
practice or hold 

conversations with young people see 
our other guides/briefings on this. 
Generally speaking it is important 

to be considerate, to be kind and to make 
allowances for individuals showing difficulty 
regulating their emotions. Attempt to absorb what 
might be quite raw emotions and aim to help the  

person to stay grounded and present in the situation 
by working through grounding and breathing techniques that  

involve some physical movement as well as mental focus. Use 
active listening to help the person feel understood. Make sure 
that you are open, consistent, honest and create a safe space. 

Its important to make certain 
that you understand the 

situation for a person as fully as 
possible before attempting to  

intervene. Dr Karen Treisman (2018) has 
three important observations relevant here;  

Each person and their circumstances are unique 
so there can be no ‘cookie cutter’ approach. You  
‘shouldn’t take down any fences until you know 
why they were put up’. In other words a person 
may have resorted to particular behaviours as a 
result of being in ‘survival mode’ and its 
important not to dismantle that ‘strategy’ 
without due care. Finally, you don’t have to  
be a therapist to be therapeutic; there  
are things you can do in your role in addition 
to signposting to further support. 

- How can I reduce unnecessary sources of 
stress/tension across my organisation/service? 
- How can I ensure that all staff are equipped to 
support our service users/each other? 
- Have I considered all the ways that a 
person may have been impacted by 
COVID-19 and spoken with them 
at length before deciding 
together on support? 
- Have I accessed 
training on  
trauma? 

our 7min 
TIP guide. 
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