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TRAUMA RESPONSES

There are 5 
responses to a 
dangerous, traumatic, 
or stressful situation:

• Fight
• Flight
• Freeze
• Fawn (or fix)
• Flop
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FIGHT RESPONSE

Aggressively responding to a  threat. This can look like:

• Physical violence

• Shouting

• Verbal abuse

• Hostility

• Crying
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FLIGHT RESPONSE

Running away from real or perceived danger. This can look 
like:

• Avoiding people or conflict

• Isolation

• Difficulty sitting still

• Excessive exercising

• Excessive working, staying busy
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FREEZE RESPONSE

Inability to move or act in the face of real or perceived 
danger. This can look like:

• Avoiding texts, phone calls, or emails

• Restricted or shallow breathing

• Holding tension in the body

• Dissociation
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FAWN RESPONSE

People-pleasing to avoid conflict and attempt to establish safety. This 
can look like:

• Constantly scanning others to gauge their emotions and respond to their needs

• Overcommitment, struggling to say “no”

• Inability to identify your own feelings

• Prioritizing the needs of others

• Difficulty setting boundaries

• Excessive work

• Caretaking, codependence

• Dissociation

• Constant apologizing “sorry”
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FAWN RESPONSE

• This is often a response to a constantly unsafe environment, 
such as an abusive home. 

• Many children who experience ongoing abuse will fawn in an 
attempt to minimize the danger or threat and feel safe. They 
can’t feel safe unless others get their needs met.
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FAWN RESPONSE
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FLOP RESPONSE

Buildup of stress over time causes a person to flop or collapse. This can 
look like:

• Inability to speak or think

• Fainting

• Hopelessness

• Apathy

• Loose muscles

• No energy
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FREEZE VS FLOP RESPONSE
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GENERAL ADAPTATION SYNDROME

• Hans Selye noticed physiological 
changes in lab rats during an 
experiment where they were 
exposed to stressful events.

• He determined that this was not 
the exception, but the rule in 
how we respond to stressors.
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GENERAL ADAPTATION SYNDROME
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LONG TERM EFFECTS OF STRESS

• Increased risk for cardiovascular disease, including heart attack and stroke

• Increased pulse and blood pressure

• Widespread inflammation, joint pain

• Chronic pain from tense muscles

• Digestive issues and ulcers

• Decreased function of immune system

• Increased risk for autoimmune disorders
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CONSIDERATIONS FOR PEOPLE 
WORKING IN HARM REDUCTION
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COVID-19

• Many people working in harm reduction 
were already tired when COVID-19 hit.

• We had a choice to either continue 
working during a pandemic- or shut 
down essential services. 

• The news and information being shared 
was a constant message that we were in 
danger and could possibly die.
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HARM REDUCTION PROGRAMS
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• Many harm reduction programs do not 
have sustainable funding

• Ongoing community & political opposition

• The drug supply is changing rapidly, and 
education and interventions must change 
to reflect the current trends

• Participants experience overdose, stigma, 
sweeps, and structural violence

Image from: https://www.inquirer.com/news/savage-sisters-protest-harm-reduction-20240307.html  
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HARM REDUCTION WORKERS
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• Peers, friends, and loved ones are dying 
from overdose

• Substance use may increase to deal with 
stressors and feelings of isolation

• Some may return to use and have to hide 
that use from others

• Those that are actively using are trying to 
navigate an unsafe supply and may have a 
difficult time using safely

Image from: https://www.wbur.org/news/2015/06/22/opioid-overdose-ahope-needle-exchange 
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HARM REDUCTION 
WORK AND STRESS 
MANAGEMENT
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HARM REDUCTION WORK AND  
STRESS MANAGEMENT

Many people who work in harm reduction 
are “helpers” and may have also 
experienced trauma which has wired 
them to people please or stay busy. 

Healing trauma can help people 
sustainably work in harm reduction.

Taking breaks can help people sustainably 
work in harm reduction.
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FAWN RESPONSE
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STRESS MANAGEMENT AND TAKING 
BREAKS

• It can be difficult for many to walk away from a job 
that is not done. 

• It is important to recognize that we will not be able 
to meet everyone’s needs, even if we were to 
attempt to work 24/7 (which is obviously not 
sustainable).

• We need to recognize that both unmet needs and 
unfinished work are bigger than us, and not a 
reflection of us or our work.
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STRESS MANAGEMENT AND TAKING 
BREAKS

Many forest fires burn for days, weeks, or even 
months.

Firefighters need to take breaks and walk away 
from a fire that is still burning.

If they continue to try to fight the fire, they will 
become exhausted and can put others in 
danger or die. 
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STRESS MANAGEMENT AND TAKING 
BREAKS

Taking breaks can establish safety, even if it is not a permanent feeling. 

This allows your nervous system to reset and get out of fight-or-flight 
mode.

You can help your body by taking breaks from:

• Thinking about anything stressful

• Stressful environments

• Work

• People

• Finances
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KNOWING WHEN TO TAKE 
BREAKS
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FAWN RESPONSE
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EVERYBODY NEEDS TO TAKE BREAKS. 
YOU NEED TO TAKE BREAKS!
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WHAT DOES IT LOOK LIKE 
TO TAKE BREAKS?
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TAKING BREAKS

34
Images from: https://www.bunnyslippers.com/blog/animals-in-costume/ and https://www.rachaelrayshow.com/articles/17-funny-cute-dog-halloween-
costumes-we-love-for-2021-picks-for-cats-too  

Taking breaks can look like a change in:

• Thoughts (watching a tv show or movie, 
gratitude, animals in costumes)

• Activity (coloring, puzzles, crafts, naps, 
dancing, toys)

• Sensation (grounding in the earth, stress 
balls, squishmallows, fidget toys)

• Location (trip to a park, going outside)

• Awareness (meditation, somatic 
experiencing)
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TAKING  DAILY BREAKS
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• Meal breaks and rest breaks from work

• Walking outside and listening to nature

• Phoning a friend

• Petting an animal

• Blowing bubbles

• Moving your body

• Meditation

• Coloring 

• Singing

https://www.thoughtco.com/fun-bubble-science-projects-603932


TAKING  WEEKLY BREAKS

36Image from: https://www.rd.com/article/drag-queen-story-hour/ 

• Mutual aid support groups

• Hiking or exploring a new place

• Making a collage

• Somatic experiencing therapy

• Napping

• Doing less

• Playing an instrument

• Going on a picnic

• Drag queen story hour

• Yoga

https://www.rd.com/article/drag-queen-story-hour/
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TAKING BREAKS

• This is a practice, especially 
because it is not easy

• Have some fun, as a treat!

• Be gentle with yourself and others

• Do your best

• Try new things

• Don’t be afraid to be silly

38Image from: https://www.istockphoto.com/photos/adults-acting-silly 
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THANK YOU

Blue Valentine

541-243-4394

Blue.Valentine@BentonCountyOR.gov
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