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Safe World

Dangerous World

BRAIN
Prepares for 

anticipated world

Adapted from the research of Martin Teicher, MD, Ph.D
By Washington Family Policy Council

NEUTRAL 
START

Experience & Adaptation

POSITIVE STRESS
Stress is buffered by 
adult protection & 

nurturance

BIOLOGY & 
SOCIETAL 

EXPECTATIONS 
ALIGN

World with Challenges & Support



Dangerous

Safe

BRAIN
Prepares for 

anticipated world

OUTCOME
Individual & 

species survive 
the worst 
conditions

CHARACTERISTICS

“Brawn over 
Brains”

Focused: Fight, 
Flight or Freeze

TOXIC STRESS

OUTCOME
Individual & 

species survive 
in  good times; 
vulnerable in 

poor conditions

CHARACTERISTICS

”Process over 
Power”

Multi-focused: 
Relational 

Hardwired for Anticipated World

Dissonance between 
biological expectations & 

social reality fuels problems

Adapted from the research of Martin Teicher, MD, Ph.D

Conception



Sequential Development
Hippocampus & 

Amygdala
Memory, 
Learning, 

Response to 
Danger

Self monitoring
Delayed Effects

Early

Corpus Collosum
Language

Math
Integration of Creative & 

Analytical Thought
Infant Neglect, Sexual 

Abuse 9-10

Cortex
Thinking, Judgment, Long-Term 

Memory, Executive Function, Hope
Multiple Sensitive Periods

All, Family Violence 8-10, Sexual 
Abuse pre 12 & 15-16

Into Adulthood

Pre-Puberty
Cerebellar Vermis
Affect, Attention, 

Movement, Substance 
Abuse & Mental Health

Delayed Effects

Middle
R. Temporal Gyrus
Spoken Language
Social Cognition

Profound Depression
Suicidality

Emotional Abuse, Including 
Bullying

Early & Middle



























Resilience
• 2 out of 3 are impacted by adversity
• Positive Interactions Rewire
• Alignment of biology and societal 

expectations
• Building up of the Core Protective System



Core Protective Systems

Capabilities

Attachment
&

Belonging Community
Culture

Spirituality









• Safety – ensuring physical and emotional safety

• Trustworthiness – maintaining appropriate 
boundaries and making tasks clear

• Choice – prioritizing choice and control (for people 
who have had control taken away, having small 
choices makes a big difference)

• Collaboration – maximizing collaboration

• Empowerment - prioritizing empowerment and 
skill-building

Core Principles of a Trauma-Informed System of Care



What to Remember
• If people could act well, they would. If they are not, 

something happened.
• When the brain is “flipped” it is in its least likely

state to resolve issues
• The brain is plastic, that is, it can change—but it 

takes time. 
• Sometimes a second makes a difference



What to do
• Pause before reacting
• Make a plan for stressful situations
• Use a tool (like a bullseye, a stop light, hand signal)
• Create opportunities for positive interactions –

every interaction rewires the brain
• Implement Core Principles in the workplace
• Get staff trained in ACES
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