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We must first become 

curious about the nature 

of  the problem.



Social Isolation



List the Challenges
• Stigma (free and reduced lunches, physical appearance, 

socio-economic status)

• Technology challenges

• Parent/caregiver fatigue and burnout

• Housing and food insecurity

• Some kids have childcare and household duties (much as 
an adult) 

• Transportation concerns, can’t afford bus ticket or don’t 
live close to bus line

• Mental healthcare needs, limited access, stigma, not 
enough providers to meet the need

• Language differences

• Widening economic gap between wealthy families and 
families that are struggling

• Students not getting adequate exercise or sleep, increasing 
anxiety and depression

• All manner of abuse and neglect Shannon Fisher, M. Ed.
Special Education Teacher, Mathematics 



Common Scenario in Post Acute and 
Long Term Care Settings

• Rising patient acuity

• Disproportionate reimbursement

• Results in dissatisfaction and high staff turnover

• Impacts quality of care

• Adding to discouragement and demotivation:
– Federal survey processes that only focus on deficiencies with compliance

– Media reports biased toward publishing poor outcomes

– Negative processes (e.g. legislative hearings and lawsuits)

– All focusing on mistakes
“No One Cares When Planes Don’t Crash”, May 2019

https://www.jamda.com/article/S1525-8610(19)30321-4/fulltext?rss=yes

Arif Nazir, MD, FACP, CMD, AGSF
Immediate Past President 

American Medical Director’s 
Association (AMDA)

https://www.jamda.com/article/S1525-8610(19)30321-4/fulltext?rss=yes


Individually, we do 
not have the 
bandwidth to 

address all these 
issues.



We can still affect change!

Micro – individual 
resident/family level

• Facility commitment to 
operationalize trauma-informed 
care principles

• Train, mentor and coach staff on 
TIC practices

• Collaborate with community 
professionals/experts to provide 
TIC assessment and treatment

• Affect sustainable culture change

Mezzo – facility level

• Staff to screen for trauma

• Providers to screen for trauma

• Refer for assessment and 
treatment when necessary



Emotional and Psychological Trauma

“Result of extraordinarily stressful events that shatter your sense of 
security, making you feel helpless in a dangerous world. Often involve a 
threat to life or safety, but any situation that leaves you feeling 
overwhelmed and isolated can result in trauma, even if it doesn’t 
involve physical harm. The more frightened and helpless you feel, the 
more likely you are to be traumatized.”

(emphasis added)

Emotional and Psychological Trauma
https://www.helpguide.org/articles/ptsd-trauma/coping-with-emotional-and-

psychological-trauma.htm

https://www.helpguide.org/articles/ptsd-trauma/coping-with-emotional-and-psychological-trauma.htm


The Virus is a Pre-Traumatic Condition: 
Two Core Variables

Lifelines: How COVID-19 Creates 'Pre-Traumatic Conditions' in the Brain
By ALEX MCOWEN & PETER BIELLO • MAY 4, 2020

Dr. Van der Kolk
Psychiatrist, trauma 
researcher, and author of 
The Body Keeps the Score: 
Brain, Mind, and Body in 
the Healing of Trauma

1. Immobilization – cannot move (quarantine, shelter-in-place)
2. Unpredictability – not knowing what is going to happen next, 

cannot say tomorrow will be a different day or the day after

When the world is unpredictable and you    
cannot move, then the vulnerability to        

become traumatized is very great. 



Social isolation is the objective physical separation from other people

Loneliness is the subjective distressed feeling of being alone or separated

They are different and can exist independently from each other

Losing sense of connection and community changes a person’s perception 
of the world - may feel threatened, mistrustful – which can trigger the 
biological defense mechanism

Social isolation or Loneliness?

“Social isolation, loneliness in older people pose health risks”, National Institute on Aging 2019, 
https://www.nia.nih.gov/news/social-isolation-loneliness-older-people-pose-health-risks

https://www.nia.nih.gov/news/social-isolation-loneliness-older-people-pose-health-risks


Biological Defense Mechanism

Fight Flight Freeze



“Social isolation, loneliness in older people pose health risks”, National Institute on Aging 2019, 
https://www.nia.nih.gov/news/social-isolation-loneliness-older-people-pose-health-risks

“We need to identify people who are 
most prone to suffer from social isolation 
and loneliness and those who would 
benefit most from interventions,” said Dr. 
Pedersen. “Interventions for social 
isolation may look very different from 
interventions for those who feel lonely.”

Nancy Pedersen, Ph.D., a professor of genetic epidemiology at the Karolinska 
Institute in Stockholm, Sweden

https://www.nia.nih.gov/news/social-isolation-loneliness-older-people-pose-health-risks


Risks Associated with 
Isolation and Loneliness

High blood pressure

Heart disease

Obesity

Weakened immune system

Anxiety

Depression

Cognitive decline

Alzheimer’s disease

Death



Touch Starvation 
(skin hunger)

• Physical contact is limited or eliminated

• Instinctively, we want to touch someone, 
but we can’t do it because of the fear 
associated with the pandemic

• Touch starvation increases stress, 
depression and anxiety, triggering a cascade 
of negative physiological effects

• Can increase heart rate, blood pressure, 
respiration and muscle tension, and 
suppress the digestive system and immune 
system leading to increased risk of infection

• Can lead to PTSD

Touch starvation is a consequence of COVID-19’s physical distancing, 
https://www.tmc.edu/news/2020/05/touch-starvation/

https://www.tmc.edu/news/2020/05/touch-starvation/


Do we believe that once we can touch, hug and hold 
people again that the negative effects of isolation                                   

and touch starvation will ‘disappear’?



“My framework for thinking 
about this is that there are two 
pandemics – one caused by the 
virus and the other caused by 

the trauma and stress 
associated with the pandemic.”

https://www.chcs.org/how-the-covid-19-pandemic-is-highlighting-the-
importance-of-trauma-informed-care-qa-with-dr-edward-machtinger/



After a Disaster, We See Increased…

• Morbidity and mortality
• Depression
• Anxiety
• Suicide
• Substance use
• Overdose
• Violence
• Heart attacks
• Strokes
• More…

How the COVID-19 Pandemic is Highlighting the Importance of Trauma-Informed Care: Q&A with Dr. Edward Machtinger
https://www.chcs.org/how-the-covid-19-pandemic-is-highlighting-the-importance-of-trauma-informed-care-qa-with-dr-edward-machtinger/

https://www.chcs.org/how-the-covid-19-pandemic-is-highlighting-the-importance-of-trauma-informed-care-qa-with-dr-edward-machtinger/


Predictable second wave of death after exposure to mass trauma.

How the COVID-19 Pandemic is Highlighting the Importance of Trauma-Informed Care: Q&A with Dr. Edward Machtinger
https://www.chcs.org/how-the-covid-19-pandemic-is-highlighting-the-importance-of-trauma-informed-care-qa-with-dr-edward-machtinger/

https://www.chcs.org/how-the-covid-19-pandemic-is-highlighting-the-importance-of-trauma-informed-care-qa-with-dr-edward-machtinger/


Primary Care PTSD Screen for DSM-5 
(PC-PTSD-5)

https://www.ptsd.va.gov/professional/assessment/documents/pc-ptsd5-screen.pdf

https://www.ptsd.va.gov/professional/assessment/documents/pc-ptsd5-screen.pdf


Supplement to the PC-PTSD-5
Provided courtesy of 

Barbara Ganzel PhD, LMSW  

Director, Gerontology Institute

Ithaca College



What are the 

unmet needs?





https://cupofempathy.com/get-the-empathy-toolkit/

https://cupofempathy.com/get-the-empathy-toolkit/


Social Isolation Needs to be 
Included in Ongoing 

Disaster Planning

• Emotional, psychological and physical 
distress will continue, even when the 
pandemic “ends”

• Adopting and sustaining a culture of 
TIC is crucial

• What issues/challenges can we 
anticipate as we begin re-entry into 
“usual” community life?

• What do we need to be prepared for?



Trauma informed care task force

Process Improvement



Process Improvement 
Project (PIP) Idea

Video calls and other technology
• What is the process in your facility? 

Scheduling? Oversight? Devices? Infection 
control?

• What are the barriers? 

• What works? 

• Conversation starters to help facilitate a 
rewarding experience (name the grief and
elicit smiles, laughter, new shared experiences)

• What to do if the resident becomes distressed 
or confused?



The pivotal change we are talking must be 
INGRAINED culture change, not just adding a 

screening tool to a list of tasks or putting a  
generic care plan on the chart.

We need sustainable culture change, not just the 
“culture of the pandemic.”



Micky ScottBey Jones

“The Justice Doula”

Invitation to Brave Space



Thank you for 
your time.

Paige


