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The Foundation of Growth is Understanding™
Trained to stay calm, think creatively, and build unshakeable trust under pressure—
now we bring that approach to wellness. Through coaching, neuroscience, and
human-centered tools, we help you and your team adapt and thrive.

The Story of Sarah...

Sarah noticed it first in the 10 AM leadership meeting. David, normally the sharpest
voice in budget discussions, was uncharacteristically scattered. Maria kept checking
her phone. Unusual for someone who prided herself on being fully present. By the
third consecutive "quick pivot" request that week, the room felt like a pressure cooker
about to blow.

What Sarah witnessed wasn't unique to her team. Across organizations worldwide,
December creates what researchers call a "stress convergence." Where workplace
pressures collide with personal holiday demands, creating perfect conditions for
mental health crises. Yet many leaders still approach this season with a "power
through" mentality, unwittingly amplifying the very stress that's undermining their
teams' performance.

The data tells a stark story. According to the American Psychiatric Association's 2024
polling, 41% of Americans now anticipate experiencing more stress during the holiday
season than they did the previous year. That is a 13 percentage point increase that
represents the highest level of anticipated holiday stress since systematic tracking
began. Meanwhile, nearly 90% of U.S. adults report an increase in stress levels
during the holiday season, with financial concerns leading the charge as the number
one stressor.
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What transforms good leaders into truly effective ones during this challenging season
isn't pushing harder; it's understanding how trauma-informed principles can create
psychological safety when teams need it most.

The Neuroscience of Holiday Overwhelm
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Dr. Bessel van der Kolk's groundbreaking research on trauma and the nervous
system reveals why traditional "motivational” leadership fails spectacularly during
high-stress periods. When employees experience the cascade of holiday pressures
(financial strain, family dynamics, time scarcity, and year-end work demands), their
nervous systems shift into threat-detection mode.

Trauma-informed leaders understand that promoting safety (physical, psychological,
social, moral, and cultural) is essential for mitigating the negative impacts of stress
and creating environments where people can actually function effectively.

The Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA) defines
trauma-informed approaches through six core principles that are particularly crucial
during holiday stress: Safety, Trustworthiness and Transparency, Peer Support,
Collaboration and Mutuality, Empowerment and Humanism, and Cultural Humility.
When organizations apply these principles, they create environments where people
can speak up with concerns, share challenges without fear of punishment, and
maintain psychological safety even during high-stress periods.

Consider the physiological reality: when someone's nervous system is activated by
stress, their capacity for creative problem-solving, emotional regulation, and
collaborative thinking literally decreases. Amy Edmondson's research on
psychological safety shows that "uncertainty and interdependence are attributes of
most work today. And, therefore, without the ability to be candid, to ask for help, to
share mistakes, we won't get things done.

During the holidays, this dynamic intensifies exponentially.

The Business Case for Gentle Leadership
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Smart leaders understand that trauma-informed approaches aren't just
compassionate, they're financially strategic. The World Health Organization
consistently shows that for every $1 invested in mental health support, organizations
can expect an approximate $4 return through improved health and productivity.

Recent research reinforces this pattern. Gallup data reveals that companies with
strong managerial support show a 50% increase in employee engagement, which
correlates directly with a 21% boost in profitability. Organizations implementing
comprehensive mental health strategies report measurable outcomes: a 26%
reduction in absenteeism and substantial improvements in retention and productivity.

The holiday season presents a particular risk-management challenge. Research
shows that work-related stress has been linked with a greater likelihood of missing
work due to poor physical or mental health, and the CDC warns that cognitive
overload and emotional strain during holidays can increase mistakes, incidents, and
disengagement across all industries.

But here's what trauma-informed leaders understand: the goal isn't to eliminate
holiday stress; it's to create conditions in which teams can navigate stress without
additional harm from workplace dynamics.

Practical Implementation: What Trauma-Informed
Holiday Leadership Looks Like

For Individual Leaders: Daily Practices

Normalize the Reality of Mixed Emotions Start team meetings with honest check-
ins. "It's December, which means some of us are excited, some are overwhelmed,
and some are somewhere in between. All of that is normal." SAMHSA research
emphasizes that validating difficult emotions and acknowledging that it's okay not to
feel 'festive' is crucial for creating psychologically safe environments.



Practice Transparent Boundary-Setting "I'm adjusting my expectations for what we
can reasonably accomplish this month, and | encourage you to do the same." Model
the behavior by sharing your own boundaries around availability, response times, and
project timelines.

Implement Micro-Recovery Practices Build brief pauses into meetings. Research
shows that simple practices like breathing exercises, brief movement, or moments of
connection can significantly impact stress resilience. This isn't about adding more to
people's plates; it's about creating space for nervous system regulation.

For Team Leaders: Systemic Changes

Restructure Decision-Making Processes Edmondson's research shows that
psychological safety increases when people feel authentically seen and have genuine
input into decisions that affect them. During high-stress periods, involve your team in
determining priorities, deadlines, and resource allocation.

Create Choice in Holiday Engagement Mandatory holiday parties and forced
festivities can trigger trauma responses for many people. Offer multiple ways to
participate (or not participate) in holiday activities. SAMHSA's principles emphasize
empowerment and choice as essential elements of trauma-informed approaches.

Implement "Learning-Focused" Problem-Solving When things go wrong, and they
will during stressful periods, frame discussions around "What can we learn?" rather
than "Who's responsible?" This approach acknowledges that everything is an
experiment and focuses on learning rather than punishment.

For Organizational Leaders: Infrastructure Development

Audit Communication Patterns Trauma-informed organizational change involves
reviewing current practices, assessing organizational readiness, and monitoring
impact. Examine how your organization communicates during stressful periods. Are
you adding to overwhelm or creating clarity?

Resource Mapping and Access The National Alliance on Mental lliness found that
31% of entry-level employees whose employer offers mental healthcare coverage



don't know how to access their benefits. Use the holiday period as an opportunity to
clearly communicate available resources without making their use seem like a sign of
weakness.

Leader Training in Stress Recognition Trauma-informed leadership requires
understanding how trauma manifests in workplace behavior and knowing how to
respond with empathy rather than judgment. Train managers to recognize signs of
holiday stress and respond with curiosity rather than criticism.

The Ripple Effect: Beyond December

What makes trauma-informed holiday leadership particularly powerful is its lasting
impact. Mental Health America's research shows that workplace cultures built on trust
and support improve employees' experiences of belonging, psychological safety, and
empowerment. These benefits extend far beyond any single stressful season.

Teams that experience psychological safety during high-stress periods develop
greater resilience, stronger collaborative relationships, and increased trust in
leadership. They learn that their workplace can be a source of stability rather than
additional stress, even during challenging times.

As Edmondson notes, "psychological safety is literally mission-critical in today's work
environment. You no longer have the option of leading through fear or managing
through fear,” and this is never more true than during the holidays when external
stressors are already at peak levels.

& Final Thought:

True leadership isn't about pushing through pain; it's about creating conditions where
people can show up authentically, contribute meaningfully, and maintain their well-
being even during difficult seasons. When leaders understand that holiday stress is a
nervous system response rather than a character flaw, they can respond with the kind
of informed compassion that builds both human connection and organizational
resilience.



The gift trauma-informed leaders give their teams isn't the elimination of holiday
stress; it's the assurance that when stress arrives, they won't have to face it alone or
pretend it doesn't exist. And that might just be the most valuable present any
workplace can offer.

I'm currently training in neurofeedback techniques and will be offering support
services soon. If you're interested in exploring how this technology might benefit you
or your team, feel free to reach out — I'm building a waiting list for interested folks. No
pressure, just possibilities.

Free Wellness Assessment!

Want to see where your personal
wellness stands—without the
overwhelm? We created a free
Pinnacle Wellness Assessment to help
you identify strengths, spot burnout
early, and make aligned adjustments.

Built for busy professionals

») Takes less than 15 minutes

~/ Gives clear, strengths-based
insights
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InkWell™
For the Thinkers and the Forgetters.

Transform thoughts - insights —
action with our science-backed digital
journaling and manifesting app.

Get Al-powered support from "Sophy",
connect with verified coaches, or bring
your own trusted professional for
growth that creates real change.

/ Simple intuitive interface

Support at everystep
© Learns your habits and give insight

Know someone who may benefit from this? Click the link below!
Click to share with anyone who may find this helpful.
Want to explore habit-building in depth or learn about CBT-powered coaching

strategies?
Click on Pegasus Realm for organizations, or coaching for yourself.

Pegasus Realm Coaching
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