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Mental Health in America: 
Pre-Pandemic Times



General American Trends –
Mental Health

• 69% of Americans report struggling with some aspect 
of mental health*

• 40 million adults affected by anxiety**

• Depressed employees lose 27 work days a year***

• “Suicide rates for US teens and young adults are the 
highest on record”****

• Life expectancy declined 3 years in a row…*****

*Ipsos 2017, **ADAA, ***Harvard Mental 

Health Letter (WHO survey), ****LA 

Times 2019, Business Insider 2019



General American Trends –
Life Expectancy

“The latest CDC data show that the U.S. life 
expectancy has declined over the past few years. 
Tragically, this troubling trend is largely driven by 
deaths from drug overdose and suicide. Life 
expectancy gives us a snapshot of the Nation’s 
overall health and these sobering statistics are a 
wakeup call that we are losing too many 
Americans, too early and too often, to 
conditions that are preventable.”

Robert Redfield, CDC 2018



© SaintA 2020



© SaintA 2020© SaintA 2020

Mental Health & Trauma



“Trauma is to mental health as 
smoking is to cancer”

-Dr. Steven Sharfstein
Former President, American Psychiatric Association

Hartford Mirror



Trauma 
and 
Mental 
Health

Anxiety – 56%

Recent depression – 40%

Chronic depression – 41%

Suicide attempt – 67%

Alcoholism – 65%

ACE Interface



“Pandemic Times”
If that was the state of American mental health before March 2020, what is it in 2021?
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Macro effects 
of chronic & 
collective 
stress/trauma

Trauma/Mental 
Health

Neurosociology

The vulnerable are 
more vulnerable



“Trauma is to mental health as 
smoking is to cancer”

-Dr. Steven Sharfstein
Former President, American Psychiatric Association

Hartford Mirror





The 2020-2021 Mental Health Tsunami
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Neurosociology
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Functional 

IQ 120-100 110-80 90-60 70-50

PRIMARY
Secondary

Brain Area

NEOCORTEX

Cortex

CORTEX

Limbic

LIMBIC

Diencephalon

DIENCEPHALON

Brainstem

Cognition Abstract
Reflective

Concrete
Routine

Emotional
Reactive

Reactive
Reflexive

Mental State CALM ALERT ALARM FEAR

State Dependence of Cognition
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Prevailing 
Cognitive Capacity

Abstract
Creative

(Group IQ = 120)

Concrete
Superstitious/Defensive

(Group IQ = 100)

Reactive
Regressive

(Group IQ = 60)

Prevailing 
Affective ‘Tone’

CALM ANXIETY FEAR

Systemic Solutions
Reflective

INNOVATIVE
Concrete

SIMPLISTIC
Fear-based

REACTIONARY

Focus of Solution
FUTURE

Intentional Inflection
SHORT-TERM

Serendipitous Inflection
PRESENT

Forced Inflection

Policies and Practices
Abstract

Conceptual

Concrete
Superstitious

Intrusive

Restrictive 
Punitive

Staff 
& Supervisory 

Practices

Nurturing
Flexible

Enriching

Ambivalent
Obsessive

Controlling

Apathetic
Oppressive

Harsh
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NA & VTN

DA & SER 

Positive 

Human 

Interaction

Sensation of 

pleasure and 

safety

Release of 

hormones and 

“calmer” 

regulation of 

stress 

response 

neural 

systems
Decrease 

physiological 

distress

Drugs of Abuse
cocaine, opiates, stimulants

EtOH

Sweet, 

salty, fatty 

foods

Behavior 

consistent 

with value or 

belief system

Cut, pick, pull
Sex

Music and 

rhythmic 

sensory input
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Prolonged Stress Activation
Understanding Chronic Duress

Activation of our body’s stress response systems requires 

emotional and physical energy.

A key consequence of prolonged stress is exhaustion.

Expect more fatigue; expect everyone to be less 

capable of focus; expect more irritability from yourself 

and others.

Be gentle with yourself and others.
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The vulnerable 
are more 
vulnerable
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Trauma on 
trauma

People with a history 
of childhood trauma, 
trauma & secondary 
trauma are more 
vulnerable to current 
trauma



This is also true for the staff who 
support the vulnerable
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Questions?
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Connectedness is the key.

Your history of connectedness is 

a better predictor of your health 

than your history of adversity.

Be with each other.  Celebrate diversity.  Listen and learn from 
others.  Share time, food, work.  

The ‘super-power’ of humankind is our capacity to connect; it is 
regulating, rewarding and the major “ route”  by which we can 

teach, coach, parent, heal and learn.
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Our 
regulation

“A dysregulated adult 
can never regulate a 
dysregulated child”

-Dr Bruce Perry


