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The start of 2025 was a defining moment for me as it was for Ascend Strategic
Communications, the consulting firm | founded six years ago. Sweeping changes by the
new administration impacted our work and personal lives in ways we’ve not seen or felt
for some time. Families, friends, colleagues, and neighbors are at odds as we grapple with
our own ideologies, with little desire to listen and find common ground and a path
forward. We seem to have forgotten our collective, shared trauma over the last eight
years: a world divided politically, a pandemic that killed an estimated 6.8 million people
globally (as of May 2, 2023) and kept most of us from gathering—a need so vital to our
human existence, social unrest, wars, and climate disasters; all of which we’re reminded
of minute-by-minute on our devices. We’ve been coming undone for quite some time now.
| have felt the despair of the times we’re facing as a nation and quite frankly, globally.

And as a mom, I’'m deeply concerned for the future we’re handing over to our children. |
knew that the issues our society is facing are far too great for any one person to tackle
alone. So, | began to consider the small ways | could make a difference in my

community. Any effort toward making a difference requires physical and mental fortitude
to remain steadfast in continuing the necessary work of creating a better world. This
guide, in collaboration with Raven Gibbs, MS, LCMHCA, NCC, is our way of helping

those who are feeling challenged at this time, to keep going.

Be well.

Moicbotly CF Nblhsn

Principal Strategist
at Ascend Strategic Communications

Contributor
Raven Gibbs

Psychotherapist, Author




THE AND
IMPAGT OF
THE PAST EIGHT YEARS

Over the past eight years, societal trauma—
fueled by the COVID-19 pandemic, racial
injustice, political division, and climate
change disasters—has profoundly affected
our mental health, social interactions, and
economic stability. This has resulted in
widespread anxiety, depression, heightened
social divisions, and a growing distrust in
institutions, particularly among vulnerable
populations.

According to the American Psychological
Association, “the national public health
emergency around COVID-19 officially ended
on May 11, 2023, and while the return to
“normal” has been celebrated by many,
results from the most recent Stress in
America™ survey paint a different picture.
Psychologists with APA say a superficial
characterization of day-to-day life being more
normal is obscuring the posttraumatic

effects that have altered our mental and
physical health.

When reviewing this year’s survey data, APA
psychologists widely agreed there evidence
that our society is experiencing the
psychological impacts of collective trauma.
“The COVID-19 pandemic created a collective
experience among Americans. While the
early-pandemic lockdowns may seem like the
distant past, the aftermath remains,” said
Arthur C. Evans Jr., PhD, APA’s chief
executive officer.

Further, widespread trauma has not been
limited to the pandemic. Global conflict,
racism and racial injustice, inflation, and
climate-related disasters are all weighing on
the collective consciousness of Americans.

Stress in America 2023: A Nation Recovering
from Collective Trauma examines the lasting
psychological impacts of this combination of
era-defining crises. An inspection of pre-
and post-pandemic mental and physical
health reveals signs of collective trauma
among all age cohorts. “We cannot ignore
the fact that we have been significantly
changed by the loss of more than one million
Americans, as well as the shift in our
workplaces, school systems, and culture at
large. To move toward posttraumatic
growth, we must first identify and
understand the psychological wounds that
remain,” said Evans.

AND

THE
BARRIERS TO MENTAL
WELLNESS

It is important to note that current research is
specific to mental illness, which is a clinical
diagnosis by a licensed professional. Mental
wellness—the focus of this guide, is about
recognizing feelings of overwhelm,
hopelessness, or agitation connected to one’s
state of mind, and assessing whether to seek
professional help. Nonetheless, it is possible
that the barriers to seeking help on how to
cope, mirror those related to the stigmas of
mental illness that prevent timely recognition
and treatment.

Despite growing awareness, several barriers
still prevent individuals from seeking help
and maintaining mental wellness. Stigma
varies across cultures and is influenced by
distinct societal norms, values, and beliefs. It
can lead to denial, delayed diagnosis and
treatment, reduced quality of life, and social



Types of Stigmas

Involves negative
attitudes and
beliefs that the
public holds toward
people with mental
health conditions.

Stereotypes and
Prejudices

When individuals
internalize public
stereotypes,
experiencing
feelings of shame
and diminished

Systemic policies
and practices within
institutions that
reduce access to
mental health care
and resources,
including disparities
in healthcare

mental illness.

self-worth
coverage and
discriminatory laws.
This can lead to
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Source: Adapted from Corrigan, et al., 2014.

exclusion and discrimination, particularly
when it intersects with other forms of stigma,
such as gender, race, and socio-economic
status, which can lead to further
marginalization  of already vulnerable
populations.

AND WHO GETS

Access to mental health resources is not
evenly distributed across populations. Low-
income communities, rural areas, and
minority groups frequently face obstacles
such as lack of nearby services, financial
constraints, and language barriers. Bridging
these gaps requires policy changes, increased
funding, and innovative solutions like
telehealth and mobile services. Some specific
community needs include:

People of color - navigating generational
trauma and structural inequities:
Communities of color often grapple with the

®

enduring effects of historical and systemic
oppression. Generational trauma,
compounded by present-day inequities in
healthcare, employment, and education, can
contribute to mental distress. Culturally
competent care and community-driven
initiatives can offer crucial support.

Immigrants - balancing cultural identity and
assimilation stressors: Immigrants frequently
experience a dual challenge: maintaining
their cultural identity while adapting to new
societal norms. The stress of assimilation,
language barriers, and fear of discrimination
can lead to mental health struggles.
Providing multilingual resources, cultural
competency training for providers, and
community support groups can ease this
transition.

Marginalized groups (e.g., women, LGBTQ+
individuals) - overcoming systemic biases:



Marginalized populations often face unique
mental health challenges due to systemic
discrimination, social exclusion, and violence.
Women may encounter gender-based biases,
LGBTQ+ individuals might confront prejudice
and family rejection. Tailored mental health
services, advocacy efforts, and safe spaces
are essential to support these communities.

HEALING OUR WOUNDS IN

Communal Healing

Though there are cultural differences in how
various ethnic groups approach mental
wellness, we can all agree that the goal is
wellness, in whatever shape that takes. The
importance of community, connection, and
ceremony in the support of mental health has
been recognized for thousands of years. In
many cultures around the world, this is still
the orientation toward healing. Ritual and
ceremony are typically embedded into social
structures, aimed at restoring harmony within
the individual, the collective community, and
ancestors.

Community healing might not only consider
those within a close-knit social sphere, such as
family (whatever that definition means to a
person), but also connection to the earth and
nonhuman beings in nature. The current
model of Western medicine often works
through an individualistic lens (e.g., the
concept of “personalized medicine”). In
America’s independence-driven society, it
may be difficult to grasp the concept of
incorporating community into what might be
considered someone’s private affairs. Yet
trusted companions who are invested in each
other’s wellness can bring both validation and
new perspectives to each person’s struggles.
Sharing in communal vulnerability and care
can deepen a sense of intimacy and meaning
in this life.

Adapted, culturally relevant rituals or
ceremonies might provide structure for
group-directed healing to occur.

The mental state of individuals within a
community can significantly impact the
overall well-being of that community and
therefore requires collective efforts to
address and support, rather than solely
focusing on individual treatment alone. The
two must work together.

PLAN OF ACTION -
INDIVIDUAL AND
COLLEGTIVE '
EVERYDAY PRACTICES
FOR SUPPORTING MENTAL
WELLNESS

Self-care is essential for maintaining mental,
emotional, and physical well-being.

There are some practical, no-cost, accessible
steps anyone can take to build resilience and
begin their journey to mental wellness.
Building resilience involves cultivating habits
and mindsets that foster emotional strength
and adaptability. Here are some helpful tips
and recommendations to consider:



e Research shows that regular exercise reduces stress by 40% and improves focus.

e A study from the National Sleep Foundation found that individuals who sleep at least 7 hours perform better.

« Journaling for just 15 minutes a day can help reduce anxiety and increase self- awareness (APA).

e A 5-minute daily gratitude practice improves mental resilience (Harvard Medical School).




e Strong social connections reduce stress by 30% and improve happiness levels
(Harvard study of Adult Development).

e Spending time in nature for just 20 minutes improves mood and reduces stress hormones
(Cornell University).

¢ Individuals who follow the Pomodoro Technique (work in 25- to 50-minute focused bursts)
increase productivity by 25%.

« Budgeting and financial literacy can reduce anxiety (National College Health Assessment).




CONSISTENT

Looking to create similar resources or advocate for mental wellness in your community or organization?
Contact us to learn how we can help you build impactful communications strategies and solutions.

SHARE THIS, USE THIS.
CONTINUE THE CONVERSATION.
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