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The body responds to harmful invaders like bacteria
and viruses by recruiting immune cells to kill them
off.  It does this by “pulling the fire alarm,” which in

reality is the release of certain molecules, called
proinflammatory cytokines, which recruit immune

cells to come help.  

This clears the infection, and afterward, the
fire alarm turns off and everything returns to

normal.



Stress can also cause the fire alarm to be
pulled. During short periods of stress, this is
not an issue because as soon as the stress is

gone, the body returns to normal (think of
this like a false alarm for the immune army).
However, under prolonged periods of stress,
the fire alarm goes off constantly, which can
have negative long term effects on the body.

We don’t need a whole army of cells when the invader is
gone, but if the fire alarm stays on, the immune system gets
confused (look at those little confused faces)! This makes it

less able to respond when a new infection occurs



Our immune system army is now constantly
being called into battle against an enemy
that isn’t there. With no real threat, the
soldiers become overworked and start
causing collateral damage instead of

protecting the body. 

When stress is chronic, the immune system
stays on high alert, sending false signals

warning of “danger” to the brain and
endocrine system. This leads to ongoing

stress hormone release, which can disrupt
mood, sleep, and cognition—while also
weakening the immune system itself. 



Since the 1970s, researchers have presented
resilience as a potential way to counteract the

effects of chronic stress. Resilience is a
person’s ability to limit detrimental effects of

a stressor.  

Resilience is not an intrinsic trait but rather
involves actions and behaviors that can be

learned. In other words, resilience factors and
their following behaviors equip people to be
first-responders to stressful events and give

them the tools to manage the constantly-
ringing fire alarm of inflammation induced by

chronic stress. 



While we can’t change some of the major
stressors in our lives, we can foster

resilience that can help limit the negative
effects of stress.

Studies in mice experiencing chronic stress
showed that higher levels of resilience lead

to reduced levels of hyperactive immune
cells. Increased resilience can lower the
constantly blaring fire alarm caused by

chronic stress and reduce damage.



Some components of resilience include
positive affect and social support.

Positive affect is another word for positive emotions
like contentment, joy, and excitement. While these

emotions are often short-lived, positive affect
release chemical signals in the brain that can

counteract stress hormones and help us recover
from the negative impacts of stress.

Social support can come from both instrumental
support, which is practical help like advice and

financial support, and from emotional support such
as listening and empathizing. 



The CAC’s core values are aligned with
fostering resilience and combating toxic
stress on a community level. By bridging

immunological insights with current
practices, there’s opportunity for enhanced
understanding of how chronic stress affects
us all and how trauma-responsive services

provide for improved outcomes on a
sociopsychological and physical level.


