
Toxic Stress





Definition of Toxic Stress

Toxic stress  can occur when a child experiences strong, 
frequent, and/or prolonged adversity—such as physical or 
emotional abuse, chronic neglect, caregiver substance abuse 
or mental illness, exposure to violence, and/or the 
accumulated burdens of family economic hardship—without 
adequate adult support.



Impact of Toxic stress

This kind of prolonged activation of the stress response 
systems can disrupt the development of brain architecture 
and other organ systems, and increase the risk for stress-
related disease and cognitive impairment, well into the adult 
years.



Impact

• Toxic stress has the potential to change your child's brain
chemistry, brain anatomy and even gene expression.

• Toxic stress weakens the architecture of the developing 
brain, which can lead to lifelong problems in learning, 
behaviour, and physical and mental health.



Response to Toxic Stress

• The more adverse experiences in childhood, the greater the 
likelihood of developmental delays and later health 
problems, including heart disease, diabetes, substance 
abuse, and depression.

• Research also indicates that SUPPORTIVE, RESPONSIVE 
RELATIONSHIPS WITH CARING ADULTS AS EARLY IN 
LIFE AS POSSIBLE CAN PREVENT OR REVERSE THE 
BRAIN AND BODY DAMAGING EFFECTS OF THE TOXIC 
STRESS RESPONSE



Toxic stress has the potential to change your 
child's brain chemistry, brain anatomy and even 
gene expression. 

Toxic stress weakens the architecture of the 
developing brain, which can lead to lifelong 
problems in learning, behavior, and physical and 
mental health.
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