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Each of these experiences seen in isola-
tion appears to be manageable, and you 
may think you’re fine but combine those 

thoughts with messages you may have heard 
in childhood telling you not to act so dramatic 
when something happens, that you just need 
to pull yourself together - and you create an ‘el-
ephant in the room’ that is likely to impact every 
aspect of your life: cumulative stress.

Cumulative stress is by far the most frequent 
form of stress. It is not necessarily traumatic, can 
arise from a combination of factors that build 
up over time, and gradually erodes your resil-
ience and productivity. Prolonged experiences of 
cumulative stress without adequately being ad-
dressed can have devastating results on your life. 

Take, for example, Mr Pullthrough, who lived 
through the 2010/2011 earthquakes. At the time 
he was quite shaken; however, over the years he 
got ‘used’ to the smaller tremors that continued 
for months, and ‘got on’ with his life. 

Or did he? His mind may have started telling 
him ‘It’s okay, it’s not that bad’. People around him 
may have said ‘Nothing we can do about it but 
move on’. People at work who were sympathetic 
in the first few months went back to ‘normal’. 

The nervous system, Mr Pullthrough’s fight or 
flight mechanism, didn’t get back to normal - it 
stayed on alert. Designed by nature to be ready 
to react quickly in the event of danger, every 
small jolt confirms to the nervous system that 
the danger is not over yet. Valuable energy and 
resources remain directed towards maintaining 
a level of alertness that does not allow for com-
plete relaxation and an ‘all clear’. 

Uncharacteristic behaviours like shouting at 
the drop of the hat, becoming short-tempered, 
reduced ability to focus and lack of behavioural 
control are signals that all is not well inside Mr 
Pullthrough – and no amount of willpower or ig-
noring can make that ‘elephant’ disappear. 

On the contrary, the more it gets ignored, the 
more the ‘elephant’ grows and demands atten-
tion by following Mr Pullthrough into every 
aspect of his life. The signals that can indicate the 
presence of Mr Pullthrough’s cumulative stress 

‘elephant’ can come in physical, mental, and emo-
tional levels. 

They can be expressed through relationship 
and team issues as well as in problem-level con-
sumption of food, alcohol and other substances, 
or through withdrawal into feelings of loneliness 
and being misunderstood. 

The more the stress response is activated - 
either physically or psychologically - the harder it 
is to shut off. If stress hormones, heart rate and 
blood pressure remain elevated over time, the 
body and mind will begin to suffer. 

According to research, people like Mr 
Pullthrough, suffering from cumulative stress (ac-
cumulation of various stress factors from different 
sources), are likely to have impaired perception, 
ability to action, and memory capabilities. 

They will be particularly likely to have accidents 
when their mental resources are stretched to the 
limit. Preoccupied with such personal issues as 
work-family conflict, natural disaster experiences, 
feeling overworked, or being dissatisfied with the 
physical conditions in their environment, people 
prone to cognitive lapses have particular difficul-
ty focusing on what’s going on around them. And 
when Mr Pullthrough loses focus and concentra-
tion, he is likely to be involved in accidents and 
mishaps.  

Three steps to working with the cumulative 
stress ‘elephant’:

Step 1: Become aware of the signals that may 
indicate its presence in your life

Step 2: Acknowledge its presence – there is no 
way you can effectively hide it under a carpet in 
the long-term.

Step 3: Take action and use life-giving coping 
strategies for dealing with your personal stress ‘el-
ephant’. Your experiences are unique to you and 
your circumstances. Speak about the ‘elephant’ in 
your room, explore different ways of mitigating 
its impact on your life, stick with what works for 
you, and start ‘elephant-proofing’ your life. 

Remember: Fun is not optional, it is actually 
essential for a healthy life. Laughter has been 
proven to reduce cortisol stress hormone levels. 

Dr Andrea Polzer-Debruyne is senior consultant 
at PeopleCentric, a group of psychologists 
that work with organisations in a variety of 
industries towards increasing individual and 
organisational capabilities. PeopleCentric are 
the exclusive New Zealand distributor of the 
Individual Safety Attributes Test (ISAT), and 
support potential areas in need for improvement 
or coping with cumulative stress ‘elephants’ with 
tailored and bespoke initiatives.

Some signals that indicate the cumulative 
stress ‘elephant’ may be ‘in the room’:

 Fatigue, headaches, indigestion, sleeping too 
much or too little, diarrhoea.
 Forgetfulness, boredom, procrastination, per-
fectionism, poor concentration.
 Irritability, depression, anxiety, anger, mood 
swings, sensitivity to criticism, intolerance, 
cynicism, compassion fatigue.

Life-giving coping strategies for dealing with 
the stress ‘elephant’:

 Seek and accept social support, keep talk-
ing to people and building relationships, 
ask for and accept practical help, help 
others, consider checking in with the 
Employee Assistance Programme at  
www.eapservices.co.nz
 Engage in physical exercise to the level of your 
fitness, reduce sugar and caffeine intake, eat 
healthy and regularly.
 Practice relaxation, mindfulness, have cuddles, 
do yoga, allow yourself to have fun and laugh.

The Earth moved, the neighbour had a loud party, you’re short staffed, the machinery is broken down, the project has 
changed direction, you and your partner argue... 

Beware the elephant in the room

“I’m right there in the room, and no-one  
can even acknowledge me.”


