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Burnout, Vicarious Trauma and Secondary Trauma in Providers
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Housekeeping 

 Ask questions!

 Be mindful that we are talking about a sensitive topic--- be 

supportive of  others and take care of  your own needs 



Objectives

 Identify warning signs of  burnout, compassion fatigue, vicarious 

trauma, and secondary trauma

 Identify ways that caring for others impacts your health and 

wellbeing 

 Develop and understand ways to improve wellness and resilience 

for self  both on an individual and organizational level





Brain Basics
 When we are stressed or experiencing trauma, we are living in 

our Downstairs Brain or our “reactive brain”

 Downstairs brain (midbrain and limbic system) responsible for 

fight/flight/freeze, motor behaviors, building trust and 

relationships, help regulate emotions 

 Upstairs brain (Pre frontal Cortex) responsible for learning, 

memory, critical thinking, problem solving, decision making, self  

awareness, response flexibility 

 When we aren’t able to access our upstairs brain, our window of  

stress tolerance becomes smaller… Causing us to “flip our lid” 

more quickly 

RegulateRelateReason

Between stimulus and response there is a space. In that space is our 

power to choose our response. In our response lies our growth and 

our freedom. (Victor Frankl)



6 R’s of Healing Trauma 
Dr. Bruce Perry

• Relational (safe)

• Relevant (developmentally-matched to the individual)

• Repetitive (patterned)

• Rewarding (pleasurable)

• Rhythmic (resonant with neural patterns)

• Respectful (of  the child, family, and culture)



Ways Caring for Others with Trauma 

Impacts Us 

 Secondary Traumatic Stress 

 Vicarious Trauma 

 Compassion Fatigue

 Burn out 



Who is at Risk? 

• Any professional working with traumatized children and is in a position to 
hear traumatic to hear the recounting of  traumatic experiences 

• 6-26% of  mental health therapists 

• Up to 50% of  child welfare workers 

• about 33% of  educators (probably higher, this is from 2005)

• Risk is greater among females vs. males 

• Those who are highly empathetic

• Those who don’t have enough time to recover

• Those who have a personal history of  a traumatic event 

• Risk Factors: 

• Individual factors

• Work Factors 

• Community Factors 



Everyday Triggers

 Something that challenges our belief  systems 

 Preconceived notions –rigid thinking of  how one 

should behave, what should happen or who should be 

doing something 

 Anything that activates the perception of  threat or 

false messages on our emotional view of  self



Secondary Traumatic Stress

 When a service provider relates to someone who has undergone a traumatic event or 
a series of  traumatic events to the extent that they begin to experience similar 
symptoms of  post-traumatic stress disorder that the trauma victim is experiencing. 

• Indirect exposure to a trauma 

• Can occur suddenly in one session/one experience 

• Immediate and can mimic client’s trauma 

• Triggers often are similar to the person actually experiencing 

the trauma 

• Related to empathic relationship with person experiencing 

trauma

• Symptoms can look similar to post-traumatic stress disorder 



Why does this impact us?

Brain scientists are discovering that a particular cluster of  our neurons is specifically 

designed and primed to mirror another's bodily responses and emotions.

• EMPATHY - We're hardwired to feel each other's happiness and pain.

• Our brains “mirror” what we see visually based on intent! 

• These mirror neurons also appear connected to the limbic system (emotional system) 

• It’s not learned – it appears to be part of  who we are!

Mirror Neurons

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YAHgBAjcBbg


“When we see someone else suffering or in 

pain, mirror neurons help us to read her or his 

facial expression and actually make us feel the 

suffering of the pain of the other person. 

These moments are the foundation of empathy 

and possibly of morality, a morality that is 

deeply rooted in our biology”, p.5.

Marco Jacoboni, 2008 

Mirroring People



Common Symptoms 

Individual Symptoms 

• Isolation from others

• Excessive blaming 

• Bottling up emotions 

• Poor self-care habits or decline in 
self-care

• Nightmares

• Chronic physical ailments such as GI 
problems or recurrent colds  

• Apathy, sadness or no longer finding 
activities pleasurable 

• Difficulty concentrating 

• Mentally and physically tired 

Organization Symptoms 

• High absenteeism 

• Teams struggling to work 

together 

• Staff  struggling to complete 

assignments and tasks

• Staff  struggling to meet 

deadlines 

• Lack of  flexibility 

• Negativity towards management 

• Strong reluctance towards change 

• Lack of  future vision 



Vicarious Trauma 

 The impact of  a specific type of  expericend outcome. A permanent change in the service 

provider resulting from empathetic engagement with a clients traumatic background 

• Has an impacts on one’s world view, sense of  self, spirituality, relationships, and emotion regulation

• Symptoms similar to PTSD

• Pervasive and impacts all areas of  life (mind, body, character, beliefs, etc) 

• Develops over a longer period of  time 

• Related to empathic relationship with multiple persons experiencing trauma

• Remedy is treatment of  self, similar to trauma treatment. 



Symptoms of Vicarious Trauma 

• Generalized Fear

• Sleep disturbance

• Change in worldview

• Affect arousal (hyper/hypo)

• Changes in feelings of  trust

• Diminished sense of  hope

• Intrusive memories or thoughts

• Imagery blending (take on images of  clients)

• Pervasive cynicism/pessimism

• Decreased interest in client’s care (aka: 

compassion fatigue)

• Feeling a lack of  control

• Intimacy issues

• Relationship issues (e.g. changes of  support)

• Self  Esteem issues (low)

• Decreased feeling of  Safety

• Substance use/abuse for emotional regulation

• Mood disturbance

• Social withdrawal

• Irritability, low frustration tolerance



Compassion Fatigue

 The profound emotional and physical erosion that takes place when helpers are unable 

to refuel and regenerate

• The “cost of  caring” for others in emotional pain. 

• Symptoms: 

• Continually feeling mentally and physically tired

• Difficulty concentrating

• Poor self  esteem

• Pessimism and irritability 

• Isolation 

• Feeling of  sadness

• Feeling of  helplessness

• Feeling overwhelmed 

• Questioning your professional competence and effectiveness



Compassion fatigue is a 
NORMAL response to 

ABNORMAL circumstances. 

And, we can prevent and intervene 
early to lessen the impact



Burnout 

The result of  prolonged stress or frustration, resulting in exhaustion of  
physical strength, emotional strength and/or motivation. 

• Occurs over a longer period of  time and is cumulative. 

• Doesn’t mean that our view of  the world has been damaged or that we have lost 

compassion for others 

• Triggers to burnout can be unsupportive management, lack of  challenges or     

low salaries

• Remedy:  

• Time away from work 

• changes in work environment 

• No evidence of  triggers 

Burnout happens if  Compassion Fatigue, Vicarious and Secondary 
Trauma are not addressed and goes on for too long! 



Symptoms of Burnout

• Dread going to work

• Resentment

• Difficulty Concentrating

• No Professional goals

• Boredom

• Insomnia

• Conflicts with others

• Use of  unhealthy coping skills

• Mistakes at work

• Decreased productivity, missing

deadlines

• Always tired

• Overwhelmed

• Depression

• Anxiety

• Hopelessness

• Apathy

• Health problems

• Irritability 



Individual Protective Factors
 Focusing and developing protective factors can help avoid more serious 

problems in the future. 

• Self  awareness 

• Willingness to ask for help and assistance 

• Using supervision effectively 

• Work/life balance 

• Regular practice of  self-care skills 

• Willingness to learn and grow

• Boundary setting

• Expression of  feelings 

• Compassion Satisfaction 

• Taking advantage of  Employee Assistance Programs or counseling services as 
needed 



Organization Protective Factors

• Positive relationship with staff

• Available resources for staff  

• Streamlining constructive and effective ways to handle workplace issues 

• Clear and open communication 

• Emotionally, socially and physically safe environment 

• Staff  growth and learning opportunities 

• Provide adequate supervision for employees 

• Flextime scheduling 

• Provide ongoing assessment of  staff  risk and resiliency 

• Professional Quality of Life Scale

http://www.proqol.org/uploads/ProQOL_5_English_Self-Score_3-2012.pdf


Wellness and Resilience Strategies: Individual 

 Practice Mindfulness and meditation

 Set Boundaries and limits

 Organization

 Spend time with others whose 

company you enjoy

 Spend time with your pets

 Allow others to do things for you–

Ask for Help!

 Praise yourself  and practice self  

compassion

 Seek out comforting/relaxing 

activities

compassion&resilience toolkit

 Cherish optimism and gratitude 

 Spiritual Practices 

 Find humor 

Make time for reflection 

 Take time away from electronics

 Listen to your body!

 Exercise

 Eat healthy and regularly 

 Get enough sleep

 Seek out therapy 

https://compassionresiliencetoolkit.org/


Wellness and Resilience Strategies: Organizational

 Make workspace comforting  

 Find option for relief  during 

the work day. 

 Participate in professional 

development  

 Intentional conversations with 

peers

 Build in humor, laughter, and 

fun

 Avoid gossip

 Seek support from peers 

 Clear communication

 Staff  appreciation

 Talk about successes 

 Find your connection to your 

value and mission

Work-life balance

 Intentional 

 Say no! Co-regulate

 Respect diversity 



Self-Compassion

The extension of  kindness, care, warmth, and understanding (instead of  berating 

and criticism) toward oneself  when faced with shortcomings, inadequacies, or 

failures.

 Benefits: 

o Activates our biological nurturance and soothing system

o Allows us to see challenges as a learning opportunity 

o Greater capacity to manage stress

o Increased resilience

o Reduced symptoms of  mental and physical health problems 

o Increased enjoyment of  life

o Helps us to maintain positive connections with others and ourselves 

o Allows us to be better equipped to help care for others 

Some Methods:

• Write yourself  a letter

• Write down your self  

talk and try to find 

alternative ways of  

thinking

• Exercise/balanced diet

• Meditate 

• Praise yourself  

• Make time for reflection





Self Care Plan Examples 



Discussion

 What will be your first steps to creating a self  care plan? 

 How can you start making both individual and organizational 
changes?

 What are ways that you can help support each other during the work 
day?

 What is one thing that you will commit to do to

take care of  yourself  today? In the next week? In the next month?

• Write it down

• Share with someone to hold you accountable 



Gratitude 

The quality of  being thankful; readiness to show appreciation for and 

to return kindness.

 Benefits:

o Increases dopamine (feel good hormone)

o Boosts immune system 

o Fewer feelings of  isolation and loneliness

o Greater optimism, joy, and pleasure

o More compassion and generosity

o Makes you more productive 

o Better sleep, increased exercise and care of  health

o Reduced depression 

o Decreases negative impact of  stress 

o You’ll feel important by making others feel important 

Some methods:

• Gratitude diary

• Gratitude letters 

• Daily reflections

• Give thanks 

• 30 day gratitude 

challenge 

• At end of  day identify 

3 things you did well

• Be specific when you 

say thank you 

• Reframe negative 

experiences 

• Tootle 

“Be grateful for all the difficult people that challenge you in life, for they give 

you the opportunity to learn & evolve.”  ~ Natalie Ledwell



Mindfulness
Moment-by-moment awareness of thoughts, feelings, bodily sensations, and surrounding 

environment, characterized mainly by "acceptance" - attention to thoughts and feelings without 

judging whether they are right or wrong.

 Benefits:

o Reduces cortisol levels (stress hormone)

o Boosts immune system

o Enhances relationships 

o Reduces depression and anxiety

o Improves working memory 

o Less emotional reactivity 

 Physically changes our brain–increases the grey matter density

in areas of the brain associated with:

o Learning

o Memory

o Emotional regulation

o Emotional intelligence

o Self awareness

o Compassion 

o Empathy 

Some methods:

• Practice 6 deep breathes 

while focusing on one thing

• Body scan: progressive 

muscle relaxation 

• 5 senses exercise 

• Mindful drive home

• Mindful eating

• Meditate

• Turn off  electronics

• Color/Mandalas 

• Be in nature



Mindful Breathing 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SEfs5TJZ6Nk


Stop “Shoulding” Yourself 

 A small word, with a big impact

 Should isn’t a great motivator - Change it to Could or Would

 Sparks negative emotions - Don’t beat yourself  up! 

 Takes you out of  the present - find the purpose behind what you’re doing 
instead! 

 Negates self  love - Explore what’s beyond the should– does the “should” 
add value to your life? 

 Strains relationships-- find the benefits of  the “should” when you can

 Ignores your accomplishments-– Focus on what you did achieve when 
you weren’t “shoulding” 



The Power of Relationships 

 Relationships help guide our brains back to regulation 

 Increases oxytocin 

o Decreases stress anxiety and depression 

o Creates feelings of  calmness and closeness

o Promotes sleep

o Fosters generosity 

 Everyone needs a person that is committed to them: Utilize co-
regulation

 Be present with each other and active listeners 

 Set healthy boundaries 

 Praise each other… Often 

"There is no more effective neurobiological intervention than a safe 

relationship" 
Bruce Perry, PhD, MD, researcher & child psychiatrist 



Creating a Trauma Informed Workspace

 Physical environment has an impact on your attitude, mood, and behavior: 

 Create a space that is calming and non triggering

 Create a vision and expectations for your space 

 Be collaborative instead of confrontational with others in your environment

 Have clear, direct, and transparent communication

 Have easy access to items that regulate you 

 Utilize a trauma informed lens when interacting with others 

 Be consistent and predictable

 Kids will do well if they can…. So will adults

 Find what you have control over– and start there 



Vicarious Resilience 
 Resilience: The capacity to rise above adversity and to forge lasting 

strengths in the struggle. It is the means by which children/adults can 

rebound from hardship and emerge as strong, healthy individuals, able to 

lead gratifying lives, albeit with some scars to show for their experiences.--
Stephen and Sybil Wolin

 The positive effects on who witness the healing, recovery, and resilience of  persons 

who have survived severe traumas in their lives

 Strengths that come from working with children who have experienced trauma 

• witnessing others overcome adversity

• recognizing people’s capacity to heal

• reaffirming the value of  the work you do 

• gift of  hope 

• helps us cope differently with our own adversities 

 Vicarious resilience can buffer the effects of  stress associated with vicarious trauma, 

strengthen our motivation & give us new, meaningful perspectives.



 Take a minute to think of  one client/student who has shown to 

be resilient, despite what they have been through.

 What are characteristics that come to mind? 

 Now, think of  how this resilience can help influence the work you do and 

your own resiliency

 Think of  a time that you have shown to be resilient.

 What characteristics come to mind

 How can you utilize these characteristics in your everyday 



To Sum it up… 

o Stay connected in your relationships: disclose your experience (if  not the 

details of  the trauma) 

o Stay connected to yourself: be mindfully aware 

o Stay connected to your life’s mission: make meaning, stay positive, embrace 

the dialectic

Create your personal plan 
o How will you stay connected? 

o How will you distract? 

o How will you increase positive emotion?

o How will remember the why/meaning?

Every Child Needs a Champion

https://www.ted.com/talks/rita_pierson_every_kid_needs_a_champion?language=en#t-121330




Questions??? 



Contact Information

 Emily Gestchman, LISW-S

Emily.Getschman@nationwidechildrens.org

614-355-8571

 Kamilah Twymon, LPCC-S

Kamilah.Twymon@nationwidechildrens.org

614-355-8551
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