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Learning Objectives
1. Define and distinguish between compassion fatigue, secondary 

traumatic stress, vicarious trauma, moral distress, burnout, and 
stress.

2. Understand the warning signs and risk factors for compassion 
fatigue and burnout

3. Identify strategies for addressing addressing compassion fatigue 
and burnout and how to build resilience

4. Commit to small changes in order to make forward progress



Definitions

Compassion Fatigue
Vicarious Trauma

Secondary traumatic stress
Burnout

Moral distress
Stress



Burnout vs. Stress



Definitions
Term Timing Characterized by… Engagement

Compassion 
Fatigue

Long-term; 
cumulative

Unable to refuel and regenerate, even 
after a break

Still engaged 
in the work

Vicarious 
Trauma

Long-term; 
cumulative

Fundamental views about the world 
are changed

Attitudes 
change

Secondary 
traumatic stress

Long-term; 
singular

Result of bearing witness to a 
traumatic event; →PTSD

Still engaged

Burnout Long-term; 
cumulative

Frustration caused by the workplace; 
No end in sight. Pay, demands, 
workload, leadership, supervision

Not engaged 
– just going 
through the 
motions

Moral distress Short-term Incoherence between one’s beliefs & 
values and one’s actions/outcomes

Still engaged

Stress Short-term Workload is out of control; Lessens or 
disappears when your situation
changes

Still engaged 
in the work



Low Impact Disclosure



Low Impact Disclosure



Low Impact Disclosure

1. Self-awareness
2. Fair warning
3. Consent
4. Low impact disclosure



Signs and Symptoms

Page 1 in your handout

Do any of these connect with your experience?

• No need to write on this page right now – it’s a reference
• Goal is to identify early warning signs that you may be moving into the 

danger zone with CF
• Any of these symptoms do not, on their own, constitute a serious problem



Signs of Compassion Fatigue

• Difficulty Concentrating

• Intrusive imagery

• Feeling discouraged about the world

• Hopelessness

• Exhaustion

• Irritability

• High Attrition

• Negative outcomes



Signs of Burnout

•Having a negative and critical attitude at work.
•Dreading going into work, and wanting to leave once you're there.
•Having low energy, and little interest at work.
•Having trouble sleeping.
•Being absent from work a lot.
•Having feelings of emptiness.
•Experiencing physical complaints such as headaches, illness, or backache.
•Being irritated easily by team members or clients.
•Having thoughts that your work doesn't have meaning or make a difference.
•Pulling away emotionally from your colleagues or clients.
•Feeling that your work and contribution goes unrecognized.
•Blaming others for your mistakes.
•Thinking of quitting work, or changing roles.

https://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/avoiding-burnout.htm



Factors that make it worse…

• The Individual 

• The Situation



Strategies: what works?

✓ Job satisfaction

✓ Good self-care

✓ Increased self-awareness

✓ Low impact disclosure

✓ Better work/life balance

✓ Limiting trauma inputs

✓ Rebalancing caseload and workload reduction

✓ Coaching, counseling

✓ Professional development, ongoing training



Leadership & Organization

• Work in a healthy organization
• Supportive/ Flexible Leadership
• Reduce Trauma exposure
• Ongoing professional education
• Timely and good quality supervision/ reflective practice
• Increased control over one’s schedule
• Reducing Hours
• Counseling (EFAP), Compassion Fatigue specialists, CISM
• Clear goals and expectations 



CF Strategies: Four Steps

1. Take stock of stressors at home and at work
2. Enhance self care at home and at work and improve work/life balance
3. Develop CF resiliency
4. Make a commitment to implement changes



Step 1: 

Take Stock of Your Current Stressors
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Step 1: 

Take Stock of Your Current Stressors





• What are my warning signs?

• What stress relief strategies do I enjoy?

• What stress reduction strategies work for me?

• What stress resiliency strategies can I use?

Step 2: 

Enhance Your Self-care Repertoire



What are my warning signs?



Physical



Behavioural



Emotional



Step 2: 

Enhance Your Self-care Repertoire



Exercise regularly
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Get some down time
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Social Support Network
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Rationalize your workload

Step 2: 

Enhance Your Self-care Repertoire



“Idleness is not just a vacation, an 
indulgence or a vice; it is as 
indispensable to the brain as 
vitamin D is to the body, and 
deprived of it we suffer a mental 
affliction as disfiguring as 
rickets…It is, paradoxically, 
necessary to getting any work 
done.”

opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2012/06/30/the-busy-trap/ https://open.bufferapp.com/science-taking-breaks-at-work/

Take Breaks to stay Focused
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Step 2: 

Enhance Your Self-care Repertoire





Step 3:

Develop 
Resiliency



Mindfulness Practice

A systematic review of 17 Mindfulness Based 
Stress Reduction (MBSR) studies found the 
program to be effective in reducing the 
psychological and physiological symptoms of 
stress.

Step 3: 

Develop Resiliency





Step 4: 

Commit to Change
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