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Defining the Terms

Vicarious 
Trauma

Secondary 
Trauma

BurnoutCompassion 
Fatigue

Burnout

Vicarious 
Trauma

Secondary 
Trauma

BurnoutCompassion 
Fatigue

• Term that has been used since the early 1980s

• Physical, cognitive and emotional exhaustion

• Does not necessarily mean that our view of the world has 
been damaged, or that we have lost the ability to feel 
compassion for others
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What is Trauma?

Vicarious 
Trauma

Secondary 
Trauma

BurnoutCompassion 
Fatigue

Direct Trauma
A 'direct trauma' is experienced 
first-hand or by witnessing a 
trauma occurring to another 
person

Indirect Trauma
An 'indirect trauma' comes from 
hearing or learning about 
another person's trauma 
second-hand

Examples of indirect exposure

• Witnessing the impact of violence or accidents on members of the public 

• Exposure to the anguish and grief of family members 

• Radio operators’ exposure to details of critical events  

• Peer support workers’ exposure to stories when debriefing colleagues 

What is Trauma?

Vicarious 
Trauma

Secondary 
Trauma

BurnoutCompassion 
Fatigue

Acute Trauma
Results from a single, specific incident; often threats of 
death or violence

Chronic Trauma
Repeated and prolonged, such as DFV or abuse

Complex Trauma
Exposure to varied and multiple traumatic events
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Secondary Trauma & Compassion Fatigue

Vicarious 
Trauma

Secondary 
Trauma

BurnoutCompassion 
Fatigue

• Secondary trauma & compassion fatigue occurs when 
someone is significantly impacted by someone else’s trauma

• Compassion fatigue is an overwhelming mental and physical 
exhaustion brought on by feeling the pain, stress, and other 
emotions of the people you are helping (emotional residue of 
working with those who have experienced trauma); you are 
unable to refuel and regenerate

• Compassion fatigue – 2 components
• Secondary trauma is a stress response in reaction to 

hearing about or being witness to the firsthand traumatic 
experience of another

• Burnout

Vicarious Trauma

Vicarious 
Trauma

Secondary 
Trauma

BurnoutCompassion 
Fatigue

• Vicarious trauma (VT), a term coined in 1995; when 
secondary trauma stress/burnout (elements of 
compassion fatigue) go on for a long time = vicarious 
trauma
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Risk of Vicarious Trauma

Vicarious 
Trauma

Secondary 
Trauma

BurnoutCompassion 
Fatigue

Vicarious Trauma

Vicarious 
Trauma

Secondary 
Trauma

BurnoutCompassion 
Fatigue

• Used to describe the profound shift in world view that 
occurs in helping professionals when they work with clients 
who have experienced trauma

• Helpers notice that their fundamental beliefs about the 
world are altered and possibly damaged by being 
repeatedly exposed to traumatic material
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Signs/Symptoms
Vicarious 
Trauma

Secondary 
Trauma

BurnoutCompassion 
Fatigue

Vicarious Trauma - PERSONAL

Signs/Symptoms
Vicarious 
Trauma

Secondary 
Trauma

BurnoutCompassion 
Fatigue

Vicarious Trauma - PROFESSIONAL
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Identifying Signs

Identifying Signs
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Types of Coping Approaches

Problem Focused Coping Avoidant CopingEmotion Focused Coping

Refers to efforts to reduce the 
emotional impact of stressors, it 
does not solve the problem but 
may make them (at least in the 
short-term) less overwhelming

Refers to efforts to physically or 
cognitively disengage from stressor; 
sometimes considered as ‘most 
maladaptive’ of emotion focused 
coping

Refers to efforts to solve 
the underlying causes of 
stress; solution-focused

Problem Focused Coping Avoidant CopingEmotion Focused Coping

Is there a right way to cope?
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• Even though the strategies we are using to cope may not be working as well as they could 

be, or may be unhealthy, we may still persist in using them…

• because we feel confident using them – self efficacy

• because we use them automatically – they are habits

• We should reflect on the strategies we use

• Are they working?

• Are they good or bad for my health?

• And then we can look at ideas for new strategies

One Right Way to Cope?

Action Planning

Developing Plans for Wellbeing

• We are often motivated to take care of our wellbeing

• We may even know what to do to take care of our wellbeing

BUT

• Despite this, we often do not turn motivation into action
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MOTIVATION IS NOT ENOUGH!

If we already know what we should

do – but don’t always do it

What gets in the way ?

THE INTENTION-BEHAVIOUR 
GAP

GOOD QUALITY ACTION 
PLANNING

Action Planning

There are processes we can leverage to help us to enact actual behavior change, when 
we are already motivated to do so 

– it is about making concrete plans and turning intentions into ACTIONs.

• Good quality plans help to translate intentions into action
• The idea is to take the decision making outside of the stressful moment – in 

advance
• This makes it more likely we will do it when we are under pressure and acting a 

bit more on autopilot
• The more we repeat our plans, the more likely they are to become automatic. 

This helps with maintenance, as does having backup plans for when things don’t 
go to plan
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Action Planning

• The content of a plan will be highly individual

• Plans can be very simple and very short term
E.g., A simple plan for coping this afternoon to manage high stress and intense 
emotion

• When an individual has more capacity, plans may be more ambitious and aim for 
longer term coping, and/or addressing the problem directly

GOOD QUALITY ACTION PLANNING

ELEMENTS OF A GOOD QUALITY ACTION PLAN

 SPECIFIC SITUATION: May include location, how you feel, the source of the pressure.

 SPECIFIC STRATEGY: Specify exactly what you will do to manage the stress.

 SPECIFIC START TIME: May be a specific time of day, or a length of time after the event.

 SPECIFIC DURATION: The length of time you will use the strategy.
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