
Helping the Helper

Compassion Fatigue, Vicarious Trauma, and Burnout





Helping Professionals 

• Counselors/therapist
• Social workers

• Teachers
• Medical professionals 
• First responders 

• Child welfare workers



Within higher 
education

• Student affairs professionals 
• Title IX office
• Student support offices
• Faculty/professors
• Housing staff
• Advisors
• Counselors 
• Even students! 



Definitions 

Burnout: result of “chronic work place stress” leading to fatigue, lack of 
energy, reduced productivity, and negative feelings towards one job

Vicarious trauma: Result of continuous exposure to traumatic 
experience and stories of patients/clients

Compassion Fatigue: State of exhaustion and dysfunction because of 
prolonged exposure to compassion stress



Burnout Vicarious Trauma Compassion Fatigue 

Risk Factors Individual: Lack of support 
system, lack of work/life 
balance, working in a helping 
profession, lack of delegation 

Organizational: Unclear job 
expectations, Unhealthy 
work dynamics, lack of 
resources, lack or variation, 
high workloads 

Individual: Prior trauma, lack of 
workplace support system, 
Avoidance of emotions 

Organizational: Lack of support 
after a traumatic event, Constant 
exposure to trauma, lack of 
training

Individual: history of burnout, 
History of trauma, lack of 
work/life balance, lack of 
delegation, helping profession

Organizational: Lack of training, 
heavy workloads,  

Symptoms Detachment, lack of 
empathy, fatigue, feelings of 
hopelessness, difficulty 
regulating emotions

Intrusive thoughts, nightmares, 
emotional numbness, avoidance, 
heightened anxiety/hyperarousal

Irritability/sadness/anger, 
physical symptoms, numbness, 
feeling helpless, isolating, 
fatigue, less empathetic or 
feeling hyper sensitive



Burnout Prevention and Treatment - HelpGuide.org

https://www.helpguide.org/articles/stress/burnout-prevention-and-recovery.htm


Microsoft Word - Burnout, Compassion 
Fatique and Vicarious Trauma 
Assessment (careinnovations.org)

https://www.careinnovations.org/wp-content/uploads/3-Burnout-Compassion-Fatigue-and-Vicariou-Trauma-Assessment.pdf
https://www.careinnovations.org/wp-content/uploads/3-Burnout-Compassion-Fatigue-and-Vicariou-Trauma-Assessment.pdf


Burnout, Compassion Fatigue, Vicarious trauma 
statistics 
• Between 40% and 85% of “helping professionals” develop vicarious trauma, compassion 

fatigue and/or high rates of traumatic symptoms, according to compassion fatigue expert 
Francoise Mathieu (2012).

• 63% of psychologist surveyed in a study done by APA reported moderated levels of 
vicarious trauma in 2020. 

• 2/3 of US employees say they have experienced burnout at some point 
• Professionals whose caseloads consist of 60% or more clients with a significant trauma 

history are at increased risk of experiencing secondary trauma
• It is estimated the over half of college student affairs professionals support students 

through a traumatic life event on at least a monthly  basis  (Lynch, Jason, The cost of 
professional helping in higher education)



• Suicide is the 11th leading cause of death

• According to the CDC the number suicide survivors is over 5.8 million in the US

• In a 2016 survey 25% of clinicians in an outpatient behavioral health setting had lost patients to suicide 
and clinicians who experienced a patient suicide displayed greater suicide prevention knowledge than 
and were more comfortable working with high risk patients 

• Suicide is the leading cause of death among college students

• In 2022, 2% of college students surveyed said they had attempted suicide in the past year.[4] That's 
higher than reports from 2007-2021

• Professionals need support processing their grief, guidance on potential legal issues, reassurance, and 
their own mental health  

https://www.bestcolleges.com/research/suicide-in-colleges-rates-research-statistics/#fn-4


After a client suicide or suicide attempt

• Feelings of grief, guilt, shame 
• Detachment 

• Loss can impact clinicians professional identify 
• Diminished relationships with co-workers
• Affected ability to work with students/clients

• Student affairs professionals/counselors and other helping professions may feel a sense of 
responsibility to their students/clients





What can you do as an individual

Recognize

Reverse

Resilience 



What can you do as an individual 

• Have work life balance- Take time off

• Build a strong support both inside and outside of work 

• Talk to a mental health professional 

• Set boundaries – It is okay to say “no”

• Learn your triggers

• Seek supervision and consultation 

• Take care of physical needs 



Setting boundaries 

• Be honest with yourself and your 
supervisor about how you feel 

• Asking for help or saying “no” 

• Taking an intentional “pause”
• Communicate clearly 
• Manage interruptions 

• Delegate if possible 
• Seek support 
• Give yourself compassion 





What can you do as an organization/supervisor 
following client suicide and/or traumatic event 

• Staff debriefing post traumatic event/client Suicide 

• Support staff members 

• Link the staff member to an EAP program 

• Modeling wellness 

• Allowing flexible work schedules/time off

• Organizational leaders should assess staff wellness and crisis response



What can you do as an organization/supervisor to prevent 
burnout, Vicarious Trauma, Compassion Fatigue 

• Open communication 
• Manage workloads
• Offer opportunities for professional development
• Remind staff importance of self-care
• Clear expectorations
• Comprehensive supervision and trainings 
• Create opportunity to for variety 
• Create a vicarious trauma prevention plan-supervisors need to be aware of signs of 

trauma and educated on trauma informed practices 



Psychologically safe leader assessment and 
planning 

COMMUNICATION 
AND 

COLLABORATION

SOCIAL/EMOTIONAL 
INTELLIGENCE

PROBLEM SOLVING 
AND CONFLICT 
MANAGEMENT

SECURITY AND 
SAFETY

FAIRNESS AND 
INTEGRITY

Psychologically safe leader personal action planning 
(workplacestrategiesformentalhealth.com)

https://www.workplacestrategiesformentalhealth.com/resources/psychologically-safe-leader-personal-action-planning
https://www.workplacestrategiesformentalhealth.com/resources/psychologically-safe-leader-personal-action-planning


Creating  a VT organizational 
plan –Getting ahead 

• Assess organizational strengths and needs 

• Build, strengthen, and maintain collaboration with community 
partners

• Acknowledge Vicarious Trauma 

• Educate employees of VT and be open during job interviews

• Trauma informed trainings 

• Promote employee empowerment and connection

• Draft sample emails 

• Provide resources to staff

• Create a safe space
• Regular supervision
• Acknowledge staff differences 
• Openly discus traumas



References 
• Burnout-Info-Sheet-January-2021-FINAL.pdf (amssa.org)
• Compassion Fatigue: The Toll of Caring Too Much (verywellmind.com)
• Burn-out an "occupational phenomenon": International Classification of Diseases (who.int)
• Burnout Prevention and Treatment - HelpGuide.org
• Blueprint for a Vicarious Trauma-Informed Organization | The Vicarious Trauma Toolkit | Where Do We Begin? 

(ojp.gov)
• Psychologically safe leader personal action planning (workplacestrategiesformentalhealth.com)
• Coping With the Loss of a Client to Suicide | NBCC
• Mathieu, F. (2012). The Compassion Fatigue Workbook. (Routledge, NY).
• Spruch-Feiner, et. Al (2022) . Effects of Patient Suicide on Professional Practice Among Mental Health Providers
• Lynch, Jason R. The Cost of Professional Helping in higher education The cost of professional 

helping in higher education - Lynch - 2022 - New Directions for Student Services - Wiley Online 
Library

• Suicide at Colleges: Rates, Research, and Statistics | BestColleges

https://amssa.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/Burnout-Info-Sheet-January-2021-FINAL.pdf
https://www.verywellmind.com/compassion-fatigue-the-toll-of-caring-too-much-7377301
https://www.who.int/news/item/28-05-2019-burn-out-an-occupational-phenomenon-international-classification-of-diseases
https://www.helpguide.org/articles/stress/burnout-prevention-and-recovery.htm
https://ovc.ojp.gov/program/vtt/blueprint-for-a-vicarious-trauma-informed-organization
https://ovc.ojp.gov/program/vtt/blueprint-for-a-vicarious-trauma-informed-organization
https://www.workplacestrategiesformentalhealth.com/resources/psychologically-safe-leader-personal-action-planning
https://www.nbcc.org/resources/nccs/newsletter/coping-with-the-loss-of-a-client-to-suicide#:%7E:text=%E2%80%9CPeer%20consultation%20groups%20can%20be,suicide%20is%20a%20complicated%20loss.
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC9097301/
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/ss.20416
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/ss.20416
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/ss.20416
https://www.bestcolleges.com/research/suicide-in-colleges-rates-research-statistics/

	Helping the Helper
	Slide Number 2
	Helping Professionals 
	Within higher education	
	Definitions 
	Slide Number 6
	Slide Number 7
	Slide Number 8
	Burnout, Compassion Fatigue, Vicarious trauma statistics 
	Slide Number 10
	After a client suicide or suicide attempt
	Slide Number 12
	What can you do as an individual
	What can you do as an individual 
	Setting boundaries 
	Slide Number 16
	What can you do as an organization/supervisor following client suicide and/or traumatic event 
	What can you do as an organization/supervisor to prevent burnout, Vicarious Trauma, Compassion Fatigue 
	Psychologically safe leader assessment and planning 
	Creating  a VT organizational plan –Getting ahead 
	References 

