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Objectives 
To gain a better understanding of: 
 
•  What are the costs of caring? 
•  How can I recognize the effects on me? 
•  How might I lessen the impact on me? 



Definitions 

•  Vicarious traumatization (VT) is the change in a 
person’s inner self as a result of a feeling of 
responsibility for and empathic engagement with 
people who share their traumatic experience(s) with 
you. 

•  Compassion Fatigue (CF) is  a natural consequence of 
working with people who have experienced extremely 
stressful events and it develops as a result of your 
exposure to those experiences combined with your 
empathy for the individuals. 

 



What are the Costs of Caring?  
•  They are an effect of engaging with individuals 

who may share their most painful life 
experiences with you. 

•  They are a process not an event. They happen 
slowly over time. 

•  It is individual. What affects one person, may 
not affect another. 



History 
•  1982: Charles Figley defines Secondary Traumatic 

Stress as a phenomenon associated with the “cost 
of caring”  

•  1992: Nurse Joinson used term in Nursing 
Magazine to describe feeling of “worn down”  

•  1992: Jeffrey Kottler writes Compassionate 
Therapy to emphasize importance of compassion 
when dealing with difficult / resistant clients 

•   1995: Figley redefines Secondary Traumatic Stress 
to a “more friendly term” - Compassion Fatigue  



Compassion Fatigue 

AKA: Secondary Traumatic Stress 
Vicarious Traumatization 

Burnout 
Countertransference 

Caregiver Stress 



Compassion Fatigue 

•  “I first called it a form of burnout, a kind of 
“secondary victimization (Figley, 1983)” 

•  Mimics PTSD and other disorders of clients/
patients 

•  Compassion Fatigue = Secondary 
Traumatization + Burnout  (Figley, 1995) 
Compassion Fatigue:  Coping with Secondary Stress Disorder in Those 
Who Treat the Traumatized.  Brunner/Mazel   



Definition of Compassion Fatigue  
 Compassion Fatigue is the natural behaviors 

and emotions resulting from Secondary 
Traumatic Stress, which can be defined as:  

•  Stress associated with helping or wanting to 
help a traumatized or suffering person, 
resulting in a reduced capacity or interest in 
being empathic. Although it may lead to 
burnout, it can emerge suddenly and without 
warning (Marchand, 2007).   



Why Does It Happen? 
•  Because you are human. 
•  Because you care. 
•  Because your work may involve listening 

empathetically to those who have been 
traumatized or experienced severe crisis over 
and over. 



Why Does It Happen? 
•  Because you may witness your client’s pain. 
•  Because you feel a sense of responsibility for 

trying to help (also embedded in values and 
culture). 

•  Because sometimes you feel helpless on how to 
help. 

 
 



Why Worry About the Costs of 
Caring? 

•  Long term effects are costly: 
   for the staff 
   for the organization 
   for the individual requiring services. 



Costs  

•  Cost to the staff  of negative impact on their life. Both 
professional and personal. 

•  Cost to the organization in terms of  
   increased sick time, higher turnover rates, lower morale, 

increased absenteeism and decreased.   
 
•  Cost to all clients of potentially decreased quality of 

service due to staff not performing at peak efficiency. 



Examples  

•    “I used to feel pretty safe and self-confident in the 
world. I never paid such attention to locks and security 
and protection as I do now. Now, I won’t live in a first 
floor apartment, I won’t walk alone at night, I have 
double locks on my doors and an alarm system, and I 
took a model mugging class.” 



Examples   

    
•  “ I have crying jags whenever I listen to the 

news.” 
•  “I can’t watch TV or go to the movies.” 
•  “I worry about my children all the time.” 
 
 



Emotional Effects 

•  In general, the effects of  may cause you to feel,  
•  Battered 
•  Helpless 
•  Guilty  
•   Confused 
•  Depressed 
•  And without intervention,potentially resentful, 

exhausted and numb. 
 
 



Physical Effects 

•  Irritableness 
•  Sleep disturbances 
•  Nightmares 
•  Appetite change 
•  Hypervigilance 
•  Anxiety 
•  Decreased engery 
 



Psychological Effects  

•  Damage to hope and idealism. Yet hope and optimism 
are essentials gifts that you bring to your work. 

•  Increasing cynicism/pessimism. (If you never hope, 
you can’t be disappointed). 

•  It changes your identity of how you see and define 
yourselves. It changes your view of the world you live 
in.  

•  It can change your spiritual beliefs. 
•  Decreases sense of safety. 
•  Decreases confidence in self, related to work judgment. 



Other Effects  

 
•  Feeling chronically overwhelmed and exhausted. 
•  Constricting or numbing your emotional range. 
•  Channeling most of your feeling into angry 

responses…developing a “hair trigger.” 
•  Feeling estranged from family, friends and colleagues. 



Other Effects 

•  Shaking feelings of personal safety. You may feel 
more vulnerable to harm. 

 
•  Feelings of trust in others, ie babysitters, 

children’s teachers may be affected. 



Other Effects 

•  Feeling of esteem for others (It’s hard to hold 
onto esteem for others if you continually hear 
about how abusive people can be towards each 
other). 

 
•  Increasing or decreasing the need for control. 

Both in yourself and with your customers. 



Other Effects 

•  It may affect your ability to feel intimate or connected 
to your loved ones because they do not understand the 
very real stresses of your work, and how it can affect 
you.  

 
•  They may express resentment towards the time and 

energy you give your work. 
 



Assessing Costs of Caring.   
What Is True For You? 

•  Safety: I and/or my family is 
in danger. Bad things can 
happen to us too! 

•  Trust:it’s getting hard to trust 
my judgment or that of 
others. 

•  Esteem:I can’t seem to help 
them. Maybe I am not that 
great at what I do.  

 

•  Control:finding you are 
saying “yes” to every request 
and feeling it is beyond your 
control, or feeling the need 
to be in charge, “no matter 
what!” 

•  Intimacy:having a hard time 
being alone with yourself, or  
your partner due to intrusive 
thoughts of abuse. 



Protecting and Treating 

•  Remember, these costs are inevitable but the 
effects are modifiable. 

 
•  Working with the effects involves two modes of 

treatment.  



Protecting and Treating 

•  The first addresses the general need for better self 
care. This targets the stress inherent in VT, CF & 
STS. 

•  The second addresses the need for transformation 
of despair and loss of meaning. 



Protecting and Treating  

Protecting and Treating the Costs of Caring.

Protecting
*arranging things ahead
of time to anticipate the

stress of your work.

Addressing
*things that

you do for self-care
nurturing and escape.

Transforming
*the negative impact of
the work into a positve

meaning.

Ways of managing
the Stress

 are:



Protection 

•  First is developing an awareness of the reality of 
the costs of caring. 

•  Second is recognition of those aspects of your 
work that make you vulnerable. 

•  Third are the approaches to minimize or 
counteract the negative effects of the work. 



   Protection 

Awareness   Balance 

Connection 

     Treatment of Vicarious                               
Traumatization 



Protection 

•  Three tools in this process are: 
•  Awareness: being mindful of all levels of your 

experience, ie any emotional, psychological &/or 
physical symptoms . 

•  Balance: working towards a balanced life. Dividing your 
energy between work, play and rest. 

•  Connection: staying connected to ourselves, friends, 
family and colleagues. 



Treatment Strategies. 



Treatment Strategies 

•  Self-care: involves attending to your health: physical, 
emotional, psychological and spiritual. 

•  It means noticing your body at work and treating it 
well:having meals, taking a break, protecting your 
safety. 

•  It means taking care of your emotional needs by 
noticing and talking about your feelings, including some 
time to cry about some of the pain you are witnessing 
at work. 



Self-care 

•  In summary, self-care means doing things that 
that are good for you and your health. 

 
•  It means treating yourself and your needs with 

respect. 



Self-nurturing 

•  Self-nurturing means making time for things and 
activities that contribute to your growth and 
well-being.  

 
•  It means nurturing your mind and spirit outside 

of work with things that are not related to work: 
books, art, music movies, crafts. 



Escape 

•  Escape refers to things we do to get away. A change of 
scene—either fantasy or reality– gives us a break and a 
fresh perspective. 

•  The means of escape may include, sleep, reading, travel, 
movies, TV, or guided imagery.  

•  Measured doses of escapism are healthy, it is tool used 
to achieve balance in our lives. 



Transforming 

•  Transforming is the most important of all 
responses. It is here that we change the negative 
effects of the costs of caring. 

 
•  Self-care and self-nurturance strategies alone will 

not help transform the effects. 



Transformation Is Accomplished 
in Four Ways 

•  1. Creating meaning. When we believe that our work 
and our pain have some meaning, we can find hope 
alongside despair, purpose in routine, and connection 
in our actions. 

•  If we can find ways to hang onto our own identity and 
values in contrast to the cruelty of the trauma or the 
stress of complex crisis needs, then we can be 
strengthened instead of feeling injured or eroded. 



Transformation 

•  2. Infusing a current activity with meaning. 
Done mindfully, everyday activities can take on 
new meaning. For example, taking a shower may 
change from simply getting clean, to 
metaphorically washing away the day’s tensions.  



Transformation 

•  3. Challenge negative beliefs and assumptions.  
•  Increase skills for your work. The better you feel 

able to handle the crisis, the less stressed you 
will be. 

•  Educate yourself on the effects and what you 
can do negate them. 



Transformation 

•  The costs of caring can affect your beliefs about the 
world. It takes a conscious effort to notice this and 
decide if you can accept these changes. If you find 
yourself becoming negative about your beliefs, 
challenge these views to see if they truly are valid, or if 
they are as a result of these costs. For example, are you 
willing to accept the belief that everyone in the world is 
evil or harbors the intent to harm? 



Transforming 

•  4. Participate in community building activities. 

•  This challenges the isolation that can so easily 
happen. It reconnects you to the greater 
community in a healthy manner. 



The Formula 

•  Anticipating the costs of caring +  

 addressing the effects  + transforming the pain  

= Actively combating the effects of  the costs of 
caring and helps to prevent burnout, both 
professionally and personally. 



Remember 

•  None of this denies the reality of what some 
individuals endure and the struggle of trying to 
help someone through your work,  but it does 
remind us that kindness is as real and true as 
cruelty or crisis, and that love is as real and true 
as hate. 



If You Don’t, the Stakes Are High 

•  You risk:  
•  Harming yourselves, your families and your 

customers. 
•  The effects of the Costs of Caring ARE real.  
•  Take them SERIOUSLY! 


