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This session will
consider… 

´ What is vicarious trauma?
´ When we are more likely to 

experience vicarious trauma
´ How we might recognise it
´ Strategies for reducing 

vicarious trauma
´ Reflecting on where we are 

now and how we feel.



What is vicarious trauma?
´ Also known as secondary trauma
´ “It occurs when someone who was not the immediate 

witness to a trauma absorbs and integrates the disturbing 
aspects of the traumatic experience within their own 
functioning.” 

´ If you are prone to vicarious trauma, you might associate 
your feelings to compassion fatigue or burnout

´ It is an occupational challenge for many people who work 
in emotionally harsh environments such as care, 
emergency services and other allied professions 

´ If you are regularly surrounded by trauma, this  can 
inadvertently transfer onto ourselves.



What this means in practice

´ The brain processes events so that they can become 
memories. 

´ Most life events are of a size and nature that our brain 
can cope with.  

´ However, sometimes an event occurs, such as a trauma, 
which is simply too large or difficult to process. 



We are more likely to experience 
vicarious trauma if we…

´ have empathy with their clients

´ listen to traumatic events 

´ have increased exposure to 
trauma narratives.  



Experience 
lingering feelings 
of anger, rage 
and sadness 
about my client's 
victimisation

How might I recognise 
vicarious trauma?



Become overly 
involved 
emotionally with 
my client



Experience 
bystander guilt, 
shame or feelings 
of self-doubt



Be preoccupied 
with thoughts of 
my clients outside 
work 



Over identify with 
the client such as 
having horror or 
rescue fantasies



Loss of hope, 
pessimism or 
cynicism



Distancing, 
numbing, 
detachment, cut 
clients off, staying 
busy. Avoid listening 
to client's story of 
traumatic 
experiences



Difficulty in 
maintaining 
professional 
boundaries such as 
overextending myself 
i.e. worrying I’m not 
doing enough



Strategies for reducing vicarious 
trauma, stress and burnout

´Grounding techniques
´Activity
´Senses
´Breathing 
´Mindfulness
´Here and now



´ Relaxing, self-soothing activities, nurture self-care
´ Look after your physical and mental wellbeing
´ Establish a healthy work/life balance 
´ Be realistic about what you can accomplish - avoid wishful 

thinking
´ Don't take on responsibility for your clients' wellbeing but 

supply them with tools to look after themselves
´ Balance your client work – work with mild and moderate 

cases as well
´ Have regular breaks and take time off when you need to
´ Use social support from colleagues, friends and family 

members
´ Use a buddy system 
´ Use clinical supervision, peer support and appropriate 

opportunities to debrief
´ Attend additional CPD and training opportunities
´ Consider personal or group therapy



Opportunity to take notes



Reflecting on where we are now and 
how we feel
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Take Time for Yourself:

It is important to put yourself first every so often. Take a day 
off to do the things you love doing. Join in therapeutic 
activities and enjoy your time without any focus on others or 
your work.



Be Balanced: 

Mentally, emotionally, and physically. When one of these 
aspects is off, it can make you vulnerable to vicarious 
trauma. 



Separate Yourself:

When you are at work and are face to face with a trauma 
situation, it is vital that you separate your personal values, 
opinions, and personality from what is going on. 

Tell yourself that this is not your pain to feel, you are just 
holding onto it for a little while at work, and leaving it there 
when you go home.



Limit yourself:

When you are at work, (especially in a counselling setting) 
never break the boundaries that were set at the beginning 
with clients. 

You may also want to think about limiting the number of 
trauma clients you see on any given day, so you are not 
spending the entire working day filled with sadness that can, 
directly and indirectly, impact on your cognitive state.



Closure
´ What issues from today might you take to supervision?
´ Where might it be helpful to do additional reading?
´ What feelings were raised for you?
´ Grounding techniques
´ Activity
´ Senses
´ Breathing 
´ Mindfulness / mindfitness
´ Here and now
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