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Secondary Traumatic Stress



Why do workers chose the field of 

Human Services?

 Compassion

 HOPE

 Knowledge

 Change



Enhance the Well-Being and Resilience of 
Those Working in the System

While child welfare staff play an important 

role in supporting children, working with 

people who have experienced abuse, 

neglect, violence, and other trauma can 

cause staff to develop secondary 

traumatic stress reactions. 



System Trauma

 In addition to the stress of working with trauma 

survivors, the system itself can be a highly 

reactive, traumatizing system without enough 

services and supports to assist the workforce in 

responding effectively.



Impact of Working with Victims of 
Trauma 

• Trauma experienced while working in the role of helper has been described as:

– Compassion fatigue

– Secondary traumatic stress (STS)

– Vicarious traumatization

• STS is the stress of helping or wanting to help a person who has been traumatized.

• Unlike other forms of job “burnout,” STS is precipitated not by work load and 
institutional stress but by exposure to clients’ trauma (acute or cumulative).

• STS can disrupt child welfare workers’ lives, feelings, personal relationships, and 

overall view of the world.



Compassion Fatigue v.s Vicarious Trauma 

v.s Secondary Traumatic Stress

 Compassion Fatigue:  A gradual lessening of compassion over time, 

common with people who work directly with trauma survivors.

 Vicarious Trauma:  an internal transformation that occurs within 
trauma workers resulting from their empathic engagement with 

trauma survivors.

 Secondary Traumatic Stress: the stress of helping or wanting to help 

a person who has been traumatized.

 Burnout: emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and a reduced 

feeling of personal accomplishment.  Burnout develops as a result of 

general occupational stress- high case loads, limited access to 
supervision, lack of supportive work environment.  



Identifying STS. . .

 Self-Report Assessments:

 Secondary Traumatic Stress Scale

 Professional Quality of Life Scale



STS Signs and Symptoms

 Avoidance (including of certain clients)

 Preoccupation with clients/client stories

 Intrusive thoughts/nightmares/flashbacks

 Arousal symptoms

 Thoughts of violence/revenge

 Feeling estranged/isolated/having no one to talk to

 Feeling trapped, “infected” by trauma, hopeless, inadequate, depressed

 Having difficulty separating work from personal life 

 emotional numbing or restricted range of feelings



Who is at risk for STS?

 Any worker who works with traumatized children and adults, and is 
in a position to hear the recounting of traumatic experiences.

 Risk appears to be greater for:

 Women

 Professionals who work directly with traumatized children vs adults

 Individuals who are highly empathetic by nature

 Individuals who have unresolved personal trauma

 Professionals who carry a higher caseload of traumatized children

 Professionals who are socially or organizationally isolated

 Professionals who feel professionally compromised due to inadequate 
training   



Resilience

Resilience is defined as the ability to cope with, and 

respond successfully to, various life stressors and emerge 

stronger than before.

 Handout Resilience Scale



Building Resilience….

Shawn Achor: Positive Psychology Expert, Author of "The Happiness 

Advantage," Keynote Speaker

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PhXC8i1MKso



Creating Lasting Positive Change. .
Building Resilience 

 1.  3 Gratitude's

 2.  Journaling

 3.   Random Acts of Kindness

 4.  Relaxation

 5.  Exercise



Secondary Traumatic Stress

How do we know when we are getting stressed?

 Cognitive

 Emotional

 Physical

 behavioral



How do you know when you are 

getting stressed?

Cognitive Symptoms

 Memory problems

 Inability to concentrate

 Poor judgment

 Seeing only the negative

 Anxious or racing thoughts

 Constant worrying

 Inability to embrace complexity

 HOPELESSNESS

Emotional Symptoms

 Depression or general 

unhappiness

 Anxiety and agitation

 Moodiness, irritability, or anger

 Feeling overwhelmed

 Loneliness and isolation

 Other mental or emotional health 

problems



How do you know when you are 

getting stressed?

Physical Symptoms

 Aches and pains

 Diarrhea or constipation

 Nausea, dizziness

 Chest pain, rapid heartbeat

 Loss of sex drive

 Frequent colds or flu

Behavioral Symptoms

 Eating more or less

 Sleeping too much or too little

 Withdrawing from others

 Procrastinating or neglecting 

responsibilities

 Using alcohol, cigarettes, or drugs 

to relax

 Nervous habits (e.g. nail biting, 

pacing)



Ten Steps to building our Resilience 

 1.Make connections. Good relationships with close family members, friends or others 
are important. Accepting help and support from those who care about you and will 
listen to you strengthens resilience. Some people find that being active in civic 
groups, faith-based organizations, or other local groups provides social support and 
can help with reclaiming hope. Assisting others in their time of need also can benefit 
the helper.

 2.Avoid seeing crises as insurmountable problems. You can't change the fact that 
highly stressful events happen, but you can change how you interpret and respond 
to these events. Try looking beyond the present to how future circumstances may be 
a little better. Note any subtle ways in which you might already feel somewhat better 
as you deal with difficult situations.

 3.Accept that change is a part of living. Certain goals may no longer be attainable 
as a result of adverse situations. Accepting circumstances that cannot be changed 
can help you focus on circumstances that you can alter.

 4.Move toward your goals. Develop some realistic goals. Do something regularly —
even if it seems like a small accomplishment — that enables you to move toward 
your goals. Instead of focusing on tasks that seem unachievable, ask yourself, "What's 
one thing I know I can accomplish today that helps me move in the direction I want 
to go?"



Ten Steps to Resilience

 5.Take decisive actions. Act on adverse situations as much as you can. 
Take decisive actions, rather than detaching completely from problems 
and stresses and wishing they would just go away.

 6.Look for opportunities for self-discovery. People often learn something 
about themselves and may find that they have grown in some respect as a 
result of their struggle with loss. Many people who have experienced 
tragedies and hardship have reported better relationships, greater sense of 
strength even while feeling vulnerable, increased sense of self-worth, a 
more developed spirituality and heightened appreciation for life.

 7.Nurture a positive view of yourself. Developing confidence in your ability 
to solve problems and trusting your instincts helps build resilience.



Ten Steps to Resilience

 8.Keep things in perspective. Even when facing very painful events, try 
to consider the stressful situation in a broader context and keep a long-
term perspective. Avoid blowing the event out of proportion.

 9.Maintain a hopeful outlook. An optimistic outlook enables you to 
expect that good things will happen in your life. Try visualizing what you 
want, rather than worrying about what you fear.

 10.Take care of yourself. Pay attention to your own needs and feelings. 
Engage in activities that you enjoy and find relaxing. Exercise regularly. 
Taking care of yourself helps to keep your mind and body primed to 
deal with situations that require resilience.



9 Self Care Tips:

 1.  Identify what activities help you feel your best.

 2.  Put it on your calendar---IN INK!!

 3.  Sneak in self-care when you can.

 4. Take care of yourself physically.

 5.  Know when to say no.

 6.  Check in with yourself regularly.

 7.  Surround yourself with great people.

 8.  Consider the quality of self-care.

 9.  Remember that self-care is non-negotiable.  



Ways to build resilience and avoid 

STS. . . 

 1.  Have a manageable patient/work load, know and set 
boundaries and limits.

 2.  Use as many others as possible in my work with clients, work as a 
team. 

 3.  Take a “mental health day” when needed.

 4.  Laugh, joke, have a time to unwind.

 5.  Have a holistic approach to taking care of myself- mind, body, 
feelings, spirituality.  Let go, do not allow stress or take on others’ 
stress, reduce anxiety, recognize choices.

 6.  Have an understanding supervisor.

 7.  Have supervision with supervisor and peers.



Ways to build resilience and avoid 

STS. . . (cont.)

 8.  Get and give feedback with supervisor and peers.

 9.  Read materials and go to workshops and training seminars 

related to STS.

 10.  Be assertive with feelings and concerns.

 11.  Let people know my limits.

 12.  Process, talk things out.  Talk to health care professional if 

needed.

 13.  Have a safe work environment.

 14.  Stay organized.



Self Care. . . When we’re stressed, self-

care is often the first thing to go. Why is this?

1. Our brains go into fight-or-flight mode and our perspective narrows. 

We don’t see we have options—options for coping with stress and 

making ourselves feel better. 

2. We’re so busy trying to solve problems that we’re stuck in “doing 

mode”—trying to get more and more done—when switching to 

“being mode” may be just the break we need.

3. We may not have a “go to” list of self-care activities. Self-care has 

to become a habit, so that when we’re dealing with stress, we 

remember that, “Hey, I need to take care of myself in this situation.” 

And, you need a variety of activities to try—if one doesn’t work, 
you can switch to another. 

https://www.psychologytoday.com/basics/stress
http://theselfcompassionproject.com/2013/06/03/80-self-care-ideas/


There are several pathways to 

self-care. . . 
1.  SENSORY 

When you feel stressed and need a calm mind, try focusing on the 

sensations around you—sights, smells, sounds, tastes, touch… This will help 

you focus on the present moment, giving you a break from your worries.

 Breathe in fresh air.

 Snuggle under a cozy blanket.

 Listen to running water.

 Get a massage.

 Cuddle with a pet.

 Pay attention to your breathing.

 Burn a scented candle.

http://theselfcompassionproject.com/2012/02/09/just-breathe/


There are several pathways to 

self-care. . . 
2.  PLEASURE

A great way to take care of yourself when you’re coping 
with stress is to engage in a pleasurable activity. Take 
yourself out to eat.

 Be a tourist in your own city.

 Garden. 

 Watch a movie.

 Journal.

 Walk your dogs.

 Go for a photo walk.



There are several pathways to 

self-care. . . 
3. MENTAL/MASTERY 

You can also give yourself a boost by doing a task that you’ve been 

avoiding or challenging your brain in a novel way.

 Clean out a junk drawer or a closet.

 Take action (one small step) on something you’ve been avoiding.

 Try a new activity.

 Drive to a new place.

 Make a list.

 Do a word search.

 Read something on a topic you wouldn’t normally

https://www.psychologytoday.com/basics/neuroscience


There are several pathways to 

self-care. . . 

4.  Spiritual

Getting in touch with your values—what really matters—is a sure way to 
cope with stress and foster a calm mind. Activities that people define as 
spiritual are very personal. 

 Attend church.

 Read poetry or inspiring quotes.

 Light a candle.

 Meditate.

 Spend time in nature.

 Pray.

 List five things you’re grateful for.



There are several pathways to 

self-care. . . 

5.  EMOTIONAL

Dealing with our emotions can be challenging when we’re coping with 

stress. We tend to label emotions as “good” or “bad,” but this isn’t 

helpful. Instead:

 Accept your feelings. They’re all ok. Really.

 Write your feelings down. 

 Cry when you need to.

 Laugh when you can. (Try laughter yoga.)



There are several pathways to 

self-care. . . 
6. PHYSICAL

Coping with stress by engaging the body is great because you can 

bypass a lot of unhelpful mental chatter. It’s hard to feel stressed when 

you’re doing one of these self-care activities:

 Try yoga.

 Go for a walk or a run.

 Dance.

 Stretch.



There are several pathways to 

self-care. . . 
7.  SOCIAL

 Connecting with others is an important part of self-care. This can 

mean activities such as:

 Go on a lunch date with a good friend.

 Calling a friend on the phone.

 Participating in a book club.

 Joining a support group.

 It can also mean remembering that others go through similar 

experiences and difficulties as we do.



Self Care Activity. . . Break into groups and 

create your self care plan. .

1. SENSORY:  When you feel stressed and need a calm mind, try focusing on the 
sensations around you—sights, smells, sounds, tastes, touch… This will help you 
focus on the present moment, giving you a break from your worries

2. PLEASURE:. A great way to take care of yourself when you’re coping with stress is 
to engage in a pleasurable activity.

3. MENTAL/MASTERY:  You can also give yourself a boost by doing a task that 
you’ve been avoiding or challenging your brain in a novel way.

4. Spiritual:  Getting in touch with your values—what really matters.

5. EMOTIONAL:  Dealing with our emotions can be challenging when we’re coping 
with stress. We tend to label emotions as “good” or “bad,” but this isn’t helpful.

6. PHYSICAL

7. SOCIAL:  Connecting with others is an important part of self-care. 

https://www.psychologytoday.com/basics/neuroscience


What can a worker do?

 Be aware of how the trauma of the consumer and their behaviors 

are  affecting you and know your warning signs.

 Request and expect regular supervision and supportive 

consultation.

 Stay connected to peers, family, friends, and community.  Seek out 

supporters and sources of enjoyment and inspiration.

 Consider therapy for any unresolved trauma.

 Practice stress management through meditation, prayer, conscious 

relaxation, deep breathing, and/or exercise.

 Develop a written plan focused on maintaining work-life balance.



References

 https://www.inc.com/thompson-wall/the-10-step-prescription-for-
building-resilience-to-stress.html

 http://www.apa.org/helpcenter/resilience.aspx

 http://www.nctsn.org/resources/topics/secondary-traumatic-stress

 http://www.icadvinc.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/10/Conf2012-
Identifying-and-Repairing-Burnout-and-Secondary-Trauma.pdf

 https://www.healthcaretoolbox.org/self-care-for-providers.html

 https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/shyness-is-nice/201403/seven-
types-self-care-activities-coping-stress

 http://www.mentoring.org/new-site/wp-
content/uploads/2015/09/MARCH_2015_Self_Care_Assessment.pdf

 https://mnliteracy.org/sites/default/files/self-care_assesment.pdf

https://www.inc.com/thompson-wall/the-10-step-prescription-for-building-resilience-to-stress.html
http://www.apa.org/helpcenter/resilience.aspx
http://www.nctsn.org/resources/topics/secondary-traumatic-stress
https://www.healthcaretoolbox.org/self-care-for-providers.html
https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/shyness-is-nice/201403/seven-types-self-care-activities-coping-stress
http://www.mentoring.org/new-site/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/MARCH_2015_Self_Care_Assessment.pdf

