Understanding & Addressing Vicarious Trauma
Vicarious trauma is defined as a transformation in the helper’s inner sense of identity and existence that results from utilizing controlled empathy when listening to clients’ trauma-content narratives. In other words, vicarious trauma is what happens to your cognitive, physical, psychological, emotional and spiritual health when you listen to traumatic stories day after day or respond to traumatic situations while having to control your reaction.

Research shows that in helping others who experience extremely stressful events, helpers are also exposed to both direct and vicarious sources of traumatic stress. This places advocates at risk for secondary exposure to traumatic stress. This impact on all helpers, though each person has a unique response to difficult stories and their own coping strategies. 

Terms like compassion fatigue, secondary traumatization, and secondary stress disorder are all used to describe what is happening to the helper. 
Compassion fatigue: used to describe exhaustion and desensitization to violent and trauma events. Individuals slowly lose their compassion for others over a period of time, usually after working in a helping profession for a long time.

Burnout:
· Emotional exhaustion

· Depersonalization: a negative attitude towards clients, a personal detachment from work or loss of ideals

· Reduced personal accomplishment and commitment to the work or profession. Individuals and the work culture play a role in the process of burnout
· Listening to the stories of one inhuman act of cruelty after another impacts an advocate’s thoughts and memories. This can create permanent, subtle, and/or marked changes in the personal, political, spiritual and professional outlook of the advocate. This might eventually affect their view of their world and their relationships with friends, family, and the community.
Characteristics of individuals at risk for developing vicarious trauma:
· A personal history of trauma

· Being overworked

· Having poor boundaries with survivors

· Working with too many trauma survivors

· Having limited professional experience

· Working with a high percentage of traumatized children
· Working with survivors who aren’t able to get the support they need to be safe from other systems’

Addressing the Signs of Vicarious Trauma
The very thing that makes you a great worker in the field, your ability to connect and empathize, puts you at a greater risk of experiencing vicarious trauma. By the nature of your work, it is impossible to avoid the impact of the trauma that often surrounds you. These effects can be similar to those suffered by the primary victim of the event. The secondary trauma may manifest is psychological stresses and even physical ailments.

Signs of Vicarious Trauma include:
· Minimizing survivor reactions

· Intrusive images

· Nightmares

· Dissociative experiences

· Feeling helpless and hopeless

· Diminished creativity in addressing problems

· Guilt when you experience good things in life

· Fear

· Anger and cynicism

· Inability to empathize

· Numbness of emotions

· Exaggerated startle response

· May lead to depression or alcohol/ drug use

Coping with Vicarious Trauma
Studies show the most effective way to diminish the consequences of being continually exposed to violence is to purposefully plan self-care into everyday life. That is often a challenging goal for those define their value in who they are. 

You can address vicarious trauma by: anticipating that you will experience vicarious trauma, developing self-awareness to recognize how your framework and behaviors are shifting, and creating a self-care plan. 

Care for you physical health
· Follow a proper diet

· Get adequate sleep

· Do physical activity (yoga, walking, bike riding, etc.)

Care for your psychological health
· Know your limitations & level of tolerance

· Keep boundaries that you set for yourself and others

· Identify triggers that may impact you

· Use music, humor and art to process your emotional response

· Seek therapy if you feel that is necessary

Keep Socially Active
· Engage in social activities outside work

· Seek emotional support from safe friends, co-workers or family members

Pay Attention to your personal morals
· Clarify your own sense of meaning and purpose in life

· View your role as a caregiver as a coach or guide as opposed to fixing people’s problems

· Recognize that you can’t take responsibility for others healing

Incorporate knowledge of trauma into your professional life
· Become knowledgeable about the impact of trauma

· Identify your personal reactions and plan the appropriate “antidote”

· Normalize your reactions 

· Use a team for support

· Seek supervision

· Take breaks during the workday

Many of the coping mechanisms for survivors of trauma are helpful for those experiencing vicarious trauma. Here are suggestions that you can use to reduce the potential for experiencing vicarious trauma and/or even burnout.
Coping strategies include:
· Pay attention to how you feel, physically and emotionally

· Eat regularly

· Take mini vacations. 30 minutes…change your mindset

· Get plenty of regular patterns of sleep

· Drink plenty of water
· Allow yourself to feel any express your emotions by talking, journaling or accepting your truth of the moment

· Laughter is the best medicine! Always be sure it is humor that is not hurtful.

Peace.

It does not mean to be in a place where there is no noise, trouble or hard work.

It means to be in the midst of those things and still be calm in your heart.

-unknown-

**Training adapted from Trauma-Informed Care: Best Practices and Protocols for Ohio’s Domestic Violence Programs.(2010)
