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Working in a profession that touches other people’s lives in some way, especially 
when it means holding space and supporting them through some of their 
most vulnerable moments, can be incredibly rewarding.

However, sometimes it can come with a weight created over time by 
the demands like long hours, high workloads, and limited resources. 
All of this can leave us feeling depleted and burnt out.

There is also another, often even less visible, impact that can 
arise from listening to or witnessing the trauma of those 
we support. This is known as vicarious trauma, and it can 
gradually alter how we see ourselves, others, and the world 
around us.



Both of those experiences are common and understandable.

They aren’t signs of weakness, simply reminders that we are also human.

This resource is here to help you recognise the subtle differences between vicarious 
trauma and burnout, educate about appropriate protective factors and helpful 
strategies, as well as reflect on your own wellbeing to explore ways you can care 
for yourself while continuing the meaningful work you do.

Through education and self-reflection, you protect your wellbeing from burnout 
taking a deeper toll. You are also sustaining the deep care and presence you bring 
to those around you.



If these sound familiar, they could be signs of a burnout.

The state of burnout typically stems from organisational and job role conditions. 
These could be lack of appropriate support built into the work structure, long hours, 
high caseloads, lack of breaks, interpersonal conflict, feeling excluded, and many 
more.

Burnout happens over time when we are overwhelmed by these external stressors 
and demands, but it can also often improve should these conditions change for 
the better.

Globally, it’s estimated that over a third of public health workers experience 
burnout. Some studies show that those in healthcare affected by burnout often feel 
disillusioned and depleted, which can make them appear less empathetic and 
more detached.

Burnout?

Emotional exhaustion, morale drop, cynicism, reduced
sense of accomplishment, dip in productivity.



These are common signs of vicarious trauma.

For those of us in professions where we are exposed to hearing detailed 
stories of other people’s traumatic experiences, it can gradually begin 
to influence the way we think or feel, as well as how we respond to our 
environment. Whether that’s feeling more on edge and anxious, have 
trouble switching off after work, having less trust and faith in people, or even 
having intrusive thoughts or losing all hope. Some people can exhibit PTSD-
like symptoms without being directly victimised.

Research shows that these changes may be deeper and potentially long-
lasting if not addressed appropriately.

Vicarious Trauma?
“Soaking up” other people’s trauma, 
changes in how safe you feel, how 

you behave and perceive the world.



What Helps?

Burnout

Vicarious Trauma

	� Structural Changes - balanced staffing and workloads, fair compensation, 
recognition, opportunities to grow with clear pathways

	� Workplace Support - leadership that models self-care and encourages 
meaningful rest, regular 1:1 wellbeing check-ins that don’t perpetuate shame 
and blame culture, accessible time off

	� Boundaries - preserving energy and avoiding fatigue through encouraged work/
life balance

	� Peer Support - colleagues and supervisors recognising the worker is a person with 
needs and emotions

	� Regular Supervision - trained supervisors available to facilitate reflective safe 
spaces for staff to process the impact of trauma exposure

	� Trauma-Informed Training - to equip professionals with strategies to 
manage the emotional weight and recognise the effects of trauma 
but also resilience to support post-traumatic growth

	� Peer Support - networks that allow professionals to share 
experiences and avoid isolation

	� Personal Self-Care - building routines that support 
wellbeing, seeking therapeutic support, 
normalised mental health days



Both Burnout and Vicarious Trauma (VT) can co-occur and do share some features, 
which means they can sometimes get conflated. The mechanism, however, differs. 
The intervention differs. This is why it’s important to recognise the nuance and be 
able to choose tools most effective for your own context.
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Reflective Corner
The next few pages are all for you to reflect, consider, and evaluate. 
You will get a chance to identify and highlight things that work really 
well, discover something new about yourself or even reconnect to 

the previously familiar parts.



Thinking back to the last time you felt truly energised by 
your work, what was happening in that moment?

What is it that felt good, and can you identify why it did?



What signals (physical, emotional, etc.) do you notice 
in yourself that tip you off you might be approaching 
a burnout?



What strategies helped you in the past to recover from 
stress or distress? Which ones still feel like an accessible 
option to you?



Thinking about what originally inspired you to enter this 
profession, do you still feel connected to that inspiration?
What keeps you motivated nowadays?



What boundaries and practices help you separate when 
you’re not at work? What helps you return to a sense of 
safety and balance after hearing difficult stories?
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