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Spotlight on vicarious trauma

Vicarious trauma - trauma beyond direct experience

Trauma is not limited to direct experiences of abuse and self-harm; it
can also arise through exposure to the distressing experiences of others.
This is known as vicarious trauma.

People working across health and social care - whether in the pubilic,
private, or third sector - are frequently exposed to deeply personal
accounts of abuse, harm, neglect, and violence. Regularly hearing,
reading, or engaging with these traumatic experiences can carry a
significant emotional impact.

Health and social care professionals spend much of their time supporting
and protecting others. In doing so, they are routinely exposed to the
experiences of those they care for. Over time, this repeated exposure can
place individuals at risk of vicarious trauma, which can affect their mental
health and wellbeing. Listening to traumatic experiences with empathy
can trigger strong emotional responses, sometimes influenced by a
person’s own life experiences.

Vicarious trauma occurs as a result of being repeatedly exposed to, and
empathically engaging with, stories of trauma, suffering, and violence. Its
effects may worsen with ongoing exposure. It is distinct from burnout,
which is typically characterised by physical and emotional exhaustion,
along with growing negativity toward work. Vicarious trauma, however,
can be more profound, affecting an individual’s sense of self and their
view of the world. Burnout may improve with rest or time away from
work. However, recovery from vicarious trauma often requires peer
support, self-reflection, and sometimes therapeutic intervention.

What increases vulnerability to vicarious trauma?

Certain factors can increase vulnerability to vicarious trauma, including:
* Previous personal experiences of trauma.

* Prolonged exposure to distressing material.

* High degrees of empathy for clients can amplify the risks.

* Limited opportunities to reflect on and share emotional experiences.
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Despite understanding the importance of self-care, professionals in caring
roles often struggle to prioritise it due to increasing work pressures. This
can heighten their susceptibility to vicarious trauma.

What are the signs of vicarious trauma?

Vicarious trauma can affect professionals in ways that resemble the
experiences of trauma survivors. Recognising early signs - both in yourself
and colleagues - is key to managing its impact.

Common signs include:

Feelings of guilt, hopelessness, or emotional numbness.

Loss of meaning or satisfaction in work.

Bystander guilt (feeling responsible or wishing you could have done
more).

Persistent thoughts about patients or cases outside of work.
Difficulty maintaining personal or professional boundaries.
Excessive worry or anxiety.

Intrusive thoughts or distressing imagery.

Fatigue, exhaustion, and sleep difficulties.

Trauma-related symptoms such as flashbacks, panic attacks, or
dissociation (feeling detached or numb in response to overwhelming
experiences).

How to deal with vicarious trauma?

Developing awareness and using proactive coping strategies can help
reduce the impact of vicarious trauma:

Build self-awareness. Regularly check in with how you are feeling. Keep
a reflective journal and use supervision or support sessions to monitor
your emotional wellbeing.

Recognise early warning signs. Identify personal indicators of stress,
such as irritability, anxiety, or low mood, and take early action to
address them.

Use available supports. Access resources such as employee assistance
programmes, organisational wellbeing services, or external
organisations and website resources such as Mind or the National
Wellbeing Hub.
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* Maintain professional boundaries. Manage and review workloads in
supervision and take breaks after particularly intense work. Prioritise
self-care. Look after your physical and emotional health. This includes

* Taking regular breaks.

e Staying hydrated and eating well.

e Practising mindfulness or relaxation techniques.

* Maintaining a clear boundary between work and home life.

* Seek support when needed. If symptoms persist, speak to your GP or
seek support through your workplace or a mental health professional.

Resources

Guidelines for the prevention and management of vicarious trauma among
researchers of sexual and intimate partner violence
(Sexual Violence Research Initiative, Pretoria, South Africa)

Vicarious Trauma and Secondary Stress in Therapeutic Residential Care
(Centre for Excellence in Therapeutic Care, Australian Childhood
Foundation)

Why an education in vicarious trauma is vital to the future of the NHS
(National Association for People Abused in Childhood)

Vicarious and Secondary Trauma — Psychtraumatology

Vicarious trauma: spotting the signs and taking action
(Royal College of Nursing Magazine)

NHS Mental Health — information and supports

Vicarious trauma: signs and strategies for coping
(British Medical Association)

National Wellbeing Hub

(Evidence-led resources to promote, enhance and support the
psychosocial wellbeing of everyone working in health and social care in
Scotland)

Mind
(The Mental Health Charity)



https://www.svri.org/sites/default/files/attachments/2016-06-02/SVRIVTguidelines.pdf
https://www.svri.org/sites/default/files/attachments/2016-06-02/SVRIVTguidelines.pdf
https://www.cetc.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2022/07/vicarious-trauma-research-brief.pdf
https://napac.org.uk/why-an-education-in-vicarious-trauma-is-vital/
https://iptrauma.org/docs/trauma/vicarious-and-secondary-trauma/
https://iptrauma.org/docs/trauma/vicarious-and-secondary-trauma/
https://iptrauma.org/docs/trauma/vicarious-and-secondary-trauma/
https://www.rcn.org.uk/magazines/Wellbeing/2024/Dec/Vicarious-trauma-spotting-the-signs-and-taking-action
https://www.rcn.org.uk/magazines/Wellbeing/2024/Dec/Vicarious-trauma-spotting-the-signs-and-taking-action
https://www.nhs.uk/mental-health/
https://www.nhs.uk/mental-health/
https://www.nhs.uk/mental-health/
https://www.bma.org.uk/advice-and-support/your-wellbeing/vicarious-trauma/vicarious-trauma-signs-and-strategies-for-coping
https://wellbeinghub.scot/
https://www.mind.org.uk/information-support/
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