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Vicarious Trauma: 
Caring for Ourselves &
Our Coworkers
Danielle  Kluz
Minnesota All iance on Crime

Thanks to:
Guidebook on Vicarious Trauma: Recommended Solutions 
for Anti‐Violence Workers by Jan I. Richardson of the Centre 
for Research on Violence Against Women and Children in 
London, Ontario for the Family Violence Prevention Unit, 
Health Canada

The Vicarious Trauma Toolkit: The Office for Victims of 
Crime 

Please note:

I am not a mental health professional. If you have questions 
and/or concerns about specific mental health conditions, 
please consult a mental health professional.

Use of humor in presentation—does not indicate that I 
don’t take this issue seriously.
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What Is Vicarious Trauma?

Also known as secondary trauma, bystander trauma…

“The experience of bearing witness to the atrocities 
committed against another.”

“Transformation in the self of a trauma worker or helper 
that results from empathic engagement with traumatized 
clients and their reports of traumatic experiences.” 

What Is Vicarious Trauma?

“Vicarious trauma is the energy that comes from being in the 
presence of trauma and it is how our bodies and psyche react to 
the profound despair, rage, and pain.” 

“An occupational challenge for [people working in the field of 
victim services], due to their continuous exposure to victims of 
trauma and violence. Exposure to the trauma of others has been 
shown to change the world‐view of these responders and can put 
people and organizations at risk for a range of negative 
consequences.”

Beyond Bubble Baths

• Self‐care is helpful but it is 
often not enough.

• Moving from thinking about 
self care to organizational 
policy and practice
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Vicarious Trauma Can Arise:

• From a single incident

• From longer‐term exposure to the trauma of 
others

Personal Story

May be triggering for 
some.

The courthouse and the 
van.

The Personal Effects of Vicarious Trauma

• Cognitive

• Emotional

• Behavioral

• Physical

• Interpersonal

• Spiritual
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• Diminished concentration

• Confusion

• Spaciness

• Loss of meaning

• Preoccupation with 
trauma

• Trauma imagery

• Apathy

• Rigidity

• Disorientation

• Racing thoughts

• Self‐doubt

• Minimization

Personal Effects:  Cognitive

• Powerlessness

• Anxiety

• Guilt

• Shutdown

• Numbness

• Fear

• Helplessness

Personal Effects:  Emotional

• Sadness

• Depression

• Hypersensitivity

• Emotional roller coaster

• Overwhelmed

• Depleted

• Clingy

• Impatient

• Irritable

• Withdrawn

• Moody

• Regression

• Sleep disturbances

Personal Effects:  Behavioral

• Nightmares

• Appetite changes

• Hyper‐vigilance

• Elevated startle response

• Negative coping 
(smoking, alcohol, drugs, 
under/overeating, etc.)
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• Shock

• Sweating

• Rapid heartbeat

• Breathing difficulties

• Headaches

• Somatic reactions

Personal Effects:  Physical

• Aches and pains

• Dizziness

• Impaired immune system

• Depersonalization/      
derealization

• Questioning meaning of life

• Questioning prior spiritual beliefs

• Questioning existence of higher power(s)

• Anger at higher power(s)

• Loss of purpose

• Lack of self‐satisfaction

• Pervasive hopelessness

Personal Effects:  Spiritual

The Impact of Vicarious Trauma on     
Job Functioning

• Performance of job tasks

• Morale

• Interpersonal relations

• Behavior
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The Impact of Vicarious Trauma on Job 
Functioning: Performance of Job Tasks

• Decrease in quality of work

• Decrease in quantity of work

• Low motivation

• Avoidance of job tasks

• Increase in mistakes

• Setting perfectionist standards

• Obsession over detail

The Impact of Vicarious Trauma on Job 
Functioning: Morale

• Decrease in confidence

• Loss of interest

• Negative attitude

• Apathy

• Demoralization

• Lack of appreciation

• Detachment

• Feelings of incompleteness 

The Impact of Vicarious Trauma on Job 
Functioning: Interpersonal Relations

• Withdrawal from colleagues

• Impatience

• Decrease in quality of 
relationships

• Poor communication

• Subsuming own needs

• Staff conflicts
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The Impact of Vicarious Trauma on Job 
Functioning: Behavioral

• Absenteeism

• Tardiness

• Exhaustion

• Faulty judgment

• Irritability

• Irresponsibility

• Overwork

• Frequent job changes

Factors That May Contribute to Vicarious 
Trauma

• Listening to victims’ stories

• Exposure to strong emotions—anger, guilt, sorrow, fear

• Constant “state of emergency” at agency

• Not enough time to spend with each client

• Lack of resources

• Work environment

Factors That May Contribute to Vicarious 
Trauma

• Frustration that we can’t do more to help

• Bias/oppression/inequality affecting victims and staff

• Frustration with “the system”

• Often don’t know what happens to clients in the end

• Feeling like we’re not making a difference—problem seems so 
vast

• Difficulty in taking sufficient vacation/sick time due to 
turnover or scheduling issues
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Factors That May Contribute to Vicarious 
Trauma

• “Martyr syndrome”—glorification of doing more with less, 
doing it all, “saving” clients/coworkers/the entire world

• Relationship between advocate and client—blurred 
boundaries

• Isolation in position or program

• Advocate’s own history of victimization, abuse, and/or trauma

• Personal circumstances in advocate’s life

• Current events in the community and the larger world

OVC Guidelines for a Vicarious Trauma-
Informed Organization

• Create a safe space for addressing 
vicarious trauma with staff

• Manage workload and 
expectations

• Identify and address warning signs

• Support supervisors

OVC Guidelines:  Create a Safe Space

• Acknowledge importance of 
addressing vicarious trauma

• Affirm the work and importance of 
staff 

• Regularly scheduled staff supervision

• Acknowledge staff diversity and how it 
affects their vicarious trauma

• Make resources available
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Additional Ideas for Organizations

• Create staff time to debrief and brainstorm

• Maintain adequate staffing levels

• Provide staff with living wage and health 
insurance

• Ensure that staff take vacation and sick 
time

• Celebrate successes—major AND minor

• Create clear and concise policies around 
client boundaries

Additional Ideas for Organizations
• Ensure staff have time and funding to 

attend trainings/continuing education

• Statewide and national networking and 
organizing—feeling part of a greater 
movement

• Cross‐train coworkers on vicarious trauma

• Create peer support network

• Research mental health resources in your 
community

• Destigmatize vicarious trauma

Additional Ideas for Organizations

All of the above 
need to be 
institutionalized into 
your organization’s 
policy and practice.
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The OVC Vicarious Trauma Toolkit
• An invaluable online 

resource!

• Has special sections/ 
resources for victim 
services, law enforcement, 
EMS, and fire services.

• https://vtt.ovc.ojp.gov

• Encourage that 
organizations work through 
the toolkit as a regular staff 
meeting agenda item

Questions? Resources? Technical Assistance?

Danielle Kluz

Training and Engagement Coordinator

Minnesota Alliance on Crime

danielle@mnallianceoncrime.org

612.940.8090,   ext.  102


