
YMCA	–	Week	4	

What	is	Compassion	Fatigue?		

Compassion	fatigue	has	been	described	as	the	“cost	of	caring”	for	others	in	
emotional	pain	(Figley,	1982).	The	helping	field	has	gradually	begun	to	recognize	
that	workers	are	profoundly	affected	by	the	work	they	do,	whether	it	is	by	direct	
exposure	to	traumatic	events	(for	example,	working	as	a	first	responder	or	in	a	
hospital	ER	or	child	welfare	investigation);	secondary	exposure	(hearing	clients	
talk	about	trauma	they	have	experienced,	helping	people	who	have	just	been	
victimized,	working	in	the	field	of	child	abuse)	and	the	full	gamut	in	between.	The	
work	of	helping	requires	professionals	to	open	their	hearts	and	minds	to	the	
people	they	service–	unfortunately,	this	very	process	is	what	makes	helpers	
vulnerable	to	being	profoundly	affected	and	even	possibly	damaged	by	their	work	
and	yet	it	is	an	essential	skill	to	maintain	in	order	to	be	effective,	ethical	and	
compassionate.		We	will	explore	this	important,	often	over-looked	condition	of	
the	“caring	professional”	and	ways	to	manage.	

Vicarious	Trauma	

Burnout	

Signs	and	Symptoms	of	Compassion	Fatigue	

Risk	Factors	for	Compassion	Fatigue	

Take	the	Test	

What	to	do?	–	Review	Self	Care,	Explore	your	own	“healthy	relationships”	

	

Therapy	Take	Away:			

-How	about	codependency?		What’s	the	relationship	with	codependency	and	
compassion	fatigue?	
-Healthy	Relationships	

 
 
 
 



 
Compassion	Fatigue	–	What	is	it?	

Originally	identified	by	Charles	Figley	in	the	late	’90s	following	the	
bombing	of	the	Alfred	P.	Murrah	Federal	Building	in	Oklahoma	City.	
After	repeated	exposure	to	traumatized	people,	Oklahoma	City’s	first	
responders	started	to	experience	subtle,	yet	significant,	negative	
impacts	on	job	performance.	 

Compassion	fatigue	has	been	described	as	the	“cost	of	caring”	for	
others	in	emotional	pain	(Figley,	1982).		

	
Vicarious	Trauma	

Coined	by	Perlman	&	Saakvitne	(1995)	to	describe	the	profound	shift	in	
world	view	that	occurs	in	helping	professionals	when	they	work	with	
clients	who	have	experienced	trauma:	helpers	notice	that	their	
fundamental	beliefs	about	the	world	are	altered	and	possibly	damaged	
by	being	repeatedly	exposed	to	traumatic	material. 

VT	typically	implies	more	permanent	effect	than	compassion	fatigue. 

 
	
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
Signs and Symptoms of Compassion Fatigue 

Each individual will have their own warning signs that indicate that they are 
moving into the danger zone of compassion fatigue.  

These will include some of the following:  

• Exhaustion 

• Reduced ability to feel sympathy and empathy  

• Anger and irritability 

 • Increased use of alcohol and drugs 

 • Dread of working with certain clients/patients  

• Diminished sense of enjoyment of career  

• Disruption to world view, Heightened anxiety or irrational fears 

 • Intrusive imagery or dissociation  

• Hypersensitivity or Insensitivity to emotional material  

• Difficulty separating work life from personal life  

• Absenteeism – missing work, taking many sick days  

• Impaired ability to make decisions and care for clients/patients 

 • Problems with intimacy and in personal relationships 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Risk Factors of Compassion Fatigue 
While all caregivers are vulnerable to compassion fatigue, some risk 
factors make people more prone to developing such symptoms. These 
include: 

• Working with acute crises or emergencies regularly 
• Working with dangerous or violent populations 
• Specializing in grief, bereavement, or death 
• Having a heavy caseload or workload 
• Over-identification with survivors 
• Incidents that trigger personal experiences 
• Problems with codependency 
• Perfectionism and control issues 
• History of similar traumatic experiences 
• Having overly idealistic expectations for yourself or others 

 

Compassion Fatigue and Codependency 

“Many researchers have studied so-called compassion fatigue.  According 
to Tibetan medicine, compassion fatigue doesn’t exist because compassion 
doesn’t cause exhaustion.  Rather, compassion fatigue is codependency, 
defined as enabling addiction, poor mental health, and irresponsibility.  
Codependents feel burned out, go beyond their personal limits, and need 
other people’s approval.  In studies of nurses, these characteristics were 
inversely related to self-compassion.” 
Tibetan Medicine and You: A Path to Wellbeing, Better Health, and Joy 
By Miriam E. Cameron, Tenzin Namdul 

	

	

	

	



	

	

	

	



	

	

	

	



	

	



	

	

	


