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Learning Goals

Review Trauma and Its Impact

Define Secondary Traumatic Stress, Its Causes 
and Impacts

 Identify Self-Care Strategies

 Identify Organizational Strategies, including skills 
to enhance staff resilience



What Are Trauma & Toxic Stress?

Trauma – an intense event that threatens safety 
or security of an individual

Toxic Stress – re-occurring negative experiences 
that threaten safety or security

Traumatic Stress -event, the experience,  and 
the effect



Trauma Exposure or Experience

Survivor (abuse, neglect, accident, disaster)

Witness (personal witness-family, friend, 
neighbor, professional role)

Related to (family member or close personal 
friend)

Listening to details (professional role, media)



Secondary Wounding

Secondary Wounding - Experiencing a sense 
of blame, minimization and expectation 
about the traumatic experience from 
trusted individuals.

Self-Secondary Wounding – Applying 
disparate meaning to role in the traumatic 
experience through self-blame. 



Knowledge from the 
fields of neuroscience, 
immunology, genetics
and epidemiology
have increased our 
understanding of the 
ways experience 
impact our biology, 
behavior & long term 
physical & mental 
health





Survival Brain

Develops in early childhood, essential for 
dealing with stress

Reactive, automatic and emotional 
Chronic trauma/toxic stress leads to 

overactive alarm system & maladaptive 
responses

Trauma “triggers” activate survival brain 
Reactions out of proportion to actual 

situation
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The behavioral and emotional 
adaptations that maltreated 

children make in order to 
survive are brilliant, creative 
solutions, and are personally 

costly.



How Does This Happen:
ACE Pyramid



Resilience

Ability to successfully confront 
challenges & bounce back from 
setbacks.

Resilience can be nurtured & 
recaptured



Enhancing Resilience

Supportive relationships- parent to child, 
worker to parent & supervisor to worker

Address basic needs
Follow the parent/child’s lead
Encourage connections-family, community
Focus on strengths & abilities
Teach coping & calming skills
Stay connected



Trauma Informed Approach
According to Substance Abuse and Mental Health 
Services Administration’s concept of a trauma-informed 
approach, “a program, organization or system that is 
trauma informed:
1. Realizes the widespread impact of trauma and 

understands potential paths for recovery;
2. Recognizes the signs and symptoms of trauma in 

consumers, families, staff and others involved with the 
system; 

3. Responds by fully integrating knowledge about trauma 
into policies, procedures, and practices; and

4. Seeks to actively resist re-traumatization.” 2015



Caring for the Caregiver





Why Does This Matter?

Self = Most important tool

STS = Occupational Hazard

Self Care = Personal 
Protective Equipment

 Increases ability to care for others 
effectively



Secondary Traumatic Stress

The emotional duress that results when an 
individual hears about the firsthand 
trauma experiences of another. Its 
symptoms mimic those of post-traumatic 
stress disorder (PTSD). 

National Child Trauma Stress Network, http://www.nctsn.org/resources/topics/secondary-traumatic-stress

http://www.nctsn.org/resources/topics/secondary-traumatic-stress


Related Terms

Compassion fatigue, less 
stigmatizing way to describe 
secondary traumatic stress

Compassion satisfaction, 
Positive feelings derived from 
competent performance as a 
trauma professional.  

Vicarious trauma , Cognitive 
changes that occur after 
cumulative exposure to 
another person’s traumatic 
experiences.

Burnout, Emotional exhaustion, 
depersonalization, & a 
reduced feeling of 
accomplishment; general 
occupational stress.  



Secondary Traumatic Stress
It is not if a staff 

person will 
experience 
secondary 
traumatic 
stress…

…it is when will a 
staff person 
experience 
secondary 

traumatic stress 2015



Who Is At Risk?

Helping professionals 

Highly empathic (women)

Prior trauma experiences (also more compassion)

Frequent exposure

Socially or organizationally isolated

 Inadequate training



Protective Factors

Knowledge about STS, risk factors, self-care 
strategies

Longer duration of professional experience

Use of evidence-based practices

Supportive work environment



Three Levels of Care

Personal

Warning Signs

Self-Assessment

Finding Time

Interpersonal

Warning Signs

Self-Assessment

Finding Time

Organizational

Warning Signs

Self-Assessment

Finding Time



Personal: Warning Signs

Hypervigilance
Hopelessness
 Inability to embrace 

complexity
 Inability to listen, 

avoidance of clients
Anger and cynicism

Sleeplessness
Fear
Chronic exhaustion
Physical ailments
Minimizing
Guilt



Personal: Self Assessment

Assessment Tools

Professional Quality of Life (ProQOL)
Compassion Fatigue Self-Test
Self-Care Assessment Checklist (What About 

You?)
Provider Resilience App



Ways in Which My Life is Affected by Stress

We all have periods of time when we feel overwhelmed. Every 
day, we feel some degree of hassle or strain due to minor 
stressors (e.g. you overslept, you’re stuck in traffic)or major 
situations (e.g. job insecurity, illness). Stress can manifest itself in 
many ways. Think about how your are affected by various 
stressors and complete the lists below.

Ways in Which My Body Reacts to Stress
Ways in Which My Personal Life is Affected by Stress
Ways in Which My Professional Life is Affected by 

Stress



Provider Resilience APP,  http://t2health.dcoe.mil/apps/provider-resilience
Mindfulness Coach, http://www.ptsd.va.gov/public/materials/apps/mobileapp_mindfulness_coach.asp
Take A Break, I Tunes store and Android app store

http://t2health.dcoe.mil/apps/provider-resilience
http://www.ptsd.va.gov/public/materials/apps/mobileapp_mindfulness_coach.asp


Personal: Finding the Time-
If You Have…
 2 Minutes

 Breathe
 Daydream
 Doodle
 Spend time with your pet

 5 Minutes
 Listen to music
Chat with a co-worker
 Step outside for fresh air
 Enjoy a snack; make a cup 

of…

 10 Minutes
Write in a journal
 Tidy your work area
 Dance
 Read a magazine

 30 Minutes
Get a massage
 Spend time in nature
Go shopping
 Practice yoga



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=w6T02g5hnT4

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=w6T02g5hnT4


Trauma Stewardship

Adapted from: Trauma Stewardship:
An Everyday Guide to Caring for Self While
Caring for Others, L. van Dernoot Lipsky

Daily 
Centering 
Practice

Creating 
Space for 

Inquiry

Choosing 
Our Focus

Building 
Compassion 

& 
Community

Finding
Balance

Why am I doing what I’m doing?
Is trauma mastery a factor?
Is this working for me?

Where am I putting my 
focus?
What is my Plan B?

Creating a micro culture.
Practicing compassion for myself and others

Engaging with our lives 
outside of work
Gratitude



Interpersonal: Warning Signs

 Increased conflict
Negative feelings when 

others reach out to you
Can’t manage your 

relationships and work
 Losing interest in family 

rituals, routines, social 
activities

 Feeling helpless around 
the house

Avoiding calls from 
friends or invitations

 Feeling disconnected, 
detached, or trapped

Withdrawing and not 
seeking connection 
with others



Interpersonal: Self Assessment
Circle of Support

Exchange-
people you pay 

for services

Participation-
people/groups 
you participate 

in

Friendship-
almost made 

1st. circle

Intimacy-can’t 
imagine living 

without



Interpersonal: Finding The Time-
If You Have…
 2 Minutes

 Leave a message to tell 
someone you’re thinking of 
them

 Let someone know you need 
to talk with them later

 Leave a note on the fridge 
that says “I love you”

 5 Minutes
 Mail a card or e-greeting

 Send someone a list of dates 
for getting together

 Look at pictures of 
family/friends

 10 Minutes
 Have breakfast with 

family/friend
 Research a group you may 

want to join
 Talk to someone about a 

problem/frustration
 30 Minutes

 Read/play a game with a 
child

 Go for a walk with a friend
 Cook/eat with family/friend
 Write a letter to someone



Available at ProQOL.org



Organizational: Warning Signs

High rates of turnover, 
absences, tardiness

Poor communication 
between 
individuals/departments

 Increased interpersonal 
conflict

Missed deadlines

 Incomplete/poor 
quality work

 Increased customer 
complaints

Negative 
atmosphere/low morale

 Less motivation/energy
 Lack of psychological 

safety 



Organizational: Self-Assessment

Assessment Tools

Organization’s Stress Temperature 

Organizational Self Care Checklist



The Organization’s Stress Temperature

 Describe how the 
organization looks when:
overwhelmed by stress
very busy, stressful & 

beginning to feel 
overwhelming

beginning to get 
busier and more 
stressful

calm and running 
smoothly

Overwhelmed

Calm

More stressful

Very stressful



Organization’s Role: Essential components to 
adequately address secondary traumatic stress. 

Develop the capacity to translate trauma-related knowledge 
into meaningful action, policy, and improvements in practices.

Understand that trauma can shape the 
culture of organizations in the same way 

that trauma shapes the world view of 
individuals.

Recognize 
the impact of 

secondary 
trauma on 

the 
workforce.

Recognize that 
exposure to trauma 
is a risk of the job of 
serving traumatized 
adults, children and 

families.

Understand that 
a traumatized 
organization is 

less likely to 
effectively 
identify its 

clients’ past 
trauma or 
mitigate or 

prevent future 
trauma.

2015



Organization Prevention Strategies 

Normalize secondary 
traumatic stress 

throughout all levels of 
the organization

Implement workload 
policies and practices 

Increase the availability 
of opportunities for 

supportive professional 
relationships 

Provide regular trauma-
informed supervision that 

is relationally based

Provide opportunities to enhance their 
sense of autonomy and feel 

empowered in the organization
2015



Organization Intervention Strategies 

Strategies to 
evaluate 

secondary 
stress 

Cognitive
behavioral

interventions

Mindfulness 
training 

Gatherings 
following crisis; 

allow for 
voluntary, 

spontaneous 
discussions 

Caseload 
adjustment

Reflective 
supervision

Change in job 
assignment or 

work group 

Referrals to 
EAPs or outside 

agencies

2015



Organizational: Finding the Time –
As A Supervisor If You Have…
 2 Minutes

 Smile 

 Make coffee

 Thank someone

 Sign up for a training 
opportunity

 5 Minutes
 Talk with someone you don’t 

usually work with

 Schedule a team meeting

 Straighten up a common area

 Respond to an email

 10 Minutes
 Discuss a training opportunity 

 Plan a celebration

 Clean up your workspace

 30 Minutes
 Have lunch with colleagues

 Talk about burn out at a staff 
meeting

 Have a “walking meeting” 
outside

 Do “A Day in the Life” activity at  
staff meeting



Organizational Response
A complete review of the organization's capacity to address 
secondary trauma includes:

What educational activities has the 
organization implemented to ensure staff are 
aware of the “signs” of secondary trauma?

Has the organization implemented strategies 
to prevent traumatic stress in its staff?

Has the organization put into place a range of 
intervention strategies to address traumatic 
stress or post traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) of 
its staff?

2015



Next Steps
Addressing the issue of secondary 
traumatic stress involves promotion of 
preventive strategies and intervention 
strategies to mitigate the impact of 
secondary traumatic stress and build 
resilience skills.  
What is your organization’s next steps? Do 
you have a group conducting a self-
assessment for the organization to build a 
trauma informed organization (which 
includes secondary trauma)? 

2015



Resources
 Secondary Traumatic Stress: A Fact Sheet for Child-Serving 

Professionals; National Child Traumatic Stress Network, www.nctsn.org
 Trauma Stewardship: An Everyday Guide to Caring for Self While 

Caring for Others, L. van Dernoot Lipsky with C. Burk
 What About You?: A Workbook for Those Who Work with Others, K. 

Volk, K. Guarino, M. Grandin, R. Clervil, The National Center on Family 
Homelessness

 All My Life’s A Circle: Using the Tools, Circle, MAPS & PATHS, M. Falvey, 
M. Forest, J. Pearpoint, & R. Rosenberg, Inclusion Press

 Compassion Fatigue Self Test, Compassion Fatigue Awareness 
Project, www.compassionfatigue.org

 Professional Quality of Life Scale (ProQOL), B. Hudnall Stramm, 
www.proqol.org

 Provider Resilience App, National Center for Telehealth & 
Technology, http://t2health.dcoe.mil/apps/provider-resilience

http://www.nctsn.org/
http://www.compassionfatigue.org/
http://www.proqol.org/
http://t2health.dcoe.mil/apps/provider-resilience


For More Information

Mary Ludtke
Consultant, Children’s Services 
Agency, MDHHS
Ludtkem@michigan.gov
Mary Mueller
Trauma Informed Systems 
Coordinator, MDHHS
Muellerm1@michigan.gov

mailto:Ludtkem@michigan.gov
mailto:Muellerm1@michigan.gov
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