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Compassion fatigue is a significant obstacle to remaining "therapeutic" while working 
with trauma-impacted children. Everyone who works with trauma-impacted children is 
vulnerable, but some people are more impacted than others (see Risk Factors for 
Compassion Fatigue as well as Strengths and Protective Factors for Minimizing 
Compassion Fatigue). Also, some people manage stress well and others have to work 
harder to keep stress from overwhelming them. Fortunately, stress management skills 
can be learned and healthy self-care practices for resilience and revitalization can be 
developed and can become part of one's normal routine. For a thorough review of 
compassion fatigue, see Compassion Fatigue With Staff in Therapeutic Programs at 
https://kevinplummerphd.com/compassion-fatigue/.

Fitness for the job, while working with emotionally-impacted children, requires active 
management of compassion fatigue, so it is the professional obligation of all staff 
working in therapeutic programs to be aware of and to take responsibility for their own 
compassion fatigue, to stay fit for the job, maintaining their focus on resilience and 
revitalizing if necessary. 

Sometimes, when we are so committed to helping others we can forget about taking 
care of ourselves, but we need to take very good care of ourselves if we expect to be 
able to take very good care of emotionally-impacted children. Take good care of yourself 
and help your co-workers do the same. 

What You Can do at Work to Increase Resilience

A) Develop an active role in becoming more proficient in therapeutic methods while 
finding a way to become involved in the creative aspect of your program (see the work 
of Ed Deci at the University of Rochester on the role of competence, autonomy and 
social connectedness in motivation and satisfaction—Self-Determination Theory http://
selfdeterminationtheory.org/). 

B) Find a way to become highly engaged in the work by contributing to the improvement 
of the program, by trying to be creative, by giving input, adding suggestions and ideas, 
and participating in decision making about the way things are done. People are at risk 
for job burnout when they exercise no autonomy at work, no involvement in decision 
making, and take no opportunity to contribute to the improvement of the program or to 
change the way they do their job.

C) Understand how to recognize success, especially what success looks like in small 
measured amounts, and develop realistic expectations about what can be accomplished 
and what it will take to accomplish it. Connecting outcomes with specific efforts or 
interventions leads to greater feelings of effectiveness, which contributes to resilience.

D)  Strive to maintain an optimistic and hopeful outlook.
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E) Take full advantage of additional training and skill development opportunities, seek 
out guidance and support with the application of new skills, ask to observe skills and 
tools in action, seek out additional training resources such as reading material and 
access to other staff who have specific expertise. Active learning and growing on the job 
and a high level of mastery of required skills—a strong feeling of competence in doing 
the job—is a protective factor against job burnout.  People are more susceptible to 
burnout when they lack the knowledge and the skill to adequately do the job, and when 
they have little opportunity to add to their knowledge or develop their skills, or they are 
unable or unwilling to invest in the process of learning and growing on the job.

F) Frequently self-assess and determine where you need to grow and develop to 
achieve optimal job performance. Create a job skills growth plan or a plan to improve 
proficiency in specific areas.

G) Strive to maintain a "Growth Mindset".

H) Align your personal principles, values, interests, talents and skills with work. Try to 
resolve any mismatches and advocate for opportunities to be engaged in job tasks that 
reflect your strengths and interests. Be receptive to new responsibilities and different 
tasks, volunteer to take on something different. Sometimes new tasks and 
responsibilities can be revitalizing.

I) Create a work engagement and fulfillment plan.

J) Identify role models among your co-workers, someone whose work quality, 
engagement in work, and professional attitude and approach toward work you admire 
and value.

K) Stay well-connected with your classroom team. Participate in monitoring the 
effectiveness of your team (https://kevinplummerphd.com/staff-assessment-of-team-
effectiveness-the-level-of-community-within-your-therapeutic-team/) and help develop 
plans to improve team effectiveness. Social support is an important factor in resilience, 
and lack of social support on the job is linked to worker burnout. People who are 
isolated, not part of an effective team, and have little access to social support or 
supervision/guidance on the job are particularly at risk for burnout.

L) Resist participating in workplace discussions that generate chronic negativity about 
the job, the children, or the other staff. Resist chronically commiserating with your 
colleagues about negativity in your life outside of work. Make a conscientious effort to 
emphasize the success you're having at work and to see the small signs of progress in 
the children you work with. Focus on what is possible, what will work out well, what 
small good can be done. Try to see the day as full of promise and possibility.

M) Work on seeing the best and bringing out the best in others. Search for strengths. 
Provide an abundance of recognition for others, build on what is good, what is working, 
Kevin Plummer, Ph.D.    School Clinical & Consulting Services

https://kevinplummerphd.com/staff-assessment-of-team-effectiveness-the-level-of-community-within-your-therapeutic-team/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/staff-assessment-of-team-effectiveness-the-level-of-community-within-your-therapeutic-team/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/staff-assessment-of-team-effectiveness-the-level-of-community-within-your-therapeutic-team/


�3
Resilience and Revitalization 

compliment others, share success stories. Contribute to a team culture of hope and 
optimism.

N) Help others learn how to do what you do well. It will add to your feelings of 
competence and professional identity, it will help you feel connected to the mission, and 
it will broaden your impact in a way that will help you feel valued and important to the 
organization. Stress narrows the focus and increases rigidity, while helping others 
broadens perspective and increases openness, flexibility and connectedness.

O) Take the time to debrief about the day with members of your team. 

P) Take the time to discuss/debrief with a supervisor about any adverse impact you feel 
you've had from recent exposure to trauma while helping students. 

Q) Develop restorative break skills, build restorative breaks into the work day and take 
advantage of restore activities provided by the workplace.

Physiological resetting:
Muscle relaxation and stretching
Massage (as well as massage pillows and chairs)
Calming breaths, 
Diaphragmatic breathing
Walk or exercise
Yoga
Mindfulness meditation

Psychological resetting:
Listening to music
Fresh air and sunlight
Change of scene, time away
Viewing scenes of nature
Watching animal videos
Viewing photos of your family and/or places you like to visit

Cognitive resetting:
Focus breaks, "brain breaks", activities that require concentration and can create 

a mindset shift (coloring, crossword puzzles, I Spy, Sudoku, mazes, tracing, 
tangrams, origami, knitting, etc.).

Perception and perspective management with a debriefing session (identify 
people on staff who can help you gain perspective).

R) Reset for calm (physiologically) when you feel triggered by your exposure to the 
trauma of the children in the program (and periodically throughout your time in the 
classroom), with calming breaths and muscle relaxation, particularly relaxing the 
muscles of the abdomen.
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S) Frequently check yourself for compassion fatigue by reviewing Signs and Symptoms 
of Compassion Fatigue.

T) Make a consistent and concerted effort to become attuned to individual children in 
the classroom. Be an astute observer, mindful of small moments and mannerisms, and 
frequently bring yourself back into the present when you notice your mind has drifted.

U) Practice gratitude, frequently express gratitude. Teach yourself to find things 
throughout the day that you are grateful for, and express thanks and appreciation to the 
people you work with as often as possible. This is an evidence-based resilience-
enhancing behavior (see, https://kevinplummerphd.com/positive-psychology-student-
learning-implications/).

V) Stay hydrated, preferably with water. Dehydration can cause body inflammation, 
leading to fatigue, foggy thinking, and other "sickness behaviors" such as depressed 
mood, lack of ambition, diminished hope, increased anxiety, and problems with memory 
and processing information (https://kevinplummerphd.com/chronic-stress-inflammation-
and-mood-dysfunction/).

W) Maintain a neat and organized environment and close adherence to predictable 
routines of the day. Structure, order, and predictability are calming while unpredictability, 
messiness, and disorganization promote a stress response.

X) Maintain a sense of humor at work. Laughter, light-heartedness can reset 
biochemistry following a buildup of frustration and stress. 

What You Can do Outside of Work for Resilience and Revitalization

A) Develop social supports outside of work and spend plenty of time with people you 
like, people who really know you and appreciate who you are, people who genuinely 
care about you, people who encourage you and lift you up, people who can selflessly 
celebrate your life.

B) Engage in fun, engaging, relaxing and distracting projects and activities outside of 
work on a regular basis. Leave work at the workplace and immerse yourself in non-work 
experiences that bring you into the present.

C) Preserve the diet of solitary time that you need.

D) Develop an active meditation practice outside of work.  

E) Maintain a regular exercise program outside of work. Exercise helps process the 
neurochemical and hormonal byproducts of stress, reduces muscle tension, boosts 
serotonin production, lowers resting heart rate, decreases blood pressure, enhances the 
quality of sleep, and promotes a sense of control.
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F) Eat healthy foods.

G) Appreciate the wonders of nature, the trees, the garden, the animals, the breeze, the 
blue sky. Let your perspective broaden to the natural world around you. This has a 
profound impact on stress hormones (see, https://kevinplummerphd.com/positive-
psychology-student-learning-implications/).
.
H) Protect your sleep with good sleep hygiene and very regular sleep habits that give 
you substantial high quality sleep.

I) Stay hydrated, preferably with water. Dehydration can trigger an immune system 
response (causing body inflammation), leading to fatigue, foggy thinking, and other 
"sickness behaviors" such as depressed mood, lack of ambition, diminished hope, 
increased anxiety, and problems with memory and processing information (https://
kevinplummerphd.com/chronic-stress-inflammation-and-mood-dysfunction/).

J) Practice gratitude, frequently express gratitude. Teach yourself to find things 
throughout the day that you are grateful for. Sometimes these are small things that are 
usually just taken for granted. Express thanks and appreciation to the people you are 
close to, your family and your friends, but also people you casually encounter 
throughout your day. This is an evidence-based resilience-enhancing behavior (see, 
https://kevinplummerphd.com/positive-psychology-student-learning-implications/).

What the School or Organization Can do to Promote Resilience and Revitalization

A) Provide frequent concrete and specific feedback about job performance.
B) Provide ample opportunity for staff recognition, showcasing of work.
C) Repeatedly provide clarity of roles and responsibilities.
D) Set realistic and clear expectations, welcome input about expectations and be open 

to revisions to expectations.
E) Frequently review the workload, help staff manage and balance job duties.
F) Provide supervision from administrators, coordinators, clinicians, consultants and   
    experienced staff. 
G) Provide staff with the "big picture" and ensure that they feel connected with the vision 

and mission of the organization (e.g., the school building, school district or special 
education department vision), and that they see how they are fulfilling a vital purpose.

H)Provide opportunities for experienced staff to help others, to enable them to have a 
broader impact.

I) Establish open and clear channels of communication. Promote and model clear and 
straightforward communication. Enable staff to express concerns, ask questions and 
get clear information and answers when needed and without significant delay. 

J) Provide for additional training and skill development as needed, offer sufficient 
guidance and support with opportunities to apply new skills, make available additional 
training resources such as reading material and access to other staff with specific 
expertise, and provide opportunities to observe skills and tools in action.

K)Provide space, materials and time for restorative breaks in the workplace.
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L) Provide sufficient opportunity for staff to meet and plan. 
M)Provide sufficient and timely opportunities for staff to debrief. Help staff debrief within 

the work day, adjusting perception and perspective as a way to reset. Discuss 
exposure to trauma while helping staff remain emotionally regulated.

N) Frequently and informally "check in" with staff, check on their progress, their goals, 
their questions and concerns, their frustrations, their well-being. Listen with intention, 
with empathy and with compassion.

O)Employ a zero-tolerance policy for co-worker harassment, bullying, humiliation and 
ridicule, insulting and offensive language, and blatant disrespect.

P) Include staff in decisions that affect them.
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