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Risk Factors for Compassion Fatigue

People who work with trauma-impacted children, emotionally-impacted children, and 
children who are highly emotionally reactive are vulnerable to the erosion of 
compassion satisfaction and the deterioration of work engagement, leading to their 
development of compassion fatigue. Compassion fatigue is a stress condition with 
stress responses falling into two broad categories, burnout and secondary traumatic 
stress (STS). Everyone who works with trauma-impacted children is vulnerable, but 
some people are at greater risk so it is important to be aware of the relevant risk factors. 
It is the professional obligation of all staff working in therapeutic programs to be aware 
of these factors and it is a professional responsibility to stay fit for the job and focus on 
resilience if you are at greater risk (See Managing Compassion Fatigue—Resilience 
and Revitalization at https://kevinplummerphd.com/managing-compassion-fatigue-
resilience-and-revitalization/ ). The list below is not a psychometric measure of risk for 
compassion fatigue. There is no way to derive a score or quantifiable risk level. It is for 
awareness only. Some people have adverse work reactions due to one or two risk 
factors, while others may have several risk factors and no job impact. Use the Risk 
Factors list to be aware, and use the Signs and Symptoms of Compassion Fatigue to 
determine if you need intervention. For a thorough review of compassion fatigue, see 
Compassion Fatigue With Staff in Therapeutic Programs at https://
kevinplummerphd.com/.

Risk Factors for Compassion Fatigue

a) A Mismatch between staff skills/abilities and the job requirements.
lack of knowledge and skill to adequately do the job 
little opportunity to add to one's knowledge or develop one's skills
limited staff willingness to add to knowledge or further develop one's skills
limited ability to learn skills required by the job
unwilling/unavailable to invest in the process of learning and growing on the job

b) Finding it difficult to be highly engaged by the work
c) Unable to feel energized and inspired by the work
d) Unable to find deeper meaning and purpose in the work
e) Low levels of pride and fulfillment with the work
f) Experiencing increased feelings of helplessness (when progress is slow and/or there 

are the inevitable setbacks that are outside of the control of the staff). 
g) Experiencing a sense of inadequacy and ineffectiveness (when immediate and  
    profound results are more rare, despite intense efforts). 
h) A Mismatch between staff disposition and the job requirements 

pessimism 
unable to maintain a hopeful and optimistic outlook
low self-esteem 
low level of sensitivity to or compassion for the needs of others
easily discouraged, poor task persistence in the face of obstacles
low levels of self-efficacy
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difficulty investing in or sustaining effort on work tasks
difficulty accepting direction and feedback
lack of enthusiasm for work

i) Unable to derive pleasure from making a difference in the lives of others
j) Unable to derive satisfaction from doing the job well
k) A Mismatch between staff expectations and the job requirements (unrealistic  
    expectations create chronic job stress).

little understanding of what the job entails
little understanding of the severity of emotional impairment among the students 

unable to predict how students will respond (or not respond) to interventions
little understanding of how much one can accomplish 
little understanding of how successful one can be
difficulty recognizing success in small amounts

 failure to adjust expectations as circumstances change
l) Lack of autonomy at work

no involvement in decision making
no opportunity to contribute to the improvement of the program
no opportunity to change the way one does one's job
no way to adjust job responsibilities to align with staff strengths

m) Isolation on the job
too often working alone, rather than being part of a team
low levels of team effectiveness
low levels of staff camaraderie
infrequent contact with co-workers
little access to supervision and guidance
little social support at work

n) Work tasks are in conflict with personal values
o) Poor communication

lack of regular feedback 
lack of recognition
little opportunity to express concerns
little opportunity to ask questions and get clear information and answers

p) Feeling under appreciated
experiencing a deficiency of recognition
experiencing random and unexpected negative appraisals from people who do 

not have a fair basis of program understanding (other co-workers in the building, 
parents, outside agencies and providers)
q) A history of trauma


