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Signs and Symptoms of Compassion Fatigue

People who work with trauma-impacted children, emotionally impacted children, and 
children who are highly emotionally reactive are vulnerable to the development of 
compassion fatigue, a stress condition with stress responses falling into two broad 
categories, burnout and secondary traumatic stress (STS). For a thorough review of 
compassion fatigue, see Compassion Fatigue With Staff in Therapeutic Programs at 
https://kevinplummerphd.com/. 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). The list below is designed to 
increase awareness for easy monitoring of this condition as it develops, because 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 and 
focus on resilience and revitalization if necessary. The list below is organized by 
categories of symptoms that reflect the major components of compassion fatigue, 
however, it is not a psychometric measure of compassion fatigue. There is no way to 
derive a score or quantifiable level of compassion fatigue from the 73 items on this list. 
The ProQOL 5, Professional Quality of Life Scale https://proqol.org/uploads/
ProQOL_5_English.pdf is a quantifiable measure of compassion fatigue, the Maslach 
Burnout Inventory (MBI) is a quantifiable measure of staff burnout http://www.uapd.com/
wp-content/uploads/Maslach-Burnout-Inventory-MBI.pdf, and the Utrecht Work 
Engagement Scale (UWES) ) is a quantifiable measure of work engagement and well-
being. https://www.wilmarschaufeli.nl/publications/Schaufeli/Tests/UWES_GB_17.pdf.
Use this list to become more aware of your own signs of compassion fatigue and then 
increase your efforts, if necessary, to revitalize by using the recommendations 
presented in Managing Compassion Fatigue—Resilience and Revitalization at https://
kevinplummerphd.com/. 

Signs and Symptoms of Compassion Fatigue

a1) Loss of energy, physical exhaustion at work (but not outside of work)
a2) Emotional exhaustion, emotional depletion, feeling drained
a3) Students are perceived as energy drains
a4) Loss of meaning and purpose at work
a5) Apathy toward work
a6) Loss of pride in the work
a7) Loss of interest in and investment in the work 
a8) lack of vision and direction regarding work (inability to see what is possible)
a9) Loss of motivation for work

b1) Avoidance of feelings by shutting down ("I'm done"), 
b2) Avoidance of feelings by becoming numb or indifferent to what's going on 
b3) Cynicism ("what's the point of even trying")
b4) Diminished caring about the students
b5) Feeling less care about the needs of others in general (including co-workers)
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b6) Impatience 
b7) Pessimism, loss of hope
b8) Insensitivity toward others

c1) Isolation, withdrawal from co-workers, from the team
c2) Disparaging others on the team
c3) Feeling more distant and detached, reluctance to work as part of a team
c4) Frequent communication breakdown 
c5) Negative response to feedback and direction
c6) Passive aggression, frequently feeling uncooperative or oppositional
c7) Conflicts with co-workers, anger toward co-workers, frustration with co-workers
c8) Negative opinions about the job performance of co-workers
c9) Avoidance of co-workers
c10) Feeling unappreciated at work
c11) Lack of flexibility 
c12) Increase in compulsive behavior 
c13) difficulty adapting to change

d1) Frequently expressing negativity, expressing a negative attitude toward work
d2) Chronic irritability 
d3) Frequent complaining
d4) Increase in sarcasm
d5) Frequent blaming

e1) Frequent absenteeism
e2) Frequently trying to extend breaks (combine two short breaks) at work
e3) Late coming back from breaks
e4) Requests to leave work early (scheduling appointments during work time) 
e5) Feeling dread about coming to work
e6) Feeling over worked
e7) Feeling close to a breaking point

f1) Chronically feeling helpless, hopeless
f2) Chronically feeling incompetent, ineffective, inadequate
f3) Loss of self-esteem
f4) Low self-efficacy
f5) Frequently feeling overwhelmed
f6) Perception that demands are always increasing
f7) Easily annoyed by the needs or demands of others
f8) Feeling burdened by responsibilities and work pressures
f9) Unable to feel worthwhile at work
f10) Unable to understand how to be helpful

g1) Poor concentration, forgetfulness
g2) Increase in errors, decrease in productivity
g3) Making poor decisions
g4) Increased impulsivity and reactivity
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g5) Difficulty making decisions
g6) Increased procrastination
g7) frequently distracted/preoccupied
g8) Inability to complete tasks and assignments

h1) Prone to dissociation, frequently in a daydream, often leaving the present 
h2) Experiencing intrusive thoughts and frightening images 
h3) Feelings of heightened anxiety and nervousness, on edge
h4) More easily startled
h5) Increased feelings of mistrust and suspicion
h6) Increased frustration and anger
h7) Intrusive thoughts and images about student trauma
h8) Inability to let go of work-related matters, rumination
h9) Persistent thoughts and feelings of inadequacy as a helper
h10) Avoidance of certain students
h11) A sense of dread at the thought of working with certain students 
h12) Work issues and thoughts of certain students encroaching upon personal time
h13) Sleep problems


