
VICARIOUS TRAUMA

(Excerpted f rom Understanding  and  Addres s ing  Vicarious  Trauma )

Dr. Laurie  Anne Pearlman and Lisa  McKay (2008 ) ,  Headington Institute

Humanitarian workers often assist people who have been victimized. They work in and with communities that 
have been devastated by natural forces or conflict, and this work can be extremely challenging. They 
themselves are sometimes the targets of violence. As a result of all these things, humanitarian workers are 
likely to experience lasting psychological and spiritual changes in the way that they see themselves and the 
world.

Some of these changes can be positive. Humanitarian workers often talk about how witnessing (and 
sometimes sharing in) the sufferings of people they are there to help has led to personal changes they 
appreciate – such as more compassion and gratitude, and a deeper understanding of what they value in their 
own lives and why.

However, some of the changes that can come from witnessing and experiencing suffering can be more 
problematic, leaving potentially permanent scars.

What is  Vicarious Trauma?

Vicarious trauma (VT) is the process of change that happens because you care about other people who have 
been hurt, and feel committed or responsible to help them. Over time this process can lead to changes in your 
psychological, physical, and spiritual well-being. If you are a humanitarian worker, it is important to 
understand the process of vicarious trauma, because it will almost certainly impact you in some way. But 
that’s not all. It will also impact your family, your organization, and the people you are working to help.

• Vicarious trauma is a process that unfolds over time. It is not just your responses to one person, one 
story, or one situation. It is the cumulative effect of contact with survivors of violence or disaster or 
people who are struggling.

• Vicarious trauma happens because you care – because you empathize with people who are hurting. 
Empathy is the ability to identify with another person, to understand and feel another person’s pain and 
joy.

• Vicarious trauma happens because you feel committed or responsible to help and at times, you are 
unable to fulfill that commitment. It can lead to very high (and sometimes unrealistic) expectations of 
yourself and others, and for the results you want to see from your work. Your sense of commitment and 
responsibility can eventually contribute to you feeling burdened, overwhelmed, and hopeless in the face 
of great need and suffering. It can also lead you to extend yourself beyond what is reasonable for your 
own well-being or the best long-term interests of beneficiaries.

• A key component of vicarious trauma is changes in spirituality, which can deeply impact the way you 
see the world and your deepest sense of meaning and hope.



Who may be most at  r isk for  Vicarious Trauma? 

• VT may be more problematic for people who tend to avoid problems or difficult feelings, blame others 
for their difficulties, or withdraw from others when things get hard.

• Those who have experienced trauma themselves may identify more closely with particular types of pain 
or loss others have experienced, and may be more vulnerable to experiencing vicarious trauma.

• Added stress in other areas of your life can make you more vulnerable to vicarious trauma.

• A lack of connection with a source of meaning, purpose, and hope is a risk factor for developing more 
problematic vicarious trauma.

• Lack of good social support—having people to talk to who care about you and your welfare—puts you at 
increased risk for vicarious trauma.

• Unsustainable professional and work-life boundaries and unrealistic ideals and expectations about work 
can contribute to more problematic vicarious trauma.

• Research suggests that humanitarian workers who have more work-related exposure to trauma 
survivors are likely to experience more problematic vicarious trauma.

• Humanitarian organizations that don’t foster an organizational culture of effective management, open 
communication, and good staff care, increase their staffs’ risk of vicarious trauma.

• Not understanding cross-cultural differences in expressing distress and extending and receiving 
assistance can contribute to an increased risk of vicarious trauma.

• Humanitarian work as a profession is often characterized by self-neglect, toughing it out, risk-taking, 
and denial of personal needs. All of these can contribute to more severe vicarious trauma.

Common Signs of  Vicarious Trauma 

Some common difficulties associated with vicarious trauma include:

• Difficulty managing your emotions;

• Difficulty making good decisions;

• Problems managing the boundaries between yourself and others (e.g., taking on too much 
responsibility, having difficulty leaving work at the end of the day, trying to step in and control other’s 
lives);

• Problems in relationships;

• Physical problems such as aches & pains, illnesses, accidents;

• Difficulty feeling connected to what’s going on around and within you; and

• Loss of meaning and hope.

• Vicarious trauma can negatively affect your work, your colleagues, the overall functioning of the 
organization, and the quality of assistance being provided to those you are working to help.

• Vicarious trauma influences the way you act and interact with people you love. This affects your family and 
friends.
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Coping with Vicarious Trauma

Coping with vicarious trauma means identifying strategies that can both help prevent vicarious trauma from 
becoming severe, and help manage vicarious trauma during times when it is more problematic. Good coping 
strategies are things that help you take care of yourself – especially things that help you escape, rest, and 
play. Among other things, these might include:

• Escape: Getting away from it all, physically or mentally (books or films, taking a day or a week off, 
playing video games, talking to friends about things other than work);

• Rest: Having no goal or time-line, or doing things you find relaxing (lying on the grass watching the 
clouds, sipping a cup of tea, taking a nap, getting a massage); and

• Play: Engaging in activities that make you laugh or lighten your spirits (sharing funny stories with a 
friend, playing with a child, being creative, being physically active).

Transforming Vicarious Trauma

Transforming vicarious trauma means something deeper than just coping with it. Remember that, over time, 
one of the key components of vicarious trauma is changes in your spirituality. You can come to question your 
deepest beliefs about the way life and the universe work, and the existence and nature of meaning and hope. 
At the deepest level, transforming vicarious trauma means identifying ways to nurture a sense of meaning 
and hope. What gives life and work meaning, and what instills or renews hope?

You likely have sources of meaning, purpose, hope, and perspective in your life. Some ways to connect (or 
reconnect) with these may be:

• Reminding yourself of the importance and value of humanitarian work;

• Staying connected with family, friends, and colleagues;

• Noticing and deliberately paying attention to the “little things” – small moments like sipping a cup of 
coffee, the sound of the wind in the trees, or brief connections with others;

• Marking transitions, celebrating joys, and mourning losses with people you care about through 
traditions, rituals, or ceremonies;

• Taking time to reflect (e.g., by reading, writing, prayer, and meditation);

• Identifying and challenging your own cynical beliefs; and

• Undertaking growth-promoting activities (learning, writing in a journal, being creative and artistic).
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