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Introduction 

 
This guide represents another effort to support that group of 

professionals who work daily with traumatized individuals, 

such as victims of trafficking, violence, and abuse.  

Contrary to popular belief, knowing how to help others, 

including the most vulnerable members of society, does not 

mean that we can comprehend and help ourselves with equal 

ease. In many cases, the most experienced and skilled 

professionals in providing services and assisting those in need 

can often be the most negligent about their own self-care. 

Under certain circumstances, without the necessary attention 

and care for ourselves, burnout and secondary trauma are just 

some of the potential risks. 

Experience has shown us that burnout and secondary trauma 

do not come with sirens. Quite the contrary, they typically 

approach slowly, descretely and insidously. A l so ,  t h e y  

o f t e n  do  no t  a p pe a r  i n  t he  sa m e  w a y  or at the 

same time in two different employees. In some, it may come as 

a lack of desire to go to work; in others, as a lack of 

motivation, a loss of purpose and satisfaction in what they do. 

This tendency is particularly noticeable among professionals 

who work with individuals affected by abuse, trafficking, and 

the traumas experienced by women and girls in Albania. 

Studies in this field also show that about 20 percent of 

practitioners who provide assistance to individuals affected 
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by these traumas, including those who assist women and girls 

who have been trafficked, report high levels of secondary 

traumatic stress (STS) and burnout1 at work. Strong evidence 

emphasizes that burnout often acts as a precursor to 

secondary trauma, leaving practitioners affected by indirect 

exposure to trauma2. 

Burnout and secondary trauma are challenges that particularly 

affect professions known as empathy professions, in which 

many of you are regularly engaged. These challenges often 

impact your emotions and general well-being, constantly 

requiring good emotional management skills and resilience.  

Recognizing and understanding these phenomena is essential for 

early identification and the implementation of effective coping 

strategies and support systems to mitigate their effects on our 

mental health. 

This guide aims to provide practical information for employees 

working with victims of trafficking to prevent secondary 

trauma and burnout in the workplace. The guide explores the 

nature of the challenges and their causes, but also offers 

strategies and resources for professionals in this field to 

maintain and care for their well-being while continuing to 

passionately pursue their valuable work. By recognizing and by 

 
 

1 Bassett, A. L. (2023). Burnout, Secondary Traumatic Stress, and Compas- 
sion Fatigue: Employees of Anti-sex-trafficking Agencies Who Work Directly 
With Rescued Sex-trafficked Women. [Doctoral dissertation, Liberty Univer- 
sity]. Digital Commons @ Liberty University. https://digitalcommons.liberty. 
edu/doctoral/4889 
2 Cieslak, R., Shoji, K., Douglas, A., Melville, E., Luszczynska, A., & Benight, C. C. 
(2014). A meta-analysis of the relationship between job burnout and sec- 
ondary traumatic stress among workers with indirect exposure to trauma. 
Psychological Trauma: Theory, Research, Practice, and Policy, 11(1), 75-86. 
doi:10.1037/a0033798. 
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addressing these critical issues, we aim to equip practitioners 

with the tools to navigate these complex terrains while 

protecting their well-being. 

Through comprehensive knowledge of secondary trauma 

and burnout prevention, we aim to empower those who 

work resolutely to support trafficked individuals. Equipping 

them with tools and knowledge for mental and emotional 

health protection helps in finding a healthy balance 

between self-care and professional assistance to others. 
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“ 

 1  
PRINCIPLES OF 
BURNOUT AND 
SECONDARY TRAUMA 

 
“Sofia had been thinking for a long time that she would 

only do this job for a little while and then she would find 

another job. The list of reasons to quit the job was 

growing longer every day. She didn’t want to do any of it 

and often had to drag herself to work. However, deep 

down, an inner voice told her that it's not so easy to 

'move forward' in her profession and that finding 

another job in the field is becoming increasingly 

difficult. She is stuck between the desire and fear of 

leaving. She is increasingly frustrated with the bosses 

and colleagues, and even more so with the beneficiaries. 

There have been numerous occasions when she lost her 

temper with herself or her coworkers, because of how 

rarely beneficiaries expressed gratitude to her, despite 

her unwavering commitment to them. She still resents 

her inability to change the situation of many girls and 

women she has worked with. She has been having 

trouble sleeping and taking care of herself for some 

time now. Her motivation is at an all-time low. Her 

stagnation is also reflected in her personal life. She has 

been living alone for a while. She doesn't trust men 

easily and is cautious about the steps she takes. This 

situation has been deteriorating slowly over the past few 

years”. 
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“Mira recently started working at the shelter. She began 

her job with great enthusiasm and curiosity, but soon 

realized that work and life at the shelter were quite far 

from the reality of school, which, to be honest, had not 

adequately prepared her for such situations. In the first 

few weeks, hearing the girls' stories firsthand shocked 

her, particularly one girl's story that she couldn't get 

out of her mind. During the first week, she constantly 

imagined scenes from the girl's narrative at the 

shelter. This situation continued with less intensity for 

several weeks. Her colleagues were busy during that 

period, and she found it difficult to communicate with 

them about how she felt and what she was 

experiencing, fearing she might be seen as weak, 

inexperienced, and unsuitable for the job. Finally, she 

spoke with her supervisor, who helped her understand 

that these feelings are common among workers, even 

for the supervisor herself. The conversation greatly 

relieved Mira. 

 

 

Burnout and secondary trauma: 

• Burnout primarily refers to a state of emotional, mental, 

and physical fatigue caused by prolonged exposure to 

difficult working conditions, often resulting in decreased 

effectiveness, a sense of detachment, and a feeling of 

depletion of energy (both physical and mental).  

• Secondary trauma mainly refers to the strong emotional 

involvement experienced by professionals working with 

traumatized individuals. Professionals working with 

trafficking victims may experience secondary trauma due 

 
3 Leiter, M. P., Bakker, A. B., & Maslach, C. (Eds.). (2014). Burnout at Work: A 
Psychological Perspective. Psychology Press 

“ 
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to frequent exposure to their traumetic stories and 

experiences4. 

 
Symptoms and signs: 

• Burnout can manifest as emotional fatigue, decreased 

motivation, a sense of inefficacy, cynicism, and a lack of 

fulfillment at work. 

• Secondary trauma can exhibit symptoms similar to post-

traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), including intrusive 

thoughts, emotional numbness, anxiety, depression, and 

avoidant behavior. Simply put, trauma is "contagious" and 

can "transfer" from the person who experienced it to the 

person listening. 

 
Burnout is primarily characterized by physical, emotional, and 

mental depletion due to prolonged stress and overwork. 

Burned-out professionals often find themselves filled with 

cynicism, a desire and fantasies of leaving their job, and 

reduced achievement and productivity compared to before5. 

Secondary trauma and secondary traumatic stress disorder 

refer to the emotional distress experienced by someone in 

response to the distress over the pain and lives of others. It is 

also known as compassion fatigue and occurs when we, as 

professionals, experience and engage in the same emotions as 

those individuals who have undergone trauma. This happens 

when we hear or are exposed to the traumatic experiences of 

those we work with, leading to symptoms similar to those who 

have directly experienced the trauma. Professionals 

experiencing secondary trauma may feel emotionally drained 

 
 

4 https://www.routledge.com/blog/article/understanding-second- 
ary-trauma-for-mental-health-professionals 
https://www.routledge.com/blog/article/understanding-second- 
ary-trauma-for-mental-health-professionals 
5 Steele, W. (1st ed.). (Year). Reducing Compassion Fatigue, Secondary 
Traumatic Stress, and Burnout: A Trauma-Sensitive Workbook. Publisher. 

http://www.routledge.com/blog/article/understanding-second-
http://www.routledge.com/blog/article/understanding-second-
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due to repeated exposure to the traumatic experiences of 

others. This depletion can lead to less empathy towards the 

individuals we serve and a need to be emotionally detached. 

This detachment can be a protective mechanism to 

emotionally safeguard oneself, similar to the emotional 

detachment experienced in secondary trauma6. 

Both burnout and secondary trauma can significantly affect the 

well-being of professionals, impacting mental health, work 

performance, and personal life. This is why it is necessary for 

professionals to pay attention to self-care, seek support 

through supervision or counseling, and set healthy boundaries 

to prevent or address these issues. 

 
Impacts on mental health: 

• Burnout can lead to chronic stress, anxiety disorders, 

depression, and physical health problems such as chronic 

fatigue, insomnia, and gastrointestinal issues. 

• Secondary trauma can result in symptoms similar to those 

who are directly exposed to trauma, affecting mental 

health and overall well-being. 

 
In the context of professionals working with trafficking 

victims, signs of burnout and secondary trauma can vary. 

Professionals may experience emotional fatigue, compassion 

fatigue, sleep disturbances, or feelings of helplessness when 

exposed to the traumatic stories and experiences of victims. 
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6 Miller, B. C. (2022). Reducing Secondary Traumatic Stress: Skills for Sus- 
taining a Career in the Helping Professions. Routledge. 
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The connection between stress, burnout and,  

secondary trauma 

At first glance, it seems that burnout and secondary trauma 

are not directly related. It gives the impression that secondary 

trauma affects more the new, untrained employees who are 

unprepared for the trials and pitfalls brought by the situations 

and stories of people in need, while burnout appears to occur 

more among the older employees, already weary from long 

years of work, from the tired voice of not being heard, and 

from the many storms they have faced. However, burnout and 

secondary trauma are quite more interrelated than they may 

initially appear, especially in professions that involve working 

with individuals who have experienced trauma or challenges. 

In fact, continuous exposure to traumatic events can affect 

even the most professional employees over time, but also 

burned-out employees are more likely to experience 

secondary trauma as part of the psyche's surrender in the face 

of work events7. 

Burnout is primarily associated with long-term stress and is 

often seen as a syndrome of prolonged, unresolved stress, 

mainly related to work and the work environment. 
 

Stress Burnout 

Characterized by over-engagement. Characterized by disengagement. 

Emotions are overly reactive. Limited emotional reactivity (numbness, 

detachment) 

Produces urgency and hyperactivity. Produces helplessness and hopelessness. 

Loss of energy. Loss of motivation, ideals, and hope. 

Leads to anxiety disorders. Leads to detachment and 
depression. 

Primary damage is physical. Primary damage is emotional. 

Can kill you prematurely. Can make life seem not worth living. 

 

7  https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/31789880/ 
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What are considered some of the main signs 
of burnout? 

1. Low productivity for the same amount of effort 
2. Lack of focus, poor memory, poor attention 
3. Extra working hours to complete tasks 
4. Continuous fatigue despite rest 
5. Thoughts focused only on work even outside working 

hours 
6. Mood swings – irritation, sadness, or anger 
7. Feelings of loneliness and isolation 
8. Back/headaches, frequent illnesses, increased heart rate 
9. Increased consumption of coffee, alcohol, drugs 
10. Nothing makes sense, everything seems impossible 
11. Risky behaviors 
12. Increased cynicism, robotic behavior, emotional 

disturbances8
 

 
Have you ever experienced secondary trauma? 

1. Emotional Stress: shows signs of emotional stress, 

such as persistent sadness, frequent mood changes, or 

sudden outbursts unrelated to the current situation. 

2. Anxiety and Stress: shows symptoms of anxiety, stress, 

or hypervigilance. 

3. Avoidance of Certain Situations: avoids clients, topics, 

or situations that remind them of traumatic experiences. 
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8 Mayo Clinic Staff. (n.d.). Job burnout: How to spot it and take action. Mayo 
Clinic. Retrieved from https://www.mayoclinic.org 
PositivePsychology.com. (n.d.). Warning Signs of Burnout: 11 Reliable Tests & 
Questionnaires. Retrieved from https://positivepsychology.com 

http://www.mayoclinic.org/
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4. Changes in Relationships: exhibits changes in 

relationships with colleagues, an increasing level of 

conflicts with them, a form of withdrawal from social 

relationships, or avoids discussions about work. 

5. Physical Symptoms: experiences headaches, fatigue, 

interruptions or difficulties with sleep, and appetite 

changes unrelated to other health reasons. 

6. Decreased Empathy: shows a decrease in empathy or 

compassion towards clients, colleagues, or others, which 

is not typical of their behavior. 

7. Intrusive Thoughts: experiences intrusive thoughts, 

flashbacks, or memories related to traumatic events or 

incidents witnessed or heard from trafficking victims 

that affect their ability to concentrate or focus on tasks. 

8. Emotional Numbness: exhibits emotional numbness and 

a form of emotional detachment from both work and 

situations that previously evoked emotions. 

9. Increased Anger and Irritability: shows increased 

irritability, frustration, or anger over minor issues that 

previously did not cause concern. 

Recognizing these warning signs is crucial for professionals in 

this field. Encouraging them to be mindful of changes in 

mood, behavior, and emotional well-being can help in 

identifying early signs of burnout or secondary trauma. 

Awareness of these signs can assist employees in providing 

appropriate support and interventions to address both burnout 

and secondary trauma. 
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Factors that may affect employees in being 
impacted by these phenomena: 

Some potential factors that may contribute to our increased 

vulnerability to secondary trauma and burnout include: 

 History of Previous Trauma:  Our past experiences 

with similar events or traumas significantly impact our 

sensitivity to new traumatic situations. 

 Age and Self-Efficacy: Younger professionals, 

especially those who perceive themselves as inadequate 

and ineffective in their work, face an increased risk. 

 Work Context: Working in a group environment where 

roles are unclear, organizational limitations, and 

conflicts can heighten susceptibility to these 

phenomena. 

 Role of Control and Support: Greater personal and 

organizational control, combined with strong social 

support, play important roles in fostering job 

engagement and resilience. 

• Every day at work feels like a “bad day”. 

• Caring about work and life feels like wasted energy. 
• You are tired most of the time. 

• You spend most of the day on tasks that seem 
pointless and exhausting. 

• ou feel that everything you do makes no difference 
and is unappreciated. 

Are you on the “Path to Burnout”? 
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There are also a number of other factors that can contribute to 

long-term stress and burnout at work. Often these factors are 

not sufficiently addressed in the literature, but they impact 

employees over time. 

• Unfair treatment 

• Unmanageable work demands 

• Role ambiguity and conflict 

• Lack of communication and support 

• Lack os social support 

• Unnecessary time pressure 

• Lack of feedback 

• Low participation in decision-making 

• Lack of necessary resources 

• Work monotony 

• Feeling of Having Little or No Control Over One’s Work 

• Disorganized and High-Pressure Environment 

• Personal Factors such as Lifestyle, Personality Traits 

• Perfectionist tendencies9. 

 
Introspective thought 

Often, I find burnout and secondary trauma within the analysis 

of unconscious defense mechanisms. These unconscious 

protective mechanisms often occur without the employee's 

awareness and can affect their well-being as well as their 

professional interactions. Recognizing and addressing these 

mechanisms can be crucial in supporting these employees and 

mitigating the effects of burnout and secondary trauma. 

1. Externalization: a term primarily used in psychoanalytic 

theory that describes the tendency to project our 

internal states onto the external world. It is an 

unconscious defense mechanism, and the person using 

 
 

9 Moss, J. (2021). The Burnout Epidemic: The Rise of Chronic Stress and How 
We Can Fix It. Harvard Business Review Press. 
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it is not aware they are doing so. Examples from 

practice of using externalization include: 
- All the blame is on the beneficiaries, not on us. 
- The blame for this difficulty lies with the state and 

governmental structures, not with us. 
- The blame for this situation and failure is on the 

leaders and colleagues, not on us. 

- The blame for the condition is on the circumstances 
(the building, salary, overload), not on us. 

 

2. Displacement: a defense mechanism in which a person 

redirects an emotional response from the person or 

object they feel something towards, to another person 

or object. 

I often observe that employees may displace frustration 

and stress from their work relationships with victims 

onto family members or other people in their lives. They 

may show anger at home, unconsciously redirecting 

emotional aggression from work into personal 

relationships. 

In other cases, I have noticed that failure in helping 

trafficking victims can manifest as frustration or blame 

towards the victims themselves, unconsciously 

transferring their unresolved emotions to those they are 

supposed to help. 

 

3. Projection: a defense mechanism in which an individual  

attributes their undesirable characteristics or impulses 

to someone else in order to prevent acknowledging 

those characteristics in themselves. 

I have observed that some employees who experience 

feelings of guilt or self-doubt over perceived failures in 

helping victims may unconsciously project these feelings 

onto colleagues, attributing responsibility or lack of 

skills to others. Other employees facing burnout and 

emotional distress may unconsciously project their 

emotional stress onto beneficiaries (victims of trafficking 
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or violence), perceiving the victims' emotional reactions 

as worthless or insignificant, instead of recognizing and 

addressing their own internal conflict. 

4. Rationalization: a defense mechanism when someone 

justifies their behavior or actions by giving logical 

reasons or justifications, even when there are alternate 

explanations for the behavior. Some employees may 

rationalize when adding hours or workload, justifying 

them as necessary sacrifices to help beneficiaries. They 

try to convince themselves that these added efforts are 

very necessary, while ignoring the difficulties that may 

arise in their personal well-being or managing daily life. 

5. Denial: involves refusing to accept reality or 

acknowledging the existence of a problem or a stressful 

situation. It can manifest as a direct refusal to recognize 

an issue or as minimizing its importance. Employees 

who use this defense mechanism often deny the stress 

caused by the difficult nature of the work, saying things 

like "it's just part of the job" or "we're used to it and it's 

not a problem," refusing to understand and accept the 

impact it has on their well-being. Other employees may 

suppress or deny feelings of sadness, pain, or anger 

towards the stories or situations of victims, pretending 

that they are no longer touched by the painful stories. 

6. Regression: Under stress or pressure, employees may 

revert to previous behavior patterns or coping 

mechanisms that were effective in the past but may not 

be suitable for the current situation. This defense 

mechanism is often observed in cases where an 

employee in regression may act somewhat childishly and 

seek excessive comfort or reassurance from colleagues,
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displaying behavior similar to seeking parental support 

during moments of distress. Another form of regression 

is deferring decisions to supervisors, showing resistance 

to making independent decisions even though it is 

within their job competence. 

7. Compensation: When someone feels inadequate in one 

area, they may overemphasize or excel in another area 

to compensate for perceived shortcomings. Some 

employees compensate for their anxiety by becoming 

more involved in work, taking on more responsibilities, 

or working longer hours, trying to demonstrate their 

competence and value through their dedication. Other 

employees may show compensation in other situations 

since they cannot prevent trauma circumstances for the 

victims, instead they focus on work aspects that are 

under their control, such as strictly following routine 

procedures, work rules, etc. 

8. Sublimation: This defense mechanism involves 

channeling potentially destructive impulses or emotions 

into more socially acceptable or productive activities. 

One common form of sublimation I observe is 

channeling stress and emotional fatigue into developing 

new intervention strategies or programs to help victims. 

These employees utilize their emotional energy in 

constructive work that benefits the victims, using their 

anxiety as a catalyst for positive change. 

 
Can secondary trauma be seen as an opportunity 
for personal growth? 

Similar to Nietzsche's expression "that which does not kill me 

makes me stronger" or the saying "smooth seas do not make 

skilled sailors," some authors see positive aspects in traumatic 
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events, which can strengthen the individuals who experience 

them. 

Authors like Tedeschi and Calhoun10 (2004) relate this to the 

concept of posttraumatic growth. For many individuals 

experiencing secondary trauma, there is often a greater 

appreciation for life, an expanded perspective, and a deeper 

understanding of life after such events. Many employees with 

secondary trauma learn to better appreciate what they have, 

value their role in helping others more, and generally become 

more content with themselves. In many cases, they see 

themselves as more grown and appreciative of themselves 

when they see that they can alleviate someone's life and pain 

in some way. 

The same situation occurs with mental health professionals, 

psychotherapists, doctors, and nurses. Even though they may 

be very troubled and tired from work and may themselves 

suffer from anxiety, depression, and insomnia, they feel 

fulfilled, purposeful in life, and proud to be in a position where 

they can ease the psychological or physical distress of those 

they care for. 

Of course, caring for others has its emotional costs, whether 

these are clients, patients, family members, or situations 

requiring urgent professional intervention. Perhaps this fatigue 

from compassion is the price of being human. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

10 Tedeschi, R. G., & Calhoun, L. G. (2004). Posttraumatic growth: Conceptual 
foundations and empirical evidence. Psychological Inquiry, 15(1), 1-18. 
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 2  
THE BASICS OF SELF-CARE 

 

 

 

Invest in healthy foundations and create awareness! 

In observing and listening to employees, I have seen that 

although this work is very interesting and growth-inducing, it 

has its own difficulties, such as long hours, on-call phone 

calls, unpleasant surprises, and the fact that each day rarely 

resembles the previous one. Most programs that address 

burnout and secondary trauma attempt to suggest concrete 

steps and advice for employees to engage in self-care, to create 

 

Nela found herself in a difficult position after 10 years 

of working with trafficking victims. After a long self-

analysis, she realized that unless she made fundamental 

changes, she would have to leave her job, but for her, 

this was more than just a job. Her entire identity was 

strongly tied to this work. She knew that this job had 

helped her as much as it had exhausted her. Nela 

decided that in her plan for the following year, she 

would include objectives and make decisions that she 

would not negotiate for any reason. She prioritized self-

care and personal time. She learned meditation and 

yoga, learned to set healthy boundaries for her work 

hours and workload, and no longer took work home, 

even if reports were due to the next day. After several 

months of investment, she began to rediscover many of 

the beautiful experiences and the fulfillment she found 
in her early years on the job. 
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clear boundaries between work and personal life/family, or to 

engage in hobbies, sports, yoga and meditation programs, or 

social groups. 

In my experience, before considering which programs or 

strategies would benefit us, I would like us to reflect a bit on 

investing in genuinely healthy self-care foundations. 

 
The importance of creating awareness, deep self-knowledge, 
and positive self-esteem. 

In my experience so far, none of the employees are in this 

profession and work by chance, to gain experience, or solely 

out of a need for a salary. Each of us has our own reasons, 

often deep and unconscious, for continuing to stay in this job 

or professional field. Each of us has our reasons... 

For someone, work is the island where they hide to escape 

from family and societal problems; for someone else, it is the 

place where they feel most useful and good in life; for another, 

it is the place that gives their life meaning and purpose; for 

someone else, it is the "prison" where they are stuck; for 

another, it is the key that opens every door. For someone, the 

decision to help victims of trafficking and violence may be 

related to the helplessness they experienced as a child in 

helping people or family members in similar positions; for 

someone else, it is related to similar childhood traumas and 

experiences. 

The role of the helper or the empathy professional did not 

come so randomly. It is not created solely by the school we 

attended or other training. For most employees, I have noticed 

that they have assumed the role of therapist, conflict resolver, 

good person, selfless helper, the person who never lets anyone 

down, who puts others' needs before their own, who never 

knows how to say no, for years, often unknowingly and
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habitually,  in their family, class, or tribe. Roles are created and 

built early in life, and often the choices we make are related to 

these early roles that may have been given to us. 

For this reason, it is necessary to take regular time to know 

ourselves on deeper levels, to understand how our needs were 

met during childhood and how seriously we take our needs 

today as adults. In many cases, despite efforts, many 

employees fall prey to old patterns of self-neglect. 

Lack of care and self-neglect are related to many factors, but 

one of the main factors is whether our parents were neglectful 

of our needs. Our early models of how our needs were taken 

into consideration also affect us in adulthood, and despite 

being very capable of helping others, we may find it difficult to 

help ourselves in meeting our own needs. 

In general, neglected individuals, even if they are good 

professionals, may have difficulties in recognizing and 

fulfilling their emotional needs, forming healthy relationships, 

or expressing emotions. They may lack or have low self-

esteem. As adults, they may continue to neglect themselves by 

not valuing self-care or engaging in self-destructive 

behaviors. Due to neglect, these individuals may find it 

challenging to seek help or support. This happens because 

deep inside they may still believe they do not deserve help or 

fear being a burden to others. 

Another issue that arises from neglect is the difficulty with 

boundaries. Employees in helping professions may have 

difficulties in setting boundaries between personal and 

professional life. They tend to sacrifice their personal time and 

neglect their own needs to meet the demands of clients or 

patients. These professionals frequently find it challenging to 
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maintain a healthy balance between their professional and 

personal lives. 

Therefore, it is important in this work that you find 

opportunities to continuously work on self-awareness and 

self-support through coaching, individual and group therapy, 

supervision, peer supervision, etc. Addressing these 

challenges involves recognizing the impact of childhood 

neglect on adult behaviors and recognizing the specific ways 

in which professionals in helping roles may neglect 

themselves. Encouraging self-care practices, promoting 

healthy boundaries, advocating for work-life balance, and 

acquiring the ability to seek mental health support are 

important steps in mitigating neglect, for neglected adults and 

for professionals in demanding roles. 

 
The worker model: I am strong and unbreakable 

Another model of employees whom I see as at risk for both 

burnout and secondary trauma are those who believe they are 

so strong, invincible, and unaffected by what happens around 

and within them that even others end up believing that these 

employees can endure anything. Often, illusions, neglect, or 

even narcissistic needs lead them to think they are immune to 

these phenomena and have the situation completely under 

control. This group of employees is even more at risk because, 

in order to protect their “good reputation,” they are  ashamed 

to admit that they too might suffer from burnout and 

secondary trauma. In fact, this breakdown in their mental 

protective system is often sudden, accompanied by panic and 

situations and emotions that unexpectedly spiral out of 

control, leaving them entirely unprepared for this new reality. 
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Self-care: A priviledge or a responsability? 

In the field of professions dedicated to supporting victims of 

trafficking and violence, the concept of self-care is often 

perceived by employees as selfishness or a privilege rather 

than a responsibility to oneself. As professionals, our 

responsibilities to the vulnerable individuals we serve are 

significant, and often the idea of self-care can seem like a 

luxury or an unnecessary privilege. However, if we view self-

care as a privilege we give ourselves, but also as a 

responsibility to ourselves, this perspective helps us maintain 

our well-being while working in these challenging roles. It is a 

multidimensional concept that needs to be collectively 

embraced within our field. By recognizing and addressing the

 Remember to let passion guide you, not fear 

 Remember to find and give meaning in what you do, 

not only for survival 
 Remember that emotions and behaviors are contagious 

 Pick comrades in spirit rather than ones who deplete 

you 

 Don’t forget that health and time are two of life’s most 

precious gifts 

 Cherish the little things you have in life, don’t grieve 
for what you lack 

Giving meaning to what you do 

social relationships. 

3. Build relationships that enhance your sense of 

belonging and are meaningful. 
4. Monitor your emotional state and create coherence 

5. Manage your environment with coherence 

 

1. Do things with passion and purpose. 

2. Develop and improve meaningful and  

5 ways to give meaning to things 

intentional 
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nuances of self-care, we empower ourselves to provide more 

empathetic, sustainable, and effective support for those in 

need. 

For those employees who find themselves immersed in never-

ending work, constantly pressured to accomplish many tasks 

within time constraints, often with insufficient financial or time 

resources, prioritizing space for oneself can seem like an 

unattainable privilege. Yet, regardless of the circumstances 

and conditions we may face, creating time for oneself is the 

wisest and most essential investment we can make. The 

decision to help and care for ourselves is linked to how 

seriously we take our own needs, how capable we are of 

listening to our bodies and minds when they express these 

needs in their own way, and, above all, viewing our needs as a 

human right. Ultimately, if we do not learn to love ourselves 

and have empathy and compassion for ourselves, how can we 

claim to have true empathy for others? Therefore, prioritize 

self-care, regardless of the resources you may have at your 

disposal, because the need to maintain our health is a 

fundamental universal necessity. 

 
Why should self-care be considered a responsability? 

Our ability to effectively support victims of trafficking and 

violence is directly related to our own well-being as 

individuals. Neglecting our well-being can compromise the 

quality of care we provide. Viewing self-care as a responsibility 

means acknowledging that maintaining mental and physical 

health must be a priority, not only for our own sake but also 

for the sake of those we aim to help. By prioritizing our own 

self-care, we affirm the responsibility we have for ourselves 

and those we serve. It is a commitment to sustainable and 

dedicated service. 
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Why is finding a balance necessary? 

Self-care, viewed not as a privilege but as a responsibility, 

requires a continuous effort to find a balance between caring 

for ourselves and caring for others. This balance necessitates 

creative approaches tailored to our specific circumstances. 

Finding a balance between self-care and care for others is 

particularly crucial for professionals working with victims of 

trafficking and violence. 

Some of the main reasons for the importance of this balance 

include: 

- maintaining balance leads to longer professional 

sustainability without succumbing to burnout 

- when we are well with ourselves, we are more effective 

and provide better care to beneficiaries 

- our ability to empathize and communicate effectively 

with victims increases 

- personal resilience is strengthened, allowing employees 

to cope better even in difficult working conditions 

- we model better self-care roles for the individuals we 

support. (Professionals who value self-care set a positive 

example for victims. They demonstrate healthy 

boundaries, coping mechanisms, and self-respect, 

indirectly encouraging victims to value their well-being) 
- self-care reduces the risk of secondary trauma 

- balancing care allows professionals to establish and 

maintain boundaries, preventing emotional fatigue and 

protecting against stress 

- self-care enables professionals to have a more sustained 

and longer-term impact on supporting trafficking 

victims 

- by taking care of themselves, they can continue their 

work sustainably without experiencing rapid exhaustion  
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or burnout. Finding this balance is not only beneficial for 

professionals but is also vital for the well-being and 

continuous support they can provide to trafficking 

victims.  

Self-care should not remain solely a personal matter. Besides 

our individual efforts, it is important for organizations and 

institutions employing these professionals to create collective 

spaces for support and sharing or to promote regular 

reflective practices within the workplace. 
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SELF-CARE STRATEGIES 

 
Self-care strategies against secondary trauma and 
burnout 

There is generally no consensus among researchers about the 

best form or strategy for assisting employees suffering from 

secondary trauma. Many authors do not view psychotherapy as 

the primary form of support, and some even exclude 

psychotherapy as a method for overcoming trauma. 

What are the best strategies for overcoming secondary trauma? 

In this section of the manual, we will present some of the most 

effective strategies and models for managing secondary 

trauma in a straightforward and practical manner. 

 

Structural Intervention 

Authors like Gilbert-Eliot (2020)11 have suggested the following 

strategies proven to be successful for managing the emotional 

consequences of secondary trauma: 

1. Establishing clear boundaries between work and home 

(don’t take work home). 
 

11 Gilbert-Eliot, T. (2020). Healing Secondary Trauma: Proven Strategies for 
Caregivers and Professionals to Manage Stress, Anxiety, and Compassion 
Fatigue. [Publisher]. 
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2. Limiting the amount of work or cases managed by a 

professional (for example: take on fewer tasks or cases 

until you feel better). 

3. Planning downtown (plan vacations or activities for 

holidays). 

4. Meeting or forming a group with colleagues (support 

and sharing with others are highly effective in mitigating 

the negative impact of secondary trauma). 

5. Conducting a team or supervisor analysis (for example: 

instead of continuing with the daily program, meet with 

the manager to find ways to manage overload). 

6. Changing work schedules (for example: schedule 

difficult activities for the morning when you have more 

energy). 

 
Other authors like Molnar12 (2017) conceptually link 

compassion fatigue with secondary trauma, as they are 

essentially part of the costs of caring for others. Molnar 

suggests that self-management, support, and non-therapeutic 

structural interventions can be helpful not only in reducing the 

likelihood of developing secondary trauma but also in coping 

better with it if it occurs. Some of the strategies suggested by 

these authors include: 

- Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction: This intervention is 

increasingly recommended as a way to reduce stress 

from secondary trauma. The essence of mindfulness is 

"purposefully and consciously paying attention to the 

present moment without trying to judge or evaluate 

what you are experiencing and understanding." At the 

core of mindfulness is training awareness and focused 

attention so that the mind does not dwell on other 

disturbing thoughts that typically overwhelm us if we are 

experiencing secondary trauma. 

 
 

12 Author(s). (2017). Advancing Science and Practice for Vicarious Trauma- 
tization/Secondary Traumatic Stress: A Research Agenda. Traumatology, 
23(2), 129-142. 
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- Affective and cognitive regulation: This strategy 

emphasizes regulating emotions, cognition, and 

attention given to parasympathetic functioning. There is 

a similarity between this approach and mindfulness, as 

both interventions focus on the present moment. In this 

case, individuals are helped to learn how to control their 

thoughts and reduce emotional distress. 

- Professional skills training: It has been observed that 

specific training related to better orientation in 

traumatic situations impacts reducing traumatization. 

- Psychoeducation: This helps individuals understand 

trauma and how it affects the body and mind, aiding in 

better trauma management. 

- Critical incident stress management: This consists of 

multiple elements, such as pre-crisis training, individual 

crisis counseling, group analysis, and post-incident 

referral. 

 
Self-care Development and Natural Environments 

The position taken in this guide is that secondary trauma is 

usually not the type of psychological fatigue that requires 

psychotherapy. Often, short-term interventions can be 

sufficient. Of course, there are exceptions, particularly in 

situations where the indirect or secondary traumatic 

experience is so frightening or emotionally entangled that the 

line between secondary trauma and Post-Traumatic Stress 

Disorder (PTSD) becomes blurred. However, in general, 

employees suffering from secondary trauma can greatly 

benefit from short-term interventions, sometimes even 

provided by paraprofessionals or colleagues. 

 
Self-Management Procedures 

In addition to procedures that can be learned by 

paraprofessionals to help manage secondary trauma, there are 
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also some self-management methods. Generally, the most 

commonly used method for reducing anxiety is simply to avoid 

thoughts, images, feelings, memories, perceptions, and 

experiences that are reminders of events that cause anxiety. By 

avoiding anxiety-inducing stimuli, whether they are thoughts, 

images, or something else, anxiety experiences are also 

avoided. However, while avoidance works in reducing anxiety 

in the short term, the problem with avoidance techniques is 

that they cannot overcome the trauma from which the anxiety 

originates because they simply do not address it. 

For this reason, techniques and strategies that aim to confront 

concerns arising from trauma rather than avoid them are seen 

as more effective. 

Stress inoculation training includes a series of techniques 

including deep or diaphragmatic breathing. This type of 

breathing involves deep and slow inhalation usually for 10 

seconds and exhalation for the same amount of time. This 

process can be repeated up to ten times, possibly three times 

a day. Diaphragmatic breathing results in better vagal activity, 

which is associated with lowering blood pressure, increasing 

heart rate, and reducing sympathetic nervous system activity. 

Some authors state that this type of breathing is the same as 

the one we used as infants before the development of anxiety 

or depression. They believe that breath training is essentially a 

process of training ourselves to remember how we used to 

breathe at an early stage of our lives, prior to being influenced 

by the various stressors of life. 

Cognitive restructuring is another integral component of stress 

inoculation training, which involves learning how to create 

alternative interpretations of traumatic events that have 

occurred and understanding how our thoughts can 

significantly contribute to the nature of trauma-related 

distress. Therefore, instead of adopting the perspective that a 
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particular event is completely unacceptable and terrible, an 

individual can work on perceiving the traumatic event as 

merely distressing, but not beyond the spectrum of normal life 

events. 

Progressive muscle relaxation has a long history in the 

treatment of anxiety. It is a component of SIT and can be 

valuable in managing anxiety that arises as a result of 

secondary trauma. Progressive relaxation is a form of self-

control based on the idea that an anxious mind seems unable 

to exist in a relaxed body. Relaxation approaches are so 

important in managing anxiety that they are found in CBT 

treatments for trauma, yoga, and meditation. 

Progressive relaxation involves tensing and relaxing muscles 
in different groups, with each muscle group being tensed for 5 
seconds and then relaxed. 
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Self-care strategies for professionals working with 
trafficking victims 

These strategies can assist employees/professionals in 

managing stress, promoting self-awareness, and fostering 

resilience while dealing with the inherent challenges of 

helping trafficking victims. Encouraging the regular practice 

of these techniques can significantly contribute to overall 

well-being and the ability to cope with work-related 

stressors. 
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Mindfulness Techniques: 

• Deep Breathing Exercises: Encourage slow, deep 
breathing to calm the mind and body during stressful 
situations. 

• Mindfulness Exercises: Encourage employees to stay 
present in the moment, accepting their feelings without 
judgment. 

• Guided Imagery: Use soothing visualizations or guided 
images to relax and reduce stress. 

 
Relaxation Techniques: 

• Progressive Muscle Relaxation: Teach the gradual 
tensing and relaxing of different muscle groups to release 
physical tension. 

• Yoga or Stretching: Promote gentle stretching or 
various yoga poses to ease physical tension and enhance 
relaxation. 

• Nature Walks: Encourage taking short breaks for walks 
in nature to renew and refresh the mind. 

 
Stress-Reduction Practices: 

• Journaling: Encourage professionals to write down their 
thoughts and feelings to process emotions and alleviate 
stress. 

• Set Boundaries: Emphasize the importance of setting 
limits on work hours and taking breaks to prevent 
burnout. 

• Seek Support: Encourage seeking support from 
colleagues and friends, counseling, or debriefing sessions 
to process difficult emotions. 
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Healthy Lifestyle Habits: 

• Balanced Diet: Emphasize the importance of nutrition in 
maintaining energy levels and overall well-being. 

• Regular Exercise: Encourage physical activity to release 
endorphins and reduce stress. 

• Adequate Rest: Stress the importance of quality sleep 
for rejuvenating and restoring mental and physical health. 

 
Coping mechanisms 

These coping mechanisms can empower professionals to 
manage stress and trauma effectively, fostering resilience 
and maintaining mental and emotional well-being as they 
navigate the complexities of assisting trafficking victims. 
Encouraging the regular practice of these techniques can 
enhance their ability to meet the demands of their 
profession. 

 
Coping strategies that professionals use for effectively 
managing stress and trauma while working with victims 
of trafficking. 

 
Grounding exercises: 

• 5-4-3-2-1 Method: Encourage professionals to 

engage their senses by naming five things they can see, 

four things they can touch, three things they can hear, 

two things they can smell, and one thing they can taste. 
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• Breathing techniques: Teach techniques such as box 

breathing or square breathing to help focus during 

moments of stress or anxiety. 

 

Healthy boundaries: 

• Work-life balance: Emphasize the importance of 

maintaining a healthy balance between work and 

personal life to prevent emotional burnout. 

• Limit Exposure: Encourage setting boundaries for the 

amount of exposure to traumatic situations, ensuring 

time for personal recovery. 

 

Emotional regulation: 

• Mindfulness Practices: Teach professionals to observe 

their emotions without judgment, allowing them to 

accept and manage their feelings effectively. 

• Identify Triggers: Encourage recognition of personal 

triggers that cause stress or emotional distress, 

enabling proactive coping strategies. 

 

Seek support: 

• Peer Support Groups: Encourage employees to engage 

in support groups to share experiences and coping 

mechanisms with colleagues. 

• Professional Counseling: Promote seeking professional 

counseling or therapy to process and manage difficult 

emotions effectively. 



39 
 

 SELF-CARE 
AND 

PROTECTION 
FROM 

SECONDARY 
TRAUMA 

AND 
BURNOUT IN 

THE 
WORKPLACE 

 

 

 

 

 
 

The ABC 

model of 

Well-Being 

A chieve Awareness        B alance C onnect  

Achieve 

Awareness       

Balance 

Connect  

Practice 

minfulness   

Keep a journal 

or personal 

diary          

Meditate 

Reflect (or pray) 

daily 

Read books, watch 

films,etc.        

Practice  gratitude 

Engage in 

enjoyable 

activities   

Take care of 

your body 

through 

mouvement 

and 

hydratation    

Work, play, 

and rest 

Read instead 

of 

consuming 

news 

Connect with 

colleagues, 

friends, and 

family        

Limit 

technology but 

not 

communication

Connect with 

yourself and 

nature 

Participate in 

group activities 

Building resilience: 

• Positive Reframing: Teach the practice of reframing 

negative thoughts into more positive or neutral 

perspectives to build emotional resilience. 

• Post-Traumatic Growth: Encourage reflecting on 

personal growth following challenging experiences, 
emphasizing the potential for resilience and strength. 
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 4  
THE ROLE OF EMPOYERS 
(ORGANIZATIONS AND INSTITUTIONS) 
IN PROMOTING RESILIENCE AMONG 
EMPLOYEES AND CREATING A 
SUPPORTIVE WORK ENVORONMENT

 

What can employers do to help employees build resilience? 

Resilience is the ability to cope with and recover from difficult, 

stressful, or traumatic experiences. It is a key characteristic of 

an individual's capacity to remain strong, to not be 

overwhelmed by challenges, and to rejuvenate after a period of 

difficulty. Resilience is not just about facing challenges; it's 

also about the ability to grow and develop from these 

experiences, adapting better for the future. It is an essential 

part of a person's ability to rebuild themselves and restore 

mental well-being. 

In the table below, we offer a potential framework for 

resilience-building activities tailored specifically for employees 

working with victims of trafficking or violence. By integrating 

these activities, employees can increase their resilience, gain 

valuable skills, and develop a supportive network, empowering 

them to manage stress more effectively and maintain their 

well-being. 
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Suggestions for employees, organizations, and 

institutions to promote resilience-building activities: 

1. Stress management techniques: Conduct seminars 

on stress management, teaching employees various 

coping mechanisms and stress-reduction practices 

specifically applicable to their field of work. 

2. Mindfulness and Meditation Sessions: Organize 

regular mindfulness and meditation sessions to enhance 

self-awareness, reduce stress, and promote mental 

clarity and well-being. 

3. Trauma-Informed Care Training: Offer training 

sessions to inform employees about trauma, enabling 

them to gain a deeper understanding of trauma and 

effective ways to respond to the needs of victims. 

4. Emotional Regulation Workshops: Provide 

workshops focused on emotional regulation techniques 

to help professionals manage their emotions while 

dealing with distressing situations. 

5. Work-Life Balance Seminars: Organize seminars 

aimed at achieving a healthy work-life balance, 

emphasizing the importance of personal time, hobbies, 

and relaxation outside of work. 

6. Peer Support Networks: Facilitate group discussions 

or forums where employees can share experiences, 

exchange coping strategies, and offer mutual support. 

7. Resilience Assessments: Conduct periodic 

assessments or surveys to evaluate stress levels and 

resilience factors, using the results to tailor specific 

interventions. 
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PROMOTING SUPPORTIVE WORK ENVIRONMENTS 

Fostering a supportive work environment is crucial for 

maintaining the mental health of professionals working in 

challenging fields. 

Here are strategies to promote a supportive workplace culture, 

particularly focusing on organizations and supervisors/ 

managers: 

1. Encourage Open Communication: Create an environment 

where employees feel comfortable discussing their concerns, 

including issues related to mental health and well-being, 

without fear of judgment. Encourage regular check-ins and 

maintain open-door policies. 

2. Mental Health Policies: Develop and implement mental 

health policies that prioritize employee well-being, offering 

clear guidelines on managing stress and seeking support. 

8. Professional Development Staff Retreats: Organize 

retreats that combine professional development with 

relaxing activities, encouraging team bonding and self-

reflection. 

9. Skill-Building Workshops: Offer sessions on 

problem-solving skills, communication techniques, and 

conflict resolution, empowering employees to navigate 

challenging situations more effectively. 

10. Healthy Lifestyle Promotion Programs: Encourage 

healthy living through nutrition, exercise, and physical 

activity seminars, consistently promoting overall well-
being. 
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3. Supervisor/Manager Training: Offer training for leaders to 

recognize early signs of burnout or secondary trauma in their 

team members. Equip them with the skills to provide initial 

support and guidance. 

4. Flexible Work Arrangements: Provide flexibility in work 

schedules or remote work options, enabling employees to 

effectively manage personal and work commitments. 

5. Regular Debriefing Sessions: Organize debriefing sessions 

after critical incidents, allowing staff to discuss and process 

their experiences in a supportive group environment. 

6. Professional Development: Invest in professional 

development focused on stress management, resilience-

building, and mental health awareness. 

7. Peer Support Networks: Encourage the formation of peer 

support groups or networks within the organization, fostering 

a culture of mutual support and understanding. 

8. Access to Mental Health Resources: Ensure employees have 

easy access to mental health services, including counseling, 

support groups, and mental health hotlines. 

9. Recognition and Appreciation: Acknowledge and appreciate 

the hard work of employees, fostering a positive atmosphere 

and reducing feelings of being overwhelmed or undervalued. 

10. Workload Management: Monitor workloads and tasks to 

prevent excessive stress. Encourage a balanced distribution of 

tasks and provide adequate support for challenging cases. 
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Is it important for organizations and institutions to 
encourage employees to seek help? 

Organizations and institutions working in the field of trafficking 
must encourage employees in various ways to seek help if they find 
it necessary. While it’s easy to say, creating such a climate and 
culture where seeking help is encouraged is not always easy to 
achieve. 

 

Guidelines for seeking professional help: 

1.  Normalize Help-Seeking: Emphasize that seeking help is a 

sign of strength, not weakness. Normalize discussions around 

mental health and seeking professional help. 

2. Educate on Available Resources: Provide comprehensive 

information about available mental health resources, 

counseling services, support groups, and hotlines within 

Albania. 

3. Challenge Stigma: Address stigmas related to mental health 

by openly discussing mental health concerns and reinforcing 

that seeking professional help is a positive step toward well-

being. 

4. Encourage Peer Support: Promote peer support systems 

where colleagues can openly discuss their experiences and 

offer guidance and support to one another. 

5. Provide Step-by-Step Guidance: Offer a guide on how to 

access mental health resources, including contact information 

and steps to book appointments or seek help. 

6. Awareness Campaigns: Develop awareness campaigns within 

the workplace focusing on mental health, the importance of 

seeking help, and success stories of individuals who have 

sought professional help. 
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7. Leadership Encouragement: Encourage leadership to openly 

discuss their own experiences with seeking help for mental 

health concerns, setting an example for others to follow. 

8. Confidentiality and Privacy: Assure employees of the 

confidentiality and privacy of their information when seeking 

help, emphasizing that their personal information will be kept 

confidential. 

9. Supportive Environment: Foster a culture of support where 

seeking help is actively encouraged and supported by 

colleagues and leadership. 

10. Regular Check-ins: Conduct regular check-ins with 

employees, normalizing discussions about their mental health 

and well-being. 

SELF-CARE 
AND 

PROTECTION 
FROM 

SECONDARY 
TRAUMA 

AND 
BURNOUT IN 

THE 
WORKPLACE 

 



46 
 

SELF-CARE 
AND 
PROTECTION 
FROM 
SECONDARY 
TRAUMA 
AND 
BURNOUT IN 
THE 
WORKPLACE   

APPENDIX 

Appendix 1 – Burnout scale for professionals in helping 
professions 

Please read all the following statements and select the number 

that best describes you. Place a number next to each statement 

from 1 to 3. (number 1 - not at all, number 2 - somewhat, 

number 3 -         very much) 

1. I feel angry and threatened at work 

2. I am withdrawing from my colleagues 

3. I perceive the tasks required of me at work as obligatory 

4. I am becoming increasingly less sensitive to clients and 

colleagues 

5. My job feels very tiring, annoying, and routine 

6. I think negatively about my job and focus only on the bad 

aspects 
7. I feel that I am achieving less than ever before 

8. I struggle to organize my work and time at work 

9. I am more irritable than ever before 

10. I feel powerless to change anything at work 

11. I bring work-related concerns into my personal life 

12. I am aware that I avoid personal contacts more than ever 

before 

13. I am questioning whether this job is suitable for me 
14. I think poorly of my job, even before going to bed 

15. I start each workday thinking, "Can I get through another 

day?" 
16. It seems like no one cares about the work I do 

17. I spend more time avoiding work than actually working 

18. At work, I feel tired and low on energy even after a good 

night's sleep 
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Appendix 2 – Reflective exercises and action 
plans 

Reflection is a critical step in the journey toward personal and 

professional growth. Use the following exercises to reflect on 

the content covered in this manual and to develop action plans 

for implementing the strategies you have learned: 

1.  Self-Reflective Exercise: Take a moment to reflect on your 

recent experiences working with victims of abuse. Consider 

the following questions: 

• How have these experiences impacted your emotional 

well-being? 

• What signs of burnout or secondary trauma have you 

noticed in yourself or your colleagues? 

• Are there any specific situations or cases that have been 

particularly challenging for you? 

• How have you managed stress, and how have you 

maintained your well-being? 

 
2. Action Plan Development: 

Based on your reflections, develop a personalized action plan: 

• Identify specific self-care strategies that resonate with 

you based on the content provided in the manual (e.g., 

mindfulness techniques, setting boundaries, seeking 

support). 

• Establish a self-care routine or schedule that 

incorporates these strategies, ensuring that they are 

practical and achievable within your work environment. 

• Consider discussing your action plan with a supervisor 

or colleague for support. 
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3. Setting Goals for Implementation: 

Set achievable goals to integrate these strategies into your 

daily work routine: 

• Define clear and measurable objectives related to self-

care and stress management. 

• Establish a timeline for implementing these strategies 

and regularly monitor progress. 

• Identify potential obstacles and develop contingency 

plans to overcome them. 

 

4. Colleague Engagement and Support: 

Encourage the involvement and collaboration of colleagues: 

• Initiate discussions or support groups within your 

workplace to share experiences and coping strategies. 

• Foster a supportive environment where colleagues can 

openly discuss challenges and support each other's well-

being. 

Remember, self-care is an ongoing process. Regularly review 

and adjust your action plan as needed to ensure its 

effectiveness in mitigating burnout and secondary trauma 

while working with victims of abuse. 

Incorporating such reflective exercises and action plans 

encourages professionals to internalize the knowledge gained 

and actively apply it in their work practices, promoting a 

healthier work-life balance and improved well-being. 
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 Self-Care Plan for 2024 
 

Physical Emotional 

Selected activities: Selected activities: 

1............................................ 1...................................................... 

............................................. ........................................................ 

2.......................................... 2...................................................... 

............................................. ........................................................ 

3.......................................... 3..................................................... 

............................................... ........................................................ 
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Sociale Practical 

Selected activities: Selected activities: 

1............................................. 1...................................................... 

............................................... ........................................................ 

2............................................. 2...................................................... 

............................................... ........................................................ 

3............................................. 3..................................................... 

................................................. ....................................................... 

 
.. 

 
1. What do you think will cause the most   
Stress during this period? 
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2. Are your activities balanced? 

3. Is there a likelihood that something might 
disrupt your activities? 

4. Everyone has mental health. It always helps 
to talk to someone. Who can you talk to if 

things get difficult? 

 



52  

SELF-CARE 
AND 
PROTECTION 
FROM 
SECONDARY 
TRAUMA 
AND 
BURNOUT IN 
THE 
WORKPLACE  

Appendix 3: Comparing unhealthy coping strategies 
with healthy alternatives 

Coping strategies are actions we take—consciously or 

unconsciously—to deal with stress, problems, or 

uncomfortable emotions. Unhealthy coping strategies aim to 

make us feel better in the short term but have long-term 

consequences. In contrast, healthy coping strategies may not 

provide immediate gratification but lead to positive long-term 

outcomes. 

 

Examples of unhealthy strategies: Examples of healthy strategies: 

• Drug or alcohol use 

• Overeating 

• Procrastination 

• Oversleeping or lack of sleep 

• Social withdrawal 

• Self-harm 

• Aggression 

• Exercise 

• Talking about your problem  

• Eating healthy 

• Seeking professional help 

• Relaxation techniques (e.g. 
deep breathing) 

• Using social support 

• Problem-solving techniques 

 

Scenario: 

Nina has a critical report to complete and submit. However, 

because the task requires a lot of work and concentration, 

she feels anxious every time she thinks about it. Nina 

distracts herself with other activities that make her feel 

better. She uses the coping strategy of procrastination to 

avoid the anxiety associated with the task. While this 

makes her feel better in the moment, it will cause her 

problems in the long term. 
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 Discussion Questions 

 
• What consequences might result from using unhealthy 
coping strategies? 

• What coping strategies could be helpful in the scenario 
above? 

• What obstacles are preventing these individuals from using 
healthy coping strategies? 

 
Unhealthy Strategies vs. Healthy Strategies 

 
Describe a problem or difficulty you are currently facing: 
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Unhealthy strategies I am 
using: 

Consequences of unhealthy coping 
strategies: 

1  

2  
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Healthy coping 

strategies I use 

or want/can 

use: 

Expected 

outcomes from 

using healthy 

strategies: 

Barriers to using 

healthy coping 

strategies: 

1 
  

2 
  

3 
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Appendix 4: What are Personal Boundaries? 

Personal boundaries are the limits and rules we set in our 

relationships. An individual with healthy boundaries can say 

“no” to others but also knows how to build close relationships. 

 
An individual who always keeps others at a distance (whether 

emotionally or physically) is said to have rigid or hard 

boundaries. On the other hand, someone who becomes too 

involved in relationships with others has porous boundaries. 
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Some Characteristics of Rigid, Porous, and Healthy Boundaries 

Rigid Boundaries Porous Boundaries 

 

 Healthy Boundaries 

Avoids close 

relationships. 

Does not seek help. 

Has few 

strong/close 

relationships. 

Highly protective 

of personal 

information. 

Appears distant or 

detached from 

others. 

Keeps others at a 

distance to avoid 

rejection. 

Shares too much 

personal 

information. 

Struggles to 

say "no" to 

others' 

requests. 

Over-involved in 

others' problems. 

Dependent on 

others' opinions. 

Accepts abuse and 

lack of respect. 

Fears rejection if 

they disagree 

with others. 

Values their 

own opinions. 

Does not change 

their values for 

others. 

Shares personal 

information 

appropriately. 

Recognizes and 

communicates their 

own wants and 

needs. 

Accepts when 

others say "no." 
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                               Types of Boundaries 

 

Physical boundaries 

Intellectual boundaries 

Emotional boundaries  

Sexual boundaries 

Material boundaries 

Time boundaries 
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Appendix 5: Risks of working in helping professions 

 
Risk 1: The other person seeks a quick solution; we disappoint 

with slow progress (Good therapy, like good cooking, takes 

time) 

Risk 2: Sometimes we can't help because we are not the right 

person at that time 

Risk 3: The readiness dance; often there is a readiness gap 

between us and "them" 

Risk 4: Often, people seek help because they have an 

apparently unsolvable problem that needs resolving 

Risk 5: Sometimes it means working with individuals who 

don't "honor" you 

Risk 6: Those we try to help may have conflicts in motivation 

Risk 7: Sometimes they project negative feelings onto us 

Risk 8: Their needs are greater than what the social, 

educational, or healthcare systems can provide 

Risk 9: Our inability to say no – the routine effect              

Risk 10: Living in an ocean of stressful emotions                

Risk 11: The hidden nature of the work 

Risk 12: Continuous empathy, interpersonal sensitivity, and 

one-sided care 

Risk 13: Supervision and regulation by external, often 

unfamiliar, entities 

Risk 14: Elusive measures of success 
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Risk 15: Normative failure 

Risk 16: Boredom and cognitive deprivation 

Risk 17: Cynical, critical, negative colleagues and managers 

Risk 18: Legal and ethical fears 

Risk 19: Emotional trauma of the professional 

Risk 20: Physical trauma of the professional 
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Appendix 6: Self-Reflection Exercises 

In this section of the MANUAL, we are EXAMINING the 

challenges and risks that affect our professions. Carefully 

review the risks in the manual’s appendix and reflect on the 

risks you encounter most frequently. 
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1. Risk no.  Name:    

 

Why has this been a significant risk for you in your 

professional practice? 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What methods have you tried to mitigate this risk? How 

successful have you been? 
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Why has this been a significant risk for you in your 

professional practice? 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What methods have you tried to mitigate this risk? How 

successful have you been? 
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Appendix 7: Reflective Exercise 

1. From the definitions of secondary trauma, which one 

resonates most directly with your experience? 

 
2. Using your understanding of secondary trauma, how 

depleted do you currently feel? Circle the number. 
 

1 2 3 4 5 

Not at all A little Somewhat Very much Completely 

 
 

Describe the key factors that influenced your rating. 

 

 
 

1. From the definitions of burnout, which one resonates 

most directly with your experience? 

 

 
 

2. Using your understanding of burnout, how depleted do 

you currently feel? Circle the number. 
 

1 2 3 4 5 

Not at all A little Somewhat Very much Completely 

 
 

Describe the key factors that influenced your rating. 
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Appendix 8: Imaginary Exercise 

Imagine your favorite tree standing before you. See its beauty, 

vitality, and strength. Now, imagine yourself as a tree—

beautiful, vibrant, vital, and strong. As a tree, you take in 

carbon dioxide and provide oxygen to those you help. This 

process of absorbing carbon dioxide and releasing oxygen is 

literally giving life to those you serve. However, to do this, the 

tree must work hard, and to work hard, it needs to be healthy. 

This means it must have plenty of sunlight, ample rain, rich 

soil, and freedom from dangerous pests—such as larvae that 

kill trees by cutting off their supply of water and nutrients. 

There are many pests that can harm trees. To grow, the tree 

must branch out and respond well to pruning. So, how can you 

ensure that you, as a helping professional, keep those 

excessive professional losses at bay—those dangerous pests 

that can cut off your nutrients and eat away at your leaves—

and that you will always have abundant soil, rain, and sunlight? 

And what do sunlight, rain, and soil represent for you? 

Ultimately, what could be a better way to spend your working 

days than giving oxygen to those who are drowning and 

gasping for air? What is more beautiful than a strong, healthy 

tree doing its work, or more tragic than a tree that is now 

withered and unable to give life? How will you remain as the 

healthy tree and remember the ongoing need, over 30 to 40 

years as a caring professional, to protect yourself from pests 

and to always have rain, soil, and sunlight? 

We wish you the best! 
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SELF-REFLECTION EXERCISE 

 

 
1. WHAT IS YOUR WATER, SUN, AND SOIL? HOW 

SUITABLE ARE THEY? 

 

 

 
2. WHAT ARE SOME OF THE PESTS THAT COULD DAMAGE YOUR 

VITALITY? WHICH ARE THE SMALLER, MORE INVISIBLE PESTS? 

 

 

 

 
3. WHAT CHANGES DO YOU NEED TO MAKE TO BE A HEALTHY 

TREE, ABLE TO SERVE OTHERS BY ABSORBING CARBON 

DIOXIDE AND PROVIDING OXYGEN? 
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Appendix 9: A plan for change 

 
Now, develop a plan to work on one or two areas of self-care 

growth. Remember that slow behavioral change usually works 

best. We suggest being modest in your goals and building 

achievable changes with reinforcements to maintain the 

change. 

 

Overall plan: 

 

 
Specific objective 1: 

 

 
Method for achieving objective 1: 

 

 
Reinforcement to maintain the adopted behaviour: 

 

 
Specific objective 2: 

 

 
Method for achieving objective 2: 

 
 

Reinforcement to maintain the adopted behaviour: 
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Appendix 10: 10 minutes to celebrate the small 
wins 

10 MINUTES 
TO CELEBRATE THE SMALL WINS 
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THREE PARTS OF YOUR DAILY ROUTINE THAT YOU 
ALMOST ALWAYS ENJOY 

 
TWO GOOD THINGS HAPPENING IN THE WORLD 
TODAY 

 
A QUOTE FROM 
A BOOK; MOVIE; 
OR JOKE THAT 
LIFTS YOUR 
SPIRITS 

 
A SMALL THING 
THAT MAKES A 
HARD DAY 
MUCH EASIER  

 

3 PEOPLE WHO LOVE 
YOU 

 
THINGS YOU DO WELL 

 
DELICIOUS 
AND HEALTHY 
FOOD  
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