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Agenda 
My Whys – values and belonging

What is Burnout, Secondary-Traumatic 
Stress (STS) and related terms?

Signs and symptoms 

Trauma-Informed Care Approaches to 
Professional Well-Being 



The power of 
belonging & our 
own values

• When belonging becomes 

conditional, organizational 

safety is compromised and 

we live in fear 

• How can we find ways to 

stay grounded in our own 

values without losing 

ourselves in systems 

shaped by urgency, 

scarcity and pressure 



Definition of well-
being PERMA 

• Positive Emotion: feelings associated with 

enjoyment and life satisfaction

• Engagement: flow or focused feeling one 

experiences when absorbed in an activity fully 

and in this state one is usually most productive 

• Relationships: positive engagement and 

connection with other people, feeling supported

• Meaning: connecting with what has value and is 

found to be worthwhile 

• Accomplishment: having goals and ambitions in 

life and pursuing these just for the sake of it 

rather than for any reward to be achieved 

Seligman, 2011 



Loving-Kindness Meditation 



Shift towards

Single-based models

Self-Care

Single-level approaches

Bifocal models

Organizational level

Individual Level

Adapted from: TEND Academy



The Complex Stress Model 

Systemic 
Workplace 

Stress

Traumatic 
Workplace 

Stress
Job 

Stress
Burnout

Toxic 
dynamics 

Direct 
Trauma

Indirect 
Trauma

Dr. Pat Fisher, 2016



What are your top sources of stress? 

• Heavy caseload or unmanageable workload

• Lack of clarity and supervision

• Lack of funding or job insecurity

• Challenging workplace dynamics (e.g., microaggressions, hostility)

• Emotionally taxing or complex client situations

• Balancing work with personal life

• Limited opportunities for professional growth

• Feeling isolated or unsupported in your role

• Other (please share in chat)



Child serving professionals: at risk

Between 16%-92% of child welfare professionals suffer STS 

National annual turnover: 14-22% with burnout as main factor 

21.7% of helping professionals were at high risk for STS

24.8% high risk of burnout 

50% of child protection workers were at high risk of compassion fatigue 

50% of pediatricians report at least one symptom of burnout

Sheehan et al., 2024; Sprang et al., 2006; Starmer et al., 2024



Main sources of stress 

• Excessive caseloads

• Heavy documentation and administrative 

burden

• Exposure to child trauma

• Staff shortages

• Lack of supervisory support

• Emotional labor

• Limited organizational recognition 

• Poor work-life balance 



Quotes from child welfare workers
Feeling stressed and 

overwhelmed: I am the person 
doing all the home visits and 

seeing and getting all that 
information, but my supervisor 

made that decision only by 
herself. What I say don’t really 

matter. It is stressful and I 
don’t think this is how we 

should work. [Vanessa, MSW, 
6 years experience]

It feels very stressful for me. I call 
it suffering in silence. You can't tell 

a client that, oh I agree with you 
but my manager doesn't. Because 
as a department, if the department 
made the decision, well, we made 
the decision [Anna, MSW, 6 years 

experience]

Negative stereotypes: “she 
called me a baby snatcher and 

accused me of trying to do 
anything possible to destroy 
her family. People have so 

many stereotypes about this 
work, and I find that to be 

stressful”.

I feel like a failure. I feel that I 
have failed that family. I find that a 

lot. I feel that people think I'm 
failing them because I'm not 

helping, but I don't have the ability 
to. I feel like no matter how hard I 

try to be helpful to families, I 
crash with the policy and then 

there will be no room for me to do 
anything further. [Lucy, BSW, 

6 years experience]

Moyo, O. (2024). “Suffering in silence”: How social workers in child 
welfare practice experience and manage burnout.



Consequences 

Shanafelt, T. D., & Noseworthy, J. H. (2017, January). Executive leadership and 

physician well-being: nine organizational strategies to promote engagement 

and reduce burnout. In Mayo Clinic Proceedings (Vol. 92, No. 1, pp. 129-146). 

Elsevier.



Padlet: What 
type of 
support do 
you need?

Leadership support and change in organizational 
culture

More opportunities to connect with collegues and 
supervisors

More supervision/consultation time 

Practical tools: manage stress in the moment, how 
to listen and help to a colleague, how to establish 
boundaries 

https://padlet.com/kostovazlatina/what-are-your-biggest-sources-of-stress-ddimm52q3bkyvp2m



About 
Secondary 
Traumatic 
Stress and 
related 
terms 



Secondary 
Traumatic Stress 

• Secondary Traumatic Stress is the emotional 

distress that results when an individual hears 

(reads, sees) about the firsthand trauma 

experiences of another.

• For individuals who care for individuals who 

have experienced trauma and their families, 

hearing trauma stories can take an 

emotional toll.

• STS symptoms can range from mild to severe, 

at which point individuals can develop post-

traumatic stress disorder (PTSD).



Burnout 

• Emotional exhaustion – job demands lead to a lack 

of equity and reciprocity between workers and 

service recipients 

• Depersonalization – feelings of detachment and 

lowered interest in work

• Reduced feelings of personal accomplishment – 

perceiving work efforts to be making no difference 

or ineffective 

Maslach, Jackson, & Leiter, 1982

Yang, Y. & Hayes, J. A. (2020). Causes and Consequences of Burnout Among Mental Health 
Professionals. Psychotherapy, 57 (3), 426-436. doi: 10.1037/pst0000317.

“I began to stop caring about my 
clients” 



Related terms Secondary 
Traumatic 

Stress

Direct 
Exposure

Vicarious 
Traumatization

Compassion 
Fatigue

Moral Distress

Burnout



Related Terms Secondary 
Traumatic 

Stress

Direct 
Exposure

Vicarious 
Traumatizatio

n

Compassion 
Fatigue

Moral Distress

Burnout

Direct Exposure

Many child-serving professionals are directly 

exposed to trauma during the course of 

carrying out their daily work responsibilities.  

These are events that involve a direct threat 

to the provider or witnessing threats to 

others.



Related Terms Secondary 
Traumatic 

Stress

Direct 
Exposure

Vicarious 
Traumatizatio

n

Compassion 
Fatigue

Moral Distress

Burnout
Vicarious Traumatization

 Changes in the inner experience of the 

provider, such as expectations for trust, 

safety, control, esteem, or intimacy, that 

result from cumulative and chronic exposure.



Related Terms

Compassion Fatigue

The physical and emotional exhaustion 

experienced by those who care for others who 

are in distress. Reduced capacity or interest in 

being empathic 

Secondary 
Traumatic 

Stress

Direct 
Exposure

Vicarious 
Traumatizatio

n

Compassion 
Fatigue

Moral Distress

Burnout

Figley. (1995). Compassion Fatigue: Coping with Secondary Stress Disorder.



Related Terms Secondary 
Traumatic 

Stress

Direct 
Exposure

Vicarious 
Traumatizatio

n

Compassion 
Fatigue

Moral Distress

Burnout
Moral Distress 

Stress that occurs when one believes they 

know the right thing to do, but institutional or 

other constraints make it difficult to pursue 

the desired course of action.  



Related Terms

Compassion Satisfaction

• Positive aspects of the work, such as 

inspiring and rewarding work with 

students and belief that one’s work 

makes a meaningful contribution to 

students and society.



TF-CBT Ukraine project: What 
Doesn’t Kill You Makes You 
Stronger

137 Ukrainian mental health 
professionals trained in TF-CBT

Low to moderate burnout/STS High levels of compassion 
satisfaction 



Reflective Exercise

Consider how these descriptions of STS/burnout and related terms resonate with your own 

experiences. 

• Can you relate to this?

• What is it bringing up for you? 

• How did you first notice the impact your job was having on you? 

           



Signs and symptoms 

Hopelessness
Inability to embrace 

complexity

Inability to listen, 
avoidance (including 

of certain clients)
Anger and cynicism

Sleeplessness
Chronic exhaustion 

and/or physical 
ailments

Minimizing Guilt

Preoccupation with 
clients/client stories

Intrusive 
thoughts/nightmares/ 

flashbacks

Feeling 
estranged/isolated/no 

one to talk to

Feeling trapped, 
“infected” by trauma, 

inadequate, 
depressed



Domains of symptoms 
• Physical: Headaches, stomachaches, muscle tension, fatigue/exhaustion, sleep difficulties, elevated 

heart rate, rapid breathing

• Cognitive: Difficulty concentrating, forgetfulness, indecisiveness, self-blaming thoughts, catastrophizing, 

racing thoughts

• Emotional: Irritability, anxiety, sadness, feeling overwhelmed, emotional numbness, hopelessness

• Behavioral: Withdrawing from others, procrastination, reduced productivity, changes in eating or 

sleeping habits, increased use of alcohol/food/social media, avoiding certain clients or tasks

• Relational: Feeling disconnected from colleagues or loved ones, reduced empathy, conflict with others, 

difficulty being present

• Professional: Loss of job satisfaction, compassion fatigue, decreased sense of accomplishment, feeling 

ineffective, dreading going to work



Poll: How does 
stress usually 
shows up for 
you?



The 
physiology 
of burnout 
and STS



Physiology of the stress response

Garner, A and Saul B.. Thinking Developmentally, AAP Press, 2018
Garner, A and Saul B.. Thinking Developmentally, AAP Press, 2018



Or the Friend Response

Oxytocin

- Oxytocin - drives social 
salience, helping to determine 
who is safe and who isn’t 

- We are born to connect. 
Connection is a biological 
need to survive

- We can connect with others 
for safety, affection, and to 
solve problems



The affiliate response

Garner, A and Saul B.. Thinking Developmentally, AAP Press, 2018

x
Garner, A and Saul B.. Thinking Developmentally, AAP Press, 2018



Fostering the affiliate response

Garner, A and Saul B.. Thinking Developmentally, AAP Press, 2018



Not all stress is toxic 

POSITIVE

• Brief increase in heart rate, mild elevations in stress hormone levels

TOLERABLE

• Serios, temporally stress responses, buffered by supportive relationships

TOXIC

• Prolonged activation of stress response systems in the absence of 
protective relationships

Source: Harvard Center for Developing Child



Core Principles of Trauma-
Informed Care Models

Safety

Empowerment, 
Voice and Choice

Collaboration 
and Mutuality

Trust and 
Transparency

Peer 
Support

Cultural, Historic, 
Gender 

Considerations

Source: Substance Abuse Mental Health Service Administration





Bidirectional approach 

Organizational 
Level

Individual 
Level



Always start 
with SAFETY

People cannot thrive, 

learn, innovate, or 

provide compassionate 

care unless they feel 

safe.



Types of safety

Physical
The absence of harm or injury; 
knowing that your basic needs 

are met 

Psychological
The permission to be your full self 
without fear of harm and rejection

Relational safety: 

“We are in this together” “You 
matter”



Organizational Level Approaches





Creating a sense of 
psychological/emotional safety 

• Do people feel comfortable: 

• asking questions

• saying "I don't know”

• admitting mistakes

• requesting help

• offering ideas and being proactive

• respectfully disagreeing

• It is ok to say “I am struggling” 



Cultural and 
professional 
safety 

Do I feel respected and valued?

Can I grow without fear?

Am I seen in my potentials?

Am I offered opportunities to learn?

Am I offered with clear job/tasks descriptions and 
adeguate supervision?





Individual Level Approaches 



Can you bring 
your whole 
self? 



What are your identities?

What are my identities? What identities do I think others see 
in me?



Safe Debriefing 



Regaining your own safety through self-regulation 



Self-awareness 

A heightened, flexible 
attentiveness to your 
environment and internal cues 
such as bodily sensations, 
thoughts and feelings.

• People with higher levels of 
awareness have higher 
levels of well-being and 
positive emotions

• Distraction, the main 
detractor from awareness, 
can impair executive 
function as well as 
increase stress and anxiety,  
ADHD symptoms, and 
depression.

P. Seli, R. E. Beaty, J. Marty-Dugas, D. Smilek, Depression, anxiety, and stress and the distinction between intentional 
and unintentional mind wandering. 





The 3 minute breathing space 
Step 1:

Check-in what is here for you right now? 
What thoughts, what emotions and 
what body sensations are present?

Step 2:

Now focus on your breath. Focus on the 
sensations of your body as you breathe 

in and out.

Step 3:

And now expand your awareness to 
your body as a whole. Be aware of your 
posture, of your facial muscles, of your 

breathing. 
Kostova, Z., Levin, L., Lorberg, B., & Ziedonis, D. (2019). Mindfulness-based interventions for adolescents with mental health 
conditions: A systematic review of the research literature. Journal of Child and Family Studies, 28, 2633-2649.



Square breathing technique 





Internal awareness: The window of tolerance 

Ogden & Milton, 2000

What is your 

response? Irritable, 

anxious, over-

eating?

Zoned out, 

frozen, numb, 

avoidant



How do I look under stress?

• Irritability

• Reactive and impulsive 

• Increased heart rate

• Moodiness

• Anxiety

• Rumination

• Loss or increase in appetite and sleep

• Withdrawn

• Shut down

• Isolating

• Using alcohol, substances, etc.

Down-regulation 
(mindfulness, 

relaxation, etc.)

Up-regulation 
(exercise, 
behavioral 

activation, etc.)



How self-aware are you?

• https://www.mindtools.com/axbwm3m/how-emotionally-intelligent-are-you#google_vignette
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Organizational Level Approaches



Resources 

https://ctac.uky.edu
https://www.stsconsortium.com

https://proqol.org

https://tendacademy.ca



BURNOUT

COMPASSION 

SATISFACTION

STS





Organizational 
awareness: 
acknowledge and 
assess the problem 

The Secondary Traumatic Stress Informed Organizational Assessment 

(STSI-OA) is a 40-item measure that categorizes STS prevention and 

intervention activities into 6 domains by self-rating the degree to 

which the organization:

• Promotes resilience-building activities. 

• Promotes physical and psychological safety.

• Has STS-relevant policies. 

• Exhibits STS-informed leadership practices. 

• Exhibits STS-informed organizational practices. 

• Evaluates and monitors STS policies/practices in workplace.

You can request a free copy at: http://www.uky.edu/CTAC/STSI-OA.

http://www.uky.edu/CTAC/STSI-OA
http://www.uky.edu/CTAC/STSI-OA
http://www.uky.edu/CTAC/STSI-OA


Trust and 
transparency 

Chronic interpersonal stress teaches the 
nervous system to expect unpredictability, 
loss of control and power dynamics being 
misused

Having low trust is not resistance, but 
protection 



Ways to enhance trust 
and transparency 

• Frequent check ins – instead of waiting 

for annual performance evaluation, have 

frequent check-ins

• Be transparent around funding, current 

instability – without inflicting fear, but 

fostering transparency 

• Promote effective, open communication

• Explain process behind decisions

• Walking and talking – better processing!



Trauma-Informed 
Supervision (TIS)

Supervision that incorporates 
the fundamental elements of 
trauma-informed care into 
the supervisor-supervisee 
dynamic and focuses on 
offering relationship-based 
supervision. 

• Acknowledges, responds to, and 
addresses the impact of trauma 
exposure

• Provides a safe environment to share 
their experiences and impact

• Allows opportunities to learn and 
practice strategies to address and 
mitigate the impact



Reflective supervision

How did you feel? What did you 
notice in yourself?

Did you have any strong 
reactions during this interaction?

How do you think [other person 
in interaction] was feeling? What 
was their perspective?

What did you think was going to 
happen? Why do you think it did 
or didn’t go as planned? 

What do you think was driving 
your stress reaction?

Are there aspects of the 
interaction that remind you of 
your own experiences or history? 
How might this have influenced 
you? 

https://www.nctsn.org/resources/using-secondary-traumatic-stress-core-competencies-trauma-informed-supervision
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Empowerment, Voice 
and Choice 

• Empower employees/colleagues in 

emphasizing their strengths

• Offer opportunities for growth 

• Ask their opinions, involve them in decision-

making



Individual Level Approaches 



Find Your Strong Ground 

https://brenebrown.com



Back to your own values!

• Only 10% of organizations live by their own values 

• What is a value?

• "For a long time, I thought about values as guiding 

principles. I think that was incomplete. It's not just what 

you care about. It's what you sacrifice for.” (Adam Grant, 

The Curiosity Shop)

• "One of the ways that I've become clear about what my 

values are is to look at the things that I give up—and 

why.” (Adam Grant)



• Circle as many values as 
you would like

• Now, write down the two 
that are the driver of 
every single one that you 
circled before

• Ex: care, connection, 
authenticity, financial 
stability, parenting, 
reliability, etc.

• My two: Connection and 
Making a Difference 

Brown, B. (2025). Living into our values: Taking 
values from professing words to practicing 
behavior [Podcast handout]. Brené Brown, LLC.



Who are your affiliates?

Professional help

Mentors

Co-workers

Colleagues

Friends 

Family 
members



Resources
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NCTSN Resources 

• NCTSN STS Fact Sheets

• For Child-Serving Professionals

• For Community Violence Workers

• For CAC Workers

• Guidance for Supervisors and Administrators

• STS Supervisor Competencies

• Supervisory Competencies 

• Supervisor Self-Rating Tool

All resources can be accessed at:

https://www.nctsn.org/trauma-informed-care/secondary-traumatic-stress

https://www.nctsn.org/trauma-informed-care/secondary-traumatic-stress
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NCTSN Webinars

• Secondary Traumatic Stress Series: 

• https://www.nctsn.org/resources/secondary-traumatic-
stress?utm_source=spotlight&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=nctsn-spotlight

• Cultural Implications of Secondary Traumatic Stress: 

• English: https://learn.nctsn.org/enrol/index.php?id=234 

• Spanish: https://learn.nctsn.org/course/view.php?id=233 

• Trauma-Informed Care: Understanding and Addressing the Needs of Unaccompanied Children. NCTSN 
4-Part Webinar series, Part 4 on STS:    

• English: http://bit.ly/unaccompanied-children-english

• Spanish: http://bit.ly/unaccompanied-children-spanish 

• Emotional Challenges and Self-Care for Those Working with Young Traumatized Children:

• https://www.nctsn.org/resources/emotional-challenges-and-self-care-those-working-young-traumatized-
children
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Contact Information

Lifeline for Kids www.umassmed.edu/lifelineforkids

LINK-KID referral system

Lifeline for Families 

www.umassmed.edu/lifelineforfamilies

Zlatina L. Kostova
Psychologist &Instructor in Psychiatry
University of Massachusetts Chan Medical School
Training Director, Lifeline for Kids
Zlatina.kostova@umassmed.edu

http://www.umassmed.edu/lifelineforkids
http://www.umassmed.edu/lifelineforfamilies
mailto:Zlatina.kostova@umassmed.edu
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