
 

Taking Care of Ourselves 

Domestic abuse is an emotive and poignant topic, and one that we may all have experienced professionally 
and/or personally. Working in the world of domestic abuse and Violence Against Women and Girls (VAWG) 
more generally is meaningful, rewarding and uplifting. However, it can also be stressful, upsetting and 
demanding. As practitioners and healers, indirect exposure to others’ trauma can bring about secondary 
trauma, vicarious trauma and compassion fatigue.  

Secondary Trauma 

Secondary trauma occurs as a result of first-hand exposure to another’s trauma experiences. Symptoms and 
indicators of secondary trauma mirror those of Post-Traumatic-Stress-Disorder (PTSD) and include, but are 
not limited to, the following:  

• Tiredness of fatigue  

• Irritability  

• Feeling strong and persistent feelings of rage, anger, sadness or apathy about a service user’s 
experiences  

• Inability to concentrate or listen  

• Sleeplessness  

• Changes in memory, recall or perception  

• Feelings of hopelessness, self-doubt or pessimism/cynicism  

• Finding it difficult to implement and maintain professional boundaries with service users  

• Feelings of detachment, apathy or numbing/desensitisation  

• Finding it difficult to maintain a work-life balance  

Vicarious Trauma  

Coined by Pearlman and Saakvitne (1995), Vicarious trauma, like secondary trauma, occurs as a result of 
first-hand exposure to others’ trauma. However, what makes vicarious trauma different from secondary trauma 
is that not only can it bring about symptoms and behaviours that mirror PTSD (as above), but it can generate a 
shift in worldview. That is, a cognitive shift that can lead to fundamental beliefs about the world being altered.  

Compassion Fatigue 

Compassion fatigue has been described by Figley (1982) as the ‘cost of caring’. Whether it is the direct 
exposure or experience of traumatic events, hearing clients talk about the trauma that they have experienced 
or the full spectrum in between, we (as frontline workers, healers, practitioners and helpers) can be profoundly 
affected by our work. Often characterised as emotional and physical exhaustion, it can lead to a reduced 
ability to empathise or feel compassion for others.  

Looking After Ourselves: Top Tips 

It is important to remember that it is perfectly normal to experience secondary and vicarious trauma, for the 
following reasons:  

1. We may have our own experiences of trauma that may be ‘triggered’ by hearing accounts of others’ 
trauma 

2. We may be aware of our loved ones’ trauma experiences that may be ‘triggered’ by listening to 
accounts of trauma 

3. Feelings are contagious! 
4. Feelings, memories and stories are stored inside us – in our minds, bodies and hearts  
5. As believers, validators, healers and supporters, we relieve our service users’ distress but inherit some 

of their pain  



 

Grounding Techniques 

Grounding techniques is a practice that can support you to refocus on what is happening in the present 
moment. Grounding techniques can help relieve you of difficult feelings you may be experiencing and help you 
journey through distress or stress.  

Examples of grounding techniques include:  

1. The 54321 Technique  
a. Counting backwards from 5, identify things you notice in your surroundings. For example, you 

may start by listing 5 things you can see, followed by 4 things you can hear, 3 things you feel, 2 
things you can smell and 1 thing that you can taste right now.  

2. Think of a funny memory  
3. Listening to your surroundings  

a. Can you hear traffic? Can you hear nature (the birds tweeting, for example)? What languages 
are being spoken around you?  

4. Think of a happy memory and recall it in fine detail  
5. Remind yourself that you are safe by reading a safety statement  
6. Feel your body  

a. Focus your attention on how your body feels in its entirety. Can you notice the sole of your feet 
touching the floor? Can you hear yourself breathing? Is it loud or quiet, heavy or soft? How 
does the texture of your shirt feel against your arms? Can you notice your hair touching your 
ears?  

7. Breathing exercises  
8. Mindfulness  

Physical Techniques  

1. Stretching  
2. Engage in some physical exercise  
3. Jump up and down!  
4. Place your hands in running water  
5. Take a short walk (outside if you can)  

Practical Suggestions within the Workplace  

In addition to the above, below is a list of practical measures that can be taken within the workplace:   

• Seek support from your line manager, mental health first aider or your wider network of colleagues  

• Take frequent breaks  

• Employ grounding techniques  

• Maintain boundaries by ensuring a healthy work-life balance  

• Ensure relief from screen-time (particularly in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic and ‘video call 
fatigue’ – for more information on ‘video call fatigue’, click here - 
https://www.bbc.com/worklife/article/20200421-why-zoom-video-chats-are-so-exhausting ) 

• Explore the possibility of clinical supervision with management and senior management 

• Make time for self-reflection  

• Check-in with colleagues  

 

 

 

 

https://www.bbc.com/worklife/article/20200421-why-zoom-video-chats-are-so-exhausting


 

Resources  

You can find a list of resources below that can help you on your self-care journey.  

Websites  

1. https://proqol.org/  
2. https://quaggydevelopmenttrust.org/wellbeing-hub/  
3. https://www.breathingspace-ava.org.uk/self-care  
4. https://schools.au.reachout.com/articles/developing-a-self-care-plan 
5. https://positivepsychology.com/self-care-worksheets/  
6. https://www.mind.org.uk/workplace/coronavirus-and-work/dealing-with-burnout-when-working-from-

home/  
7. https://www.nhs.uk/every-mind-matters/mental-health-issues/stress/ 
8. https://www.mind.org.uk/information-support/coronavirus/coronavirus-and-your-wellbeing/ 
9. https://www.nhs.uk/every-mind-matters/coronavirus/mental-wellbeing-while-staying-at-home/ 
10. https://www.communitycare.co.uk/2020/04/09/support-emotional-resilience-wellbeing-pandemic/ 
11. https://www.nctsn.org/sites/default/files/resources/fact-sheet/taking_care_of_yourself.pdf 
12. https://www.nhs.uk/mental-health/self-help/guides-tools-and-activities/tips-to-reduce-stress/ 
13. https://learning.elucidat.com/course/5bd886eb1ce37-5c0a8c241f2a3  
14. https://www.mind.org.uk/media-a/4149/trauma-2020.pdf 

Podcasts, Videos and Apps 

1. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OfCLTQhW9GQ  
2. https://victimresearch.org/podcast/tell-us-about-it-episode-5-katherine-manners-of-vicarious-trauma-

toolkit/  
3. https://therapyreimagined.com/modern-therapist-podcast/managing-vicarious-trauma/  
4. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZsaorjIo1Yc  
5. https://nogginnotespod.podbean.com/e/podcast-episode-surviving-the-storm-vicarious-trauma/  
6. https://coronertalk.com/secondary-traumatic-stress-getting-through-what-you-cant-get-over 
7. https://www.calm.com/  
8. https://www.headspace.com/headspace-meditation-app  
9. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NFQI1UxXdlk&t=1s  
10. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lTiowIy-_BU  
11. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j94-q1tBT0g  
12. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ImgFk3r4P7A  
13. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZToicYcHIOU 
14. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Xl_B45DpMLU  
15. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jOfshreyu4w  
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