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Vicarious Trauma

Signs and Strategies for Coping

A Guide for those working in CDOP or those involved in the wider
Child Death Review Process

Definition of Vicarious Trauma

Vicarious trauma is the emotional and psychological impact experienced by individuals,
(such as doctors, nurses, police officers and social workers) who are repeatedly exposed

to others’ traumatic experiences.
The culmination of these experiences can have a negative effect on your mental health
and if not mitigated against, it can become worse, and even lead to post-traumatic stress

disorder (www.rcn.org.uk)



http://www.rcn.org.uk/
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Anyone who has exposure to someone else’s trauma, and material relating to that
trauma can potentially be affected. There are few events in life that seem as unnatural
as the death of a child and very few jobs or careers involve exposure to child death every
day of the week.

Child death is rare overall but for all professionals who are involved with the child death
review process, or who work to support the Child Death Overview Panel (CDOP), their day-
to-day work will expose them to stories of child death regularly. Exposure to another
person’s trauma, as part of your day-to-day occupation, can have significant effects on
mental health and wellbeing if left unmanaged.

Everyone is affected differently by exposure to sad or traumatic content, and a person
can never really know if it may affect them. Some days a person may feel that they are
not affected, however, on a different day due to perhaps the timing of the event or their
own life experience a person may feel an impact.

This guide was written by those working within Child Death Overview Panels (CDOP), and
it is hoped that it helps to empower CDOP staff, and those involved in the wider child
death review process to have a better understanding of vicarious trauma.

Working for the CDOP will probably mean you will be exposed regularly to content
involving sad or traumatic incidents. This may be through:

* reading or hearing distressing personal accounts

* researching stories or events

e telephone conversations with families or professionals involved in an event
* supporting other colleagues

Factors that may make some professionals more vulnerable:

* prior traumatic experiences

* social isolation, either socially or work related or both

* lack of preparation, training, and supervision in their role

* new to the role/less experienced

e constant and intense exposure to trauma with little or no variation in work pattern

* lack of an effective and supportive process for discussing the traumatic content
of the work



Common Signs of Vicarious Trauma

It's normal to feel anxious, stressed, and sad for the children and families involved in the
cases discussed within CDOP. However, if those feelings are particularly intense or last
for a long time, it could be a sign of vicarious trauma. Vicarious trauma can impact an
individual when they are exposed repeatedly and can result in affecting a person’s
everyday life.

You should therefore be aware of the following signs:

* lingering feelings of anger, rage and sadness about a particular case you are
working on

* Dbeing preoccupied with thoughts of cases outside of working hours

* intrusive thoughts, over identification with a case (playing out scenarios in your
mind)

* afeeling of loss of hope

* distancing yourself, i.e. detachment, staying busy to block it out, avoiding certain
case material/situations

» feeling vulnerable or worrying excessively about potential dangers in the world
and loved ones’ safety

» feeling overwhelmed

* vicarious trauma can leave people feeling exhausted and susceptible to aches,
pains and other physical complaints such as digestive problems or an irregular
heartbeat. This is often a consequence of a trauma response playing out within
the body. Changes to sleeping patterns, appetite and diet may become apparent,
alongside a desire to use alcohol or other substances to escape or relieve
symptoms.

If you are experiencing any signs of vicarious trauma, without support this can develop
into more serious mental health problems.

It is important we are aware of the effect our work is having on us and develop strategies
to cope. By asking yourself these questions you can use the answers to self-assess and
review with a trusted colleague:

* How am | doing?

* Do I think | am experiencing any signs of Vicarious Trauma?
* What am | worried about?

* What do | need?

* What would | like to change?




Strategies for Reducing Vicarious Trauma

Since the covid pandemic many office workers have taken up working from home as
normal and this can be isolating, especially when reading distressing material. Those
working from home should increase their awareness of how distressing content may
make them feel and seek out support as soon as they become aware of this.

If you feel you may be suffering from vicarious trauma, try following these coping
strategies to reduce the risks:

* give your best working hours to the worst material, our brains are less effective at
processing traumatic material when we are tired

* take time out, make a drink, go for a short walk to reset yourself

* always take care of yourself emotionally - engage in relaxing and self-soothing
activities, nurture self-care

* ook after your physical and mental wellbeing

* have outside interests - maintain a healthy work/life balance

* create a barrier - separating working life from home life even when working from
home - turn off your computer and put it away at the end of the working day

* De realistic about what you can accomplish, remember we are only human

* where possible try to balance your caseload with a mix of more and less heavy
cases

* ensure you take regular breaks, take time off when you need to

* seek support from colleagues and work peers’ group as an opportunity to debrief
- reach out and communicate with those in similar jobs to your own

* using a buddy system for less experienced staff can be helpful

* take up training opportunities

* look after “you”

* take time to reflect on positive outcomes available to you and use those to
motivate you

* organisational factors can increase the risk of a person being vicariously
traumatised, which should be assessed and addressed i.e. increasing workloads

* working with a purpose with clear goals for minimising exposure to viewing and
analysing graphic content

* preparing yourself - viewing content when tired

* know when to stop, pause and recognise your emotions around information you
are reviewing

How to Handle Graphic Content

When we are mentally and physical prepared, we can cope with distressing content.
Labelling a file with graphic content whether that be a photograph or a document that
has very graphic written descriptive content will help you and your colleagues to prepare
for potentially viewing distressing or disturbing content. It is important to:

* Dbe clear and specific on the label with a brief warning of what the user may see or
read so that content is not stumbled across

* never assume your idea of “graphic” is the same as someone else’s

* Dbe respectful of your colleagues and their needs, some people may have past
experiences that would make certain content harder to be exposed to



Barriers to Seeking Support

* failure to recognise any warning signs

¢ a feeling of failure or guilt

e fear of impact on your employment or future opportunities
e concerns around confidentiality

Suggestions for Colleagues

If you believe a colleague might be experiencing vicarious trauma, you could consider the
following:

* reach out and talk to them about the impact of their work

* encouraging them to discuss their experience with their line manager

* help them establish a consistent work-to-home transition that creates an
important boundary and safe place outside the workplace

* encouraging them to practice self-care - rest, healthy eating, hygiene, and
exercise

* supporting connections with family, friends, and co-workers

* referring them to organisational support such as a peer support team or
occupational health

Suggestions for Line Managers

* lead by example - make discussing vicarious trauma a part of line management or
supervision

* encouraging access to restorative supervision or time when staff can access
external support

* be flexible by allowing flexible working and the need for protecting down time

* create time at work for reflection

* support training and opportunities for staff to meet others within their field of
work

* respect individual boundaries of the team members and understand that some
team members may be more sensitive to graphic content than others and may
need more support

* be aware of where to signpost if you feel a person requires more support

Suggested Further Reading

NHS England » Improving personal health and wellbeing

Get Your Mind Plan - Every Mind Matters - NHS

5 steps to mental wellbeing - NHS

5 Ways to Wellbeing | Mind

Your wellbeing

Support for Professionals - 2 Wish

Vicarious trauma: spotting the signs and taking action | RCN Magazine | Royal College of

Nursing



https://www.england.nhs.uk/supporting-our-nhs-people/health-and-wellbeing-programmes/nhs-health-and-wellbeing-framework/elements-of-health-and-wellbeing/improving-personal-health-and-wellbeing/
https://www.nhs.uk/every-mind-matters/mental-wellbeing-tips/your-mind-plan-quiz/
https://www.nhs.uk/mental-health/self-help/guides-tools-and-activities/five-steps-to-mental-wellbeing/
https://www.mind.org.uk/workplace/my-mental-health-at-work/five-ways-to-wellbeing/
https://www.bma.org.uk/advice-and-support/your-wellbeing
https://2wish.org.uk/get-support/professional-support/
https://www.rcn.org.uk/magazines/Wellbeing/2024/Dec/Vicarious-trauma-spotting-the-signs-and-taking-action
https://www.rcn.org.uk/magazines/Wellbeing/2024/Dec/Vicarious-trauma-spotting-the-signs-and-taking-action




