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άYƴƻǿƛƴƎ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ƛǎ ƛƴǘŜƭƭƛƎŜƴŎŜΤ 
knowing yourself is true wisdom.
Mastering others is strength; 
ƳŀǎǘŜǊƛƴƎ ȅƻǳǊǎŜƭŦ ƛǎ ǘǊǳŜ ǇƻǿŜǊΦέ --
Tao Te Ching



Discussion Objectives

·Gain an understanding of what compassion fatigue is

·Gain some understanding of what factors contribute to 
the development of compassion fatigue

·Look at what organizational strategies can mitigate 
compassion fatigue

·Explore what individual strategies can be helpful for 
prevention and mitigation of compassion fatigue





Compassion Fatigue Defined

·4ÈÅ ȰÃÏÓÔ ÏÆ ÃÁÒÉÎÇȱ  ɉ&ÉÇÌÅÙȟ ΫγβάɊ

·The cumulative physical, emotional and 
psychological effects of being continually exposed to 
traumatic stories or events when working in a helping 
capacity-combined with the storm and stress of 
ÅÖÅÒÙÄÁÙ ÌÉÆÅȣȢȢ

·Too much, for too long, with too little resources and 
ÔÏÏ ÌÉÔÔÌÅ ÓÅÌÆ ÃÁÒÅȣȢ



/ƻƳǇŀǎǎƛƻƴ CŀǘƛƎǳŜ !ŘǾƛǎƻǊȅΧ
·Any person regardless of race, gender, ethnicity, age, 
ÏÃÃÕÐÁÔÉÏÎȣȢÉÆ ÅØÐÏÓÅÄ ÔÏ ÔÒÁÕÍÁÔÉÃ ÏÒ ÄÉÓÔÒÅÓÓÉÎÇ 
material on a regular basis can develop this condition

·$ÏÅÓÎȭÔ ÉÍÐÌÙ ×ÅÁËÎÅÓÓȟ ÊÕÓÔ ȰÈÕÍÁÎ-nessȱ

·)Ó ÍÏÒÅ ÁÂÏÕÔ Ȱdis-ÅÁÓÅȱ ÔÈÁÎ ÄÉÓÅÁÓÅȟ ÈÏ×ÅÖÅÒ ÉÆ ÌÅÆÔ 
ÕÎÁÄÄÒÅÓÓÅÄ ÄÉÓÅÁÓÅ ÍÁÙ ÎÏÔ ÂÅ ÆÁÒ ÂÅÈÉÎÄȣ

Disabled Top of your 

game



By Beth Hudnall Stamm PhD,  et. al  

www.proqol.com



CŀŎǘƻǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ LƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ŀ tŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ 
Vulnerability to Compassion Fatigue

Individual
Factors

Life Situation
Factors

Organizational
Factors



/C wƛǎƪ CŀŎǘƻǊǎΥ wŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ {ŀȅǎΧ

·Levin et al. (2003)  attorneys who work in the field of 
criminal or family law are at higher risk for developing 
compassion fatigue compared to their colleagues who 
work in other areas of the law

·Levin et al. (2003) found attorneys had significantly 
higher levels of compassion fatigue compared to 
mental health workers 

·Saakvitne & Pearlman (1996) found criminal lawyers 
as a group are particularly vulnerable to developing 
vicarious trauma



Vrklevski et al. Survey Results
·Level of compassion fatigue or vicarious trauma was 

higher  in the criminal law group*

·Criminal law practitioners reported significantly 
higher levels of subjective distress*

·Those practitioners with a multiple trauma history 
reported higher levels of VT or CF

·*Also found in Levin & Griesberg, (2003)



Organizational Contributions to 
Compassion Fatigue

·Heavy caseloads

·Inefficient administration

·Excessive paperwork

·Inadequate  resources to meet the demands

·Lack of supportive supervision

· Source:  Levin et al. (2003), Osofsky et al. (2008)



Who is More at Risk for CF?
·Criminal or family law attorneys

·High caseload of trauma cases-exposure to graphic 
evidence, 911 tapes, photos, videotapes, victim impact 
statements

·Serving clients who have high levels of distress

·History of violence or trauma in their past life

·#ÕÒÒÅÎÔ ÔÒÁÕÍÁ ÉÎ ÏÎÅÓȭ ÌÉÆÅ-divorce, death, illness

·Little if any education on the subject of CF

·Little support from peers-isolation

·Female attorneys report more symptoms than male 
attorneys



Symptoms Reported
·Flashbacks/Intrusive 

thoughts

·Anger/anxiety/fear

·Sleep disturbance

·Fatigue

·Loss of Appetite

· Source:  Vrklevksi et sl. (2008) and Levin et al. 
(2003) and Jaffe et al. (2006)

·Loss of empathy

·Loss of faith in humanity

·Sense of isolation from 
others

·Physical complaints



How Does CF Develop?
·Neurobiological changes-Mirror neurons -empathy

·Cognitive changes:  Shattering of Primary 
Assumptions



Empathy
·Defined as:  

·The ability to experience the experiences of someone 
else (Shane, 2008)

·The ability to feel for another person, to imagine 
ourselves in the same situation, enduring those same 
experiences and emotions (Lydialyle Gibson)

·Human beings who spend time with other human 
beings who are empathetic tend to feel better

·Empathy begins with the involuntary:  a shared 
emotion- this is hardwired into the brain (L. Gibson)

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jKwieb2DSsk


The Role of Mirror Neurons in 
Empathy

·Mirror neurons first discovered when 
studying monkeys:

·Mirror neurons in the human brain are 
ÉÎÄÉÃÁÔÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÅÒÓÏÎȭÓ  ÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÔÏ ÆÅÅÌ 
empathy

· Source:  Shane, Simone; found at http://serendip.brynmawr.edu/exchange



Mirror Neurons



Differences in Brain 
Functions and Empathy

Source:  Baron - Cohen  
(2004)

Test yourself  at 
http://www.glennrowe.net/BaronCohen/MaleFemale.
asp
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Functional brain imaging shows that some of the same regions 

of the brain are activated by personal pain, at left, and by 

empathy over the pain of a loved one, at right. 



Brain Watching Pain



How Listening Impacts Us

·Memory system of a human is key to their perception 
of life

·Five  aspects of memory can be involved with CF

·Verbal memory:  the cognitive narrative

·Imagery:  pictures stored in the mind

·Affect:  emotions experienced

·Bodily memory:  physical sensations

·Interpersonal memory:  dynamics in current 
interpersonal relationships

· Source:  Pearlman and Saakvitne



Impact upon Lawyers
·Sense of powerlessness of the client is transferred 

to the lawyer

·Lawyers begin to question themselves and become 
anxious about their decision making and 
competence to do their best work

·Sense of alienation develops-avoidance-ÄÏÎȭÔ ×ÁÎÔ 
the phone to ring, sound of conflict send us 
ÒÕÎÎÉÎÇ ÆÏÒ Á ÈÉÄÄÅÎ ÐÌÁÃÅȠ ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔÓ ÏÆ Ȱ) ÃÁÎȭÔ ÄÏ 
ÔÈÉÓ ÁÎÙÍÏÒÅȱ ÐÅÒÍÅÁÔÅÓ



Example:

ȰIt actually feels good to hear that I am not 
the only one who feels depressed and 

helpless and that these issues are worth 
studying. Fortunately, the stress has 

decreased with experience and time for 
me, but I still have vivid memories of 

quite traumatic experiences representing 
victims of domestic violence who were so 
betrayed that it was difficult to continue 

ÔÏ ÈÁÖÅ ÆÁÉÔÈ ÉÎ ÈÕÍÁÎËÉÎÄȢȱ 
family lawyer 

Source:  Permission granted: Excerpt from Levin 

study (2003)



Cognitive Impact on 
Primary Assumptions

Pre-trauma exposure

·The World is Benevolent

·The World is Meaningful

·The Self is Worthy

Source:  Bulman, Shattered Assumptions



Impact of Continual Exposure to 
Traumatic Material on Cognitions

·Shattered assumptions about basic beliefs in our 
world for safety, security, trust, justice

·The world is not a good place, there is little 
meaning to it all and the self is not 
×ÏÒÔÈÙȣÐÅÓÓÉÍÉÓÍȟ ÄÅÐÒÅÓÓÉÏÎȟ ÉÒÒÉÔÁÂÉÌÉÔÙȟ 
sickness

·Heightened awareness of vulnerability and the 
fragility of life



hƴŜ ŀǘǘƻǊƴŜȅ ǎŀȅǎΧΦΦ
·ȰI think this happens to everyone whether they  

admit or not or show it or not.  It is inevitable 
with that kind of caseload that one will at least 
at times go bonkers.  This wears on all of us 
and on some of us more than others.  We see 
colleagues severely  affected all the time. I think 
the practice leaves scars. Some make it better  

·ÔÈÁÎ ÏÔÈÅÒÓȟ ÏÂÖÉÏÕÓÌÙȟ ÂÕÔ ÅÖÅÒÙÏÎÅ ÓÕÆÆÅÒÓȣȣ ȱ 

--criminal lawyer

Source:  WisLAP Program permission granted



{ƻ {ƭƻǿ ƛǎ ƛǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƳƻǾƛƴƎΧΦΦΚ



That Which is to give Light must 
ŜƴŘǳǊŜ .ǳǊƴƛƴƎΧΦΦ

Victor Frankl



wŀǘƘŜǊ {ƭƻǿ ŀƴŘ LƴǎƛŘƛƻǳǎΧΦǘƘŜƴ 
ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜǎΧ ǘƘŜƴ ƻǾŜǊǿƘŜƭƳƛƴƎΧΦΦ

Burning

Uncomfortable

Overwhelming



Mitigating Compassion Fatigue 
for Lawyers

·Individual

·Professional

·Societal

·Awareness, Balance  and Connection  (Jaffe, et al.)

Insuring fitness to practiceé..fitness for life



There is Hope for all of usé



Talking and Connections Help the 
Brain



Dŀƛƴ ŀƴ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎΧ

·Nature of the Work

·Nature of the Clientele

·Nature of the Worker

·Nature of the social/cultural 
context

Source: Saakvitne & Pearlman 1996





Work Load: Look Feel Familiar?

Correlation with CF



Client Expectations/Stressors
Χ5ƻǘǎΧΦ

·Client expectations are unrealistic-fix it, make it 
better

·Expected to make things happen quickly-do it now, 
do the impossible, fix it

·Clients are unhappy, sad, mad, frustrated

·Stress from the pressure

·Stress from the difficult material being reviewed and 
the workload yet expected to appear and be 
completely unaffected by it



Attorney as fixeré..

Attorney as rescueré..

Attorney as getting you justiceé

Do You Have the Weight of the World on Your Shoulders?

http://fortcollinsbankruptcyattorney.com/do-you-have-the-weight-of-the-world-on-your-shoulders/2010/01/


LǘΩǎ ŀ .ŀƭŀƴŎƛƴƎ Act For All Lawyers
Zero Sum Game

Pessimism works in the professional 
world but not in the interpersonal 
world

High pressure but low-decision 
latitude 

Correlation with CF



Professional Strategies
·Awareness: Implementing education regarding CF for 

all legal professionals:  acknowledge that it exists and 
how it impacts the person

·Debriefing  via Connection:  Forum for legal 
professionals and their staff to talk on a regular basis 
with another worker about all factors, how one thinks 
and feels about them, acknowledge how they believe 
they are affected by them and how to address it.

Source:  Jaffe et al.



Organizational Strategies
·Open acknowledgment that it occurs in the 

workplace=normalization of the experience

·Work towards development of a supportive work 
environment that encourages:

·Debriefing

·Peer support

·Assessing and changing workloads

·Access to professional development

·Regular check in times

·Allowing part time schedules

Source:  Mathieu, Francoise




