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Disclaimer
• This presentation is being given on behalf of myself, Gabriela Ryan, as a 
private citizen and not as a Department of Defense or Veterans’ Affairs 
Contractor. The views expressed in this presentation do not represent 
those of any government agency. I have no financial interests to 
disclose and receive no financial benefit for presenting this information 
on behalf of the Veterans Yoga Project. I am in no way financially 
compensated by the Veterans Yoga Project or any other entity for this 
presentation.

• Veterans Yoga Project, an IRS-recognized 501(c)(3) charitable 
organization, which strives to maintain the honor and commitment our 
veterans have sworn to uphold. Program development and 
management, teacher training, and organizational expenses are covered 
by funds raised by grants, fundraising activities, and earned income 
from Mindful Resilience trainings and contract yoga services. For 
additional financial information, please contact us 
at business@veteransyogaproject.org.
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Framework

• Source: 
Compassion 
Fatigue vs 
Compassion 
Satisfaction –
Ambulance 
Today – Official 
Website

https://ambulancetoday.co.uk/uncategorized/compassion-fatigue-vs-compassion-satisfaction/


I: Compassion Fatigue
Definitions, Burnout, Vicarious Trauma



What is compassion?

• Focused, action-oriented empathy

• Latin root: “To suffer WITH someone”



What is Compassion Fatigue?
• First coined in 1992 by Carol Johnson, a nurse

• Compassion fatigue happens when individuals become too 
physically, emotionally, and mentally exhausted due to demands 
of their job. (VYP)



Defining Compassion Fatigue

• State of extreme exhaustion, 
dysfunction
– Physical, mental, emotional

• Result of cumulative impact of:
– Burnout

– Vicarious trauma

– Stress

– Triggering of personal issues

• No longer able to feel empathy, 
nothing left to give



The Window of Tolerance
• Source: https://q4-consulting.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/window-of-tolerance.jpg



What does it look like?
• The following symptoms are some of the signs that one maybe experiencing 
compassion fatigue and burnout:

• EXHAUSTION (physical, mental, spiritual)

• Feelings of hopelessness

• Difficulty concentrating

• Loss of pleasure in life

• Feeling overwhelmed

• Apathetic behavior

• Unwillingness to accept reality

• Feeling burdened by the suffering of others

• Frequent complaining about your work or your life→ REDUCED PRODUCTIVITY, 
INCREASED ABSENTEEISM

These symptoms are 
not inevitable. Taking a 
mindful approach to 

your work can 
transform your 

relationship with being 
a caregiver and with 
those you care for.



Who is affected?

• Healthcare Providers

• Social Workers/Community 
Support

• Civilian Caregivers 

• First Responders (police, 
fire, EMS)

• Teachers

• YOUR PATIENTS/LOVED 
ONES



What causes compassion fatigue?

• Lack of professional support

• Poor personal boundaries

• Difficult clients (mil, vets with PTSD, 
polytrauma, etc)

• Long hours, few resources…COVID 
environment

• Failure to live up to your own 
expectation of “fixing” someone

• Stressful lifestyle choices to cope

• Lack of compassionate perspective 



Let’s talk about burnout.

• Cynicism

• Ineffectiveness

• Occurs when someone can’t 
achieve their anticipated goal, 
resulting in frustration, perceived 
LOSS OF CONTROL. 

Compassion fatigue is not burnout:
Burnout typically results in displeasure 

from work or colleagues whereas 
compassion fatigue results from 

physical and mental exhaustion. If 
experiencing burnout, you may feel 

frustrated, angry, or cynical. If 
experiencing compassion fatigue, you 

may feel sad or numb.



Caregiver Burnout

Source: TBICoE Caregiver Guide (2021)



Contributors to Burnout

• Perceived lack of workplace or family fairness

• Perceived lack of autonomy

• Feeling like you must act in conflict with your values

• Lack of community support

• Overwhelming workload

• Perceived lack of reward relative to effort



Vicarious (Secondary) Trauma

• Helper cares about other people who have 
been hurt; feels committed or responsible 
to helping them
– READ “Helping, Fixing, Serving”

• Causes loss of identity, loss of knowing 
world as safe, predictable, controllable 
place, loss of connection with others

• Personal triggers may be activated by 
hearing or seeing others’ trauma

https://www.lionsroar.com/helping-fixing-or-serving/#:~:text=Helping%2C%20fixing%20and%20serving%20represent%20three%20different%20ways,ego%2C%20and%20service%20the%20work%20of%20the%20soul.


What does the data show?
• Compassion fatigue in nursing: A concept analysis - PubMed (nih.gov): 
Compassion fatigue occurred across disciplines. Nurses were predisposed to 
compassion fatigue by repeated exposure of others' suffering, high stress 
environments, and the continuous giving of self. The consequences of 
compassion fatigue negatively impacted the nurse, patient, organization, and 
healthcare system. All nurses are at risk for compassion fatigue. Prevention of 
compassion fatigue is achieved through professional boundaries, self-care 
measures, self-awareness, and education on the concept at the individual and 
organizational level.

• Compassion Fatigue Among Mental Healthcare Providers and The Impact on 
Overall Wellbeing (usfca.edu): Mental healthcare providers who scored higher 
on compassion fatigue were more likely to be diagnosed with a physical or 
mental health condition. Participants with greater compassion fatigue were 
more likely to suffer from sleep disturbances, marginally significantly more likely 
to be obese, and exercised less frequently. Providers who reported greater 
spirituality experienced less compassion fatigue. These findings support the 
need to increase awareness around the phenomenon of compassion fatigue 
through the promotion of health and healthy coping styles to sustain the 
expression of compassion.

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29962010/
https://repository.usfca.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1453&context=diss


Data cont’d

• The Impact of Compassion Fatigue and Compassion Satisfaction 
on Social Work Students | Journal of the Society for Social Work 
and Research: Vol 5, No 2 (uchicago.edu): Early career social 
workers experience LESS compassion fatigue.

• Secondary Trauma and Military Veteran Caregivers 
(researchgate.net): Never before have so few warfighters during a 
declared war sacrificed so much for so long and with 
extraordinary consequences for their families and other who care 
for them.

https://www.journals.uchicago.edu/doi/10.1086/676518
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/232864950_Secondary_Trauma_and_Military_Veteran_Caregivers


II: Coping with CF
How do we start to shift away from burnout, trauma, 
caregiving stress, exhaustion?



Easy Coping Mechanism

• Stop being compassionate

• BUT…



The cure for compassion fatigue?

• Not to withdraw compassion

• Become MORE 
compassionate (for others, 
YOURSELF)
– Mindfully

– Consciously



Coping: Boundary Practice
A ritual, prayer, visualization that you can easily engage in

GOAL: Create SPACE between work/caring life and personal life



Coping: Mindfulness
Awareness of body and mind sensations
Non-judgment
Taking a mental break to CHECK IN



How to handle compassion fatigue?

• Mindfulness
• Empathy (unconscious emotional response)+active awareness

• Find meaning
• “Your reserves of strength may surprise you—even when you’re tired and 

lonely. Take pride in your ability to care for another human being.” (TBICoE 
Caregiver Guide, 2021)

• What is your WHY?



III: Compassion Satisfaction
Flipping the script: Being compassionate in a HEALTHY way



Compassion Satisfaction

Pleasure caregivers derive from being able to do their work EFFECTIVELY, 
feel POSITIVELY about their colleagues and their work environment, ability 
to contribute to work/family setting or greater good of society.



What contributes to CS?

• Training
• Increased coping skills
• Emotional separation (boundary practice/mantra)
• Self-regulation
• Increased experience
• Social Support
• Self-care
• Special Trauma Training
• Personal Therapy

Like CF, CS has a direct 
effect on your patients, loved 
ones. There is a link between 
low CS/high CF and patient 

mortality. 



Signs/Sx of CF versus CS

Compassion Fatigue Compassion Satisfaction

Exhaustion, shame, feeling 
ineffective

Pride, joy, excitement to do job

Pessimism, lack of reflection Faith in God/greater good, 
mindfulness

Lack of self-care Efforts to live well

Complaining Effecting change

Feeling that your work is insignificant Pride in service (not fixing) 

Wishing for different work Gratitude for opportunity to serve

Lip Service Compassion 



Self-compassion

• Higher levels of self-compassion linked to:
– Increased emotional well-being

– Greater levels of happiness, optimism, life satisfaction, body positivity, 
perceived competence, motivation

– Lower levels of depression, anxiety, stress, rumination, self-criticism, 
perfectionism, body shame, fear of failure

• PROTECTS AGAINST BURNOUT

• REQUIRES INTENTIONAL ACTION



Back to the Window of Tolerance

• With Compassion Satisfaction, we re-adjust our arousal 



What can leaders do?
• Enforce work hour limits

– Don’t contact people after work if possible

• Provide trauma training

• De-stigmatize
– Set example, share personal stories and resilience; 
unplug after work

• Engage staff 
– Ask them to be honest about admin duties, meetings, 
time with patients

– Seek solutions (or bring in experts)

• KNOW YOUR PEOPLE
– Know when something is off
– Make yourself a trusted confidant in times of need



Changing the Field of Caregiving

• Social work programs need to develop strategies to prepare social 
work students for the potential professional stress associated with 
working with traumatized clients (Bride & Figley, 2007). To prepare 
student for internships and provide support during internships, 
Dane (2002) suggested a curriculum sequence that begins with 
specific knowledge about trauma and then progresses to assisting 
students as they examine their own attitudes and reactions to 
trauma. Field supervisors should encourage students to identify 
and use organizational supports, supervision, consultation, and 
support networks from the time they enter the profession as 
interns. In addition, field supervisors and field seminar instructors 
should be trained in recognizing and addressing compassion 
fatigue with students. (Harr, et al 2014)

Harr, C. R., Baylor University Search for more articles by this author, Brice, T. S., Riley, K., Moore, B., Texas A&M University-Commerce Search for more articles by 
this author, & Baylor UniversityBaylor UniversityBaylor UniversityTexas A&M University-Commerce. (n.d.). The Impact of Compassion Fatigue and Compassion 
Satisfaction on Social Work Students. Journal of the Society for Social Work and Research. https://www.journals.uchicago.edu/doi/10.1086/676518. 

https://www.journals.uchicago.edu/doi/10.1086/676518#rf9
https://www.journals.uchicago.edu/doi/10.1086/676518#rf18


ProQoL Survey: Where are you at now?

• Access the survey

• ProQol Manual (For Reference)

• The ProQOL is the most commonly used measure of the negative 
and positive affects of helping others who experience suffering 
and trauma. The ProQOL has sub-scales for compassion 
satisfaction, burnout and compassion fatigue.

https://img1.wsimg.com/blobby/go/dfc1e1a0-a1db-4456-9391-18746725179b/downloads/ProQOL_5_English.pdf?ver=1622777390411
https://img1.wsimg.com/blobby/go/dfc1e1a0-a1db-4456-9391-18746725179b/downloads/ProQOL%20Manual.pdf?ver=1622839353725


Mindfulness Short Practice (time permitting)



IV: Resources

START HERE: 
https://www.edumed.org/resources

/compassion-fatigue-online-
guide/



Resources
TBICoE Caregiver Guide (NEWLY REVISED SUMMER 2021): 
Patient and Family Resources | Health.mil

• Topics in the 2021 caregiver guide include:

• Understanding TBI: This section includes information on 
types and diagnosis of TBI, the health care team, and what 
the recovery process may look like.

• Caregiver Strategies for Managing the Effects of TBI: This 
section includes information about understanding and 
addressing the different symptoms of TBI for the 
caregiver.

• Becoming a Family Caregiver: This section covers starting 
the caregiver journey, becoming an advocate, and learning 
how to take care of oneself.

• Caregiver Resources: This section includes helpful links 
for caregivers, printable forms and a glossary.

https://health.mil/About-MHS/OASDHA/Defense-Health-Agency/Research-and-Development/Traumatic-Brain-Injury-Center-of-Excellence/Patient-and-Family-Resources


Resources

ProQOL

"Preventing Compassion Fatigue: What Veteran Spouse/Partner 
Caregivers Need to Know" - Gift From Within

Secondary Trauma and Military Veteran Caregivers - Institute for 
Veterans and Military Families (syracuse.edu)

Compassion Fatigue Awareness Project – Home

Preventing Compassion Fatigue in Military Caregivers 
(woundedwarriorproject.org)

VA Caregiver Respite Program: Honoring Family and Friends Who 
Care for Veterans - Veterans Health Administration (va.gov)

https://proqol.org/
https://www.giftfromwithin.org/html/Compassion-Fatigue-What-Veteran-Caregivers-Need-to-Know.html
https://ivmf.syracuse.edu/article/secondary-trauma-and-military-veteran-caregivers/
https://compassionfatigue.org/index.html
https://newsroom.woundedwarriorproject.org/ways-military-caregivers-can-avoid-compassion-fatigue
https://www.va.gov/HEALTH/NewsFeatures/2015/November/Honoring-Family-and-Friends-Who-Care-for-Veterans.asp


Veterans Yoga 
Project

Home - Veterans Yoga Project

Caregivers and First Responders -
Veterans Yoga Project 
(mindfulresilienceforcompassionfatigue
.com)

Veterans Yoga Project is an educational and advocacy 
organization dedicated to improving the health and well-being 
of military veterans. Veterans Yoga Project is an IAYT member 
school, and a certified Yoga Alliance school (RYS-200, YACEP).

Working in partnership with veterans, active-duty military 
personnel, student veterans’ organizations, and other non-
profit organizations, VYP-trained instructors teach over 100 
free yoga classes each week for veterans and their families. 
By providing support to all veterans, whether they are currently 
struggling with severe symptoms, or they are focused on 
increasing resilience and giving back to others, Veterans Yoga 
Project is doing its part to serve those who serve.

https://veteransyogaproject.org/
https://mindfulresilienceforcompassionfatigue.com/caregivers-and-first-responders/


“Compassion is not a 
relationship between the 
healer and the wounded. It's a 
relationship between equals. 
Only when we know our own 
darkness well can we be 
present with the darkness of 
others. Compassion becomes 
real when we recognize our 
shared humanity.” - Pema 
Chodron



Thank You
Gabriela.ryan@va.gov
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