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What is vicarious trauma?

Your wellbeing and safety matters - to be trauma-informed it is important to look after
yourself and for your organisation to support your wellbeing.

Vicarious trauma refers to the emotional and psychological stress that can be
experienced by workers who are exposed to the traumatic experiences of others.

Listening to service
users share detailed,
distressing stories of
abuse, violence, or loss.

Sitting with the risk of
harm associated with
indirect experiences
of trauma. “I've been
supporting a service
user in recent weeks,

Hearing colleagues
talk about traumatic
experiences.

and | know that she
has lived with suicidal
thoughts for a long time

especially when she is
reminded of the assault”.
Reading case notes
or other documents
that describe
traumatic events.

Indirect trauma

Personal triggers -
you may be more
affected if:

e You have your own
trauma history and

exposure

that can impact

Being witness to a your wellbeing

service user's emotional
pain. “As a service user something reminds
shared their experiences you of it; or

of what happened to e A service user’s
them during the abuse,
| could hear the pain in
their voice and | could or reminds you of
feel the tightness in my someone you care
chest”. about.

story reminds you
of your own life

Cumulative trauma is the build-up of stress from supporting people who have experienced
trauma over time and hearing about its impacts on them. Even if one story doesn’t affect
you deeply, the ongoing exposure can take a toll. It's hard to know what will affect you.

For more information visit ORIA
hoenixaustralia.org/tip-tools Severnment


http://phoenixaustralia.org/tip-tools
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Key points about the potential
impacts of indirect trauma exposure

e |t affects people differently. How often you hear about trauma, your role,
personal stress levels, and how supported you feel at work can all play a part
in how you feel.

e You are more at risk if you are new to a job, are not supported to have the skills
to do your job or are not sure about what your role is.

e Short-term difficulties are normal. If you continue to be affected by your work and
it's interfering with your personal life, or others express concerns about how you
are going, talk to your supervisor or a trusted colleague. You can also contact your
Employee Assistance Program or GP.

e You have the right to set boundaries -
it's okay to say no to working with a particular
service user, especially if there’s a personal
trigger or past negative experience.
Always discuss concerns with your

supervisor. )\BBT\

Use the self-monitoring tool to track the impacts
of vicarious trauma and read the tip sheet for
advice about supporting your wellbeing following
indirect trauma exposure.

For more information visit ORIA
hoenixaustralia.org/tip-tools Severnment


http://phoenixaustralia.org/tip-tools
https://www.phoenixaustralia.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/Vicarious-Trauma_2_Self-monitoring.pdf
https://www.phoenixaustralia.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/Vicarious-Trauma_5_Setting-healthy-boundaries.pdf

