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Self-monitoring – 

Recognising the signs 
of vicarious trauma
Caring for others starts with caring for yourself. 
Get help when you first notice any of the signs below. 

Cognitive

Intrusive memories of 
conversations about trauma, 
difficulty concentrating, 
confusion, worry or self-doubt, 
or loss of trust.

•	 “There’s this one service 
user who I can’t stop 
thinking about. When I’m 
at home, I just don’t seem 
to be able to stop seeing 
images of their abuse. I 
replay their sessions over 
and over and wonder 
whether I did the right 
thing.”

•	 “In sessions, I regularly 
forget important details 
about what service users 
have told me about their 
trauma.”

Relational

Social withdrawal, increased 
conflict, mistrust, blaming, or 
reduced intimacy. 

•	 “My partner doesn’t 
understand that I don’t feel 
like giving them a hug when 
I come home.”

•	 “I’ve become more 
protective of my daughter 
and worried about her 
going out alone.”

Emotional

Anxious or fearful, sad, 
angry or irritable, shock, 
numbness, grief, guilt, 
or shame.

•	 “Each day I dread 
coming to work. I feel 
like nothing I do makes 
a difference.” 

•	 “I have noticed I get 
really snappy with my 
colleagues. I just have 
no patience these days.”

If you need help, talk with your supervisor or a trusted colleague. 
You can also contact your Employee Assistance Program (EAP) or GP. 

Physiological

Heightened arousal, sleep 
disturbance, changes in 
appetite, physical pain, 
weakened immunity e.g., 
recurring viruses or stomach 
ache.

•	 “Lately, I start feeling on 
edge as soon as I arrive at 
work I feel like I am always 
on alert.”

•	 “At night I can’t get to 
sleep. I wake up every hour 
or so and just feel so tired. 
I feel absolutely worn out 
and keep getting sick.”

Behavioural

Avoiding trauma-related 
discussions, withdrawal, 
unexplained sick days 
from work, arriving late 
to work, decline in work 
performance, overworking, 
risk-taking or substance 
use. 

•	 “I’m not as empathic 
and caring with service 
users as I used to be.” 

•	 “It’s easier to zone 
out during case 
discussions, because 
then I can avoid 
listening to all those 
terrible experiences.”
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Self-reflection activity

Pay attention to what’s changed in your behaviour and what’s 
happening to your feelings, thoughts, and body when:

•	 You don’t feel good after interacting with service users or become 
overwhelmed or disengaged at work.

•	 You feel unsettled following a particular session with a service user.

•	 Your work is impacting on your personal life.

1. The previous page includes signs to look out for, look through these and write down how your work 
is impacting on you. 

2. Write down things you could do to support your wellbeing (e.g., go for walks, talk to friends) 
or activities you could cut back on (e.g., drinking, staying away from others).

3. Consider what would support you at work. Who would you approach (e.g., for support or advice)? 
What would you need (e.g., including practical changes, like adjusting your workload)?

Self-monitoring tool
to track worker wellbeing
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1. What is it about this interaction, story, or past experience that is 
affecting you right now?

2. What would help you to do things differently at work? (e.g., are 
there parts of your work that you have difficulty focusing on or are 
avoiding?). What helped you in the past when you faced hard times 
at work?

3. What are the practical strategies that can help you with your 
work? (e.g., adjusting your caseload, schedule annual leave, attend 
training).

4. What are some strategies to help manage emotional boundaries 
with service users while staying empathetic?

5. What helps you manage your response to challenging 
interactions or exposure to the trauma of others? (e.g., ways to 
manage your emotions during or after interactions).

6. What are some of the ethical dilemmas that impact on you? 
(e.g., referring a service user for involuntary treatment or making 
a child protection report).

7. Do you need clarity around workplace policies and processes 
or resources that can support your wellbeing?

“For me, my challenge has been 
feeling compassion without 
taking on someone else’s pain. 
I recognise that I want to fix 
their problem for them. Through 
supervision, I’ve learnt to establish 
clear boundaries and recognise 
that they have ways of coping and 
resources. This helps me step out 
of their way and let them find their 
own solutions. And this helps me 
maintain my empathy.”

Preparing for supervision 
to support your wellbeing

Use this space to write your responses:

Consider what you would like to bring up with your supervisor: 
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