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Safe engagement with workers

1. Start with self-awareness and modelling

•	 Be aware of your attitudes towards worker 
distress, vicarious trauma, and wellbeing.

•	 Reflect on your team’s culture and your role 
within it. 

•	 By modelling openness about wellbeing and 
the emotional impact of the work, you help create 
a culture where others feel safe to speak up and 
seek support.

2. Recognise the signs and starting the conversation

•	 Monitor early signs of vicarious trauma in your 
team.

•	 Approach workers to discuss their needs when 
you notice changes in their work or wellbeing. 

•	 A conversation starter can be as simple as “I‘ve 
noticed you’ve seemed more withdrawn lately. 
I wanted to check-in with how you’re going?”. 

3. Create safety and transparency

•	 Create a supportive space where workers feel 
comfortable and safe to share their experience.

•	 Be clear about the purpose of the conversation – 
e.g., “I’m here to support you, not to discuss your 
performance”.

•	 Be aware of stigma and what helps workers feel 
heard and recognised (e.g., naming vicarious 
trauma can be helpful for some, whereas some 
may not like labels). 

4. Provide ongoing support and monitoring

•	 Provide opportunities to check-in over time – 
e.g., “How would you like me to continue to check 
in with you?”.

•	 Adapt support strategies collaboratively, 
including when there are changes in your 
team needs.

“It’s important to reflect on your own 
management/leadership style and approach 
in how you support worker wellbeing (e.g., 
are you solution focused? Do you encourage 
people to reflect on their own practice or are 
you more directive?).”

“Remember to take care of yourself while 
supporting a worker with their wellbeing.”

Tips for managers:

Having conversations 
about vicarious trauma
Your capacity as a manager to have early conversations and regular check-
ins about vicarious trauma helps protect your workforce. Here are tips to 
help you have conversations that foster safety, validation, and wellbeing.
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Support strategies for vicarious trauma

1. Address workload and work-life balance

•	 Consider how caseload, intensity of service 
users’ presentations or administrative 
pressures may impact on worker.

•	 Consider opportunities for temporary 
changes in workload, type of work allocation 
(e.g., reducing complex case load). Or are 
more permanent changes required? 

•	 Encourage worker to take adequate breaks 
and leave, use personal time to recharge and 
strategies that ‘close the workday’ - whether 
it’s a walk, not taking work home or leaving 
work tech behind. 

2. Encourage reflective practice and processing

•	 Vicarious trauma thrives in isolation and 
lack of opportunities to reflect. What 
opportunities exist for reflective practice 
and sharing?

•	 Could a physical space or time be carved 
out for quiet reflection, even briefly during 
the workday?

3. Strengthen peer and organisational support 
pathways

•	 Consider how you might facilitate the worker’s 
access to support from colleagues and informal 
check-ins with yourself or other senior workers.

•	 Ensure the worker is aware of supervision 
options, available peer support programs, and 
the Employee Assistance Program (EAP).

4. Support for being more effective or clear 
in their role

•	 Find out about any gaps in knowledge and 
skills that may have an impact on safety and 
wellbeing.

•	 Ensure the worker has access to supervision 
and training to support their ability to provide 
an effective service.

Refer to the Supervision check-in talking points 
for workers handout and Reflective practice 
tool to support effective conversations.

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_4_Conversation-tips-for-managers.pdf
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Toni (manager):  Hey, thanks for taking the time to 
sit down with me. I wanted to check in—not about 
your clients or caseload—but more about how you’re 
doing. Would now be a good time for you?

Alex (worker):  Yeah, that’s fine.

Toni:  I’ve noticed lately you’ve been carrying a heavy 
load. I wanted to check and see how things have been 
feeling for you recently.

Alex:  (Sighs) It’s been a lot. Some days are harder 
than others, but I’m just trying to push through it.

Toni:  That sounds really hard. I know you’ve had 
a lot of clients with complex needs lately. 

Alex:  Yeah… I guess I’ve been feeling more drained 
lately. I keep thinking a good night’s sleep will help, 
but it doesn’t. 

Toni:  That makes sense. What you’re describing—
feeling constantly drained, even after rest—it can 
sometimes be a sign of vicarious trauma. It’s such 
a common thing working in this space. 

Alex:  Yeah I know about vicarious trauma, but I guess 
I didn’t think things were bad enough to call it that. 
But thinking about it, my work with the family violence 
group is really getting to me.

The following conversation between Toni, a manager, and Alex, a worker, 
provides a positive workplace culture and safe space for Alex to be 
vulnerable and discuss their wellbeing.

Toni:  I get it. There’s so much pressure to just keep 
going. What is happening for you when you run the 
group? Are there certain situations that feel harder 
for you? 

Alex:   Lately, after sessions I’ve had to give extra 
time to clients who’ve been through really violent 
situations, and then I feel emotionally wiped. I go 
home and can’t stop thinking about them.

Toni:  It can be hard to support people who experience 
that level of violence. Is that Jenny you’re talking 
about?

Alex:  Yeah.

Toni:  I know you’ve been working really hard to 
support her and she’s been calling you lots. How can 
we make it so it doesn’t affect you as much? What 
could we do to support you? 

Alex:  She’s taken a lot of my time, because of the 
child protection and safety issues. 

Toni:  We can look at a few things together: maybe 
adjusting your caseload while you’re dealing with 
so much complexity. Anything else that would help? 
I know you haven’t had access to supervision much 
recently, we can arrange that if that would help? 

Alex:  Thanks I’d like that. I didn’t realise how much 
I needed to talk with you. I feel like I’ve been holding 
it all in.

Toni:  I’m really glad we spoke. I’ll get right onto 
looking at your case load. I’ll check in with you again, 
when would be a good time?

Alex:  Yeah, that sounds good and let’s meet 
Thursday. Thank you for your support.

Toni:  I’m glad this helped and if something else comes 
up, I’m here. 
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