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When Caring Hurts: Healing Secondary 
Trauma 
Sarah walks into her house after a 12-hour shift. Her hands still shake from losing a patient. 

She can't stop thinking about the family's tears. Does this sound familiar? 

You're not alone. Many nurses and healthcare workers face something called secondary 

traumatic stress. It's when caring for others starts to hurt you too. 

 

 



 
 

What Is Secondary Traumatic Stress? 

Secondary traumatic stress happens when you're exposed to someone else's trauma. 

Secondary traumatic stress (STS) refers to the emotional distress a person may experience 

after indirect exposure to a traumatic event. 

Think of it like a sponge. When you care for patients in pain, you absorb some of their 

suffering. Over time, that sponge gets full. It can't hold any more water. 

Healthcare workers see difficult things every day. You witness pain, loss, and fear. You 

comfort families during their worst moments. You fight to save lives that sometimes can't 

be saved. 

All of this takes a toll on your mind and body. Secondary traumatic stress can lead to a host 

of adverse consequences, including increased risk of clinician burnout, severe fatigue, 

medical errors, and even suicidal ideation. 

How Secondary Trauma Shows Up 

Secondary trauma doesn't always look like what you might expect. It can show up in many 

ways: 

Physical symptoms include headaches, stomach problems, and trouble sleeping. 

Individuals suffering from secondary traumatic stress may experience headaches, rashes, 

ulcers, heartburn, and other physical problems. Your body is trying to tell you something is 

wrong. 

Emotional symptoms are common too. You might feel anxious, sad, or numb. The 

symptoms of compassion fatigue may include feelings of isolation, anxiety, dissociation, 

physical ailments, and sleep disturbances. You might lose interest in things you used to 

enjoy. 
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Mental symptoms can affect your work and home life. Cognitive symptoms such as 

difficulty concentrating and making decisions along with altered memory may impact 

suffering providers. You might find it hard to focus or make simple choices. 

Behavioral changes might include avoiding certain patients or situations. You might call in 

sick more often. Some people turn to alcohol or other substances to cope. 

Signs You Might Have Secondary Trauma 

Here are some warning signs to watch for: 

You have nightmares about work. "Loss of sleep, nightmares of the event, irritability, and 

frequent startling to minor noises are all well-publicized symptoms, which, if lasting more 

than six months, are considered diagnosable as PTSD." 

You feel jumpy or on edge. Small sounds make you jump. You feel like you're always 

waiting for something bad to happen. 

You avoid certain parts of your job. Maybe you don't want to work in the ICU anymore. Or 

you avoid families who are grieving. 

You feel disconnected from your friends and family. It's hard to relate to people who don't 

understand what you see at work. 

You have physical symptoms that won't go away. Headaches, stomach problems, or getting 

sick more often than usual. 

You feel hopeless about your ability to help people. You might think "What's the point?" 

when caring for patients. 

The Difference Between Burnout and Secondary 
Trauma 
People often mix up burnout and secondary trauma. They're related but different. 
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Burnout happens when you're overwhelmed by too much work. You feel exhausted and 

cynical. You might feel like you're not making a difference. 

Secondary trauma is more specific. It comes from being exposed to other people's trauma. 

It can happen even if you love your job and aren't overwhelmed by workload. 

Both can happen at the same time. They can make each other worse. But understanding 

the difference helps you get the right kind of help. 

Why Healthcare Workers Are at Risk 

Healthcare workers face unique challenges that put them at higher risk for secondary 

trauma: 

Repeated exposure to suffering is part of the job. Unlike other professions, you can't avoid 

difficult situations. They're part of your daily work. 

Emotional involvement is necessary for good patient care. Empathy and the desire to 

alleviate the pain and suffering of patients can dramatically enhance the connection 

between patient and worker. Unfortunately, this connection can have a serious 

psychological impact on the worker, with long-term consequences if left untreated. 

Life-and-death decisions create intense pressure. Making mistakes can have serious 

consequences. This constant stress builds up over time. 

Shift work disrupts your natural rhythms. Working nights, weekends, and holidays can 

isolate you from your support system. 

Workplace culture sometimes discourages talking about emotional struggles. There's 

pressure to be strong and keep going no matter what. 

The Impact on Your Life 

Secondary trauma doesn't just affect you at work. It can change your whole life: 
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Relationships may suffer. You might withdraw from family and friends. It's hard to explain 

what you're going through to people who haven't experienced it. 

Sleep problems are common. You might have nightmares or trouble falling asleep. Poor 

sleep makes everything else worse. 

Physical health can decline. Stress weakens your immune system. You might get sick 

more often or develop chronic health problems. 

Mental health issues like depression and anxiety are common. Some people develop full 

PTSD symptoms. 

Work performance may suffer. You might make more mistakes or feel less confident in 

your abilities. 

Coping Strategies That Work 

The good news is that there are ways to cope with secondary trauma. Here are strategies 

that really help: 

Take Care of Your Body 

Your body needs extra care when dealing with trauma. Get enough sleep, even if it's hard. 

Aim for 7-8 hours when possible. 

Exercise regularly, even if it's just a 10-minute walk. Physical activity helps your body 

process stress hormones. 

Eat well when you can. Trauma can affect your appetite, but your body needs fuel to heal. 

Limit caffeine and alcohol. They might seem helpful in the moment, but they can make 

anxiety and sleep problems worse. 
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Manage Your Mind 

This could be taking deep breaths and stretching, taking a break from news stories and 

social media (if they're potential triggers for you), switching to a different shift for the week, 

or taking some time off as mentioned above. 

Practice mindfulness or meditation. Even 5 minutes a day can help. There are many free 

apps to guide you. 

Try journaling. Writing down your thoughts and feelings can help you process them. 

Challenge negative thoughts. When you think "I'm not helping anyone," remind yourself of 

patients you have helped. 

Build Your Support Network 

Talk to other healthcare workers who understand what you're going through. They can 

offer practical advice and emotional support. 

Don't isolate yourself from family and friends. They might not understand your work, but 

they care about you. 

Consider joining a support group for healthcare workers. Many hospitals and organizations 

offer these. 

Set Boundaries 

Creating a clear separation between work and home is important for your mental health. 

Leave work at work when possible. Change clothes when you get home. Create a ritual that 

signals the end of your workday. 

Learn to say no to extra shifts when you're already struggling. Your mental health is more 

important than overtime pay. 

Take your vacation time. You need breaks to recharge and recover. 
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Seek Professional Help 

There's no shame in getting professional help. Therapists who specialize in trauma can 

teach you specific coping skills. 

Some workplaces offer Employee Assistance Programs (EAPs). These provide free, 

confidential counseling. 

Don't wait until you're in crisis. Early intervention is more effective and easier. 

When to Seek Help 

You should seek professional help if: 

● Symptoms last more than a few weeks 

● You have thoughts of hurting yourself or others 

● You can't function at work or home 

● You're using alcohol or drugs to cope 

● Friends or family are worried about you 

Getting help isn't a sign of weakness. It's a sign of strength and self-awareness. 

Creating a Healing Environment 

Organizations can help prevent and address secondary trauma: 

Training should include information about secondary trauma. New employees should 

learn about the risks and coping strategies. 

Support systems like peer support programs and counseling services should be available. 

Workload management helps prevent burnout, which can make secondary trauma worse. 

Open communication about mental health reduces stigma and encourages people to 

seek help. 
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Moving Forward 

Secondary trauma is a real challenge for healthcare workers. But it's not something you 

have to face alone. With the right support and coping strategies, you can heal and continue 

to provide excellent patient care. 

Remember that experiencing secondary trauma doesn't mean you're weak or not suited 

for healthcare. It means you're human. It means you care deeply about your patients. 

Your compassion is one of your greatest strengths. Learning to protect and nurture it will 

help you have a long, fulfilling career in healthcare. 

Take care of yourself with the same dedication you show your patients. You deserve 

healing and support. Your patients need you to be healthy and whole. 

If you're struggling with secondary trauma, reach out for help today. Talk to a trusted 

colleague, supervisor, or mental health professional. You don't have to suffer in silence. 

Healthcare workers are heroes, but heroes need support too. By taking care of yourself, 

you're not just helping yourself – you're helping all the patients you'll care for in the future. 

#NurseTrauma #HealthcareWellness #SecondaryTrauma 
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