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Child Advocates: Who We Are

• The Support Center for Child 

Advocates provides legal 

assistance and social service 

advocacy for abused and 

neglected children in 

Philadelphia County. 

• Founded in 1977

• Staff of 20 social workers, 

10 staff attorneys 

• Over 300 active volunteer 

attorneys



To advocate for victims of child abuse and neglect with the goal of 

securing safety, justice, well-being, and a permanent, nurturing

environment for every child.

Support Center for Child Advocates

Legal Advocacy
• Free legal and social services to 

abused and neglected children

• Pro Bono Model - team Volunteer 

Attorneys with staff Social Workers 

to advocate for children in crisis

in Philadelphia

• Protect children by advocating for 

social services, alternative homes 

and helping them testify in court.

Training
• Center for Excellence in Advocacy

• Outcomes in Behavioral Health

• Training for all Child Advocate 

Volunteer Attorneys

• Develop and offer a variety of 

training programs for those serving 

children & families in the justice 

system. 



Learning Goals

• To identify symptoms and triggers of trauma exposure 

and define terms such as vicarious trauma, burnout, and 

compassion fatigue. 

• To describe the ethical imperative of modeling self-care 

to employees and recognize the organizational 

responsibility of creating a culture where staff self-care is 

made possible and supported. 

• To gain strategies to promote staff wellness and 

compassion satisfaction. 



Disclaimer

• People may have differing levels of trauma-

training. 

• Discussing trauma can have personal 

implications. Discussing stress management 

can be stressful.

– Take care of yourself. 



Trauma & Self-Care Resources

• Sandra Bloom

• Bessel van der Kolk

• Bruce Perry

• Nadine Burke Harris

• Dr. Robert Anda and Dr. Vincent 

Feletti

• National Child Traumatic Stress 

Network

• Harvard University Center for 

Developing Child

• “Self-Care as an Ethical 
Imperative” by John Norcross 
and Jefferey Barnett

http://www.nationalregister.org/tr
r_spring08_norcross.html

• “Trauma Stewardship” by Laura 
van Dernoot Lipsky

• “The Compassion Fatigue 
Workbook” by Francoise 
Mathieu

• “Victim Advocates Guide to 
Wellness” by Olga Phoenix

• National Child Welfare 
Workforce Initiative 
http://ncwwi.org/

http://www.nationalregister.org/trr_spring08_norcross.html
http://ncwwi.org/


Temperature Check

Self

• What is my ability to 

practice self-care in my 

role as a leader?

• How is my overall health 

and well-being?

Organization

• To what extent does my 

organization support staff 

in practice of self-care?

• How is overall 

organizational culture?



Reframing Self-Care

• Trauma exposure is an occupational hazard of 

human service work.

• Self-care is an ethical imperative and part of 

professional best practice.

• The onus for self-care is not just on the individual 

employee but also a responsibility of organization 

to support staff in practicing self-care.

Self-Care = Personal and Professional 

Preservation



Roots of Your Practice

What led you to this work?

What are the rewards of this work?

What motivates you as a leader?



Reconnecting to the Motivation & 
Rewards of Your Career

Compassion Satisfaction is about the pleasure 

you derive from being able to do your work well 

and to being an effective caregiver in your job 

Successful organization have high rates of 

employee compassion satisfaction.

Source: Stamm, 2009-22012 from the ProQOL Version 5 www.proqol.org

http://www.proqol.org/


Trauma

Trauma is a psychologically distressing event, or 

series of events, that is outside the range of usual 

human experience, one that induces an 

abnormally intense and prolonged stress response 

Source: North Carolina Division of Social Services and Family and Children Resource Center, 2005



Trauma Exposure Response

The transformation that takes place within us as a 

result of exposure to the suffering of other living 

beings or the planet …when external trauma 

becomes internal reality. 

“I reached a deep understanding of how our exposure to 

the suffering of others takes a toll on us personally 

and professionally. The depth, scope, and causes are 

different for everyone, but the fact that we are affected 

by the suffering of others and of our planet––that we have

a trauma exposure response––is universal.”

-Laura van Dernoot Lipsky

(Source: van Dernoot Lipsky and Burk, 2009



Vulnerability to Trauma Exposure 
Response

• Work environment

• Inadequate supervision 

and training

• High turnover

• Office culture

• Low compensation

• Lack of flexibility

• No control over schedule

• Personal history

• Level of experience

• Current life 

circumstances

• Support system

• Coping mechanisms

• Culture

• Personality

• Communication style

• Professional role

• Level of exposure

• High and/or demanding

caseloads

• Level of training

• Unclear expectations

• Lack of autonomy

Individual Professional Organizational

Remember: Trauma exposure response, like trauma response, is subjective. It is 

also a dynamic process so individual responses – and the factors that impact them 

most – can change over time. 

Trauma exposure response arises from an interaction between an individual and 

their personal/professional situation, all within an organizational and cultural context. 

Individual employees responses to their experiences at work may be influenced by 

the following:

Source: Headington Institute and Beth Kanter/Aliza Sherman 



Trauma Exposure Response 
Terminology

Compassion 

Fatigue

Vicarious 
Trauma

Cumulative 

Stress

Moral 
Distress

Burn Out

(van der noot Lipsky & Burke 2009; Smullens, 2012)



Compassion Fatigue

The overall experience of 

emotional and physical 

fatigue that social service 

professionals experience 

due to chronic use of 

empathy when treating 

patients who are 

suffering in some way 

Source: (text – Smullens, 2012) (Image – Instagram @asocialworkerwithhart)





Vicarious Trauma

The process of change that happens because 

you care about other people who have been 

hurt, and feel committed or responsible to help 

them. Over time this process can lead to 

changes in your psychological, physical, and 

spiritual well-being.

(Headington Institute).



Cumulative Stress

Smullens, 2012

Trauma 
Work

Life 
Stress

Job 
Stress



Moral Distress:

When a conflict arises 

between our values 

and the work that we 

do 

(Tend Academy, 2016)



Burn-out

State of emotional, 

mental, and physical 

exhaustion caused by 

excessive and 

prolonged stress 

(Smullens, 2012)



Components of Burnout

Emotional Exhaustion

Depersonalization and loss of 
ideals

Reduced personal 
accomplishment and commitment

Source: Maslach, 1993



Triggers and Symptoms: 
Implications for Practice

"The expectation that we can be immersed in 

suffering and loss and not be touched by it is 

as unrealistic as expecting to walk through 

water without getting wet." (Remen 1996).



Sources of Trauma Exposure

Safety-at-risk

• Experiences 
when your safety 
is at risk

• Client safety not 
assured

• Feeling the world 
is not safe

Exposure

• Clients’ traumatic 
stories

• Realities of 
injustice

• Systemic failures

• Negative 
outcomes

• Liability

Emotional Toll

• Working in 
“ocean of stress 
emotions”

• Overuse of 
empathetic skills

• One-way caring



Symptoms of Trauma Exposure 
Response

• Fatigue

• Sleep Problems

• Cynicism

• Hopelessness

• Numbing

• Easily angered or irritated 

• Easily Startled

• Hypervigilence 

• Relationship/boundary 

issues

• Physical ailments

• Intrusive thoughts about 

client trauma histories

• Diminished joy in other 

areas of life

• Minimization





How Trauma Exposure Response 
Impacts Professional Competence

• Loss of motivation

• Feeling you are 

not doing enough

• Absences from 

pro-bono 

responsibilities

• Feeling trapped in 

job 

• Lack of satisfaction in 

work

• Diminished confidence

• Blaming others

• Silencing clients

(American Counseling Association, 2011)



Trauma Impact on Organizations and 
Systems

Organizational 
Dysfunction

Client Trauma



Organizational Impact

• Burnout can be a symptom of organizational 
dysfunction

• Often focus on trauma exposure as main source of 
stress, but systemic and organizational factors 
matter as well.

• Inexperienced management and unclear 
expectations are often the most damaging

• Can lead to:

– High turnover rates

– Reduced productivity

– Reduced sense of personal accomplishment among staff

– Distrust 
28



Summary of Trauma Exposure 
Response: Recognize the Occupational 

Hazard

• Self-awareness is key to self-care

• Conscious awareness of the 
effects of trauma exposure on your 
practice

• Recognize and anticipate 
“hazardous material”

• Create an early warning system

Resilient organizations have 
mechanisms in place to help staff and 
supervisors monitor exposure to 
trauma and stress levels.



Self-Care Basics

Safety Health Emotions

Time Relationships



Safety

Training

Supervision

Compensation

Growth 

Opportunity

Flexibility

Participatory 
Decision 
Making



Additional Strategies for Professional 
Resilience



Set Boundaries

Individual:

• Protecting work-life 

balance

• With clients and co-

workers

• Surrounding job role

Organizational:

• Leaders modeling good 

boundaries

• Protocols for boundaries 

within organization

• Healthy culture 

regarding venting and 

sharing



Realignment

Individual:

• Grounding techniques to 
start work-day or before 
potentially stressful 
events

• Quick interventions to 
lower stress response 
throughout the day

• Strategies to “let go” of 
the day and prepare for 
transition to home

Organizational:

• Create space within 

office for employees 

to de-stress

• Provide training on 

techniques to lower 

stress response

• Prioritize and respect 

employee breaks



Give permission to ask for help

Individuals access help 
through:

• Therapy

• Supervision

• Mentors

• Supportive peer 
relationships

• Coaching

• Communicating with 
support system about how 
your work affects you

Organizations 
provide:

• Trauma-Informed 
Supervision

• Training

• Employee 
Assistance Plan

• Debriefing

• Nutrition/Health 
counseling 

• Supportive co-worker 
relationships



Cultivate Gratitude and Positivity

Individual

• Gratitude practices

• Create positive habits

• Reframing negative 

thought patterns

Organizational

• Create opportunities for 

employee recognition

• Trainings for managers 

on positive leadership, 

communication, team 

building

• Reframing and 

rebounding from 

organizational challenges



What Organizations/Administrators Can 
Do?



Think about…

• What are some things your organization already 

does well to support its staff and help reduce the risk 

of vicarious trauma? 

• What are some practical things your organization 

could do better to support staff and reduce the risk of 

vicarious trauma: 

- During recruitment? 

- During orientation? 

- During employment? 

- Upon leaving the organization?

Source: Headington Institute



This, too, is law…

“Much of this comes down to reaffirming the meaning of the 
most basic values that have brought you to this work in the first 
place and have given you the resources that you have to offer. 

Maintain those resources for your clients' sake and for your 
own sake, and please take to heart the meta-lesson here: this, 
too, is law. The biggest problem I have when I teach (…) about 
vicarious traumatization; they say, "Are we still talking about 

law?" These concerns are, emphatically, law and critical to high 
quality representation and service. Compassionate lawyering 

for social justice requires care and nurture of the lawyer, as well 
as the client, and this self-care is our ethical duty.”

- Jean Koh Peters, J.D., Clinical Professor of Law, Yale Law School



Stay in touch!

Sandra Simkins

ssimkins@Camden.Rutgers.edu

Meghan Johnson

mjohnson@sccalaw.org

mailto:ssimkins@Camden.Rutgers.edu
mailto:mjohnson@sccalaw.org


Stay in Touch

https://www.facebook.com/

SupportCenterforChildAdvocates

@PhillyAdvoKid

@phillychildadvocates

www.sccalaw.org
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