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Overview

• Defining compassion fatigue

• Why shelter staff are at risk

• Symptoms

• How you recover

• How you avoid it



What is compassion fatigue?

• Broad term for a range of stresses unique to healthcare workers

• “Contemporary and iconic euphemism” (Sinclair et al 2017)

• “Acute onset physical and emotional responses culminating in 

reduced compassion towards others” (Sinclair et al 2017)

• “A state experienced by those helping people or animals in distress; 

it is an extreme state of tension and preoccupation with the 
suffering of those being helped to the degree that it can create a 

secondary traumatic stress for the helper.“ (Compassionfatigue.org)



What is compassion fatigue?

• 12 studies found; mix of methods and definitions

• Working with animals, particularly euthanasia, can generate 

traumatic stress and impact wellbeing

• Terminology complex and confusing: compassion fatigue; burnout; 

moral stress; perpetration-induced traumatic stress; euthanasia-

related stress; emotional dissonance etc….  →→→ unmeasurable.



Compassion fatigue versus burnout

• Burnout = physical and 

emotional collapse and 

lack of interest in work from 

excessive workload, or 

feeling your work isn’t 

appreciated – NOT specific 

to healthcare

• Compassion fatigue = 

healthcare specific, relates 

to TYPE of work. 



How compassion fatigue happens
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Why are shelter workers at risk?



Why are shelter staff at risk?
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Are certain personalities at more risk? 
Schabram and Maitlis (2017)

• People brought up to care for 

others?

• People who believe they have 

a special connection with 

animals?

• People who believe they have 

a “calling” to the job?

• People who believe they 

could do better as managers?



What are the symptoms of compassion 
fatigue?
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• Excessive blaming

• Isolation from others

• Nightmares

• Tiredness

• Gambling, drugs, debt

• Poor self-care

• Denial about problems

• Increased complaints 

from colleagues



How do you recognize compassion 
fatigue in your team?

• High absence and illness rate

• Poor team work

• Bad relationships between 

staff and managers

• Negativity

• Reluctance to change

• Jobs don’t get done
Cc-by Sari Montag



How do you recover from compassion 
fatigue?

• Acknowledge that you have 

compassion fatigue

• Look after yourself

• Learn coping strategies

• Be realistic about is under 

your control

• Talk to other people in a 
similar situation

• Start to work on solutions



Looking after yourself

• Physical health: eat, sleep, 

exercise, good diet, time off

• Emotional health: understand 

what makes you happy, 
distance from negative 

people

• Mental health: be self-aware 
and resilient

• Spiritual health: connection 

to something bigger

cc-by Marco Verch



Looking after yourself

• What does a good day look like?

• Try to make that part of every day

• Don’t be defined by your work



Learn coping strategies

• Become “responsibly selfish” –

it’s ok to say no

• Is the problem under your 

control?

• Yes: make a plan - 4Ds: 

delegate, do, ditch, defer

• No: Reframe and think 
about it in a different way



Learn from mistakes

• Recognise your strengths and weaknesses

• Do others know what to expect from you?

• Do you know what to expect from them?

• Personal mission statement?

• Organisational mission statement?

• Set clear boundaries for your responsibility

• Be realistic - do one job well 
Cc-by Kevin Dooley 



Talk to other people

• Build networks of similar people:

• Face-to-face

• Online chats

• By telephone

• Discuss how situations made you 

feel and how you coped

• Make time to support and learn 

from each other 

• Share ideas on solutions



Be part of the solution

• Find ways to turn off the tap

• Identify the underlying problems

• Collaborate with others

• Educate your community

• Outreach to schools and clubs

• Support neutering clinics

• Lobby government 
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How do you prevent compassion 
fatigue?

• Be aware it’s a risk

• Accept you can’t fix everything

• Put yourself first

• Make proactive choices 

• Define your own boundaries

• Build your resilience 

• Reflect on what you’ve done well

• Work with other positive people on solutions



Resources

• www.compassionfatigue.org – includes links to self-test questionnaires

• Why do animal shelter workers burn out? https://www.psychologytoday.com/gb/blog/animals-and-us/201705/why-do-
animal-shelter-workers-burn-out

• Empathy, burnout and compassion fatigue among animal rescuers: https://www.psychologytoday.com/gb/blog/animal-
emotions/201701/empathy-burnout-and-compassion-fatigue-among-animal-rescuers

• Animals and us: maintaining our hopes and keeping our dreams: https://www.psychologytoday.com/gb/blog/animal-
emotions/200912/animals-and-us-maintaining-hope-and-keeping-our-dreams-alive-in

• Schabram K, Maitlis S (2017) Negotiating the Challenges of a Calling: Emotion and Enacted Sensemaking in Animal Shelter 
Work. Academy of Management Journal 60; 584-609.

• Scotney et al (2015) A systematic review of the effects of euthanasia and occupational stress in personnel working with 
animals in animal shelters, veterinary clinics and biomedical research facilities. Journal of the American Veterinary Medical
Association 247: 1121-1130

• Sinclair et al (2017) Compassion fatigue: A meta-narrative review of the healthcare literature Journal of International 
Nursing Studies 79: 9-24

http://www.compassionfatigue.org/
https://www.psychologytoday.com/gb/blog/animals-and-us/201705/why-do-animal-shelter-workers-burn-out
https://www.psychologytoday.com/gb/blog/animal-emotions/201701/empathy-burnout-and-compassion-fatigue-among-animal-rescuers
https://www.psychologytoday.com/gb/blog/animal-emotions/200912/animals-and-us-maintaining-hope-and-keeping-our-dreams-alive-in


Thank you


