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Seeking the Positives:
Learning to Thrive in Stressful Times 



Goals

• Discuss negative reactions that medical staff might experience 

during COVID-19 pandemic

• Identify ways to foster positive coping responses

• Discuss the ways teams can work together to enhance positive 

coping



Pandemic as Trauma

• COVID exposure (directly or through media) appears to cause symptoms similar to

trauma for many people, despite not meeting “traditional” trauma criteria. (Bridgland

et all, 2021)

• Over 6 million deaths worldwide

• All our lives have been disrupted on some level

• For those working in healthcare, significant changes in our workplaces have occurred

• Many of use know someone who has died from COVID-19

• Even as the pandemic eases, we face economic changes and uncertain futures

'The Body Keeps The Score' Author On Pandemic Trauma : Consider This from NPR

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/33428630/
https://www.npr.org/2022/01/21/1074678201/experts-call-the-pandemic-a-collective-trauma-why-dont-we-talk-about-it-that-way


Common Negative Stress Reactions

• Burnout

• Vicarious Trauma

• Compassion Fatigue



Burnout

❖ The result of “chronic emotional and interpersonal stress at work, defined by 
exhaustion, cynicism and inefficacy.” (Rakesh, Pier, & Costales, 2017, p. 3)

❖ Risk factors include long-work hours, low reimbursement, witnessing patient 
suffering

Rakesh, Pier, & Costales, 2017; Shanafelt et al., 2012; Shanafelt, Sloan, & 

Habermann, 2003; Dyrbye & Shanafelt, 2016

Gunshow - On Fire (gunshowcomic.com)

http://gunshowcomic.com/648


Vicarious Traumatic Stress

❖ “The cost of caring for others in emotional pain.” (Figley, 1995)

❖ Care providers who come into continued, close contact with trauma survivors 
may also experience emotional impact, becoming indirect victims of the 
trauma.

❖More likely in providers with high empathy

❖The stress resulting from helping or wanting to help a traumatized or 
suffering person

❖May be more likely to occur when other life stressors or burnout factors are 
occurring for the provider

❖Symptoms similar to PTSD

Bride, B. (2007); Hernandez-Wolfe, Killian, Enstrom, and Gangsei 2010; Finklestein et al. 2015; Kinzie & Bodeheim, 1993

Side effects - Short Emotional Movie - YouTube

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9eYV9d6b0ec


Compassion Fatigue

 Compassion fatigue is thought to be a combination of vicarious 
traumatization and burnout created by working in care settings that put 
one in close proximity to the pain and suffering or others

❖ Physically: Chronic sense of exhaustion and fatigue, other ailments

❖ Psychologically: Often feel irritable, are overwhelmed by the volume and 

content of their work.

❖ Relationship with Patients: reduced empathy, feeling annoyed by patients

❖ Organizationally: sense of feeling scattered, unable to meet their 

professional & personal obligations.

Szabo, B. (2006); Mendenhall, (2006)



1. Poor self-care

2. Previous unresolved trauma

3. Inability or refusal to control work stressors

4. Lack of satisfaction for the work

MAJOR FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO 
COMPASSION FATIGUE

Figley, 1995



Together, we can get through this. We can seek the
positive!



❖ Compassion satisfaction is the ability of providers to derive a great sense of meaning 
& purpose from their work.

❖ Positive emotions generated from helping others, related to the work environment, 
personal beliefs, and altruism.

❖ It may be an important buffer in managing and transcending alterations in belief 
systems, and physiological or emotional reactions seen in compassion fatigue. 

COMPASSION SATISFACTION

Stamm 2009 and 2010 in Hernandez-Wolfe, Killian, Enstrom, and Gangsei 2010 



Vicarious Resilience

Engstrom, Hernandez, & Gangsei, 2008; Hernandez-Wolfe, Killian, Enstrom, and Gangsei 2010 

❖ Positive effects on the provider from exposure to client resilience following a traumatic 
experiences

❖ Becoming more resilient and able to manage challenges in ones' own life as a 
result of witnessing client overcome problems

❖ When trauma work puts ones’ experiences into a larger context of struggles 
experiences by others

❖ Improved ability to identify problems and bounce back faster

❖ Can co-occur with the negative sequalae of trauma work



Managing the effects of Vicarious Trauma Reactions

❖ Boundary Setting

❖ Self-Care

❖ Appropriate ongoing training and supervision

Kinzie & Bodeheim, 1993; Radey& Figley,, 2007



Boundary Setting

❖ Maintaining professional boundaries avoids the blurring of relationships and can help reduce 

burnout

❖ Keeping work within work hours

❖ Not bringing work home

❖ Setting limits with co-workers, supervisors and clients

❖ Creating space and separation between home life and work life (harder when working 

from home)

https://journals.lww.com/nursingmanagement/Fulltext/2019/08000/The_importance_of_bound

ary_management.10.aspx

https://journals.lww.com/nursingmanagement/Fulltext/2019/08000/The_importance_of_boundary_management.10.aspx


Self-Care

❖hobbies and interests outside of work

❖supportive relationships with coworkers 

❖maintaining family and friendships outside of work

❖engaging in relaxation practices, creating space to destress

❖maintaining space and time for non-work responsibilities and attending to 
our own lives

❖increasing self-awareness through meditation, spirituality, or self-
reflection practices



Training and Supervision

❖ Cultivating positive attitudes and self-views about providers' abilities and roles

❖ Looking at complicated care situations as interesting challenges and learning 
opportunities

❖ Providing trainings cognitive behavioral therapy, mindfulness-based activities, or teaching 
vicarious resilience



Resources

COVID Coach | VA Mobile

• Positive News | Good journalism about good things - Positive News

• Employee Whole Health - Whole Health (va.gov)

https://mobile.va.gov/app/covid-coach
https://www.positive.news/
https://www.va.gov/WHOLEHEALTH/professional-resources/EWH-resources.asp
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