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 “In the current working environment, where 
workload is immense and physical fatigue 
is setting in, healthcare professionals are 
becoming increasingly emotionally tired. 

 “Compassion fatigue can be identifi ed 
by self-refl ection or through observation 
by colleagues. In primary care settings, for 
example, reception teams are well placed to 
spot the signs. 

 “This soft intelligence within close knit 
working environments can be helpful in 
identifying a colleague in distress, and then 
measures can be put in place to help that 
person. There are also tools such as the 
professional quality of life scale that can be 
used to identify compassion fatigue.   

 “There are many ways of tackling 
compassion fatigue but identifying and 
acknowledging it is the most important 
step. Personal refl ective debrief after an 
adverse event and discussion of the event in 
a blame free environment have been found 
to improve resilience.   

“My personal approach is to plan and 
take dispersed annual leave. This allows 
me to have timely, frequent breaks where I 
switch off  from work and focus on family, 
hobbies, exercise, and reading. I’ve noticed 
that having regular holidays provides 
me with time away from an intense work 
environment—allowing for the mind, body, 
and soul to recover—and improves my 
productivity when I return to work.”
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“Medicine is an emotive job. Many of 
our encounters involve meeting people 
when something worrying or stressful has 
happened. This can be challenging, but 
more so when there are additional factors 
over which we exert little control. While 
the patient should always come fi rst, we 
also need to safeguard our own emotional 
wellbeing to achieve this.

 “I’m aware that when I’m tired, 
overworked, and perhaps have additional 
complexities to navigate in my personal life, 
I can sometimes start to feel compassion 
fatigue. Being aware that we only have 
so much fuel in our emotional tanks is 
a metaphor I fi nd helpful. It helps me to 
consider what I need to do to recharge and 
refuel before the warning light comes on—
this might mean organising annual or study 
leave, or perhaps just seeking out someone 
trusted to speak to. While it sounds trite, 
keeping a list of good things every week also 
helps me to maintain perspective—even in 
the most harried weeks, I can always fi nd 
something positive to consider. 

“I also fi nd it helpful to remind myself that 
our job is a hard one—would a member of the 
public think that telling someone they have 
a new advanced cancer, or that someone’s 
mother has had a severe stroke and may not 
survive, is easy? I don’t think so. These tasks 
should feel diffi  cult, because they are; when 
they become just another task on a list it’s a 
sign that we need to take stock.”

     “Compassion fatigue, also known as 
secondary traumatic stress, arises from 
repeated exposure to the suff ering of others. 
It often occurs suddenly which makes it 
diff erent from burnout. Those who are most 
empathetic are, ironically, most at risk. 

 “To lower the risk of developing 
compassion fatigue we can build our 
wellbeing through simple actions such as 
improving sleep patterns, taking regular 
exercise, exploring new things, and keeping 
social contact. Meditation and mindfulness 
are supportive, but walking, reading, or 
watching a box set will work just as well. 

 “Setting boundaries between home and 
work is also helpful—try to consciously park 
the problems from work when you leave for 
the day and only re-engage when you return 
to work. Writing down or recalling three 
good things that have happened at work—a 
gratitude diary—may help too. 

 “During the working day, taking breaks 
and eating and drinking regularly are 
important. Evidence shows that regular 
breaks enhance performance and this is 
particularly so later in shifts. Encouraging 
opportunities to talk about worries and 
concerns routinely can decrease the 
incidence of compassion fatigue. 

“Taking annual leave, maintaining a life 
outside work, and getting into good habits 
within work may not be enough, so do use 
professional support if you need to—it’s 
alright not to be alright.”
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