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From Burnout to Balance:
The Science of Compassion Fatigue

How advocates can recognize, navigate, and

recover their emotional footing.

In advocacy work, compassion is a daily
practice. You listen deeply. You steady
others through crisis. You hold
complexity, grief, fear, and hope all at
once. And because you care so
profoundly, the work can leave a mark.

Over time, that emotional load may build
into something many advocates quietly
carry: compassion fatigue.

Compassion fatigue is not a personal
failing, and it is not a sign that you're “not
cut out for this work.” It is a natural,
research-recognized response to
prolonged exposure to trauma, high
emotional intensity, and the continual
giving of compassion without enough
space to replenish your own reserves.

At Vela, many of us have lived through a
similar reality ourselves. With over 100
years of combined advocacy experience,
we understand that caring deeply comes
with a cost, and that naming that cost is a
powerful first step toward healing it.

What is Compassion Fatigue?

Compassion fatigue is often described as
the emotional and physical exhaustion that
can lead to a diminished ability to
empathize or feel compassion for others.

Researchers note two primary
components:

e Secondary Traumatic Stress: The
stress that comes from hearing trauma
stories or supporting people in crisis.

e Burnout: Chronic workplace stress
that feels impossible to navigate, such
as high workloads, limited resources, or
systemic pressures.

Compassion fatigue sits at the
intersection of these experiences and
happens when your body and mind are
tired from caring so much, for so long.

How Compassion Fatigue
Shows Up

Compassion fatigue can be subtle at first.
It often feels like exhaustion you can't
shake or a heaviness that doesn’t match
the moment. Over time, it becomes more
recognizable.

Common emotional signs:

e Feeling detached or “numb” to stories
that once moved you
Irritability or emotional overwhelm
Feeling hopeless or questioning your
impact

e Increased anxiety, dread, or a sense of
being “on edge”

Common physical signs:

e Trouble sleeping or never feeling rested
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e Headaches, muscle tension, or chronic
fatigue
Appetite changes
More frequent ilinesses

Common behavioral signs:

e Avoiding tasks that require emotional

energy

e Difficulty concentrating or making
decisions

e Withdrawing from coworkers, friends, or
family

e Feeling tempted to overwork or,
alternately, shut down

These reactions are common among
people doing heavy emotional labor, like
nurses, teachers, counselors, and
advocates. They are reminders that
demanding work touches those who care.

Why Advocacy Work Carries
Unique Emotional Weight

Advocacy places you at the crossroads of
trauma and systems, both of which
demand emotional labor.

You are:

Bearing witness to stories of harm
Holding hope for someone in crisis
Responding to unpredictable emotional
needs

e Navigating limited resources under
great pressure

e Managing documentation, reporting,
and administrative tasks on top of it all

These demands require deep compassion
and emotional resilience, but no one (no
matter how dedicated) can sustain that
without intentional support.

Compassion fatigue becomes more likely
when:

Workloads are high

Breaks are rare

Emotional boundaries blur

The pace never slows

There is great responsibility with limited
control

Understanding these factors gives you
language for what you may have been
trying to carry alone.

How to Recognize Compassion
Fatigue Early

Catching compassion fatigue before it
deepens is one of the most protective
things you can do for yourself.

Here are early patterns to watch for:

You feel tired before the day even starts
You've stopped doing small self-care
habits that once helped
You notice a shorter emotional fuse
You feel guilty for needing rest
You can't “turn off” work thoughts, even
at home

e You feel physically present but
emotionally absent

If any part of this resonates, you are not
alone, and you deserve support.

The Science of Recovery: What
Helps Restore Balance

Healing compassion fatigue is possible.
Research highlights several protective
practices that help rebuild resilience.
None of these require dramatic life
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changes. They are small, sustainable
shifts that create room for your wellbeing.

1. Reconnect with your baseline

Before compassion fatigue sets in, you
have a natural emotional rhythm. Return
to habits that feel like you:

A quiet morning ritual

Listening to music

Movement that feels grounding
Regular meals and hydration

These simple acts are acts of
self-preservation, not indulgence.

2. Create emotional boundaries that
protect your energy

Healthy boundaries allow you to care with
intention, not depletion.

Examples include:

e Respecting your shift boundaries and
trusting the team coverage system

e Setting clear expectations around
after-hours communication and on-call
responsibilities

e Keeping conversations within your role
and the support you can provide

e Pausing before saying “yes” to new
responsibilities

Boundaries help make your compassion
sustainable.

3. Seek out connection with people
who understand the work

Peer support is one of the most
evidence-based tools for buffering
secondary trauma. Talking with

colleagues who “get it” can reduce shame,
normalize your reactions, and replenish
your emotional bandwidth.

4. Integrate small, restorative breaks
throughout your day

Even two minutes can shift your nervous
system. Try:

Grounding exercises
Stepping outside for fresh air
Breathing techniques that signal safety
to your body
e Abrief walk to reset before the next task

Fatigue grows in the absence of recovery.

5. Reflect on meaning, but don’t force
positivity

Sometimes reconnecting with purpose
helps. Sometimes it doesn't. Both are
okay. When you're ready, gently remind
yourself:

e Why you came to this work
e Theimpact you've made, small or large
e What values guide you

6. Reach out for professional support
when needed

Therapists trained in vicarious trauma,
compassion fatigue, or burnout can help
you process what you carry. Seeking
support is a sign of strength.

Compassion for Yourself is Part
of the Work

In advocacy, you're often taught to hold
space for others but rarely taught how to
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hold space for yourself. Compassion
fatigue is not a reflection of your capacity.
It is a reflection of your humanity.

Your purpose is powerful. Your presence
matters. And your wellbeing is essential
to this work.

At Vela, we see you. We honor the
emotional labor you give. And we believe
deeply that supporting the supporter is as
vital as supporting the survivor.

We want advocates to feel balanced,
grounded, and whole. We want
direct-service providers to have systems,
communities, and workplaces that make
room for staff wellbeing. Vela is here to
support you and your mission.

Want to learn new ways to simplify your
work or explore features you may not be
using yet? Visit veladirect.com or reach out
to our team. We're always here to help.

Developed with input from advocates at
every stage, Vela by Element 74 is a
trauma-informed case management and
reporting platform built specifically for
domestic violence, sexual assault, and
human trafficking organizations.

info@veladirect.com | (573) 332-7474
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