
Compassion Fatigue and Burnout in the Workplace 
 

Many helping and high-demand professions require balancing responsibility for others with 
maintaining personal well-being, and failing to do so can lead to burnout or compassion fatigue. 
Burnout stems from prolonged overwork and exhaustion, often showing up as anger, frustration, 
negativity, fatigue, and cynicism, especially when people feel their efforts have little impact or lack 
proper support. Compassion fatigue, by contrast, results from repeated exposure to others’ stress 
or trauma and is marked by detachment, sadness, avoidance, and emotional strain. While they 
can overlap, compassion fatigue is driven by emotional overload from caring for others, whereas 
burnout is more closely tied to chronic workplace stress and overexertion. Here are some key 
differences to recognize what you may be experiencing:  

 
People in helping professions are not immune to emotional strain and can carry stress from those 
they support, making regular self-care and reflection essential. It’s important to pause, reset, and 
check in with your own needs, especially if you tend to prioritize others over yourself. Recognizing 
that self-care may not come naturally and being open to receiving support can help build a 
healthier relationship with yourself. By making your mental well-being a priority and aligning your 
daily life with your values, you can prevent burnout and sustain your ability to help others 
effectively. 

• Exposure to others’ 
suffering or trauma 

• Affects caregivers, 
therapists, nurses, first 
responders 

• Can happen suddenly 
• Deep empathy turned 

into distress 
• “I care too much and  

it’s hurting me” 
• Often linked to 

secondary trauma 
• Often improves with rest 

+ emotional support 
 

• Chronic workplace 
stress, workload, 
lack of control 

• Can affect any 
profession 

• Develops gradually  
over time 

• Frustration, resentment, 
disengagement 

• “I don’t care anymore” 
• Not necessarily 

trauma-related 
• Requires systemic 

changes (workload, 
boundaries, 
environment) 

• Emotional 
exhaustion 

• Reduced 
effectiveness 

• Physical symptoms 
• Cynicism or 

detachment 
 

Compassion Fatigue 
 

Burnout 



How to combat Burnout: 
• Take care of your own mental health (seek therapy if needed). 
• Build a strong support system (friends, family, colleagues, supervisor) and have a trusted 

person who can notice when you’re stressed. 

• Stay physically active and practice relaxation (exercise, walks, meditation, yoga). 

• Keep healthy daily routines (morning and bedtime habits). 

• Journal regularly and focus on overall wellness (mind, body, spirit, work). 

• Maintain boundaries between your work and home life 
• Take breaks and spend time outdoors or in self-care activities. 

• Connect with other professionals (groups, retreats, peer support). 
• Join professional organizations for support and growth. 

How to combat Compassion Fatigue:  
• Build healthy habits (sleep well, eat well, exercise, relax). 
• Stay connected with supportive people (friends, family, colleagues). 
• Set clear boundaries with clients, coworkers, and loved ones. 
• Learn to mentally disconnect from clients’ stories (use short meditation breaks). 
• Practice meditation regularly. 
• Be mindful and present in daily life. 
• Take care of yourself (hobbies, relaxation, stress relief). 
• Where possible, manage your workload by prioritizing tasks, organizing your time, and 

communicating when demands exceed capacity. 
• Seek your own counseling when needed. 
• Maintain strong emotional boundaries by being empathetic while not taking on others’ 

stress as your own. 
• Keep learning about stress and compassion fatigue: 

o Compassion Fatigue 
o American Counseling Association – Recognizing Burnout and Compassion Fatigue 

Among Counselors 
o American Psychiatric Association - Preventing Burnout: A Guide to Protecting Your 

Well-Being 
o Professional Quality of Life Measure 

Preventing burnout and compassion fatigue isn’t about pushing yourself further. It’s about being 
intentional with your time, energy, and emotional capacity. By maintaining healthy boundaries, 
engaging in regular self-care, and knowing when to seek support, you can protect your well-being 
while continuing to care for others. Both burnout and compassion fatigue develop over time, but 
with awareness, you can recognize the warning signs early and take action. Caring for yourself 
isn’t optional, it’s necessary. When you prioritize your own mental health, you’re better able to 
show up with clarity, resilience, and compassion in every area of your life. 
 

https://img1.wsimg.com/blobby/go/dfc1e1a0-a1db-4456-9391-18746725179b/Compassion%20Fatigue_FINAL_with%20call%20outs-0001.pdf
https://www.counseling.org/publications/counseling-today-magazine/article-archive/article/legacy/recognizing-burnout-and-compassion-fatigue-among-counselors
https://www.counseling.org/publications/counseling-today-magazine/article-archive/article/legacy/recognizing-burnout-and-compassion-fatigue-among-counselors
https://www.psychiatry.org/news-room/apa-blogs/preventing-burnout-protecting-your-well-being
https://www.psychiatry.org/news-room/apa-blogs/preventing-burnout-protecting-your-well-being
https://proqol.org/proqol-measure
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