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Compassion Fatigue
   

What is compassion fatigue?
Compassion fatigue refers to a physical, emotional and spiritual fatigue or exhaustion that takes over an individual and causes a decline in his or her ability to experience joy or to feel and care for others.  Generally compassion fatigue involves situations where individuals are giving out a great deal of energy and compassion to others over a period of time and are unable to get enough back to reassure themselves that the world is a hopeful place.

What are the signs of compassion fatigue?
The signs of compassion fatigue develop over time, taking weeks and sometimes years to surface.  Compassion fatigue can begin with development of a low level, chronic clouding of caring and concern for others in your life (regardless of whether you work in or outside the home).  Over time, your ability to feel and care for others becomes eroded through overuse of your skills of compassion.  Signs of compassion fatigue include:  abusing drugs, alcohol, and food and dealing with workaholism, anger, chronic lateness, depression, diminished sense of personal accomplishment, exhaustion (physical or emotional), physical complaints (headaches, gastrointestinal problems, sleep problems), and an inability to maintain a balance of empathy and objectivity.

Self-Assessment for Compassion Fatigue

· Personal concerns commonly intrude on my professional role		
· My colleagues/family/friends seem to lack understanding	
· I find even small changes enormously draining				
· I can’t seem to recover quickly after association with trauma or stress	
· Association with trauma and/or stress affects me very deeply		
· I have lost my sense of hopefulness					
· I feel vulnerable all the time						
· I feel overwhelmed by unfinished personal business			

If you answered “yes” to four or more of these questions, you may be dealing with compassion fatigue

Who is at risk of developing compassion fatigue?
Compassion fatigue often affects those working in care-giving professions – nurses, physicians, mental health workers and clergy – however, it can affect any individual who is doing a great deal of caregiving and expending emotional and physical energy day in and day out, such as an individual caring for a family member.  If an individual continues to function at a high level of intense caregiving, he or she may become susceptible to compassion fatigue.

How can you prevent compassion fatigue?
Refocus on yourself.  Before you can tend to and be sensitive to the needs of others, you need to take care of your own well-being that includes getting plenty of rest, maintaining a healthy diet and exercise program, being involved in activities that are relaxing and fun (including periodic vacations and times away from routine) and cutting out caffeine, nicotine and alcohol.  It is important to practice good emotional health maintenance (such as coming to terms with anger, fear and self-doubt) along with healthy spiritual activities (Scripture reading, prayer and meditation).  If you are providing regular care for someone, be sure to seek assistance from others like siblings, relatives, friends and neighbors, to give yourself a breather.  Understand that the pain you feel is normal.  Develop interests outside of your caretaking responsibilities.  Identify what is really important to you.  Above all, find someone to talk to.  

Sometimes you cannot prevent compassion fatigue from occurring.  When practicing ways to combat compassion fatigue do not seem to be working, it may be time to consult with a healthcare professional.
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