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Presentation-  
Objectives 

 

• Define compassion fatigue, compassion 
satisfaction, burnout and moral stress 

• Consider the moral foundations of 
compassion 

• Expand the definition of compassion fatigue 
to include moral stress 
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Compassion 101- part 1 

• The act of providing empathy to another 
person 

• ‘Walking a mile in someone else’s shoes’ 

• A way of understanding the world of clients 

• A clinical skill 



Compassion 101- part 2 



Compassion Fatigue- 
 

• To be compassionate means we are empathizing with 
the suffering of another person.  

• Empathic engagement means we are briefly in touch 
with the painful world of the other.  

• May lead to compassion stress 

• Compassion stress builds over time and can lead to 
compassion fatigue  
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Compassion fatigue as Vicarious 

Trauma 
 • Exposure to trauma stories told  by clients can 

be traumatizing for professionals 

• As we empathize, we engage with and enter 
the trauma narratives of our clients 

• Extended exposure to trauma narratives leads 
to alterations in cognitive belief systems and 
worldviews 

 



Compassion Fatigue and Burnout 
Traditional Solutions 

• Self-care  

• Self-compassion 

• Peer debriefing 

• Work-life balance 

• Detached Concern 

 

 

 



Compassion Fatigue – 
Self-Care-  
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Compassion Satisfaction 

• Satisfaction derived from helping others 

• Most likely to occur when one’s job is viewed 
‘as a calling...that the individual was meant to 
do this work’ 

• Compassion satisfaction is the opposite of 
burnout and compassion fatigue 
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Moral Stress 

• Competing ethical principles in clinical care 

• The right course of action is clear. 

• Workload or organizational demands prevent right 
course of action from being taken  

• Leads to troubled conscience or moral distress 

• Unresolved moral distress leads to moral stress 
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Moral Stress: 
Solutions    

  

• Professionals need to accept that there are 
not always solutions to all conflicts 

• Learn to live with complex problems. 

• Accept imperfections in life 
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Case Study- Jennie 

• Jennie has Fragile X and social anxiety disorder 

• Her parents died a few years ago. 

• She has been living  with her sister, Jessica 

• Jessica has been diagnosed with breast cancer 

• Jennie recently started self-harming and her 
psychiatrist wants her placed in a group home.  

• The only group homes available  are in the country.  

• What do you think, feel and do? 
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A deeper look at compassion:  
Martha Nussbaum 

• Compassionate behaviour is informed by 
value judgements  

• Our values influence our judgements and our 
responses  

• E.g: CAS workers and Feminists might not 
understand abusive behaviour in mothers the 
same way 

 



A deeper understanding of 
compassionate behaviour 

 As we respond to suffering in another person, 
we are judging or evaluating: 

1) ‘seriousness’ or ‘bigness’ of situation 

2) innocence or blame 

3) whether we could suffer similar fate (less 
reliable) 

e.g. female clients living in rougher parts of city 
where housing is less expensive  



Compassion Fatigue as  
Moral Stress 

• Compassion inspires action with clients 

• Assist in their fight for rights (housing, $) 

• We are affected by our actions.  

• We experience ‘moral traces’  

• Traces of emotions like guilt that we couldn’t 
do more or frustration (anger) regarding 
injustice faced by clients 



Compassion Fatigue  
as Moral Stress 

• When working with marginalized clients, it is 
difficult to free self from ethical obligations 
that are left unmet  

 

• Also, the professional sometimes remains 
emotionally and morally charged…hard to let 
go of emotions needed to get job done! 



Compassion Fatigue as Moral Stress: 
Expanding Solutions    

  

• Professionals need to recognize they are not 
always able to be neutral 

• Professionals need to develop their ability to 
discuss and reflect on moral reasoning 
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Expanding Solutions 
What are our values? 
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Expanding Solutions 
New Strategies 

• Values Awareness 

• Peer Debriefing with emphasis on values  

• Change how we talk about Compassion 
Fatigue 

 

 

 

 

 



Figley-  
On Compassion Fatigue 

• A client- Vietnam War Vet- 

• Client memories “dominated by guilt and 
regrets associated with not saving or not 
helping or not doing enough for his patients”  

• Is this client coping with compassion fatigue 
as moral stress? 
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Expanding Solutions to Compassion 
Fatigue as Moral Stress 

• Organizations need to recognize 
compassionate behaviour involves values  

• Professionals need to recognize they are not 
always able to be neutral 

• Professionals need to develop their ability to 
discuss and reflect on moral reasoning 
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Comp. Fatigue as Moral Stress 
Comp. Fat. CF as Moral 

Stress 

Origins Exposure to 
Trauma Stories 

Compassionate 
behaviour 
informed by 
values  

Impact Belief systems 
and worldview  

Moral traces, 
Emotional 
anguish/regrets 

Location of 
solutions 

Individual role 
in  solutions  

Organizational 
role in solutions  
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Reconciliation and Moral Stress 
(Mark Walters) 

• Three types of Reconciliation-relationship, 
resignation, consistency 

• Reconciliation as Consistency: The process 
used to make sense of moral conflicts 
between principles, ideas, statements…and 
behaviour 

• The search for moral equilibrium and balance.  
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Significance of Reconciliation 

• Reconciliation identifies moral conflicts and 
promotes moral equilibrium  

• Reconciliation assists in helping cope with 
compassion fatigue as moral stress 
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Cautionary Tales 

• Professionals place value neutrality and 
objectivity.  

• Professionals appear to neglect the values 
present in compassionate behaviour. 

• Professionals may resist the moral foundations 
of compassionate behaviour 
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Organizational Possibilities 

 Speakers, clinical supervision, case reviews 

 Opportunity given to identify ethical conflicts  

 Professionals supported in expressing 
emotional reactions to unresolved conflicts 
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Professional Ethics 

• Members of professional associations use Ethical 
Codes of Conduct to inform ethical behaviour. 

• Hierarchy of values used to prioritize right course of 
action in complex care situations 

• However, little focus on how to cope when prevented 
from taking ‘right course of action’ 

• Little emphasis on moral traces or emotional anguish 
as after effects of clinical work   
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Value of this approach 

• Recognizes professionals are engaged in moral 
thinking and behaviour  

• Organization has role in supporting moral 
reasoning 

• Concept of reconciliation can help 
professionals cope with compassion fatigue as 
moral stress 
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Compassion Fatigue  
as Moral Stress- 

It’s time to talk about it! 


