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Compassion fatigue - caring at what cost? 

We are part of an elite force of helpers, and therefore we often engage in actions that benefit others at a cost to self (Izzo and 

Carpel, 2010). 

 

Evidence suggests that workers in every caregiving profession experience feelings of stress, distress, grief, emotional exhaustion 

and fatigue. We label these in many ways; vicarious trauma, secondary traumatic stress, second-hand shock, burnout and of 

course, compassion fatigue.  

 

Compassion Fatigue is the negative aspect of working as a caregiver. As termed by Arnold Arluke, it is the ‘cost’ of caring.  

Described in people who are exposed to the trauma and suffering of those in their care, we reach a point where we care too 

much. We become dysfunctional, display irrational behaviour or emotional outbursts. Similarly, we may reach a point where we 

care too little, become cynical and apathetic. Either situation is one in which we want to find neither ourselves nor our colleagues 

and so we must look for ways to combat this debilitating syndrome. 

 

There are many compounding factors that lead to Compassion Fatigue in the animal care and management industries. The need to 

perform euthanasia is usually considered to be at the top of the list. However, we know that other factors, including irresponsible 

owners, aggressive members of the public, limited financial and physical resources, the never ending influx of homeless animals and 

injury and illness in the animals in our care contribute to our stress. On occasions, organisational policies and procedures seem to 

tie our hands. Regardless, the reality is that Compassion Fatigue is real and is a culmination of the impact of our surrounds in the 

animal care industry. 

 

Compassion satisfaction is the positive aspect of working as a caregiver; our ‘payment’ for caring. It is the everyday pleasures we 

derive from the work that we do. If we are to protect ourselves from Compassion Fatigue we must firstly recognise and give 

credit to the job that we do every day, the smallest positive impact we have; in the life of an individual animal, in the life of a  

colleague who is struggling.  
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In combating Compassion Fatigue we need to look at four main areas;  

 

 Awareness & Acceptance; acceptance that grief is a potential outcome of working in a caregiver role, awareness of the  

syndrome and associated symptoms.  

 Organisational Responsibility; provide education for employers and employees, facilitate internal and external support and 

encourage open communication.  

 Supporting Colleagues; build relationships with work mates and facilitate safe communication channels.  

 Self-Care; know your level of OK-ness, limit trauma input, ensure a good work/life balance and concentrate on compassion 
satisfaction. 

 

We must explore positive methods of coping with our daily stresses, whether that is listening to music, writing in a diary or playing 

sport. We must actively work towards healing from traumatic events or situations; taking the time to think about why a situation 

affects us the way it does and exploring how we can change it or our reaction to it, rather than merely escaping the pain and  

tension momentarily (coping). Lastly, it is essential that we look to define successful long term strategies for prevention of  

Compassion Fatigue and this must begin with education. In educating ourselves on Compassion Fatigue, learning about grief and 

mourning and perfecting the art of communication, we can develop strategies that will help sustain us within the industry. 

 

We can prevent Compassion Fatigue by maintaining a positive attitude, focusing on successes, maintaining a good work/life balance, 

being able to say ‘no’, being realistic in what we as individuals can achieve and communicating and working together as a national 

(and global) team. 

 

One of the most important tasks any caregiver can do for his or her animals, and family, is to take stress control and self-care  

seriously. 


