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EMBRACING THE
JOURNEY OF
TRAUMA
STEWARDSHIP IN
HELPING
PROFESSIONS

For those who dedicate
their lives to
supporting others
through pain, suffering,
and crisis, the work is
both profound and

demanding. Whether
you are a nurse,

therapist, social
worker, first responder,
teacher, or

humanitarian aid
worker, you carry the
weight of others'
traumatic experiences.
This repeated exposure
can take a significant
toll on your own well-
being. The concept of
Trauma Stewardship
An Everyday Guide
To Caring For Self
While Caring For


https://www.everybodystreet.com/

Others offers a vital

framework for
navigating this
challenging terrain.

Coined by Laura van
Dernoot Lipsky, trauma
stewardship is not
merely a set of self-
care tips; it is a
profound philosophy
and a practical guide
for sustaining your
ability to do
meaningful work
without sacrificing your
own health and
happiness. It
acknowledges that
caring for others is a
privilege, but it also
demands a conscious
and deliberate
approach to protecting
your own spirit.

At its core, trauma
stewardship is about
the responsibility we
have to ourselves and
to the people we serve.
It recognizes that those
who are exposed to the
suffering of others on a

regular basis are
susceptible to a range
of negative effects,
including compassion
fatigue, secondary
traumatic stress,
vicarious trauma, and
burnout. These
conditions can erode
your sense of joy,
diminish your
effectiveness, and
even lead to serious
physical and mental
health problems. The
guide provides a

roadmap for
recognizing these signs
early and

implementing
sustainable practices
that allow you to
remain present,
compassionate, and
effective over the long
term. It is not about
becoming immune to
pain, but about
learning to process and
transform it in a
healthy way.
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UNDERSTANDING
THE CORE PREMISE
OF TRAUMA
STEWARDSHIP

The central idea behind
Trauma Stewardship
An Everyday Guide
To Caring For Self
While Caring For
Others is that we are
all stewards of the
trauma we witness.
This means we have a
responsibility to hold it
with care, respect, and
awareness. When we
neglect this
stewardship, we risk
becoming consumed
by the suffering we
see, leading to
cynicism, detachment,
and a loss of meaning
in our work.
Conversely, when we
practice good
stewardship, we can
transform our exposure
to trauma into a source
of strength, wisdom,
and connection.

Van Dernoot Lipsky
emphasizes that
trauma exposure is not
just an occupational
hazard; it is a
cumulative

phenomenon. It builds
up over time, often
without our conscious
awareness. The effects
are not always
dramatic or immediate.
They can manifest as
subtle shifts in your
worldview, your
relationships, and your
sense of self. You
might notice that you
become more irritable,
less patient, or more
prone to seeing the
world through a lens of
threat and danger. You
might withdraw from
friends and family, lose
interest in hobbies, or
feel a pervasive sense
of hopelessness. These
are all potential signs

that your trauma
stewardship needs
attention.



The Five
Direction
S
Framewo
rk: A
Holistic
Approach

One of the most
powerful contributions
of Trauma
Stewardship An
Everyday Guide To
Caring For Self
While Caring For
Others is the Five
Directions framework.
This model provides a
comprehensive and
holistic approach to
well-being, addressing
multiple dimensions of
your life. The five

directions are:

e Inward: This

direction focuses
on your internal
world. It involves
cultivating self-
awareness,
mindfulness, and
emotional
regulation.
Practices like
meditation,
journaling,
therapy, and
simply checking
in with yourself
regularly fall
under this
category. It s
about
understanding
your own
triggers,
vulnerabilities,
and strengths.
Outward: This
direction
concerns your
relationships
with the people
you serve. It
involves
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maintaining larger, positive
boundaries, impact in the
practicing world.
compassion Backward: This
without direction involves
attachment, and learning from the
finding past. It requires

sustainable ways
to connect with
those in need. It
is about learning
to be present
without
absorbing their
pain as your
own.

e Forward: This
direction looks to
the future. It
involves finding
meaning and
purpose in your
work, setting
realistic goals,
and maintaining
a sense of hope.
It is about
understanding
that your efforts,
even if they
seem small,
contribute to a

reflecting on
your own history,
including your
own experiences
of trauma, and
understanding
how they might
influence your
current
reactions. It also
involves
honoring the
history of the
communities and
individuals you
serve.

Within Your
Organization:
This direction
recognizes that
individual self-
care is not
enough. A
healthy work
environment is



VICAR$USBal for
sustainable
trauma
stewardship. This
includes
advocating for
adequate
resources,
supportive
supervision,
reasonable
caseloads, and a
culture that
values well-
being.

By paying attention to
all five directions, you
create a balanced and
resilient foundation for
your work. Neglecting
any one area can
create an imbalance
that undermines your
ability to care for
yourself and others.

RECOGNIZING THE
SIGNS OF
COMPASSION
FATIGUE AND

TRAUMA

An essential aspect of
practicing Trauma
Stewardship An
Everyday Guide To
Caring For Self
While Caring For
Others is learning to
recognize the early

warning signs of
distress. These signs
can be physical,

emotional, behavioral,
and spiritual. Common
indicators include:

e Chronic
exhaustion and
physical ailments

e Emotional
numbness or
exaggerated
emotional
responses

e Increased
cynicism,
pessimism, or a
sense of
hopelessness

e Difficulty
concentrating or
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making decisions

e Withdrawal from
social
connections and
activities you
once enjoyed

* Sleep
disturbances,
including
nightmares

e Increased use of
alcohol, drugs, or
other substances
to cope

e Loss of meaning
or purpose in
your work

e Physical
symptoms such
as headaches,
stomach
problems, or a
weakened
immune system

* Feeling
personally
responsible for
the suffering of
others

These symptoms are
not a sign of weakness.
They are a normal

response to abnormal
levels of stress and
exposure to trauma.
The key is to
acknowledge them
without judgment and
to take proactive steps
to address them. Van
Dernoot Lipsky
emphasizes that
attending to these
signs is an act of
courage and
responsibility, not a
sign of failure. Ignoring
them, on the other
hand, can lead to
serious long-term
consequences for both
you and the people you
care for.

PRACTICAL
STRATEGIES FOR
SUSTAINABLE
SELF-CARE

While the concept of
trauma stewardship is
philosophical, it is
rooted in practical,
everyday actions.
Implementing the



principles of Trauma
Stewardship An
Everyday Guide To
Caring For Self
While Caring For
Others requires a
commitment to
consistent, intentional
self-care. Here are
several actionable
strategies you can
incorporate into your
daily life:

Develop
a
Personal
Stewards
hip
Practice

Create a daily or
weekly ritual that helps
you process your
exposure to trauma.

This could be a short
meditation at the end
of your workday, a
grounding exercise
before you start your
shift, or a journaling
practice where you
reflect on your
experiences. The goal
is to create a conscious
transition between
your work and your
personal life.

Set and

Maintain
Healthy

Boundari
es

Boundaries are
essential for
preventing burnout
and compassion
fatigue. This includes
knowing your limits in
terms of workload,
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emotional availability,
and the types of cases
you can take on. It also
means learning to say
no when necessary and
protecting your time
off. Healthy boundaries
allow you to be fully
present when you are
working and fully
disconnected when you
are not.

Cultivate
a Support
Network

You cannot do this
work alone. Surround

yourself with
colleagues, friends,
and family who
understand the

demands of your
profession. Seek out
peer support groups,
supervision, or
therapy. Talking about
your experiences in a

safe, confidential
setting can help
normalize your feelings
and provide valuable
perspective.

Prioritize
Physical
Health

The mind-body
connection is powerful.
Regular exercise,
adequate sleep, and a
nutritious diet are
foundational to your
resilience. When you
are physically
depleted, you are
much more vulnerable
to the effects of stress
and trauma. Make your
physical health a non-
negotiable priority.

Engage in
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Activities
That

Self-
Compassi

Replersh

You

Make time for hobbies
and interests that have
nothing to do with your
work. Whether it's
reading, gardening,
painting, hiking,
playing music, or
spending time with
loved ones, these
activities are essential
for restoring your
sense of joy and
identity. They remind
you that you are more
than your work.

Practice

Be kind to yourself.
You are doing difficult
work in a complex
world. There will be
days when you feel
overwhelmed,

ineffective, or
discouraged. Instead of
judging yourself

harshly, offer yourself
the same compassion
you would offer a
colleague in need.
Acknowledge vyour
efforts and forgive
yourself for your
limitations.

Seek
Professio
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n a | STEWARDSHIP
While individual

Support
When

Needed

There is no shame in
seeking therapy or
counseling. Many
helping professionals
benefit from working
with a therapist who
specializes in working
with trauma-exposed
individuals. Therapy
can provide a space for
you to process your
experiences, develop
coping strategies, and
address any
unresolved personal
trauma that may be
affecting your work.

THE ROLE OF
ORGANIZATIONS
IN TRAUMA
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practices are crucial,
Trauma Stewardship
An Everyday Guide
To Caring For Self
While Caring For
Others also
emphasizes the critical
role of organizations. It
is unrealistic to expect
individuals to thrive in
a system that is toxic,
under-resourced, or
dismissive of their well-
being. Organizations
have a responsibility to
create a culture that

supports trauma
stewardship. This
includes:

 Providing regular
training on
compassion
fatigue, vicarious
trauma, and self-
care

Ensuring
reasonable
caseloads and
manageable



work hours
Offering regular
clinical
supervision and
peer support
Creating a safe
and respectful
work
environment
Providing access
to mental health
resources and
Employee
Assistance
Programs
Modeling healthy
leadership and
prioritizing well-
being at all levels
Regularly
assessing the
organizational
culture and
addressing
sources of stress

When organizations
embrace trauma
stewardship, they not
only protect their
employees but also
improve the quality of
care they provide to
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their clients. A healthy,
well-supported
workforce is more
engaged,
compassionate, and
effective. Conversely,
an organization that
neglects the well-being
of its staff is likely to
see high turnover, low
morale, and poor client
outcomes.

CONCLUSION: A
LIFELONG
PRACTICE OF
STEWARDSHIP

Practicing Trauma
Stewardship An
Everyday Guide To
Caring For Self
While Caring For
Others is not a one-
time fix or a quick
solution. It is a lifelong
journey of self-
awareness, intentional
action, and continual
learning. It requires
courage to look inward
and confront your own
vulnerabilities. It
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requires discipline to
establish and maintain
healthy habits. And it
requires commitment
to advocate for
yourself and your
colleagues within your
organization.

The work of caring for
others is sacred and
essential. Those who
do it are often the
unsung heroes of our
society, offering
comfort, healing, and
hope to those who are
suffering. By
embracing the
principles of trauma
stewardship, you are
not only protecting
yourself from the
potential harm of your
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work, but you are also
honoring the people
you serve. You are
ensuring that you can
continue to show up,
day after day, with
presence, compassion,
and integrity.
Ultimately, trauma
stewardship is an act
of both self-love and
social responsibility. It
is a commitment to
doing your work in a
way that sustains you
and, in turn, allows you
to better serve the
world. Start small, be
patient with yourself,
and remember that
your own well-being is
the foundation upon
which your ability to
help others is built.



