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Dr. Buczynski: How do we help clients who are suffering from a vicarious trauma?  

It can be excruciating for a person when a loved one experiences trauma.  

The distress can feel overwhelming and they can often feel trapped by confusion and powerlessness.  

According to Dr. Rick Hanson, treating this type of trauma comes with its own unique challenges.  

To begin the process toward healing and growth, Rick empowers his client by focusing on two vital strategies. 

Dr. Hanson: I start with how do we foster growth altogether? 

For me, fundamentally and broadly defined, it's a matter of learning – which in its essence, requires two 

stages, not just one.  

We first have to experience what it is that we want to grow — self-compassion, mindfulness, gratitude, a 

wider perspective, the sense that others are allies, being helpful, whatever it is. We experience it and then 

it’s kind of like you’re playing a song in your mind, but then you have to turn on the recorder. 

In the second step, we take in the good. We internalize it. We start to encode and consolidate that active 

pattern of mental neural activation into some kind of lasting change in our body, headquartered in the brain.  

That's the fundamental process of growth: Have it. Enjoy it. Experience it. Internalize it.  

That’s our overarching model — and I can think of one person in 

relationship to this. It was really quite interesting because it 

illustrates some other points as well.  

This was a mother whose teenage son was an extreme sports 

athlete and had suffered an extremely serious concussion in the process of being in wilderness. And he had 

been impaired cognitively. This was also a very bright kid on his way to elite colleges.  

The mother was herself enormously shaken and upset by this and came to me roughly six months after it had 
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happened. He had recovered a fair amount of function; he wasn't a vegetable. It was just difficult for him to 

perform at his previous level in school, and the sporting life that had been enormously important was no 

longer accessible to him because he absolutely could not afford to have another head injury – this was for his 

lifetime.  

And so that created losses and depression for him – which then drew her in, and it was a real issue. It speaks    

to the point that often traumas are vicarious.  

My first book was on nurturing mothers over the long haul, and it's 

interesting that in this particular case, a mother and a child—but, in the research, people in general – can 

have PTSD having to do with something that happened to somebody else that they care deeply about.  

So, what to do about this in terms of post-traumatic growth? 

There are a few headlines I could offer here. Obviously, this is a big topic.  

One was to separate the events in time. There is something about trauma that traps us in time, like a fly to 

amber, and we just feel like we're still there. But in fact, time has moved on.  

It was at least six months later, and every week that I would see her, it was six months plus one week, plus 

one more week later. And to really help her get a sense like that happened then, it's not happening now, and 

what's happening now is a lot of good things, a lot of good rehab for the boy, a lot of good resources wrapped 

around him, a lot of planning and care, a lot of learning, and a lot of disentangling from the event. 

So that's one thing – really, really separate them in time, and 

emphasize the past-ness of the past, the then-ness of the then; 

and the now-ness of the now, the present-ness of  

the present.  

That was actually really, really helpful for her to kind of get a 

sense of separation.  

A second thing that was very important for her was to register in her body what her eyes saw and her mind 

knew. Things were getting better but she wasn't feeling it.  

She also needed to register that many resources were online to help things get to a better place — 

investigations of appropriate colleges, finding ways for this teenage boy to feel full and athletic through other 
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vehicles besides the very risky sport that he was an expert in at a very high level. And to help her body really 

receive the good, to really register, Oh, so many good things are happening. So many improvements 

incrementally are occurring. 

Her attention was in negativity bias and the brain was preoccupied, 

understandably, with her concerns and alarms. But that bias made 

it hard for her to step back and to see so many good things that 

were also happening. She truly could afford to have a felt a somatic 

affective recognition of what she understood conceptually. So, that 

was the second big thing.  

Dr. Buczynski: As Rick said, growth is about learning. 

First, the client has to experience what it is that they want to grow. Rick gave the examples of mindfulness, 

gratitude and self-compassion. 

And second, the client has to internalize and encode these positive experiences. Rick then took learning a 

step further.   

When someone has been traumatized by another’s trauma, like this mother whose son’s life was forever 

altered by his accident, Rick pointed out two steps to take:   

First, create a differentiation between then and now. Doing this helps clients revisit their trauma without 

compromising their sense of safety.   

And second, to help the body feel what the eyes and mind know- for this mother, things were changing and 

getting better.  Helping her feel that continued her ability to put the accident in the past and the growth in 

the present.  

Now, let’s continue with Dr. Christine Padesky, who offers some more insight on working with vicarious 

trauma. 

Dr. Padesky: Even redirecting what people focus on as helpful. 

I worked with a therapist who had vicarious trauma because she specialized in working with people who had 

been through torture and various horrific things. And after working for many years with this population, she 

herself had a lot of vicarious trauma and she came to me for consultation. She was feeling quite burned out, 
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said she was going to stop working with trauma entirely.  

With her, what I recommended that she do – which again, can seem like kind of a funny intervention – is this: 

I gave her an assignment for a month to look in the newspaper every day for evidence that people were kind 

and that good overcomes evil.  

When I gave her this assignment, she said, "You sure you want me to look in the newspaper? Because that's 

the last place you should look for this." 

And I said, "Yes, I do, because the newspaper is going to, by definition, emphasize horrific things that happen. 

And if you can find evidence there, then that's going to really mean something." 

So, she did this and she said it helped her tremendously because she found that she had to look in small 

places in the newspaper. They don't put these stories on page one. Sometimes she had to look in follow-up 

addendum where they would have had a three-page article about some horrific thing that happened — 

homeless people have all their possessions stolen — and then there might 

be a follow-up article five days later that's saying that other people did 

kind things for those people.  

We then talked about this as a metaphor, it really helped restore her 

confidence; and I encouraged her to take a break from her work for a 

while, but she eventually went back, and she's still doing the work today, as far as I know.  

So, redirecting people's focus and helping them see the other side of things can sometimes be very helpful.  

Dr. Buczynski: As Rick said earlier, a client has to experience what they want to grow.   

So for Christine’s client, seeking out the good in the newspaper helped her shift the way she was seeing the 

world. 

Helping our clients with vicarious trauma in this way can increase their capacity for healthier and more 

positive experiences.  

As Christine’s story shows, vicarious trauma can be a distinct challenge for the helping professions in 

particular.  

For a deeper look at this idea, let’s visit with Dr. Kelly McGonigal and Dr. Joan Borysenko. 
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Dr. McGonigal:  I think it's really important to look for the good. And I think even more than looking for the 

good in the newspaper, I think it's important to look for the good actually in the clinical situation that is giving 

rise to this vicarious trauma, as well as in one's own community. Let me just say a little bit about both.  

When I talk now about sustainable compassion for helping professional, including psychologists or social 

workers, it seems to be really important to be able to witness 

the good around you and feel like you are part of a bigger-than-

self compassion.  

So rather than necessarily looking for evidence in the 

newspaper that there are people doing good things, I would say 

look to one's colleagues, look to one's immediate community to 

have a sense that you are participating in a system that cares 

and is effective at helping, that is showing these strengths that you value.  

And then I also wanted to talk a little bit about vicarious post-traumatic growth and vicarious resilience – 

which actually was first observed among psychologists who were working with survivors of political violence 

and torture, the type of clinical work that is often most distressing.  

And it was first reported by David Engstrom and Pilar Hernandez. But it has sense been documented in 

people who work with a wide range of suffering — from bereaved parents to people working with survivors 

of natural disasters — that they report their own post-traumatic growth 

that is vicarious in the same way that one could experience vicarious 

trauma.  

And just like actual post-traumatic growth, it seems like the same 

ingredients contribute to vicarious post-traumatic growth, where a 

clinician actually becomes more resilient and strengthened and changed 

in positive ways as a result of working with people who have 

experienced trauma.  

The way that I describe it is that it often requires the same tenderizing process as post-traumatic growth. One 

actually has to be quite open to the experience, and have things like empathy for the person who actually 

experienced the trauma seems to be a key factor to be able to actually imagine their experience.  

In the same way that it contributes to vicarious trauma, it also contributes to vicarious post-traumatic 

“Look to one's immediate 
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growth. Being able to see the good in the person who survived, to see their strengths. Clinicians often report 

seeing that they have a sense of humor or they've maintained faith in other people, or they are even just 

getting up every day and working hard toward their own goals; to be able to see that good and to see their 

strengths is very important. 

And also, the process of rumination — we know this is true for post-traumatic growth —rumination is often a 

positive predictor of growth as well as a positive predictor of 

distress, and that it seems to be a necessary step.  

You need to try to make some kind of narrative out of the 

experience that allows you to move forward. And even the 

distress itself seems to be a positive predictor of vicarious post-traumatic growth.  

And finally, even just knowing that it exists tends to increase the likelihood that people will report it. When 

clinicians even find out about the fact that vicarious post-traumatic growth is possible, they're more likely to 

pay attention in the clinical experience and then process it later in a way that allows them to feel 

strengthened by it or inspired by it and not just traumatized by witnessing it. And these are all things that are 

true, by the way, for post-traumatic growth as well. I think it's quite interesting how well they parallel. 

Dr. Borysenko: This vicarious or secondary trauma is also known as compassion fatigue. And at one point, I 

consulted with the Army because they had so many therapists suffering from compassion fatigue. You can 

only listen to so many stories of people blown up and people dying and terrible things happening before you 

start to have flashbacks to it yourself.  

And I'm glad that this came up, Ruth, because secondary trauma often doesn't come up, and it's so very, very 

important. And when it happens, people get jaded. They lose their edge. And they lose their faith in 

humankind. They lose their sense of believing that their own work can be helpful, and that's a terrible place 

to land.  

One of the things that I've found most important . . . I have accolades here to Rick. I love the work of Brother 

David Steindl-Rast. Many years ago — it must be almost 40 years ago — he taught me an exercise.  

And it's a kind of installing the good. Every night before bed, you think of one thing that really touched your 

heart, that you were fully engaged in during the day — a smile from a stranger or the color of the sky or 

something — and you dwell on that for a little while. His premise is if you do this every night, it makes you 

more mindful during the day because you know you're going to have to come up one of these come night.  

“Rumination is often a positive 

predictor of growth as well as a 

positive predictor of distress.” 
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It's not always so easy. In fact, I thought of both you and Brother David a couple of weeks ago when I was 

about a week out from surgery. There was still a lot of pain, limitation, vulnerability, old trauma coming up. 

And I got to night, and I couldn't think of a single moment of happiness or good.  

And I thought, my god, I really can't bring anything back. So, I put my hands on my heart – shall we say, 

whether you're a Lakota or mystic Christina or anything, I'm with you. Many roads to the sea; but for me, my 

root tradition is Judaism. And I thought, all I can think of that's good is to say, Baruch Hashem, Baruch 

Hashem, which is, praise be to the mystery that, really, has created this life.  

And I think it's so important for people to have something that they can always go back to that is a sense of 

good. And often, that's what I'll work with people. What is it, in the darkest of the darkest of the darkest 

night that you could reach out to and might be there for you? And for some people, there really isn't 

anything. And that...you have to get a little bit more creative. But I often will use your idea, Rick, of installing 

the good.  

The next morning, by the way, after I couldn't find anything good all day —I really had to go to my center 

there and the divine. I went to take a shower, and there was a beam of light that was shining on the 

washcloth and on the towel. And the colors were so extraordinary, which could have been due to OxyContin, 

but whatever reason, I said, Here's some good that I'm going to take in right now. Isn't it amazing that this 

light and color exists, and I can absorb it. 

To finish up with this, the other thing I often use with people is reading. And many times I have assigned a 

book by the social critic Jeremy Rifkin, and it's called The Empathic Civilization.  

He makes a point in there that, despite the genocide, despite the destruction, despite the tyrants and 

despots and creepy, yucky stuff that we hear on the news, compassion and empathy are actually increasing 

on planet earth, and that's big news, and important to keep in the forefront of our mind.  

And by the way, if you buy the Jeremy Rifkin Empathic Civilization book, it's about that thick. You've got a lot 

of good reading ahead of you. 

Dr. Buczynski: Whether we’re talking about clients or practitioners, it’s the ability to take in the good that 

can often be key to fostering growth. 

In the next bonus, Dr. Joan Borysenko will expand on her ideas and share two ways to help clients hold onto 

their growth after trauma.  


