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• Define burnout, secondary trauma, vicarious trauma, 

compassion fatigue

• Understand how these uniquely relate to peer support

• Identify the signs in ourselves and develop awareness

• Learn strategies to deal with these through:

• Building self-care and community-care skills

• Considering workplace environment

• Rekindling hope

Objectives
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What is Burnout?

Burnout is usually the result of prolonged stress or frustration, 
resulting in exhaustion of physical strength, emotional strength 
and/or motivation (Maslach, 2003)

Emotional Exhaustion

Personal Accomplishment

Depersonalization
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Burnout happens over time.

• Vicarious/secondary trauma

• Work overload 

• High-stress work 

• Feeling ineffective

• Lack of control

• Conflict of values

• Not having a cohesive work 

community

• Not having enough supports

What Causes Burnout?
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Vicarious Trauma/Compassion Fatigue:  Change in 

one’s own physical/psychological wellbeing (and 

ability to connect with others) resulting from repeated 

empathetic connection over time to others’ pain

Secondary Trauma: Can happen suddenly –

experiencing trauma symptoms from connecting to 

another individual’s trauma experience
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• Burnout is harmful for us as individuals, and is 

strongly correlated to low job satisfaction, poor 

physical and mental health and substance 

use. 

• It’s also harmful for the work environment, and 

can lead to poor performance, poorer 

satisfaction of the individuals we work with, 

absenteeism, and quitting/firing

Burnout is not inevitable!

Focusing on Prevention
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Emotional Exhaustion

1. I feel emotionally drained from my work
2. I feel used up at the end of the work day
3. I feel fatigued when I wake up and have to face another day on the job
4. Working with people all day is really a strain for me
5. I feel burned out from my work
6. I feel frustrated by my job
7. I feel I’m working too hard on my job
8. Working with people directly puts too much stress on me
9. I feel like I’m at the end of my rope

Never Rarely Sometimes Frequently Always

0 1 2 3 4
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Personal Accomplishment

1. I can easily understand how the people I work with feel about things
2. I deal effectively with the problems of the people I work with
3. I feel I’m positively influencing other people’s lives through my work
4. I feel very energetic
5. I can easily create a relaxed atmosphere with the people I work with
6. I feel exhilarated after working closely with someone
7. I have accomplished many worthwhile things in this job
8. In my work, I deal with emotional problems calmly

Never Rarely Sometimes Frequently Always

0 1 2 3 4
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Depersonalization

1. I feel like I treat some people as if they were impersonal “objects”
2. I’ve become more callous toward people I work with since I took this job
3. I worry that this job is hardening me emotionally
4. I don’t really care what happens to some of the people I work with
5. I feel that people blame me for some of their problems

Never Rarely Sometimes Frequently Always

0 1 2 3 4
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Identifying Burnout / Developing Awareness
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• Intrusive thoughts and/or images 

of peers’ traumatic situations

• Developing a worldview in terms of 

victims and perpetrators

• Decreased sense of safety

• Increased suspicion of others

• Decreased trust in others

• Diminished feelings of personal 

control and freedom

• Feelings of helplessness

• Loss of hope

• Guilt

• Victim-blaming

• Diminished sense of purpose, 

accomplishment, or enjoyment of 

work

• Difficulties with attention and 

concentration

• Increased forgetfulness

Signs of Burnout - Thoughts
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• Increased anger and irritability

• Lower frustration tolerance

• Depression

• Decreased ability to feel joy

• Increased feelings of anxiety

• Feelings of horror or dread

• Inability to maintain balance 

between empathy and objectivity

• Feeling unappreciated, 

alienated, and isolated

• Emotional withdrawal from 

colleagues, friends, and family

• Over-identification

Signs of Burnout - Emotions
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• Chronic fatigue

• Increased somatic complaints (headache, stomach 

aches, back pain, etc.)

• Increased muscle tension

• Physiological arousal in the form of palpitations 

and hypervigilance

Signs of Burnout – Physical Symptoms
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• Difficulty sleeping (insomnia 

or oversleeping)

• Workaholism

• Increase in addictive 

behaviors such as 

compulsive eating or 

substance abuse

• Impairment in day-to-day 

functioning including missed 

or cancelled appointments

• Decreased use of 

supervision

• Increased isolation

• Chronic lateness 

• Increased absenteeism from 

work

Signs of Burnout - Behaviors
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There has not yet been much research on peer specialist 

burnout. So far, research indicates that peers have similar 

burnout rates as other professions, but may face some 

unique obstacles.
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• Predictors of Employment Burnout Among VHA Peer 

Support Specialists (Park et al. 2016)

• Levels of burnout comparable to other MH 

professionals

• Burnout correlated to fewer hours providing direct 

support, greater psychiatric symptoms, and lower self-

efficacy

Peer Support Specialist Burnout
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• Emotional connection and difficult boundaries, workplace 

stigma and discrimination (Macini & Lawson, 2009) 

• Lack of clear job descriptions, lack of skills for using one's 

life story and lived experience, negative aspects of carrying 

a peer provider label (Moran et. al. 2013)

Specific Challenges for PSS
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• Working in an environment that doesn’t respect or 

support the values of peer specialists

• Compassion fatigue related to the unique role of 

sharing one’s personal experiences

• Working with individuals you may have known from 

your own recovery journey

• Other work environment issues, ex. lack of room 

for advancement or lack of inclusion

Additional Sources of Burnout
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Addressing burnout is not just about 

self-care, but also about building 

communities of support and creating 

better workplace policies.
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Potential structural issues that lead to burnout include:

• Lack of clear job descriptions and roles that reflect the 

values of peer support

• Teams, shifts, or programs with only one peer

• Managing workloads and overtime (too much, too little)

• Inflexible work duties that don’t connect peers’ skills with 

required work tasks

Strategy 1: Addressing the Work Environment
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• Peers excluded from other 

functions of the agency

• Peers having fewer 

privileges/more restrictions than 

other employees

• Paternalism/marginalization

• Using peers as tokens or 

co-opting peers

Stigma & Discrimination 
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• If you are a non-peer agency, get training 

around integrating peers and preparing 

your organization and your staff 

• Include peers in decision and policy making 

as much as possible

• Recognize and celebrate the contributions 

of peers

Some Positive Approaches
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• Having peers train non-peers about 

peer support, recovery, advocacy, 

self-help, etc.

• Ensuring that peers get ongoing, 

peer-specific training

• Connecting peers with other peers

• Supporting peers to attend 

conferences

Positive Approaches cont’d…
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Seeking support is a 

voluntary process. 

It can include both natural 

and professional 

supports. 

Strategy 2: Seeking 

Support
Other 
Peers

Supervisors 
and 

Colleagues

Find a 
Mentor

Employment

Supports

Professional 

Support

Family

Friends
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• Join the APS Virtual Community 

https://aps-community.org/

• Start an agency-wide peer meeting lead 

by peers

• Connect with local networking efforts

• Connect with statewide peer

organizations that support these efforts

• Join other online peer networking forums

Peer Networking

https://aps-community.org/
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For supervisors

• Get specific training related to supervising peers, learn about the 

values/history of peer support and certification – learn from your peers

• Meet regularly, focus on the peer support work as much as possible, 

foster growth and career development

• Avoid: acting in a “therapist” role or using a diagnostic lens, tokenizing 

or paternalizing, and avoid avoiding!

Peer Supervision
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The Academy of Peer Services - http://www.academyofpeerservices.org/

Peer Supervisor Trainings

http://www.academyofpeerservices.org/
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For peer supporters

• Think about your priorities for supervision and how you can use the 

space to continue to develop your peer support skills, work toward 

goals, and manage work stress

• Learn your workplace policies, discuss your needs with your 

supervisor,  and know your rights (reasonable accommodations, time 

off, paid leave, etc.) 

• If your supervisor is not a peer, seek outside community and 

mentorship 

Peer Supervision
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• Co-reflection is part of Intentional Peer 

Support (IPS) and focuses on learning from 

one another

• Co-reflection, unlike traditional supervision, 

mirrors the values of mutual peer 

relationships rather than a hierarchy 

Co-Reflection Guide: 

http://www.intentionalpeersupport.org/wp-

content/uploads/2015/07/IPS-CoReflection-Guide-2015.pdf

Co-Reflection (IPS)

http://www.intentionalpeersupport.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/IPS-CoReflection-Guide-2015.pdf
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Reflecting on how we’re doing peer support – how 
we connect, how we build mutual relationships

Give and receive feedback, talk about, plan for, and 
address discomfort

Consider different methods of evaluation

Co-Reflection (IPS) Continued…
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• For new roles, consider building the 

evaluation tool with the peer, or adapting 

agency standard evaluations to align with 

the job expectations

• Peer support doesn’t look like other

services and isn’t always easy to “measure”

• Expectations will vary depending on the 

position

Evaluation
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• Identify potential issues at work that might affect you

• Know what your own signs are that you are struggling at 

work

• Have a list of strategies (ex. “in the moment” tools to get 

through the shift and longer term wellness tools)

• Develop a support network and identify individuals that you 

can share this plan with

Strategy 3: Create a Wellness Plan for Work
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• One example of an evidenced-based tool

• Wellness Toolbox

• Daily Maintenance Plan

• Triggers and Action Plan

• Early Warning Signs and Action Plan

• When Things are Breaking Down and 

Action Plan

• Crisis Plan

• Post Crisis Plan 

See http://mentalhealthrecovery.com

WRAP and Work

http://mentalhealthrecovery.com/
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• What to do / who to communicate 
with if you can’t come in

• Knowing when you’re ready to return

• Transitioning back into work after 
leave, considering support and 
accommodations

Consider creating 
a work-specific 

plan than 
includes:

Workplace Wellness Plan Cont’d… 
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Consider your larger perspective on work:

• What do you need from your workplace environment?

• What are you really good at –can you build on that?

• What would your ideal work look like, what are your 

work values?

• How can you voice your long-term goals and move 

toward them?

Workplace Wellness Plan Cont’d… 



36July 13, 2018

• Build wellness activities into the day-to-day work 
environment

• Have individuals talk about their own wellness 
needs and strategies

• Focus on relationships – what they look like when 
things are working well and when they aren’t

• Have clear values and support work/life balance

Consider wellness 
planning as an 

individual and as  
workplace/team

Workplace Wellness Plan Cont’d… 
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Peer support is not about “fixing” things or making decisions 

for someone else – this kind of help hurts both people.

Peer support is about

Strategy 4: Rethinking our Relationships

Mutual 
Respect

Mutual 
Responsibility

Empathy
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• Setting boundaries and acknowledging limitations

• Before you jump in, make a list of what your hard boundaries will 

be – include your personal limits and employer expectations

• Have a conversation from the beginning about the boundaries of 

everyone involved

• Clarify your roles in the peer support relationship

• Prepare for situations where your limits are tested

• Check your thoughts – are you taking responsibility for others? Are you 

blaming others?

Rethinking Relationships cont’d…
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If you can…

• Arrive on time and leave on time

• Commit to taking regularly 

scheduled time off

• Take scheduled breaks and eat 

meals

• Ask for support from others when 

you need it and give it to others 

when you can

Set your boundaries
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• Reconnect with the purpose of your work and why you 

became started doing peer support in the first place

• Cultivate patience – remember the stops and starts of your 

own journey

• Remember your sample bias: 

you don’t always get to see when 

people are doing really well.

Rekindling Hope 
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• Define burnout, secondary trauma, vicarious trauma, 

compassion fatigue

• Understand how these uniquely relate to peer support

• Identify the signs in ourselves and develop awareness

• Learn strategies to deal with these through:

• Building self-care and community-care skills

• Considering workplace environment

• Rekindling hope

Objectives
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Kirsten Muckstadt

Regional Advocacy Specialist

NYS Office of Mental Health – Western New York Field Office

Phone: (716) 533-4180

E-mail: kirsten.muckstadt@omh.ny.gov

Questions?

mailto:kirsten.muckstadt@omh.ny.gov
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Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA)

SAMHSA’s BRSS TACS: http://www.samhsa.gov/brss-tacs/webinars Recovery-focused webinars, tools, and resource library.

Job Accommodation Network - https://askjan.org/

The National Empowerment Center: http://www.power2u.org/

Huge number of resources on peer services, including training and information on peer respites.

The Star Center – technical assistance, trainings, and other resources

http://www.consumerstar.org/site/index.php

Doors to Wellbeing: http://www.doorstowellbeing.org/webinar-recordings

Webinars as wells frequent new events and information about the peer field.

International Association of Peer Supporters (iNAPS)

iNAPS : https://inaops.org/free-webinars-past/

Large number of webinars as well as resources about the international peer community.

Online Resources

http://www.samhsa.gov/brss-tacs/webinars
https://askjan.org/
http://www.power2u.org/
http://www.consumerstar.org/site/index.php
http://www.doorstowellbeing.org/webinar-recordings
https://inaops.org/free-webinars-past/
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Magellan Health: http://www.magellanhealth.com/training-site/learning-opportunities.aspx

Peer support video series as well as a number of webinars on peer support topics.

Depression and Bipolar Support Alliance (DBSA)

DBSA Peer Leadership: http://www.peerleadershipcenter.org/

Information about the field, webinars on specific topics, networking, discussion boards.

Specific information for Supervisors: https://www.peerleadershipcenter.org/plc/Supervision_Resources.asp

Wellness Recovery Action Plan (WRAP): http://mentalhealthrecovery.com/webinars/

Free webinars on WRAP and peer support.

Peerlink TAC: http://www.peerlinktac.org/webinars-and-publications/

Continually hosting new webinars on peer support, as well as networking and resources.

National Center for Trauma-Informed Care (NCTIC)

http://www.nasmhpd.org/content/webinar-series-trauma-informed-peer-support

In-depth three-part training on trauma-informed peer support. 

Online Resources Cont’d

http://www.magellanhealth.com/training-site/learning-opportunities.aspx
http://www.peerleadershipcenter.org/
https://www.peerleadershipcenter.org/plc/Supervision_Resources.asp
http://mentalhealthrecovery.com/webinars/
http://www.peerlinktac.org/webinars-and-publications/
http://www.nasmhpd.org/content/webinar-series-trauma-informed-peer-support
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• Mental Health Empowerment Project (MHEP) 

https://mhepinc.org/

• New York Association of Psychiatric Rehabilitation 

Services (NYAPRS) https://www.nyaprs.org/

• Mental Health Association in New York State 

(MHANYS) https://mhanys.org/

Peer Support Resources in NY

https://mhepinc.org/
https://www.nyaprs.org/
https://mhanys.org/
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