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Child Welfare Trauma 
Training Toolkit 

 
Module 11: 

Essential Element 5 – 
Enhance the Well-

Being and Resilience of 
Those Working  
in the System 



Element #5 - Enhance the Well-Being and Resilience of 
Those Working in the System 

• While child welfare staff play an important role 
in supporting children, working with people 
who have experienced abuse, neglect, 
violence, and other trauma can cause staff to 
develop secondary traumatic stress reactions.  

• Child welfare agencies should collect 
information about trauma and secondary 
trauma experienced by staff, implement 
strategies and practices that build resilience 
and help staff manage stress, and address the 
impact of secondary traumatic stress both on 
individuals and on the system as a whole.   
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System Trauma 

•The system itself can be a highly reactive, traumatizing system 
without enough services and supports to assist the workforce 
in responding effectively. 

•Promoting system resilience means implementing strategies 
and practices designed to assist those working within the child 
welfare system in managing the occupational hazard of 
trauma exposure, and addressing the impact of secondary 
traumatic stress in a systematic way. 
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Impact of Working with Victims of Trauma   
• Trauma experienced while working in the role of helper has 

been described as: 

– Compassion fatigue 

– Secondary traumatic stress (STS) 

– Vicarious traumatization 

• STS is the stress of helping or wanting to help a person who 
has been traumatized. 

• Unlike other forms of job “burnout,” STS is precipitated not by 
work load and institutional stress but by exposure to clients’ 
trauma (acute or cumulative). 

• STS can disrupt child welfare workers’ lives, feelings, 
personal relationships, and overall view of the world. 



Sources of Secondary Trauma in Child Welfare 
• The death of a child or adult on the worker’s caseload 

• Investigating a vicious abuse or neglect report 

• Frequent/chronic exposure to children’s detailed and emotional accounts 
of traumatic events 

• Photographic images of horrific injury or scenes of a recent serious injury 
or death 

• Helping to support grieving family members following a child abuse death, 
including the siblings of the deceased child 

• Concerns about the continued funding and adequacy of resources for 
their agency 

• Concerns about being publicly scape-goated for a tragic outcome when 
they did not have the means or authority to intervene effectively 

(Osofsky et al, 2008) 

Source: Osofsky, J. D., Putnam, F. W., & Lederman, C. (2008). How to maintain emotional health when working with trauma. Juvenile and Family Court Journal, 59(4), 91-
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STS Signs and Symptoms 

• Avoidance (including of certain clients) 

• Preoccupation with clients/client stories 

• Intrusive thoughts/nightmares/flashbacks 

• Arousal symptoms 

• Thoughts of violence/revenge 

• Feeling estranged/isolated/having no one to talk to 

• Feeling trapped, “infected” by trauma, hopeless, inadequate, 
depressed 

• Having difficulty separating work from personal life  

Sound familiar? 6 



What can a child welfare worker do to address STS? 

What can a child welfare supervisor or manager do to 
address STS? 

 
What can the agency do? 

 

Other resources/activities 
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Recap: Enhance the Well-Being and Resilience of 
Those Working in the System 

• Child welfare is a high-risk profession in which workers are 
exposed to trauma indirectly and sometimes directly.  

• Child welfare workers are impacted by exposure to child and 
family trauma; STS reactions including feelings of 
helplessness, anger, and fear are common.  

• Workers, supervisors, and agencies can implement strategies 
to build resilience and reduce the impact of STS. 
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Talking About Secondary Trauma Activity 
  

• Small group discussion: 

– Think of someone you have known who has experienced 
STS. 

– Which of the strategies on the What Can a Child Welfare 
Worker Do? list would have been helpful to this person? 

– If you had the opportunity, would you do anything 
differently to help this person? 
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Relaxation/Self-Care Exercise and Action Planning for 
Essential Element 5 

• Options: 

– Relaxation exercise 

– Work/Life Balance Plan 

– Self-Care Inventory 

• Action Planning: 

– Review the STS resources and strategies in your manual. 

– Identify three strategies you can use to enhance your own resilience. 

– Write them on the worksheet in your manual. 
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