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Exposure to traumatic stress is recognized as an occupational hazard in the child welfare profession.  

Traumatic stress is known to contribute to the high turnover rate in most child welfare agencies.  How 

is it then that thousands of professionals enjoy long fulfilling careers in child welfare?  Do you ever 

wonder how these individuals successfully manage their ongoing exposure to traumatic stress, 

maintain resiliency, and continue to perform effectively year after year assuring the safety, 

permanence, and well-being of children, youth, and families?  You’ve registered for the right course to 

find out how they do it.   

 

These professionals will never tell you the job is a cakewalk.  In fact, these individuals are the ones 

that are very tuned into the various types of stress they experience.  Being able to recognize 

traumatic stress allows them to takes steps to manage it. 

 

What Do I Need to Know Upfront? 

 

Let’s first explore the various kinds of stressors we face in doing child welfare work as well as some 

related terminology.       

 
What is stress? Stress is an event that disturbs the equilibrium of a person in such a way as actually 
or potentially to shorten the person’s lifespan (Figley, 1998). 
What is trauma?  Professionals have historically embraced differing definitions of trauma leading to 
different approaches to interventions. SAMHSA coordinated an extensive review and discussion on 
the definition of trauma with nationally recognized professional associations, family and 
consumer/peer specialist groups, research and practice entities, and diagnostic and medical groups.  
Through this effort, the following working definition of individual trauma was developed: 
 
Individual trauma results from an event, series of events, or set of circumstances that is experienced 
by an individual as physically or emotionally harmful or threatening and that has lasting adverse 
effects on the individual's functioning and physical, social, emotional, or spiritual well-being.  
(SAMHSA, 2013). 
 
Three components are necessary to meet the criteria of trauma, sometimes referred to as the Three 
E’s: Event, Experience, and Effects.  
 
Our working definition of traumatic stress combines the definitions of both stress and trauma.  
Traumatic stress is the result of an event, series of events, or set of circumstances that is 
experienced by an individual as physically or emotionally harmful or threatening and that has lasting 
adverse effects on the individual's functioning and physical, social, emotional, or spiritual well-being 
to the extent that it could actually or potentially shorten the person’s lifespan.       
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Primary and Secondary Traumatic Stress 
 
What is primary traumatic stress? Primary traumatic stress is an experienced event outside the range 
of usual human experiences that would be markedly distressing to almost anyone; an event such as a 
serious threat to one’s self or sudden destruction to one’s environment. (Figley, C.R.,1995). 
 
An example of primary traumatic stress for a child welfare professional might be going into a high-
crime neighborhood.  For many of us, this is an ongoing requirement of the job.  Therefore, this 
trauma exposure is ongoing or chronic.   
 
What is secondary traumatic stress? Secondary traumatic stress (STS) is natural consequent 
behaviors and emotions resulting from knowing about a traumatizing event experienced by a 
significant other—the stress resulting from helping or wanting to help a traumatized or suffering 
person (Figley, 2002). 
 
An example of secondary traumatic stress for a child welfare professional might be needing to listen 
to and/or report a child’s account of being sexually abused.  Again, for many of us, this is a part of our 
daily job.  Therefore, this trauma exposure is ongoing or chronic.     
 
To simplify, primary traumatic stress results from trauma experienced by the individual and secondary 
traumatic stress results from the individual hearing/knowing about trauma experienced by another 
person. 
 
Some professionals in helping fields may choose to use other terms when describing secondary 
trauma such as vicarious trauma, compassion fatigue, critical incidents etc.   
 
There are two ways in which a person can experience secondary traumatic stress: through direct and 
indirect contact with the traumatized individual.  The front line worker might have direct contact with 
traumatized clients in the following ways.   

 Interviewing abused and neglected children 

 Family team meetings 

 Child removal 
 

Secondary traumatic stress (STS) is an agency wide problem.  It does not only affect the front line 
worker who has direct contact with trauma victims.  Indirect exposure to trauma through other aspects 
of child welfare work may affect staff in the following ways: 
 

 Listening to detailed second hand stories of families’ traumatic events 

 Listening to court testimony 

 Listening to how staff members’ experienced STS.   

 Reading case files, medical records, court records, and school records 

 Pre-investigative conferences 
 

 


