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Objectives: The aim of the present study was to perform an assessment for secondary
traumatic stress (STS), vicarious trauma (VT) and workplace burnout for Australian mental
health professionals involved in clinical practice.

Methods: Recruited directly by mail, randomly selected participants were invited to submit
a questionnaire by post or online. Of the 480 participants contacted, 152 mental health
professionals completed the questionnaire, which contained measures of STS, VT and
burnout.

Results: Exposure to patients’ traumatic material did not affect STS, VT or burnout,
contradicting the theory of the originators of STS and VT. Rather, it was found that work-
related stressors best predicted therapist distress.

Conclusions: These findings have significant implications for the direction of research and
theory development in traumatic stress studies, calling into question the existence of
secondary trauma-related phenomena and enterprises aimed at treating the consultants.
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In recent years the notions of secondary and
vicarious traumatization have been theoretically de-
veloped, and these constructs have captured the
interest of many professionals working in the field
of trauma support. Many simply assume that such
traumatization inevitably exists, but there has been
some difficulty in building a body of quality empirical
support. Considering that ‘compassion fatigue work-
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shops” and ‘vicarious trauma treatments’ are being
offered to therapists who work with trauma popula-
tions [1], an empirical base for these assumptions is
becoming more desperately needed. Combining these
workshops with debriefing training [2] raises even
more concerns regarding the need for an evidentiary
basis.

It makes intuitive sense that engaging with another
person in an empathic relationship characterized by
the identification with and understanding of their
emotional experience, similarly impacts upon the
emotional experience of the therapist, both at a
conscious and subconscious level. Borne through
anecdotal report, the notion that prolonged occupa-
tional exposure to demanding interpersonal situa-
tions with inadequate support can lead to
psychological strain in some people has been around
since the early 1970s. While burnout has remained
a well-researched construct among a range of






