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Managing the risk of

vicarious trauma

Vicarious trauma (indirect exposure to potentially traumatic events or materials) is a psychosocial hazard.

WHS laws in South Australia require that psychosocial hazards such as vicarious trauma be managed

using the hierarchy of risk controls.

Wherever feasible, measures to prevent or minimise the frequency, duration and severity of indirect
exposure to potentially traumatic events or materials should be used. These preventative measures
can be augmented with other measures to minimse harm to workers for whom some degree of
exposure is unavoidable.

What is vicarious trauma?

Vicarious trauma is an umbrella term to describe both
indirect trauma exposure — a work-related psychosocial
hazard — and its resulting health impacts (risks).

Indirect exposure to potentially traumatic events (such
as death or serious injury) and materials (such as digital
images or verbal accounts of death and serious injury)
poses a risk to the health of exposed workers, with the
potential to cause Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD)
and other conditions.

Such exposure is recognised by SafeWork SA as a
psychosocial hazard by the description ‘exposure to

potentially traumatic events and materials’. This includes:

e indirect exposure to events that pose an immediate
risk to the health or safety of people or animals;

* indirect exposure to natural disasters, or seriously
injured or deceased persons or animals;

* reading, hearing or seeing accounts of potentially
traumatic events, abuse or neglect;

e supporting victims or investigating potentially
traumatic events, abuse or neglect; and

* witnessing, investigating or being exposed to
potentially traumatic events or material.

A person is more likely to experience an event as
potentially traumatic when it is unexpected, is perceived
as uncontrollable or is the result of intentional cruelty.

How should the risk of vicarious
trauma be managed?

In many professions, eliminating vicarious trauma may
not be possible. However, wherever feasible, primary
prevention measures should be adopted to either
minimise unnecessary exposure or alter the context

of exposure to reduce the likelihood of serious harm.
Options for primary prevention measures (elimination,
substitution, isolation and engineering controls),
secondary measures (administrative controls) and tertiary
measures (personal protective resources) are outlined
below. Following this guidance will protect your workers
from the risk of harm and, enable you to meet your
obligation to manage the risk of vicarious trauma using
the hierarchy of controls.
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HIERARCHY OF CONTROLS FOR MANAGING THE RISK OF VICARIOUS TRAUMA

Removing unnecessary exposure from work systems \

#Limit the Information or content that ks collected, analysed, accessible or stored to limit
Unnecesiary CXposune.,

=Redirect information that falls outside the organisation’s capacity to external entities
better equipped to respond.

+Implement pre-sareening protocols to evaluate incoming material before it's fully
integrated into the organisation.

= Educate partners, stakeholders and the public on the types of information the arganisation
accepts, reducing the submission of out-of-scope material.

= Create thered access systems that promote acoess to low-stimulus infarmation in the first

instance (e.g. with brief content summaries).

Modifying how exposure ocours to reduce risk

AN

PRIMARY = Structure periods of respite from highly trauma-exposed roles to facilitate recovery before
MEASURES returning to a trauma-exposed role.
Preventing or +Balance workloads so that the proportion of work that directly involves exposure
reducing the to traumatic events and materials is balanced with tasks and duties that are
likelihood of non-trauma exposed.
SXpOSUre =Enable break taking. Engineer periods of breaks between potentially traumatic duties

to enable emotional recovery. Dedlcated break rooms or other physical spaces are
recommended. Ensure expectations regarding break-taking practices are modelled
by managers.

=Design the workplace layout to prevent inadvertent exposure of traumatic materiaks while
promoting connection to colleagues.

= Discourage work cultures that promote the idea that workers must learn to tolerate or
become desensitised to all types of exposures.
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Using technaology and systems to control exposure

*Prevent accidental exposure through file management systems with access controbs,
clear labelling protocols and summary versions of documents for routine use.

= Use Al-based image filters that feature automated image blurring, selective viewing or blocking
cantrols and colour filters to reduce the ‘realness’ of images.
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Paolicies and procedures that guide safer work practices
*Pre-employment psychological assessment to inform organisation and candidate

f'.:'ll' A L_]Ii_,"_,_!{;:‘ﬁ judgements of job-person fit given candidates' stremgths and vulnerabilities.
e = Graded exposure during worker induction tralning (under close monitoring
Reduce the risk and mentorship to alse train inductees in exposure reduction practices), |
of harm = Periodic health checks with clinicians to enable early identification of workers in need
) of formal care tailored to their needs. y
-

Worker training and skills

= Training in the correct use of exposure reduction and harm minimisation measures.

= Education to fadlitate hazard awareness, early identification of vulnerabilities
and early help-seeking.

= Training in and use of operational debriefing: Hot (during or immediately after exposure)
and cold (delayed) debriefing for procedural or factual review and evaluation. These
should be designed to fadlitate situational awareness and individual, team and
organisational learning and improvement.

+Training in and provision of Psychological First Aid,
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https://www.safework.sa.gov.au/workplaces/psychosocial-hazards

