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Sustaining the Work: Burnout, Compassion Fatigue, and Grief in
Mental Health Professionals

Mental health professionals routinely work under conditions of chronic emotional and psychological strain.

They face ongoing exposure to trauma, high emotional labor, and repeated losses, such as client deaths, stalled
progress, or systemic barriers. All this puts them at higher risks for burnout, compassion fatigue, and cumulative or
disenfranchised grief.

Burnout

Burnout develops gradually and is closely tied to workload,
productivity pressures, limited autonomy, and unclear role
expectations. It is characterized by emotional exhaustion,
cynicism or depersonalization, and a reduced sense of
professional effectiveness. Burnout often improves when
structural and organizational changes are made. This
includes workload adjustments, clearer expectations, and
increased support.

Compassion Fatigue

Compassion fatigue arises from prolonged empathic
engagement with others’ suffering and can occur suddenly.
It may include emotional numbing, reduced empathy,
physical symptoms, and avoidance of emotionally intense
material. Compassion fatigue is closely linked to secondary
traumatic stress. It may coexist with burnout, especially in
high-acuity settings.

Grief

Grief in mental health work is frequently unacknowledged. Beyond client death, professionals experience grief
related to disrupted therapeutic relationships, moral distress, systemic failures, and chronic injustice. This grief is
often cumulative or disenfranchised, which means that it lacks recognition, rituals, or organizational support.
When left unaddressed, grief contributes to emotional heaviness, meaning fatigue, and existential questioning
about work.

Self-Care Strategies
Both workplace risk factors and personal risk factors influence vulnerability to distress.

= Workplace Risk Factors @ Personal Risk Factors

- - High caseloads - High empathy
- Limited psychological safety - Boundary challenges
- Inadequate supervision - Trauma history
- Minimal grief acknowledgment -> Limited recovery time

- Role overload
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Sustainable practice
Requires tailored self-care interventions rather than one-size-fits-all approaches.

Burnout
Responds to boundaries, role clarity, micro-breaks, and advocacy through supervision.

Compassion fatigue
Benefits from trauma-informed supervision, emotional processing, and limiting exposure when possible.

Grief
Requires rituals of acknowledgment, opportunities for meaning-making, and peer connection.

Mindfulness and self-compassion practices - especially brief, realistic ones - support emotional regulation, reduce
shame, and buffer moral distress.

Practical tools during the workday (e.g., breathing resets, body scans, emotion labeling, transition rituals) and
intentional work-to-home transitions help prevent cumulative stress.

Sustainable self-care plans are individualized, realistic, and integrated into both professional and personal routines.

Find more resources on self-care.

Self-Care and Sustainability

Personalized Self-Care Plan: Values, Roles, and Workplace Realities

Sustaining the Work: Burnout, Compassion Fatigue, and Grief
Self-Care as a Bridge: Maintaining Balance

Personalized Self-Care Plan: Workday, Transition Time, and Personal Life

Funding for SMI CalAdviser was made possible by the State of California Department of State Hospitals (DSH) (the Department), but does not
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the Department.

© 2026 American Psychiatric Association. All Rights Reserved


https://smicaladviser.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/04/Self-Care-and-Sustainability_Final.pdf
https://smicaladviser.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/04/Personalized-Self-Care-Plan-Values-Roles-and-Workplace-Realities_Final.pdf
https://smicaladviser.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/04/Sustaining-the-Work-Burnout-Compassion-Fatigue-and-Grief_Final.pdf
https://smicaladviser.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/04/Self-Care-as-a-Bridge-Maintaining-Balance_Final.pdf
https://smicaladviser.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/04/Personalized-Self-Care-Plan_Workday-Transition-Time-and-Personal-Life.pdf

