
Managing stress and trauma within the workforce 
It’s OK to not be OK

This is a brief guide to support healthcare managers in how to identify, engage and support
staff who might be experiencing high levels of stress.

 It also touches upon secondary trauma that in the longer term some healthcare workers
might experience.

The guide is aimed at raising awareness including practical tips. 



Your psychological needs through this time
Adapted from BPS COVID support 2020



It's OK to not be OK...
You may recognise the following in yourself or those you are working with

• You don’t own other peoples stress
• List what your stresses are and remove

those that belong to others
• Prioritise which stress you need to deal

with first
• Look at the pros and cons of the
situation (do a 360 degrees on it)

• Think of a time you had similar stress
and what you did that worked

• Take time out – distract yourself but
don’t sit thinking do 

• What would you say to yourself if it was
you?

• Think about how your feelings might shape
your response

Managing myself
Emotional
• Tearfulness
• Short temperedness
• Irritability or anger
• Increased sensitivity
• Anxiety 
• Frustration
• Guilt
• Loss of humour

Work based
• Declining or inconsistent             
performance
• Uncharacteristic errors
• Loss of motivation
• Indecision
• Lapses in memory

Mental
• Confusion
• Muddled thinking
• Inability to plan

Changes in behaviour
• Arriving late at work
• Mood swings
• Getting less work done
• Nervous habits such as biting
nails 
• Increased smoking or drinking
• Loss of appetite
• Changes in sleeping patterns

Signs of stress

 Independent support: Text: FRONTLINE to 85258. NHS listening line: 0300 131 7000.



 

Supporting others
 

• Accept - it is a problem
• Understand stress can

be work and non-work related
• Give them space to openly talk 

• Make it clear what you can and can’t do
• Be clear about confidentiality and if

what they say might be harmful to themselves or
others that you will need to

act on it
• Don’t give advice or  make promises

• Be mindful of self and that their stress
is not your stress

• Be empathetic – put yourself in their
shoes

• Be reflective and repeat back to them
what they have said. Sometimes summarising what

they have said helps people to
clarify what the problem is

• Get the person to focus on how they dealt
with stress in the past when it worked for them

Relate your questions to the
following 4 areas;

 
• Demands

- What pressures are they under both at work and
home?

 
• Support

- What support have they had in the past that worked
and could access now?

 
• Control

- What do they have control of and don’t?
 

• Relationships
- Who are the people around them and how supportive

are they?

Structuring a conversation

It's OK to not be OK...
You may recognise the following in yourself or those you are working with

 Independent support: Text: FRONTLINE to 85258. NHS listening line: 0300 131 7000.



 A deeply distressing disturbing

Emotional shock following a stressful event or physical injury.

Impact on healthcare workers can be;

International Society of Traumatic Stress Studies

Definition of trauma
 

experience
 

Oxford English Dictionary
 

“The changes helpers experience in their identities, world
views, and spirituality affect both the helpers’ professional
relationships with clients/patients and colleagues and their
personal relationships”
 

(https://istss.org/home)

Secondary traumatic stress

Source: Missouridou.E (2017). Secondary Posttraumatic stress and nurses’ emotional responses to patient’s trauma.
www.journaloftraumanursing.com. 24/2, 110-115

Patients who experience ‘pain, loss, disability, chronic
illness. And failure to achieve relief from symptoms
constitute trauma dimensions that nurses have to deal
with in everyday practice’ (Missouridou, 2017)
 
This trauma has been exacerbated by the pandemic with
the potential to leave healthcare workers with
compassion fatigue, vicarious trauma or what we might
call secondary PTSD. This is compounded when a
person has a history of psychological trauma and it is
important not to create situations were we re-traumatise
the individual.
 
This is a brief intro to secondary trauma, what you might
experience and what you and the organisation can do to
manage it.

https://istss.org/home


Recognising secondary traumatic stress

Primary
symptoms in healthcare staff

• Sleep difficulty
 

• Intrusive thoughts about patients
 

• Irritability 
  

• A sense of a foreshortened future

Secondary
symptoms in healthcare staff

• Avoidance of;
 - People
-  Places 

- And things
 

• Disturbing dreams about patients
 

(Quinal et al, 2009)

Source: Quinal,L,Hartford,S.,& Rutledge,D.N (2009) Secondary traumatic stress in oncology staff. Cancer Nursing, 32,E1-E7.



Realise

Being trauma informed

Respond

Recognise

Understanding the impact of trauma exposure for patients and staff. This includes
previous trauma, current illness and treatment (Iatrogenic effect)

Be cognisant to potential trauma reactions in patients,
families and staff

Integrate trauma knowledge into policies and practices to
reduce traumatic stress in patients, families and promote staff wellbeing

Source: Adapted from trauma informed definition by, Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services
Administration (SAMHSA), US, Department of Health and Human Services



Strategies

Aware of personal triggers
Personal boundaries
Self care
Work life balance

Self Organisation
• Trauma care and self care training
• Staff supervision incorporate trauma
discussion
• Psychological safety huddles/debriefs
• Staff retreats
• Clinical group supervision incorporate
trauma - discussions/questions
• Case conferencing
• Self-report screening tools on resilience
• Self-care activities – access to Gym,
support groups
• Working with patients and their families to
improve services
• Workforce support programmes
• Use of evidence and value based
practices





 
Unmind
 Headspace
Sleepio
Daylight

http://nhs.unmind.com/signup
http://www.headspace.com/nhs
http://sleepio.com/nhs-staff
http://trydaylight.com/nhs-staff

