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Preventing and recognizing
burnout and compassion 
fatigue while working with
older adults

While all health service providers (HSP) are vulnerable
to the impacts of burnout and compassion fatigue, those working
with older adults have unique stresses that may make them at greater risk.1,2,3 HSP caring 
for older adults are managing a heavy workload, often with staff shortages and a lack of 
social support or recognition.3,4 Additionally, many older adults have declining physical and 
mental health that requires a lot of support to meet their needs.1,4 With COVID-19, older 
adults’ needs are even greater as they are at a greater risk of experiencing severe illness 
and longer periods of social isolation.5,6

What is burnout?

Burnout is a state of physical, emotional and mental exhaustion related to continued stress 
at work.7,8 Burnout can lead to other health implications, such as headaches, digestive 
disorders, anxiety or depression.4 It is often a slow process that happens in stages:9

1.	 Mental and physical exhaustion by one’s work
2.	 Indifference and cynicism towards clients and work
3.	 A feeling of professional failure and helplessness
4.	 A feeling of personal failure and self-hatred
5.	 Complete burnout: feeling numb and performing tasks without commitment.

Before experiencing complete burnout, HSP may experience “presenteeism.” Presenteeism 
is when you are physically at work, but are unable to perform at your normal capacity.10 This 
may be due to physical or mental illness or other reasons, such as perceived lack of support 
at work, work-life conflict or stress. Presenteeism has been associated with poorer physical 
health and mental well-being.11
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What is compassion fatigue?

Compassion fatigue is the cost of witnessing and 
absorbing others’ pain and suffering at work.12,13,14 
It is important to address as it can lead to mental 
health problems, such as posttraumatic stress 
disorder (PTSD), anxiety or depression.13

While burnout can affect any profession, 
compassion fatigue is experienced by those in 
caring professions who are exposed to the 
traumatic experiences of the people in their care.2,8 
Compassion fatigue can emerge suddenly and 
result in a sense of helplessness.12 It can be hard to 
spot the signs.8

Compassion fatigue can also 
affect nonpaid caregivers, such 
as family members and friends. 

The Regional Geriatric 
Programs of Ontario developed 
the Caregiver Strategies 
Handbook as a resource for 
caregivers.

•	 Headaches
•	 Sleeping problems
•	 Nausea
•	 Depression

•	 Difficulty focusing or making decisions
•	 Feeling irritable, anxious, overwhelmed or 

detached 
•	 Increase use of alcohol or other substances

What are some of the signs and symptoms of compassion fatigue?11,15

The Professional Quality of Life Scale (PROQOL) is a validated self-
administered assessment tool that measures burnout and compassion 
fatigue for people who work in helping professions.16 It is a screening tool 
that is designed to understand how one is feeling, as experienced over the 
last 30 days. 

Note: The PROQOL should not be used as a diagnostic tool. If you have 
concerns based on your scores, you should discuss them with a physical or 
mental health professional.

https://www.rgps.on.ca/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/RGPO-Caregiving-Strategies-Handbook-r3.pdf
https://www.rgps.on.ca/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/RGPO-Caregiving-Strategies-Handbook-r3.pdf
https://proqol.org/uploads/ProQOL_5_English_Self-Score.pdf
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How can I avoid burnout and compassion fatigue?

Practise self-care14,17

•	 Get enough sleep
•	 Exercise regularly 
•	 Eat healthy foods
•	 Practise mindfulness
•	 Set SMART (specific, measurable, 

achievable, realistic and timely) self-
care goals

•	 Schedule time for the activities that 
bring you joy 

Lean on your support system17

•	 Connect with your coworkers or 
supervisor

•	 Ask for support from your friends and 
family

Set boundaries
•	 Work towards establishing a work-life 

balance8,9

•	 Set emotional boundaries – balancing 
compassion with professional 
distance14

•	 Recognize boundaries may change 
over time14

•	 If possible, limit your caseload or end 
the workday with a positive activity17 

•	 Limit friends and family’s expectations 
for you to solve their problems since 
you work in a helping profession17

Seek help
•	 Be aware of the signs and symptoms 

of burnout and compassion fatigue9

•	 Use formal supports, such as your 
family doctors or employee assistance 
program (EAP), which many employers 
provide for free, confidential support

•	 The Government of Ontario has 
provided a list of supports for HSP 
during COVID-19

Agency leadership and managers have an important role to play in building 
a supportive work environment through policies and procedures and 
promoting available resources.2,6,7 For example, creating manageable 
workloads, improving coordination among teams, supporting self-care 
activities, engaging team members in decision making, providing recognition, 
and offering flexible schedules, enough time off and professional 
development opportunities.2,3,4,7

https://www.ontario.ca/page/covid-19-support-people#support-health-care-worker
https://www.ontario.ca/page/covid-19-support-people#support-health-care-worker
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