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WITNESSING GRIEF + 
REMAINING RESILIENT 
 

Dori Seccareccia 

Palliative Care and  

Psychosocial Oncology 

Disclosures 

None 

Objectives 

• Define grief 

 

• Describe HCP challenges witnessing grief 

• Compassion fatigue (CF) and burnout (BO) 

 

• Identify means to remain resilient 

• Self-awareness 

• Mindfulness meditation 

• Nurturing compassion 

 

Witnessing Grief 

 

Story of Mr. M 

Mr. M 

What is grief? 

• Intense emotional and spiritual suffering caused by loss 

 

• Part of the human condition 

 

• Inherent in the roles of HCPs 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Rushton et al Pall Supp Care 2009 

 

 

 

 

Witness grief and loss everyday  

• Patients and families 

• Colleagues 

• Personally 

 

HCP 
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“Grief if neither a problem to be solved 

nor a disease to be cured. It is a process 

to be experienced and supported…” 

Challenges 

Burnout Compassion Fatigue 

JAMA  

 2009 

Burnout 

• Results from stresses 

related to HCPs 

interactions with  their 

work environment 

 

Compassion Fatigue 

• Develops from the 

relationship between 

HCPs and their 

patients/families 

 

Kearney et al. Jama  2009  

Key Features of Burnout 

• Exhaustion 
• Overextended and depleted of emotional and physical resources 

 

• Depersonalization 
• Cynicism and detachment from the work 

• Treating patients/families as objects 

 

• Sense of ineffectiveness 
• Feelings of incompetence and lack of achievement/productivity 

 

 

 

 
Maslach and Leiter. J Appl Psychol. 93(3). 2008 

Maslach C. Curr Dir Psychol Sci. 12(5) 2003 
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Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI) Part A (exhaustion) 
http://opencourses.emu.edu.tr/pluginfile.php/9241/mod_resource/content/1/Burnout-self-test.pdf 

Part B (depersonalization) 
http://opencourses.emu.edu.tr/pluginfile.php/9241/mod_resource/content/1/Burnout-self-test.pdf 

Part C (personal achievement) 
http://opencourses.emu.edu.tr/pluginfile.php/9241/mod_resource/content/1/Burnout-self-test.pdf 

Negative outcomes 

HCP 

• Poorer health 

• Suboptimal patient care 

• Medical errors 

•  ability to express 

empathy/compassion 

•  decision making 

 

Patients 

• Lower patient satisfaction 

• Longer post-discharge 
recovery of patients 

•  trust in HCP 

•  compliance 

 
 

 

 

 

 

• Pereira et al. Nurs Ethics. 2011 

• Dunwoodie and Auret. Intern Med J. 2007 

• Hu et al. Arch Surg. 2012 

• Perez et al. JourPallMed. 2015 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Shanafelt TD: JAMA. 2009  

Pereira et al. Nurs Ethics. 2011 

Shanafelt et al. Arch Intern Med 2012 

Kearney et al. JAMA 2009  

Krasner et al. JAMA 2009  

Perez et al. JourPallMed. 2015 

How big is the problem? 
 

• HUGE 

 

• All HCPs (nurses, social workers, MDs) 

 

• Some studies report >80% moderate – high BO 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Hooper et al. J Emerg Nurs. 2010 36(5) 

• Krasner et al. JAMA 2009 102(12) 

• Kim et al Social Work 2011 56(3) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



04/29/2015 

4 

Compassion Fatigue 

(secondary / vicarious trauma) 
 

• “Emotional cost of caring for others” 

 

• Symptoms parallel PTSD 
 

• Hyperarousal 

• Physiologic distress to reminders of work with dying pt/fam 

• Irritability, outbursts of emotion, disturbed sleep 

 

• Avoidance  

• Avoiding thoughts, feelings, conversations related to patient pain/suffering 

 

• Re-experiencing 

• Intrusive thoughts/dreams of working with dying patients 

• Distress 2ndary to memories of the dying 
 

 

Figley CR. In: Stamm B. Secondary Traumatic Stress…Sidran Press 1995 p3-28 

Figley CR. J Clin Psychogy. 2002 

Kearney et al. JAMA 2009 
 

   

 

   

 
 

 

 

Compassion Satisfaction (CS)  

Emotional rewards derived from the work of helping others 

Possible factor to  

counterbalance  

the risks of CF 

 

May account for the  

“resiliency of the  

human spirit” 
 

 

 

Stamm BH. Measuring Compassion Satisfaction as well as Compassion Fatigue 

In: Treating Compassion Fatigue. New York, NY: Brunnner-Routledge; 2002 Pg 107-119 

In palliative care… 

 

• Burnout low compared with other specialties 
• Lepnurm et al. Can J Psychiatry. 2009 

• Asai et al. Psychooncology. 2007 

• Dunwoodie et al. Int Med J. 2007 

 

 

• High levels of job satisfaction and meaning 
• International Association for Hospice and Palliative Care (IAHPC) Report 2010 

 

 

Professional QofL Scale(ProQOL) 

• Developed by Stamm in 2002 

 

• Most recent – ProQOL 5 

 

• Measures 
• Compassion Satisfaction (CS) 

• Compassion Fatigue (CF)  
• Burnout (BO) 

• Secondary Trauma Scale (STS) 

 

 

 

 

 
Stamm BH: http://www.proqol.org/Home_Page.php   

Stamm BH: http://www.proqol.org/uploads/ProQOL_Concise_2ndEd_12-2010.pdf 
 

 

http://www.proqol.org/Home_Page.php
http://www.proqol.org/Home_Page.php
http://www.proqol.org/uploads/ProQOL_Concise_2ndEd_12-2010.pdf
http://www.proqol.org/uploads/ProQOL_Concise_2ndEd_12-2010.pdf
http://www.proqol.org/uploads/ProQOL_Concise_2ndEd_12-2010.pdf
http://www.proqol.org/uploads/ProQOL_Concise_2ndEd_12-2010.pdf
http://www.proqol.org/uploads/ProQOL_Concise_2ndEd_12-2010.pdf
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http://www.proqol.org/uploads/ProQOL_Concise_2ndEd_12-2010.pdf 

ProQOL  
 

An Important Question: 

 

 

How do you manage to have CS and not CF when 

you witness, day after day, patients and families 

dealing with death and dying? 

 

 

Is empathy a  

key causal  

factor and  

liability for  

CF? 

“Exquisite Empathy” 

 

• “…highly present, sensitively attuned, well 
boundaried, heartfelt empathic engagement”  

 

• Invigorates rather than depletes 

 

• Protects against CF and BO 

 

• Facilitated through self-awareness 
 

 

 

 

• Harrison R, Westwood M. Psychotherapy: Res, Prac, Training. 46(2) 2009 

 

What is self-awareness? 

• Innate psychological function 

• Can be nurtured and cultivated 

• In stressful times 

• Expands range of choices 

• Potential for creative responses  

 

 
 

 

 

• Kearney et al. JAMA Oct 2009 
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Self-awareness  

• Self-knowledge 

• “Know thyself” 

 

• Dual-awareness 

• simultaneously attend to and monitor 

• needs of the patient and work environment 

• their own subjective experience 

 

 

 

 

 
• Kearney et al. JAMA Oct 2009 

“Know Thyself” 
 

• Thales (Ancient Greek philosopher 800-500 B.C.) 

• Most difficult thing is “To know thyself.” 

• Easiest thing is “To give advice.” 

 

• Benjamin Franklin  

• There are three Things extremely hard, Steel, a Diamond, and 

to know one’s self. 

 

• Shakespeare 

• “This above all: to thine own self be true” 

< Self Aware 

• Lose perspective 

• Experience more stress 

• Experience empathy as a 

liability 

•  risk CF 

> Self Aware 

• >job engagement 

• Experience less stress 

• Experience empathy as a 

mutually healing 

connection with pts 

•  potential CS / vicarious 

posttraumatic growth 

 

Kearney et al. Jama Oct 2009 

Self-care 

• Without self-awareness 

• Some benefits but… 

• Less emotionally available 

to pts 

• Work is less rewarding 

 

• With self-awareness 

• Emotionally available 

• Work is regenerative and 

fulfilling  

Harrison R, Westwood M. Psychotherapy: Res, Prac, Training. 46(2) 2009 

Kearney et al. Jama Oct 2009 

Meler D, Back A, Morrison R. Jama. 286(23) 2001 

 

Mindfulness 

 

Meditation 

Mindfulness Meditation (MM) 

Process of developing careful attention to minute 

shifts in body, mind, emotions and environs  

 

While holding a kind, nonjudgmental attitude 

toward self and others 

 

 
 

 

 

 

• Kabat-Zinn J. Clin Psychol Sci Proc. 10(2) 2003 

• Kornfield J. The Wise Heart: A Guide to the Universal teaching of Buddhist Psychology. New York NY: Bantam 2008 

 

 



04/29/2015 

7 

MM  

Benefits 
• Decreases  

• Anxiety 

• Pain  

• Enhances  

• Consciousness of inner and 

external reality simultaneously 

• Well being 

• Empathy 

• Self-compassion  

• Resiliency 

• Emotional regulation 

 

 

 

 

Brown et al. J Pers Soc Psychol 2003 

Baer et al. Assessment. 2008 

Creswell et al. Psychosom Med 2007 

Decety J. In: Social neuroscinece. New York: 

Guilford Press 2007 

Shapiro et al. Train Edu Prof Psychol. 2007 

Shapiro et al. Int J Stress Manag. 2005 

Bedde A, Murphy S. J Nurs Edu 2004 

Wallace B, Shapiro S. Am Psychol. 2006 

Shapieo S, Izett C. In: Mindfulness and the  

Ther Relp NY NY: Guilford Press2008 

Neff et al. J res Pers. 2006 

Kearney et al. JAMA 2009  

Halifax J. J Pain Symp Mngt 2011 

 

 

What’s the neuroscience show? 
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Neuroimaging 
 

Shows what happens 

in the brain 

when we meditate 

Mindfulness… 

• Activates brain areas associated with 
• Emotional processing 

• Empathy 

• Increases  
• Ability to be attentive 

• Emotional balance and positive emotional states 

• Control over thoughts and behaviours 

• Immune responses 

• Decreases  
• Stress induced neuroendocrine changes 

• Inflammatory responses 

• Negative emotions 

  

 

Stable mental state  

Avoid empathetic over-arousal  

Over-arousal leads to personal distress 

Prevents healthy compassion 

Halifax J. J Pain Symp Mngt  2011 

Decety J. In: Social neuroscinece. New York: Guilford Press 2007 

 

• Mental composure and acceptance of the present moment 

• Stable base supporting kindness, compassion, empathy 
     Halifax J. Curr Opin Support Palliat Care 2012, 6:228–235 

 

 

Equanimity 
Kindness => tenderness and genuine concern for others 

Empathy => being emotionally attuned to another’s pain  

                     and suffering  

Compassion => aspire and are willing to act to alleviate that  

                           pain / suffering 

                       => not be attached to an outcome 
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Halifax J. J Pain Symp Mngt. 2011 

Halifax J. Curr Opin Support Palliat Care 2012 

 

When we feel compassion… 

• ↑ in arousal => motivated to relieve suffering 

 

• Unregulated arousal could => fear responses 

• fight – moral outrage (righteous anger) 

• flight – abandonment or avoidance 

• freeze – numbness 

 

• When we quiet our mind… 

 

 

 

 

↑ capacity to be fully present  

 

↓ need “to do” or “to fix”  

 

“Be present to all levels of suffering, to experience 

it, and to aspire or to act to transform it without 

being overwhelmed by emotions or circumstances” 

 

Rushton et al. Pall Supp Care. 2009 

Healthy compassion 

• In the presence of suffering -> feels suffering more 

 

• However, they return to baseline a lot sooner 

 

                                   Resilience 
 

 

 

 
Joan Halifax. “Compassion and the true meaning of empathy”. Ted Talk. Filmed Dec 2010. https://www.ted.com/talks/joan_halifax 

 

 
Curr Opin Support Palliat Care 2012, 6:228–235 

“How can we relieve suffering and at 

the same time not be attached to an 

outcome?”  

Therapeutic Humility 

 

“We must accept that despite our best 

efforts, the eventual course of events may 

be swayed by influences that are beyond 

our control.” 
 

https://www.ted.com/talks/joan_halifax
https://www.ted.com/talks/joan_halifax
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Buddhist saying… 

 

“It takes a strong back and a soft front."  

 

Strong back of stability and resilience 

 

Soft front of compassion 

 

 

Joan Halifax. “Compassion and the true meaning of empathy”. Ted Talk. Filmed Dec 2010. https://www.ted.com/talks/joan_halifax 

 

Be a Turtle 

https://www.upaya.org/being-with-dying/ 
 

Main Themes 

• Power of presence 

 

• Cultivating balanced compassion 

 

• Recognizing grief 

 

• Importance of self-care  

 

http://www.saranainstitute.org/saranainstitute.org/Faculty_Bios.html 

https://www.ted.com/talks/joan_halifax
https://www.ted.com/talks/joan_halifax
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So let’s think about Mr. S 
Dalai Lama  

 

"Love and compassion are necessities. They 

are not luxuries. Without them humanity 

cannot survive."   

His Holiness the Dalai Lama. Mind and life meeting. Presentation in Dharamsala, India, 1992 

In: Halifax, J. J Pain Symptom Mngt, 2011 

Healthy compassion and resilience 

Needs to be nourished   

Self-awareness 

Mindfulness meditation 
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Compassion Fatigue 

Burnout 

Equanimity 


