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Trauma Stewardship for Pediatric Nurses
Natalie Cyphers PhD, RN, CPN and Andrea Clements PhD

“The expectation that we can be immersed in 
suffering and loss daily and not be touched by it 
is as unrealistic as expecting to be able to walk 
through water without getting wet”                                           
(Remen 1996)
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Learning Outcomes

1.Define trauma stewardship
2.Recognize three trauma-exposure 

responses
3.Select one self-care practice to reduce 

trauma-exposure responses

Trauma Stewardship: the careful and 
responsible management of the trauma 

exposure caring professional’s experience 
in the course of their work  (Lipsky & Burk, 

2009)

Beyond the Cliff 
Laura van Dernoot Lipsky
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Minimizing

“Minimizing is not triaging and it is not prioritizing. This 
coping strategy is at its worst when you’ve witnessed so 
much that you begin to downplay anything that doesn’t 
fall into the most extreme category of hardship.” Lipsky 
& Burk, 2009

An example of minimizing is when we judge the degree 
of distress expressed by a mother based on her child’s 
diagnosis “s/he just has gastroenteritis, what’s that 
mother crying for, it’s not like s/he’s dying.”

Minimizing can also seep into our personal lives.  
Your child falls and is crying at the playground - “Brush 
it off and get up”

Your partner complains about the hard day at work-
“You want to hear about a hard day?  I’ll tell you about a 
hard day” through clenched teeth.
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Chronic fatigue and/or 
physical ailments

• Trauma-exposure – “Bone-tired, 
soul-tired, heart-tired” Just a good 
night’s sleep doesn’t help this kind 
of tired!

• Think of the idealistic new nurse.  
How do you respond?  Wait and 
see – soon you’ll know what it’s 
really like??  Perhaps a “thrashed, 
haggard, martyred persona” Lipsky 
& Burk, 2009

• Trauma produces actual 
physiologic changes, including a 
recalibration of our hypothalamic-
pituitary-adrenal (HPA) axis (our 
internal alarm system)

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA

Feelings of 
helplessness and 
hopelessness
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A sense that one cannot do 
enough

“If I don’t do it, it’s not going to get done, and if it doesn’t get done, babies 
will die. I can never do enough.”

No matter what it won’t be enough= powerful sense of inadequacy. 

Inadequacy leads to a  culture of scarcity - ‘we don’t have enough staff, you 
need to work harder,” but still it won’t be enough

This leads us to wonder “Are WE enough?”

Hypervigilance

• Hypervigilance creates a dynamic where we 
are so focused on the work we are unable to 
be present for anything else in our life; it’s an 
attempt to restore a sense of safety and 
control by anticipating everything as a 
possible threat, waiting for the other shoe to 
fall so to speak

• Remember the first thing to do in a code is to 
take your own pulse first. Taking your own 
pulse brings you to the present.

• Being present allows you to regulate your 
autonomic nervous system which then 
enables you to act instead of re-act.
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Decreased creativity

• “The deeper we sink into a culture of trauma, the less flexible and 
original our thinking becomes.” Lipsky & Burk, 2009

• When we experience trauma exposure, we find ourselves thirsty 
for structure and stability and become resistant to change, even if 
the change is evidence-based.

Lipsky & Burke, 2009; © 2019 Caring Essentials Collaborative
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An inability to embrace complexity
• A strong indicator of the inability to embrace complexity – “You 

crave clear signs of good and bad, right and wrong”  You want 
to choose sides! 

• The toll of bearing witness reduces our capacity to engage with 
the nuances and gray areas of the human experience of crisis.

Lipsky & Burke, 2009; © 2019 Caring Essentials Collaborative
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An inability to listen 
and/or deliberate avoidance

• When avoidance creeps in as a regular habit, 
the highlight of your workday is not doing your 
job. 

• The inability to listen (a form of avoiding 
engagement with others) can be observed when 
someone may be speaking to you but the only 
thing going on in your head is what your next 
task is and you shut down the ‘conversation’ 
with a swift and often curt retort. 

Lipsky & Burke, 2009; © 2019 Caring Essentials Collaborative
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Disconnected/dissociative moments
• A dissociative moment is the experience of being engaged 

in your work and then, for whatever reason, suddenly 
something inside you becomes unhinged; You realize you 
have disconnected with what is happening right in front of 
you.

• A pediatric example could be you are running a code and all 
of a sudden you are remembering the last child you coded 
unsuccessfully. 

• When you are exposed to the suffering of others, you can 
expect these moments to occur. Notice them, avoid 
isolation, and seek out the support you need to stay whole 
and healthy. Lipsky & Burke, 2009; © 2019 Caring Essentials Collaborative

A sense of persecution
• Feelings of persecution arise from a profound 

lack of self-efficacy in one’s life and we become 
convinced that we are unable to change our 
circumstances

• When we succumb to the belief that we cannot 
change our situation, we consent to suffer and 
relinquish our power to an outside force; It’s the 
‘martyr mentality’.

• Sometimes we can feel persecuted by our own 
patients and their families: ‘Why does this kid 
always need a new IV when I am on”, “Why does 
this family always want to talk when I have a 
busy assignment”.

Lipsky & Burke, 2009; © 2019 Caring Essentials Collaborative

Feelings of 
guilt

• Bearing witness to the suffering 
of  families can sometimes make 
us feel guilty that our life is pretty 
good, maybe our family is 
healthy, we have a great support 
network, or simply that we can 
leave at the end of our shift.

• Being honest, not pretentious 
about our privilege allows us to 
be present and experience our 
shared humanity with others –
this simple act provides comfort 
and connection

Lipsky & Burke, 2009; © 2019 Caring Essentials Collaborative

Feelings of fear/ 
fearfulness

• Fear is a natural response to 
much of what we witness in our 
work; fear of intense feelings, 
personal vulnerability, or 
potential victimization

• Fear makes us feel vulnerable 
which is uncomfortable and so 
quite often we distance 
ourselves from those feelings. 

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BYLipsky & Burke, 2009; © 2019 Caring Essentials Collaborative
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Anger and 
cynicism • “Anger is a common feeling 

among those trying to do 
right in the world” Lipsky 
2009

• it’s important to understand 
what your anger looks like so 
that you can learn to manage 
it. 

• Cynicism on the other hand 
has been described as a 
“sophisticated coping 
mechanism for dealing with 
anger” (Lipsky & Burk, 2009)
and is often witty and easy to 
laugh at

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA
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An inability to empathize/ 
feeling numb

• The inability to 
empathize is the 
result of a system 
that is completely 
overwhelmed with 
constant input. 

• We become afraid to 
feel, as if the feelings 
will come in torrents 
that we will not be 
able to control. 
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Empathy  (Brene’ Brown)

Addictions

• “An addiction is an attachment 
so strong that it persists 
despite our understanding of 
its potentially destructive 
nature” Lipsky, 2009

• Alcohol, drugs, food, sex

• Overwork is an example of 
addiction that keeps us from 
feeling and being with the 
world around us.

Lipsky & Burke, 2009; © 2019 Caring Essentials Collaborative

Grandiosity - an inflated sense of 
importance related to one’s work

• “When work becomes the center of our 
identity, it may be because it feeds our 
sense of grandiosity” Lipsky & Burk, 
2009

• A reliance on work for our sense of self-
esteem.

Lipsky & Burke, 2009; © 2019 Caring Essentials Collaborative

Trauma stewardship has implications for 
the children, the family, and ourselves. 

Bearing witness is a moral way of 
engaging with our patients and their 
families

We must be cognizant of the toll it takes 
on us and adopt self-care practices that 
help us find balance, create a sense of 
personal control, make healthy lifestyle 
choices and ensure a supportive social 
network

Recap
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How can we practice trauma stewardship? “The essence of the trauma stewardship approach is 
to cultivate the quality of being present, both to the 
events of our lives and to others…” 
Lipsky & Burk, 2009

• Are there any patterns in your life regarding choices you 
have made?  Is there something in the past that has 
influenced your choices?

• Why am I doing what I am doing? – Remind yourself that 
you are making a choice to do this work.

Ask the hard questions.
• Find your “people” – those you laugh, cry, debrief, 

brainstorm with…. Where you are authentically 
yourself

• Be aware of your own emotions and be okay with 
that – compassion for ourselves too

• If you can make change in your organization, do it!

Build compassion and community

Pet Therapy

Relaxation Stations

Celebrations of Good Outcomes

Schwartz Center Rounds
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Walden et al, 2018

• Help one person at a time-
"It made a difference for that one.“

• Focus on what is good, right, true- be positive
• Keep your humor – its good medicine!

Choose your focus
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Finding Balance

“The essence of the trauma stewardship approach is to cultivate the 
quality of being present, both to the events of our lives and to 
others…” 
Lipsky & Burk, 2009
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