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Today we will discuss compassion fatigue in International Education Professionals. Attendees will learn the basics of the concept of compassion fatigue and how to move beyond the emphasis on self-care towards a holistic understanding of risks factors and protective factors.

https://www.mappingmediafreedom.org/2020/10/12/reportit-mental-health-protecting-the-wellbeing-of-journalists-and-media-workers-across-europe/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/

Understand and identify
compassion fatigue

Objectives

HEINIER]E
international education
system as a complex,
interconnected
ecosystem.

Recognize risk factors
related to compassion
fatigue.

Explore protective
factors against
compassion fatigue.

Develop strategies to
reduce and prevent
compassion fatigue in
their work.
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This workshop will help participants understand and identify compassion fatigue within the context of international education. By examining the education system as a complex, interconnected ecosystem, attendees will explore key risk factors that contribute to burnout. The session will also highlight protective factors that support resilience and well-being. Finally, participants will develop practical strategies to reduce and prevent compassion fatigue in their professional roles, fostering a healthier and more sustainable work environment.


What is compassion?
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Before talking about compassion fatigue, it is helpful to think about what it means to have compassion. The literal meaning of compassion is to “suffer together”. When we think about what it is to be in another’s pain with them, we can start to understand why this can be tiring. We can also start to ask important questions like: Is it always necessary, helpful, appropriate, or productive to “suffer together” or if there may be other ways to respond when someone is hurting? Recognizing that being with someone in their pain takes a toll on our own wellbeing is important step in understanding that we will need support, aftercare, and trauma prevention methods for work that requires caring about others. Another important question is who is being asked to provide compassion and whether that emotional work is being acknowledged.


Compassion Fatigue

Compassion fatigue is the emotional and physical exhaustion that can occur when
providing ongoing support to others.

VY
=

Borrowed language from Extending yourself beyond Common in caring/helping
Traumatology and connected one’s emotional resources or professions
to burnout coping skills to meet others’

needs.
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Compassion fatigue is a term for the emotional and physical exhaustion that can develop when providing continuous support to others. Originally a concept from traumatology, it refers to the ways that carers can experience secondary distress from listening to or bearing witness to the distress of those whom they care for. There is debate in the academic community about whether compassion fatigue is a distinct phenomenon from burnout or whether it is a subtype of burnout. What makes compassion fatigue distinct is that it specifically arises from the emotional demands of helping others. It occurs when individuals extend themselves beyond their emotional resources or coping skills to meet the needs of others. This is especially common in caring and helping professions, such as education, healthcare, and social work, where empathy and emotional investment are central to the role. 




The Cognitive Cost of
Compassion

Compassion is not a finite resource (Gainsburg &
Cunningham, 2023)!

However:

* Compassion requires cognitive effort :

* Imagining another’s reality/taking
perspective

* Regulation of one’s emotions
* Problem-solving

* Compassion is an emotional effort:

* Being present for another’s trauma or
listening to another’s trauma can be
traumatizing (secondary trauma)

* Can activate one’s own
fight/flight/freeze/fawn response, especially
if one has pre-existing trauma.



Presenter
Presentation Notes
Something important that I want you to take away from this presentation is the understanding that caring is work. Unfortunately, nurturing, caring, and emotional investment is others has long been an invisible labor that is frequently contrasted with other forms of physical and intellectual work. However, there are many complex cognitive processes that go into caring. Dual systems theory (Kahneman, 2011) posits that there are two primary systems in the brain: one that is automatic, intuitive, unconscious, and one that requires cognitive effort, conscious deliberation and decision-making. Compassion engages both systems. Often time, the automatic system is attributed to primal emotional responses in our limbic system, but it’s important to remember that the processing of these emotions, our regulation of them, or ability to construct realities to contextualize and synthesize the information we are given, the abstraction necessary to take another’s perspective and cultivate empathy, decide how to respond and approach problems are all energy consuming cognitive tasks. 

Our ability to do these tasks well can be impacted by whether we’ve had enough sleep, eaten recently, are under stress, and how much cognitive energy we’ve already used during the day (Kahneman, 2011).  Additionally, these tasks can have a greater cost if you’ve already experienced trauma, as you will likely be regulating your own emotional response and personal triggers at the same time that you respond to the person sharing their trauma with you. Sometimes, this can result in the activation of your limbic system, activating your own fight/flight/freeze/fawn responses, which can amplify stress for both you and the person in your care. 

Secondary trauma describes symptoms that develop from being indirectly exposed to trauma from another person. Listening to distressing stories can cause our bodies to respond as though it is happening to us, even if you have no prior trauma history yourself (Figley, 1995; Flemming et al., 2020) This can cause stress, anxiety, and fatigue. Cortisol, which is released under stress, is related to inflammation throughout the body, which can trigger body aches, illness, exhaustion, difficulties concentrating or remembering (APA, 2023, March 8). Regular exposure to other people’s stresses can have an impact on us physically and mentally.

I want to emphasize that while our cognitive capacities dimmish as our energy depletes, compassion is not a finite resource. Gainsburg and Cunnigham (2023) found that professionals who believe that compassion is finite has lower compassion, higher fatigue, and gave lower quality social support. Holding the belief that compassion was a limited resource may even make us more vulnerable to developing compassion fatigue than those who see it as a renewable resource. The mindset that compassion can also be emotionally energizing and stimulating lead to better overall outcomes. There is evidence that “compassion satisfaction” … 


Indicators

Feeling emotionally drained or numb (reduced empathy)
Feeling isolated or withdrawing from work or personal relationships

Increased irritability or frustration with students and colleagues

Heightened sensitivity to stress
Difficulty concentrating or making decisions

Loss of motivation
A sense of helplessness or increased cynicism
Decreased job satisfaction

Physical symptoms (headaches, fatigue, digestion problems, generalized pain, trouble sleeping)

Increased substance use (alcohol, nicotine, cannabis, etc.)
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This slide lists some of the indicators of compassion fatigue. This includes a reduced ability to empathize, which can make it difficult to continue doing care work. Individuals may withdraw or isolate as a way of coping. They may be increasingly agitated or hypersensitive becoming easily frustrated with students, colleagues, friends or family. Just as with burnout, compassion fatigue can manifest as a loss of motivation, feelings of meaninglessness, decreased job satisfaction. Physical symptoms and maladaptive coping mechanisms like increased substance use can also lead to increased absenteeism or a neglect of responsibilities, hygiene, or public image. If you notice one or more of these traits in a colleague, it can be helpful to open up a conversation, remaining curious and nonjudgemental, about how they’re feeling. If you notice one or more of these signs in yourself, it might be time to reach out to a trusted individual for support. 

When empathy is reduced, we may react and respond to students in ways that can unintentionally harm them, so it’s important to be vigilant and take action for everyone’s wellbeing (Figley, 1995; Raimondi, 2019).

In the next section, we are going to discuss why we are vulnerable to compassion fatigue, the benefits and limitations of self-care, and how we can respond at different levels of influence to prevent compassion fatigue and promote greater wellbeing in our profession. 
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This section is going to address why people in our line of work are vulnerable to developing compassion fatigue. I will be approaching this discussion using concepts from developmental psychology, looking at international education as a complex ecosystem where psychological, social, and biological factors influence the trajectory of an individual increasing or decreasing the probability that one would develop compassion fatigue. We must also keep in mind that much of the existing research on compassion fatigue in student affairs professionals does not address international education, so some of what I will present is using my experiential knowledge grounded in the research that has been done in mental health work and on globally mobile populations. 


International Education as an Ecosystem

Culture

\ a_\\les

Government policy
&
Local Community

Institutional policies

Faculty/Staff Development
Educational System Institutional values

Curriculum
Staff Financial Aid

Student Services
Health Services Location
Faculty Advisors Peers
Counselers Family

Facilities

* Risk Factors: Variables that
increase the likelihood of negative
outcomes.

* Protective Factors: Variables that
mitigate and reduce the likelihood
of negative outcomes.

* Promoting Factors: Variables that
encourage positive outcomes.
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To better understand the factors influencing well-being in international education, we can use a modified version of Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory (1979). This framework helps us see how different levels of influence—ranging from individual to systemic—interact and shape our experiences.

At the core is the individual, with their unique biopsychological characteristics. Surrounding this are layers of influence: social relationships, institutional policies, government regulations, and broader cultural norms. These layers don’t operate in isolation—they are interconnected and constantly influencing one another.

Within this ecosystem, we identify three key types of factors:
Risk Factors increase the likelihood of stress and burnout.
Protective Factors help mitigate these risks and build resilience.
Promoting Factors go beyond prevention, fostering growth and positive outcomes.

By recognizing these influences, we can develop more effective strategies to support well-being at both individual and systemic levels in international education.



RISK FACTORS OF GLOBAL MOBILITY

RISK FACTORS
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When individuals move across borders for education, work, or other opportunities, they face various risk factors that can impact their well-being and success (Ulukok & Ufuk, 2023). This slide highlights key challenges associated with global mobility. Please note that this is not a comprehensive list of risk factors, but some of the most common. It’s also worth noting that all of these factors can intersect and react with one another. 

Physical and mental health can be affected by environmental changes, stress, and lifestyle adjustments. Basic bodily needs like sleep and nutrition, changes in routine, all have affects on the body. One might have pre-existing mental health or physical health issues that increase vulnerability.  Accessing healthcare and navigating different medical systems can be difficult, especially for those with pre-existing conditions. Cultures can have very different medical systems, philosophies, and standards for treatment and care. It can be hard to navigate or costly or result in significant changes in care. 

Generally, adjusting to a new culture can be stressful, leading to identity conflicts, social isolation, or cultural misunderstandings. We often discuss culture shock and the disorientation that can come from the challenges of adjusting to a new culture. This can affect mental health by increasing loneliness, feelings of isolation, and a sense of “losing touch with reality”. Immigration status may create vulnerabilities or amplify existing vulnerabilities and create bureaucratic or administrative stressors with high stakes consequences. Students may also encounter issues relating to changes in drinking laws or gender norms, finding themselves at increased risk of victimization. 

Language barriers and differences in communication styles can create difficulties in both personal and professional interactions. This can make it hard for to express one’s challenges or circumstances and affect one’s ability to get help. It might limit what option are available for mental health support. 

Moving internationally can bring out financial stressors, whether it is new financial stress or putting pressure on existing financial instability. Moving in itself can be expensive, changes in currency or cost of living might change how far one’s money goes. Global mobility has a tendency to be associated with higher social class and financial privilege, but this is not always the case/

Finding safe, affordable, and stable accommodation in a new country is often a major concern, homes may look very different to what one is used to. Being a guest in someone else’s home can be uncomfortable and challenging and, for some, living independently can be destabilizing.

Global mobility inherently requires building new relationships and support networks can be challenging, leading to feelings of loneliness and exclusion.

Any individual going abroad will experience a variety of these additional stressors all of which create risk for developing mental health conditions.




Student Factors

RISING GLOBAL RATES OF MENTAL MORE LIKELY TO HAVE A PRE-EXISTING GREATER EXPOSURE TO RISK FACTORS
HEALTH CONCERNS MENTAL HEALTH CONDITION
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Mental health issues among students are rising globally for decades but has increased exponentially in the wake of COVID-19 (McCabe, 2005; Barneche el al., 2025;  Li et al., 2024) This is particularly concerning in international education, as research suggests that students who study abroad may have even higher rates of pre-existing mental health conditions than their peers who do not (Hishida et al., 2024; Poyrazli & Mitchell, 2020).

Studying abroad exposes students to various risk factors that can contribute to or worsen mental health challenges, which we saw on the previous slide. 
.
Because of these risks, student services professionals in international education play a critical role in providing support, often becoming the major social safety net for students and a stand-in for roles previously played by parents and home culture community members. However, the high emotional demands of working with students in crisis put these professionals at a greater risk of compassion fatigue and burnout (Perez & Bettencourt, 2024). 


Risk Factors in Student Services Professionals

Student Contact

Professional @

Factors @ ..

‘ . Social Identity
Pre-existing
Vulnerabilities
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Knowing that we serve a community that is already significantly at risk for mental health issues, student services professionals are more likely to encounter students in distress. Frequent student contact also increases the risk of secondary trauma. You may be supporting students as they are navigating mental health crises, financial hardships, sexual assault, and find yourself as their primary support system. While the goal is always positive student outcomes, this level of emotional labor without adequate support leads to exhaustion, lower job satisfaction, and increased turnover (Marshall et al. 2016; Mullen et al., 2018).

International education professionals often have a deep emotional investment in their work. Many enter the field because of personal connections to education—either wanting to replicate the positive experiences they had or to repair negative ones (Perez & Bettencourt, 2024; Linder & Winston Simmons, 2015). This personal mission makes the work more meaningful but also raises the emotional stakes. Professionals care deeply about student success and well-being, which can lead to an intense sense of responsibility. This feeds into what is referred to as the Ideal Worker Norm, which values overworking, self-sacrifice, and putting students' needs above one's own. Many professionals in this field struggle with setting boundaries, often working beyond their job descriptions to provide extra care, mentorship, and crisis support (Sallee, 2021). Over time, this pattern of overextension can contribute to burnout and compassion fatigue.

Additionally, minorized or racialized members experience heighted vulnerability, including being more likely to have experienced trauma as well as being more frequently solicited to do support work (Meyer, 2003). Even well-intentioned DEI efforts may encourage women, racialized professionals, and LGBTQIA+ individuals to undertake unpaid support work, serve as formal or informal mentors, and advocate for students both officially and unofficially. However, these responsibilities are often not linked to career advancement or increased compensation, creating an uneven burden in the workplace.

On top of this, as professionals working internationally, we might be subject to the very same risk factors as our students. Unless you are a local working within the international system, the additional stressors of global mobility are just as relevant to us as professionals than they are to assessing student vulnerability. 

The challenge remains: How do we balance our commitment to student well-being with our own? Without systemic support, the expectation of constant caregiving can negatively impact professionals, particularly those already carrying a disproportionate load. Institutions must recognize these risks and implement policies that support the well-being of international education professionals, ensuring sustainable careers and healthier work environments.
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Self-care is often discussed as a key strategy for mitigating stress and promoting well-being in international education. Practices such as maintaining a healthy work-life balance, setting boundaries, engaging in mindfulness, and prioritizing physical and mental health can serve as protective factors against burnout and compassion fatigue. These individual actions can provide temporary relief, helping professionals recharge and manage the emotional demands of their work.


PROBLEM

» Self-Care puts the
responsibility on the
individual.

* De-emphasizes or ignores
the influence of
organizational and social
factors.

PROBLEM
W3180%d

* Often does not get at the
root of the problem.
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However, self-care has its limitations. It is often presented as the primary solution to workplace stress, placing the responsibility on individuals rather than institutions. Acts of self-care—like taking breaks, using vacation time, or disconnecting from work emails after hours—can be helpful, but they do not address the structural and systemic issues that contribute to developing compassion fatigue. While self-care does lower the risk of burnout and other stressors associated with compassion fatigue (Salloum et al. 2015), it should be complemented by systemic changes that ensure international education professionals can thrive without sacrificing their well-being. Institutions must take an active role in creating policies and structures that promote sustainable work practices, allowing professionals to continue their meaningful work without facing exhaustion and burnout.


Organizational Risk Factors

* Inadequate time/resources

* Understaffing/”many hats”

* Limited training or professional development
* Limited career mobility

* Unstable/precarious employment

* Poor/unsupportive relationships with
supervisors

* Over-emphasis on marginalized groups to
provide pastoral l[abor

* Mismatched/unclear expectations
* Inflexible institutional practices/policies

* Low compensation
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The structure and culture of an institution play a critical role in shaping the well-being of international education professionals. Compassion fatigue and secondary trauma are more likely to develop in rigid, high-conflict departments, particularly when staff face inadequate time, support, resources, or guidance. When institutions fail to provide these essential elements, employees are often left to overextend themselves, leading to burnout. Poor or unsupportive relationships with supervisors are also more likely to produce compassion fatigue in employees (Perez & Bettencourt, 2024).

One major issue is inadequate time and resources, which can force staff to take on excessive workloads. Many professionals find themselves wearing multiple hats due to chronic understaffing, lack of funding, and limited access to professional development opportunities. Additionally, a disconnect between partner institutions—such as the expectation of “American service on a local salary”—can further strain staff who must meet high service expectations with fewer resources ().

Precarious employment, particularly the use of short-term contracts, such as renewable CDDs, often leave employees feeling pressured to overperform in hopes of renewal, making them hesitant to set boundaries or advocate for better working conditions. Ficarra (2025) highlights how precarious employment impacts faculty, but similar dynamics apply to international education staff, whose job security often depends on contract renewals tied to institutional needs rather than job performance. 

Beyond job instability, professionals in this field often face limited career mobility. Without clear pathways for growth or institutional support, many professionals feel stagnant or undervalued, creating a sense of meaninglessness in association with their work. 

Other institutional barriers include mismatched or unclear expectations, rigid policies, and low compensation, all of which contribute to dissatisfaction and stress (Perez & Bettencourt, 2024; Cordaro, 2020). When professionals lack autonomy, flexibility, and fair pay, their ability to effectively support students diminishes, impacting the overall success of international education programs.

Ultimately, these risk factors highlight the need for systemic change. Institutions must move beyond individual self-care solutions and instead invest in sustainable working conditions, fair employment practices, and adequate support structures to ensure that international education professionals can thrive. You could do all the self-care practices possible, but if these organizational level issues are not addressed, it may not be sufficient to keep staff healthy and engaged wit their work.
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Broader macro-level risk factors  are factors that create systemic challenges in the larger socio-political and cultural spheres. 
Factors like Political and economic instability can create uncertainty in international education programs and put pressures on our exo-, meso-, and micro-systems. Changes in visa policies, government funding, or geopolitical tensions can disrupt student mobility, job security, and institutional partnerships. Economic downturns may lead to budget cuts, increased workloads, and reduced job stability for international education professionals.

Different labor practices and protections can influence how we work and what is expected of us. Some labor practices might make staff vulnerable to exploitation, job insecurity, and overwork. Temporary contracts, low wages, and minimal benefits are common, particularly in roles that involve student support and administrative tasks. Without strong labor protections, employees may feel pressured to overextend themselves without the security of long-term employment, but these practices are completely legal and potentially even culturally celebrated or idealized.

Social inequality can compound these issues, as marginalized communities—both among students and staff—face additional barriers. Unequal access to education, healthcare, and job opportunities means that some professionals are expected to take on extra emotional labor, often without recognition or compensation.

Infrastructure also plays a role. In regions with poor infrastructure—such as unreliable public transportation, limited internet access, or inadequate institutional resources—staff may struggle to do their jobs effectively. These challenges not only impact efficiency but also contribute to stress and burnout. This can also be as simple as what facilities you are able to access and how much space is accessible and available for your organization. 

In some regions, healthcare may be expensive, difficult to access, or of low quality. This affects both students and staff, making it harder to address burnout, secondary trauma, and chronic stress.
Cultures with high mental health stigma might deter or limit help for mental health challenges is discouraged or viewed as a sign of weakness. This can prevent professionals from accessing support and discourage institutions from investing in mental health resources. If burnout and compassion fatigue are not openly acknowledged, they are more likely to persist and worsen.

Again, this is not a comprehensive list but a set of examples of higher-level systems that impact the daily operations, practices, and experience of working in international education. As we are also primarily working in bicultural or multicultural institutions, we may also be dealing with these factors in multiple legal, political, and cultural systems at the same time and experiencing unique conflicts because of this dual positionality. 


s it
Compassion
Fatigue or are
you responding
to
manufactured
stress?
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While compassion fatigue is a real and pressing issue in international education, sometimes what we are experiencing is not emotional exhaustion from supporting students in crisis, but frustration and stress from systemic inefficiencies, misplaced expectations, or reactive rather than proactive problem-solving.

One example is the misuse of emergency resources, such as students or families treating 24/7 emergency phone lines as customer service hotlines. When staff must constantly respond to non-emergencies at all hours, it creates unnecessary stress and disrupts work-life balance. True emergencies require immediate attention, but being expected to respond to routine questions at any time can lead to frustration rather than compassion fatigue.

Similarly, professionals often face pressure to respond to non-crisis situations as if they are high-risk emergencies. This can come from students, parents, faculty, or even institutional culture. If everything is treated as a crisis, professionals are forced into a constant state of high alert, which is not only exhausting but also unsustainable. Learning to differentiate between true emergencies and lower-priority issues is essential to maintaining balance.

Additionally, many professionals find themselves spending more time reacting to problems rather than preventing them. This could mean constantly troubleshooting issues that arise from unclear policies, ineffective communication, or inadequate student preparation. Instead of investing in proactive measures—such as better pre-departure training, clearer expectations, and stronger institutional policies—staff are left to put out fires as they come up. This cycle of reactivity can lead to frustration, inefficiency, and a feeling of being overwhelmed.

Recognizing these patterns is key. If the stress you’re feeling isn’t rooted in the emotional burden of supporting students but rather in ineffective systems, unclear expectations, or misplaced urgency, then the solution isn’t more self-care—it’s better structures, clearer policies, and institutional boundaries that protect staff well-being. You are not, in fact, unable to produce empathy or compassion because discomfort is being treated as trauma. 


“l Organizational Protective and Wellbeing
Promoting Factors

Adequate structured Staff have allowed
Strong sense of
. support and resource agency and healthy
community . :
distribution boundaries
. . Professional
Proactive organization Open and clear
. development and
and management communication .
proper training



Presenter
Presentation Notes
At the organizational level, promoting a strong sense of community involves several key protective factors that contribute to a healthy, thriving environment. First, adequate structured support and resource distribution are essential for ensuring that all staff have access to the tools and assistance they need to succeed. Allowing staff agency and healthy boundaries—empowering employees to make decisions while respecting their personal space and limits--fosters a sense of autonomy and well-being. 

Proactive organization and management help to anticipate challenges and address them before they escalate, ensuring a stable and supportive environment for all. Open and clear communication is another crucial factor, as it helps to prevent misunderstandings and build trust within the organization. Furthermore, professional development and proper training are necessary to equip staff with the skills and knowledge they need to perform at their best while also promoting personal and professional growth. If we are being asked to perform tasks that we are not properly prepared to undertake, it’s going to wear us down and may even be dangerous and reinforcing negative outcomes. Professional support networks bolster community and protect again compassion fatigue (Corardo, 2020).

Squire and Nicolazzo (2019) advocate for community care over self-care, emphasizing that we must take responsibility for each other. They encourage us to create opportunities to share burdens, process trauma together, and offer mutual support. This approach goes beyond individual self-care and looks at how organizational systems and structures influence our behavior and overall quality of life. By addressing these systems, organizations can better support their employees, creating an environment where everyone can thrive. Ultimately, promoting these protective factors at an organizational level strengthens the entire community, creating a more resilient and supportive workplace.
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