
Compassion Fatigue During a Pandemic 

By Wilma Friesema, EPIC `Ohana 

 

These are stressful days. For those of us working in the field of Child Welfare, even under the best of circumstances 
compassion fatigue ï that emotional and psychological exhaustion that comes from repeated contact with traumaôs after-
math ï can sneak in. Especially now, with the world feeling less safe because of the pandemic, the likelihood of compas-

sion fatigue taking hold is even greater.   

I often think of compassion fatigue like this: we, who strive to make a difference in the lives of children and families, draw 
upon a well within each of us thatôs filled with care, compassion, creativity, and personal values. Itôs a well that is deeply 
connected to the very roots of who we are ï itôs the well of our being. When we expend energy to care for others, we 

draw down on that well. The more we focus our energy and attention on othersô needs, the more our well gets drained.  

But itôs not all one way. Our wells do get refilled with the satisfaction of giving to others, the joy of making genuine con-
nections, and the optimism we feel when our efforts make a difference. Receiving appreciation from those we help, or 
recognition for the work we do, can also give us a boost. Contributing to someoneôs healing is both gratifying and pur-
poseful. Itôs a reaffirmation of why we do what we do: we can help children and families to lead happier, more fulfilling 
lives.    

However, because sometimes those moments donôt happen frequently enough; or we encounter resistance, hurdles, and 
setbacks; or we feel disheartened because thereôs always another case, our inner well gets depleted. When that hap-
pens, our well-being suffers. We can feel depressed, irritable, or ineffective.  We may have difficulty focusing or sleeping 
soundly, eat or drink excessively, or feel burdened by other peopleôs problems.  We start to disengage. We keep trying to 

care for others, but weôre not all there. Our well is nearly tapped out. 

Which is why itôs so important to attend to our own well-being. Though, during this pandemic, some of the ways we nor-
mally rejuvenate ourselves arenôt accessible, finding ways to replenish our wells, our well-being, is crucial. Whether that 
be through a simple practice of daily gratitude, meditation, prayer, walks, journal writing, virtual meetings with others, 

exercise, music ï whatever fills you up ï itôs essential to take the time to care for yourself.  

Because working in traumaôs wake is so affecting, there are two key elements of trauma that I think are also crucial to 
understand as we deal with the stress of this pandemic. While trauma is a very complex issue, these two elements are 

something we are all collectively experiencing too. 

The first element is the experience of powerlessness. While the abuse is occurring, the victim is confronted with their 
own powerlessness.  The victim couldnôt prevent the abuse from happening, and they canôt make it stop. What they can 

do is endure and survive. That experience of powerlessness is often deeply rattling. 

The second element is broken trust. An abusing parent fails to put the protection and care of their child first.  Or, a per-
son makes their victim suffer to meet their own self-serving ends. Again, the impact is a deep rattling of a survivorôs 

sense of safety and security; relationships canôt be trusted to be the way theyôre supposed to be.  

In our work, whether as social worker, administrator, service provider, or resource caregiver, we are always trying to 
create reparative experiences for survivors. Whether thatôs trying to empower youth or family members to have a voice, 
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or create policies and services that give needed support, or provide a safe home for an abused or neglected child, we are 
doing our best to empower the disempowered so they can have fuller lives. Likewise, weôre always striving to build trust by 
meeting distrust with integrity, anger with patience, fear with reassurance, and avoidance with engagement. We draw on our 

inner wells a lot during the course of our days. 

Unfortunately, the pandemic is replicating these two trauma experiences in all of us and that, in turn, is taking an emotional 
toll. While less direct and personal than relational trauma, we are all experiencing varying degrees of powerlessness related 
to the COVID-19 virus. While there are measures we can take to protect ourselves and others, we also have to endure and 
survive however long this pandemic lasts. Our world has shrunk because of the virus, and daily activities that we could once 
do without a second thought, such as going out for dinner or social gatherings, now carry a risk. Our trust has been subtly 

rattled, and wearing facemasks are a constant reminder of how our sense of safety has changed.  

As we continue to work to empower others and build trust, itôs important to recognize how our own sense of safety and 
security have also been affected. We are all human, and the stress of uncertainty is draining and impactful. Acknowledging 
and coming to terms with our own vulnerability can actually strengthen and empower us. It can help us be kinder and gen-
tler with ourselves and others as we find our way through these challenging days. It can help us accept those periods of 
exhaustion, and help us look more intently for those silver linings. It can heighten our sense of gratitude and allow us to 
relish the successes that do happen. It can also give us permission to not always be the care giver but also to be a care 
receiver, and make reaching out for support and connection with others an acceptable priority. After all, sustaining that well 

of caring and compassion within us, our own well-being, is so crucial. It really is at the heart of all that we do. 

 

Some resources: 

https://www.childwelfare.gov/topics/management/workforce/workforcewellbeing/burnout/ 

https://www.nacac.org/resource/combating-compassion-fatigue-the-art-of-taking-care-of-yourself/ 

 

Krystal Alcayde is a Community Liaison for PIDF on Oᾶahu, and makes an  
amazing Pumpkin Crunch!  During this pandemic, baking for herself and others is 

one of the things that have brought her lots of joy.  She shared that she baked 
Pumpkin Crunch six times since the lockdown! 

She has graciously agreed to share her recipe just in time for the holidays!   
Happy Baking! 

 

Pumpkin Crunch Recipe 

 
1 13 oz. can pumpkin 
1 12 oz. can evaporated milk 
1 cup sugar 
3 eggs 
1 teaspoon cinnamon (Plus a bit for the topping)  
1 box yellow cake mix 
1 cup nuts, chopped (I prefer walnuts, but pecans are yummy too!) 
1 stick of melted butter 
1 tub of cool whip 
 
Mix together the pumpkin, evaporated milk, sugar, eggs and cinnamon in a bowl. Pour mixture into a greased, 
parchment lined 9x13 cake pan.  Sprinkle the cake mix and nuts over the mixture. Pour melted butter over 
top. Try your best to coat the crust with butter as evenly as possible. Donôt forget 
to sprinkle in some love :) Bake in 350 degree oven for about 50 mins or until 
crust is a golden brown. Take out of oven to rest and cool. When cool, loosen 
pumpkin crunch from side of pan and flip over onto a cutting board (Now your 
top is the crust on the bottom). Spread cool whip over the top, dust with cinna-
mon and enjoy!  
 
Do you have a recipe youôd like to share?  Email us at 
rac@pidfoundation.org 
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Contact the Department of  Human Services to report: 
 

Suspected Child Abuse and/or Neglect: 

(808)532-5300 or (toll free) 1-888-380-3088 
 

Suspected Child Trafficking: 

(808)832-1999 or (toll free) 1-888-398-1188 
 

Toll-free Fax:  1-888-988-6638 
 

All numbers available 24 hours a day, 7 days  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Excerpt from Press Release by the Department of the Attorney General, October 26, 2020)  On October 26, 2020, the Department of the Attorney General and the 

Hawaiᾶi Department of Human Services announced the results of a joint child recovery operation in Honolulu. 

 

Operation ñShine the Lightò is a cooperative effort between federal, state and local agencies, including four non-profit organizations.  The lead agencies worked 

with the Federal Bureau of Investigations, U.S. Marshalls, U.S. Secret Service, Homeland Security Investigations, Honolulu Police Department, Susannah Wesley 

Community Center, Hale Kipa, the National Center for Missing and Exploited Children, and the National Child Protection Task Force on this joint task force cen-

tered on the recovery of endangered and runaway foster youth over the weekend. 

 

The operation resulted in five children being recovered, between the ages of 16-17. 

 

There is a misconception that runaways choose to leave their placement, but the truth is itôs a much more complicated issue.  This operation was at the intersec-

tion of ICAC TF partner and child welfare services and was designed with one goal in mind:  to show our foster kids that we see you and to remind them that their 

lives matter.   

 

The COVID-19 pandemic has resulted in decreased opportunities for concerned citizens and mandatory reporters to recognize and report signs of child abuse 

and neglect.  Perpetrators and traffickers target vulnerable children: runaway youth from the foster care system; children who have been physically or sexually 

abused; and youth experiencing substance abuse or houselessness. 

 

ñIt is an undeniable and unfortunate reality that this pandemic has highlighted the increased risk of exploitation for our most vulnerable youth.  It takes collabora-

tive strategy, swift action, and an utmost care for these youth in order to respond to their needs,ò said Cathy Betts, Hawaiᾶi Department of Human Services Direc-

tor.  ñI am proud of our child welfare services team for the hard work that they do and for their collaborative spirit in taking on this project.  The success of this 

project is a reminder to all of our workers that their efforts matter and have an impact on the lives of others.ò 

 

Although this operation has led to a positive outcome, there are many more children who may fall prey to sex traffickers and online predators.  With distance 

learning, and the decrease of sports and summer school programs, this pandemic has increased the amount of time that youth spend on the internet.  

Community members can help to combat child abuse, exploitation and sex trafficking. 
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November 18 

SUPPORT SERVICES FOR HAWAIᾶIõS ADOPTIVE FAMILIES  
 

Support Services are available for families who achieved permanency through adoption or legal guardianship within Child Welfare Ser-

vices.  Permanency Support Services by Catholic Charities Hawaiᾶi is available on Oᾶahu, Maui, Kauaᾶi, and the Big Island.  Depending 

upon a familyõs need,  services such as information/referral/service linkage, material support, counseling (i.e. parenting education, com-

munication), individual/group skill building, case management (to include monthly visits), crisis intervention, and home-based services 

are available.  The program is voluntary and services are provided for up to 6 months.  Once a family has completed the program, fol-

low-up contact is completed at 30 days, 3 mos, 6 mos, and a year to see how they 

are doing.  Families can be referred by CWS, Voluntary Case Management (VCM), 

Family Strengthening Services (FSS), or by self-referral.   

 

Contact CCH at 524-4673. 

 

Meet Kama  
Kama is a seventeen year old boy of Hawaiian ancestry who has hopes and dreams of serving his country by joining the 
military once he graduates from high school. He is the eighth of eleven siblings, and has learned a lot from his biological 
family on what he does and doesnôt want for his life. He loves experiencing all that life has, and holds respecting and 
honoring people as two of his highest values. Kama admits that there has been hurt in his life, but he knows people just 
raised him the way they were raised so he chooses not to blame them. Kama is excited that the military will provide a 
way for him to pursue college, as he desires to be a husband and father his family can 
rely on. 
 

Kama still has some strong ties to his biological family, and once COVID-19 lifts hopes to 

be able to see them again soon. Kama is very comfortable in social settings, and has no 

problem making new friends. Despite the places where he holds  a position of leadership 

and responsibility, Kama has a mischievous side to him and loves to have fun!  
 

If you would like to learn more, contact Mindy Chung, Wendyôs Wonderful Kids, 

(808)260-6524, mchung@familyprogramshawaii.org  

Did you knowé 
Adoption is just one of several Permanency Options for children in foster care: 

 Legal Guardianship:  The legal guardian has the responsibilities of a parent until the child reaches age 18. 

 Permanent Custody:  The permanent custodian has the responsibilities of a parent until the child reaches age 18. 

 APPLA (Another Planned Permanent Living Arrangement):  DHS has the responsibilities of a parent until the child reaches 

  age 18. 

Financial assistance in the form of adoption/permanency assistance, medical coverage may still be provided for families in all permanen-

cy options. 

DHS will pay the legal fees for all permanency options. 

Imua Kńkou is available to the foster child who is in foster custody or permanent custody when he/she turns 18.  This is a program that 

helps young adults who exit foster care at age 18 or older to build successful futures. 
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HAPA  
(Hawaii Adoption and Permanency Alliance) 

would like to invite all  

Oahu adoptive and guardianship families to  

celebrate National Adoption Day 2020  
by enjoying a day at the zoo! 

 
 

Where: Honolulu Zoo 

When: Saturday, November 21, 2020 

Cost: Admission is on us! 

Entrance time: 10:00 am to 12:00 pm.  Zoo closes at 3:30pm 

Plans are tentative and subject to change according to the zoo policies and governmental  
restrictions at that time.   

All families must register in order to receive free entrance, and spaces are limited. 

For Honolulu Zoo policies, please visit: www.honoluluzoo.org 

To register and for updates go to: 

www.familyprogramshawaii.org/nationaladoptionday  

Password: nad 

tel:8085261222
tel:1.8008161222
http://www.theparentline.org/
http://www.familyprogramshawaii.org/nationaladoptionday

