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Counselor Spotlight:  
Counselor Well-being and Mental Health

Healthcare Providers Service Organization (HPSO), in collaboration with CNA, has published our Counselor Professional Liability 
Exposure Claim Report: 3rd Edition. The report includes statistical data and case scenarios from CNA claim files, along with information 
on where to access risk management resources designed to help counselors reduce their professional liability exposures and improve 
client safety. You may access the complete report, and additional Risk Control Spotlights, at: www.hpso.com/counselorclaimreport. 

This Counselor Spotlight focuses on a critical, yet often overlooked, topic for counselors: Counselor well-being and mental health. To 
effectively support others, counselors must first establish healthy boundaries and prioritize their own self-care and well-being. This 
Spotlight explores the occupational hazards that counselors may encounter in their practice—challenges that, if left unaddressed, can 
negatively impact both their physical and mental health, as well as the outcomes for their clients. 

Occupational Hazards, Burnout, Compassion 
Fatigue, and Vicarious Trauma
Most counselors begin their careers with a strong dedication to 
supporting their clients’ mental health and overall well-being. However, 
over time, if their focus remains solely on clients while neglecting their 
own self-care, this commitment can give way to burnout and 
compassion fatigue. Although counselors are trained to identify 
mental health concerns in others, they may unintentionally overlook, 
minimize, or dismiss the early warning signs of emotional exhaustion 
in themselves.

Terms
•	Burnout is defined by the World Health 

Organization (WHO) and is listed in the 11th 
Revision of the International Classification of 
Diseases (ICD-11) as “a syndrome 
conceptualized as resulting from chronic 
workplace stress that has not been 
successfully managed. It is characterized by 
feelings of energy depletion or exhaustion, 
increased mental distance from one’s job or 
feelings of negativism or cynicism related to 
one’s job and reduced personal efficacy”.

•	Compassion fatigue is related to vicarious 
trauma and is specifically associated with 
empathy. Compassion, empathy and 
engagement are the cornerstones of the 
counselor-client relationship, however, over 
time, may contribute to mental exhaustion 
when counselors are treating clients who are 
undergoing painful experiences.

•	Vicarious trauma refers to the psychological 
distress experienced by counselors who are 
chronically exposed to the traumatic 
experiences of clients during the course of 
their work thereby altering the counselor’s 
“world view”. 

Warning Signs  
of Burnout

	 •	 Anger

	 •	 Frustration 

	 • 	Negativity

	 •	 Withdrawal

	 •	 Fatigue

	 •	 Cynicism

Warning Signs of 
Compassion Fatigue

	 •	 Avoidance

	 •	 Addition

	 •	 Detachment

	 •	 Sadness

	 •	 Grief

	 •	 Lack of intimacy

https://www.hpso.com/Resources/Legal-and-Ethical-Issues/Counselor-Professional-Liability-Exposure-Claim-Report-3rd-Edition
https://www.who.int/standards/classifications/frequently-asked-questions/burn-out-an-occupational-phenomenon#:~:text=%E2%80%9CBurn%2Dout%20is%20a%20syndrome,related%20to%20one's%20job%3B%20and
https://www.who.int/standards/classifications/frequently-asked-questions/burn-out-an-occupational-phenomenon#:~:text=%E2%80%9CBurn%2Dout%20is%20a%20syndrome,related%20to%20one's%20job%3B%20and
https://positivepsychology.com/vicarious-trauma/
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Occupational hazards are any work-related risks that can result in a personal injury and/or illness.  Hazards are the physical and 
emotional responses that happen when the requirements of a job do not match the capabilities, resources, or needs of the 
worker. These include long clinical hours, increased excessive workloads, administrative tasks, workflow inefficiencies, organizational 
culture, lack of control with one’s schedule, loss of professional autonomy, staff shortages, and regulatory burdens. 

There are also several risk factors and occupational challenges that may increase a counselor’s vulnerability to burnout and 
compassion fatigue, such as social isolation, lack of experience and chronic exposure to clients experiencing intense trauma. In 
addition, counselors who have a personal history of trauma may be triggered by exposure to a client’s trauma. This related trauma 
may be referred to as vicarious trauma. The Positive Psychology (2024) website lists  common signs and symptoms of vicarious 
trauma. These include:

•	� Emotional exhaustion and feeling depleted (i.e., “running on empty”)

•	� High stress levels resulting in persistent worry, restlessness, irritability, or hypervigilance

•	� Depersonalization, where counselors may begin to feel numb or disconnected from their clients’ experiences

•	� Difficulty with professional boundaries, such as getting overly involved with clients’ lives and feeling responsible for them 
outside of the professional relationship

•	� Compassion fatigue, where practitioners are desensitized over time, making it difficult for them to empathize with their 
clients’ experiences as  they once did.

•	� Somatic symptoms such as headaches, gastrointestinal issues, fatigue, or insomnia

•	� Avoidance behaviors to cope with their distress, including avoiding certain clients or topics related to trauma, as well as 
avoiding discussions or reflections on their own emotional responses to their work

•	� Impaired professional functioning, including difficulty concentrating, making decisions, or managing workloads

•	� Disrupted  personal relationships or a diminished interest in activities they once enjoyed (e.g., those working with sexual 
abuse survivors may lose interest in physical intimacy with their partner)

If counselors are trained to recognize 
psychological distress in their clients, why might 
they minimize or downplay signs of burnout or 
compassion fatigue in themselves? 
Caring for clients’ psychological issues comes naturally for most 
counselors. However, self-reflection and self-care may not come naturally 
and seem overindulgent. To add to the feeling of overindulgence, there 
is still a perceived stigma and reluctance for healthcare professionals to 
take steps to maintain their well-being and mental health. So, what 
causes our reluctance to seek mental health treatment for ourselves?  

Counselors are trained on how burnout and compassion fatigue can 

threaten personal relationships, professional careers and client outcomes.  

However, studies indicate that fear of stigma and professional 
repercussions deter counselors from seeking help, especially when 
disclosing mental health history for licensing and credentialing. 

Counselors may also fear that managing their personal well-being and 

mental health obligations may be looked upon as being weak, 

incompetent or unprofessional. 

Challenges in the U.S. 
Health Care System
• �One in three patients/clients report 

dissatisfaction with their care and outcomes. 

• �Healthcare worker burnout lowers patient/
client care quality: Staffing challenges 
decrease patients’/clients’ access to care. 

• �High workloads, administrative burdens, 
and poorly designed technologies divert 
providers’ time away from patient care. 

• �Barriers to patient/client-provider 
communication and errors are more likely. 

• �The cost to the healthcare system is at least 
$4.6 billion annually.  

• �About half of healthcare professionals 
experience burnout – leading to anxiety, 
stress, exhaustion, and even suicide. 

• �High-stress work environments are driving 
20% of physicians and 40% of nurses to 
leave practice. More than 30% of public 
health workers are also considering leaving. 

https://www.cdc.gov/niosh/learning/safetyculturehc/module-2/1.html
https://www.cdc.gov/niosh/learning/safetyculturehc/module-2/1.html
https://www.cdc.gov/niosh/learning/safetyculturehc/module-2/1.html
https://ovc.ojp.gov/program/vtt/what-is-vicarious-trauma
https://positivepsychology.com/vicarious-trauma/
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC8078109/#:~:text=Overall%2C%20such%20concerns%20about%20stigma,with%20the%20most%20severe%20symptoms.
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC8078109/#:~:text=Overall%2C%20such%20concerns%20about%20stigma,with%20the%20most%20severe%20symptoms.
https://www.jointcommission.org/our-priorities/workforce-safety-and-well-being/resource-center/worker-well-being/
https://www.jointcommission.org/our-priorities/workforce-safety-and-well-being/resource-center/worker-well-being/
https://www.jointcommission.org/our-priorities/workforce-safety-and-well-being/resource-center/worker-well-being/
https://nam.edu/product/healthy-providers-healthy-patients-advancing-workforce-well-being-in-the-health-professions/
https://nam.edu/product/healthy-providers-healthy-patients-advancing-workforce-well-being-in-the-health-professions/
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Spotlights on  
Risk Management
To supplement the Counselor  
Professional Liability Exposure  
Claim Report: 3rd Edition, CNA  
and HPSO will publish seven Spotlight documents, 
which will highlight specific topics and provide greater 
detail on key risk management strategies and client 
safety practices.

The following Counselor Spotlights include resources 
such as case studies, risk control considerations, and 
self-assessment checklists designed to help counselors 
evaluate and mitigate risk exposures associated with 
current practice:

•	Defending Your License 

•	Non-Sexual Boundaries

•	Well-being and Provider Mental Health 

•	Telebehavioral Health - coming soon!

•	Liability Risks for Business Owners and Supervisors 
- coming soon!

•	Managing Clients in Crisis - coming soon!

•	Documentation - coming soon!

Well-being and Mental Health are a Matter of National Importance
National institutions, such as the National Academy of Medicine (NAM) and The Joint Commission (TJC), report that burnout 
and compassion fatigue are longstanding national problems that threaten  providers’ health, patient/client outcomes, and the 
overall quality and availability of the national healthcare system. NAM and TJC encourage all healthcare organizations to 
prioritize the well-being and mental health of healthcare providers by the following:

1. �Commit to well-being and mental health by removing barriers providers can face when seeking mental healthcare.

2. �Appoint a senior leader with the ability to establish and implement organizational strategies.  

3. �Assess the initial well-being and mental health within the organization for a baseline.  

4. �Implement necessary strategies and interventions that are tailored to the specific needs and challenges of the 
organization. 

5. �Monitor the progress of well-being and mental health by conducting regular assessment of strategies implemented. 

While the guidance from the NAM and TJC primarily targets how healthcare organizations can address burnout and compassion 
fatigue, individual counselors can apply many of these strategies by committing to well-being and mental health as a priority, 
assessing personal well-being and mental health, implementing strategies, and monitoring progress on a regular basis. 

www.hpso.com/counselorclaimreport_defendlicense
https://www.hpso.com/getmedia/58da8162-ccdf-4f31-8088-f9370f95c5e8/F-14902-0625.pdf
http://www.hpso.com/counselorclaimreport_wellbeing
http://www.hpso.com/counselorclaimreport_telebehavioralhealth
http://www.hpso.com/counselorclaimreport_businessowners
http://www.hpso.com/counselorclaimreport_clientcrisis
http://www.hpso.com/counselorclaimreport_documentation
https://nam.edu/product/healthy-providers-healthy-patients-advancing-workforce-well-being-in-the-health-professions/
https://www.jointcommission.org/our-priorities/workforce-safety-and-well-being/resource-center/worker-well-being/
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Risk Management Recommendations
Counselors can better serve clients if they are mentally and emotionally equipped to deal with difficult situations. It is not enough 
for a counselor to know how self-care and self-care routines are beneficial to the overall well-being and mental health of a person 
if they ignore their own personal mental health struggles. Counselors have to recognize occupational hazards and seek treatment 
and/or support when they experience any of the early warning signs of burnout and compassion fatigue. 

Listed below are several free online tools and resources that can be used to assess one’s personal well-being and mental health 
as well as tips and recommendations for self-care. 
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https://www.counseling.org/resources/topics/professional-counseling/workplace-wellness-self-care
https://www.npr.org/sections/shots-health-news/2024/09/27/nx-s1-5082364/anxiety-stress-positive-coping-class-skills
https://www.cdc.gov/niosh/learning/safetyculturehc/module-2/1.html
https://ovc.ojp.gov/program/vtt/what-is-vicarious-trauma
https://www.counseling.org/publications/counseling-today-magazine/article-archive/legacy/4-steps-to-refresh--recharge-and-reconnect
https://www.counseling.org/publications/counseling-today-magazine/article-archive/legacy/4-steps-to-refresh--recharge-and-reconnect
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https://nam.edu/product/healthy-providers-healthy-patients-advancing-workforce-well-being-in-the-health-professions/
https://nam.edu/clinicianwellbeing/about/
https://www.aafp.org/pubs/afp/issues/2021/0501/p570.html
https://www.jointcommission.org/en-us/knowledge-library/workforce-safety-and-well-being-resource-center/worker-well-being
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In addition to this publication, CNA and Healthcare Providers Service Organization (HPSO) have produced numerous studies and articles that provide useful risk control information on topics relevant to 
counselors, as well as information relating to counselor professional liability insurance, at www.hpso.com. These publications are also available by contacting CNA at 1.888.600.4776 or at www.cna.com.

The information, examples and suggestions presented in this material have been developed from sources believed to be reliable as of the date they are cited, but they should not be construed as legal or 
other professional advice. CNA, Aon, Affinity Insurance Services, Inc., NSO, or HPSO accepts no responsibility for the accuracy or completeness of this material and recommends the consultation with 
competent legal counsel and/or other professional advisors before applying this material in any particular factual situations. This material is for illustrative purposes and is not intended to constitute a contract. 
Please remember that only the relevant insurance policy can provide the actual terms, coverages, amounts, conditions and exclusions for an insured. All products and services may not be available in all states 
and may be subject to change without notice.  Certain coverages may be provided by a surplus lines insurer. Surplus lines insurers do not generally participate in state guaranty funds, and insureds are 
therefore not protected by such funds.  The claims examples are hypothetical situations based on actual matters.  Settlement amounts are approximations. Certain facts and identifying characteristics were 
changed to protect confidentiality and privacy. Any references to non-CNA, non-Aon, AIS, NSO, and HPSO websites are provided solely for convenience, and CNA, Aon, AIS, NSO and HPSO disclaim any 
responsibility with respect to such websites. “CNA” is a registered trademark of CNA Financial Corporation. Certain CNA Financial Corporation subsidiaries use the “CNA” trademark in connection with 
insurance underwriting and claims activities.  This material is not for further distribution without the express consent of CNA.   Copyright © 2025 CNA. All rights reserved.

Healthcare Providers Service Organization is a registered trade name of Affinity Insurance Services, Inc.; (TX 13695); (AR 100106022); in CA, MN, AIS Affinity Insurance Agency, Inc. (CA 0795465); in OK, AIS 
Affinity Insurance Services, Inc.; in CA, Aon Affinity Insurance Services, Inc., (CA 0G94493), Aon Direct Insurance Administrators and Berkely Insurance Agency and in NY, AIS Affinity Insurance Agency.

Healthcare Providers Service Organization (HPSO) is the nation’s largest administrator of professional liability insurance coverage to counselors. Healthcare Providers Service Organization is a registered trade 
name of Affinity Insurance Services, Inc., an affiliate of Aon Corporation. For more information about HPSO, or to inquire about professional liability insurance for counselors, please contact HPSO at  
1.800.982.9491 or visit HPSO online at www.hpso.com.

F-14925 0825

333 South Wabash Avenue 

Chicago, IL 60604

1.888.600.4776  www.cna.com

1100 Virginia Drive, Suite 250

Fort Washington, PA 19034

1.800.982.9491  www.hpso.com

This information was excerpted from HPSO and CNA’s  
full report, Counselor Liability Claim Report: 3rd Edition. 
www.hpso.com/counselorclaimreport

http://www.cna.com
http://www.hpso.com
http://www.hpso.com/counselorclaimreport

