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NEVER TOO SOON (OR TOO LATE) FOR SELF-CARE!   

Submitted by Lizzie Konrath, LCSW, RPT, Gil Institute 

 

I had only been a therapist for a short three years before I decided I was going to quit and become a dog walker. 

At the time, I was convinced that this career just wasn’t for me. Despite how hard I had worked to become a 

therapist, how passionate and dedicated I once had felt about the work, I believed I simply wasn’t cut out for it. 

It was too hard, too exhausting, too sad. I didn’t realize that during that time, I was experiencing severe burn out 

and compassion fatigue. We often save those terms for therapists who have been working for 20 or 30 years, 

but the truth is, without support and self care, anyone at any point can—and will—experience burn out.  

During that difficult time, I was working at an agency with a caseload of 60+ children who had chronic and 

pervasive trauma experiences in their lives. I had essentially no supervisor, no support, and no clue what I was 

doing. Oh, and I was making hardly any money. The combination of my inexperience, lack of support, and 

overwhelming job demands were enough to convince me that I needed to quit. I had difficulty recognizing the 

burn out because I thought that “burn out” meant feeling nothing, no longer caring. I was actually experiencing 

the opposite. I was flooded—caring too much, feeling totally overwhelmed. I couldn’t figure out how to turn it 

off. I cried often and easily, had frequent nightmares and intrusive thoughts about my clients’ experiences 

almost every day. I remember once, I was at the grocery store and I saw a mother yell at her toddler. I actually 

considered following her around the store because I was convinced she was going to beat her child. I had no 

internal or external supports to manage the stress. Part of the problem was me—I was young, insecure, and 

inexperienced. Part of it was the clients I was working with, most of whom were still experiencing traumatic 

violence on a daily basis. And then of course, the agency was not supportive. They seemed to focus only on  

paperwork compliance and how many billable hours I had each week. It seemed like they cared far more about 

how much money I made for the company than whether or not I was providing quality services for my clients.  

It’s no wonder dog walking seemed so appealing!  

 

I knew I needed a dramatic change if I was going to survive as a therapist. I dedicated myself to finding ways to 

cope with the stress of my job, which began with finding a great supervisor. Together, she helped me develop a 

number of ways to counter the compassion fatigue; most importantly, we spent months creating a self-care 

plan.  
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Self-care is one of those buzz phrases we therapists love to use, but most of the time we have no idea what it 

really means, nor do we practice what we preach by intentionally taking care of ourselves. One year ago, if 

someone would have asked me if I practiced self care, I would have said "Oh, yes! Of course! It's very important, 

you know." But I wasn't practicing self-care, at least not in the way I needed to be doing. I believed it was selfish, 

or self indulgent, and of course, how could I find the time? What I now realize is that it is not a luxury to take 

care of ourselves-- its a necessity. There is no way I could be an even somewhat healthy human working with 

children with complex trauma every day without a self-care plan. In creating a specific, structured plan, I have 

been able to understand and recognize the impact of self-care (or lack of it) on my daily life. My energy, my 

attitude, my confidence in myself and my relationships with my husband, family and friends are all affected by 

how I am--or am not—taking care of myself. I have learned that self-care cannot be an afterthought or 

something that happens on accident, because then it doesn't happen. It needs to be structured, active, and 

deliberate. The traits that make us good at our jobs--being other-focused, empathic, caring, and giving, are 

precisely the traits that make us vulnerable to burn out. Self-care is essential to our professional and personal 

selves. 

I have created a list of ways to practice self-care (and avoid or manage symptoms of burn out) that have been 

helpful for me. Maybe they can be helpful for you, too. 

 Watch Your Caseload: I used to have a vague idea about how my clients I had, but it wasn’t until I sat 

down and made a specific list of how many  clients I was seeing,  that I realized I had taken on too much. 

I categorized my cases in terms of how many were probono/discounted, had court involvement, child 

welfare involvement, complex trauma, suicidality, and other difficult behaviors. Once I forced myself to 

really see what I had committed to, I realized how poorly balanced my caseload truly was. I did not allow 

myself to take any more clients for many months.  I acknowledge that I have limits to how many children 

I see who have experienced severe trauma. I also know I cannot see more than 5 or 6 clients a day; for 

me, it is not fair to that 7th client and it feels unethical. We don’t want to turn away clients, particularly 

those families in crisis who seem to really need support immediately. We are unaware of our limits as 

professionals and as humans. We get caught up in our desire to help, and we forget that when we 

practice outside of our capacity, its actually not serving our clients. 

 Trainings: And I’m not talking about Check-This-Off-The-List-For-CEUs online trainings. There is really 

nothing that makes me feel more re-energized and excited about this work than a really great training. I 

have a certain amount of money that I save each year to pay for trainings that I really am excited about  
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and I know will be valuable. (I also have worked as a volunteer to get discounts on the really expensive 

ones.) The content of the training is only one benefit;  another great reason to go to trainings is to build 

relationships with other professionals.    

 GOOD SUPERVISION: There was a long period of time when I couldn’t afford to pay for a supervisor. 

Then when I could, I didn’t think I should have to continue to get supervision. Even though I have been 

licensed for years, I participate in both group and individual supervision weekly. Finding a truly quality 

supervisor has changed everything about how I feel about myself and my work. My supervision provides 

me with the right amount of support and builds my confidence, while simultaneously challenging me to 

look at my work and improve it.  

 Practice what you preach. Let’s face it: Being a therapist is hard! I spent years in my own therapy just 

managing how stressed and triggered I felt by my inadequacies of being a therapist at a horribly 

stressful, unsupportive environment. Much of what has helped me be a more empathic, attuned 

therapist is having been on the other side, as a client.    

 Take care of your body.  

o SLEEP. We all need different amounts of sleep to function as our best selves. Actively prioritizing 

the amount of sleep I get and committing to turning off the TV, computer, phone, etc., helps me 

meet my goal of 7-8 hours per night. It isn’t always possible, so I also take advantage of breaks 

in the day to take a quick 15 minute catnap when I can.  

o EAT. My coworkers tease me that they see me eating practically between every session. A 

handful of nuts, a Snickers bar, a hard boiled egg—I need the fuel to get me through. Eat well, 

especially proteins, fruits and vegetables.  Drink tons of water. Not having enough protein and 

the right kind of fuel for our bodies causes fatigue and irritability, and our clients deserve more 

from us than for us to be falling asleep or losing focus during our sessions.  

o EXERCISE. Our bodies need physical stimulation and care, too. I exercise every single day. Some 

days, its just walking my dog a few miles in the morning, or doing some yoga stretches in 

between clients, but it counts!  

 Spend time with healthy kids. Working with traumatized children can have a major impact on how we 

view the world. It is incredibly therapeutic to be around children who have not experienced the hurt and 

pain, but have healthy attachments to caregivers and are carefree, happy, and joyous.  

 Spend time with friends/family who build you up and support you. Mostly try to relax, have fun and play 

a lot with others.  
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 Say NO (aka, HAVE BOUNDARIES). I had a professor who once told me, “If you can never say ‘no,’ your 

‘yes’ is meaningless.” Too many of us find it impossible to say no, and not just to our clients. We take on 

too much and are stretched too thin. We have unrealistic expectations of ourselves, and as a result, we 

think we can do everything and feel like failures when inevitably, we can’t “do it all”!  

 

Self Care Corner (Tip of the Month):  

Try sitting and doing nothing…not listening to music, watching television, or talking to anyone.  

Turn off the technology and try to clear your mind.  

Focus on and count your breaths. See how long you can last. (The first time I did this, I got up after 60 seconds. It 

takes practice!)  

 

 

 


