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Over 10 years experience recruiting for 
the building & construction industries.

12 month candidate 
replacement guarantee.

95% of our business is 
repeat business.

Contact a consultant today 
on 1300 365 078 or visit 
designandconstruct.com.au
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Record player

Tools of the trade

Name: Ben Marshall
Job: Head of contemporary
music
Where: Sydney Opera House
Why is it important?
My job is to co-curate Vivid Live,
as well as curate the music at the
concert hall at the Sydney Opera
House year round. I’m always
looking for something that hits a
gold standard. In my job, it is
important
to listen to
music for
pleasure,
as well as
for work. I
use a
streaming
service,
and I buy
things on
iTunes. If I
really love something I get the CD
and the things I love most, I get
on vinyl.

Listening on vinyl somehow
demands attention. An iPod or
streaming service keeps on
going, whereas a record requires
you to get up and change sides.
What do your colleagues
think?
They’re into it. My stereo is old
and banged up, but it’s visceral; it
sits on my desk and I play music
out loud.
Unusual moment?
There was a time I was playing Joy
Division to myself early in the
morning. I didn’t realise it was a
little too much for those in other
departments. I was asked to turn
it down a little. Now I’m
surrounded by others in the
music department, that does
not happen.
How much does it cost?
A Technics 1200 or 1210 will set
you back $500 to $700. Mine is a
bit scrappy, so it would be worth a
bit less.

SUE WHITE

Stress reaction: Vicarious trauma is not just part of the job, CatholicCare’s Romaine Moss says.

When the helpers need help
Carers exposed to
tragedy need
protection, writes
Lindy Alexander.

Feature

J essica Feldman* can’t
quite remember when she
realised the stress of her
job as a social worker,

where she supported failed asylum
seekers and victims of sex
trafficking, was taking its toll on
her life. Feldman listened to stories
from her clients of gang rapes,
beheadings, whippings, brothel
enslavement and child abuse.

‘‘After six or seven years, it just
seemed normal,’’ she says. ‘‘It’s
part of what everyone you’re
working with experiences.’’
Feldman didn’t register that her
heightened anxiety, together with
the loss of ability to focus on her
own self and needs, were
indicators something was not quite
right. ‘‘It’s not until you tell other
people outside the industry and see
how shocked they are that you
realise it’s not normal at all,’’ she
says. What Feldman was
experiencing is known as
‘‘vicarious trauma’’.

Vicarious trauma is a stress
reaction that can occur when
people are exposed to traumatic
information, often through
listening to the stories of those
they are working with. There are
multiple signs of vicarious trauma,
including being unable to switch
off, withdrawn behaviour,
disturbed sleep, increased
absenteeism from work without a
specific explanation, or feeling
hopeless and overwhelmed by
clients’ needs.

People working in caring

professions such as social work
tend to be giving, empathic people,
says Romaine Moss, a manager
with CatholicCare in Sydney’s
Broken Bay diocese.

‘‘While they might not think that
they are entitled to feel distress in
the same way as their clients, they
are not generally disengaged
onlookers,’’ she says. ‘‘There is a
very real issue in how these
workers protect themselves from
constant exposure to tragic
stories, and the behaviours that
result from a failure to recognise
and address the impact of what
they have ‘endured’ vicariously.’’

Moss is leading one of Australia’s
first comprehensive studies on the
impact of vicarious trauma on
residential care workers. It is
research that is needed in an area

where the focus tends to be on
those in frontline occupations such
as paramedics, police and
firefighters. Moss says indirect or
secondary trauma experienced by
those in helping professions tends
to be thought of as an occupational
hazard. This is something she
wants to challenge with her
research. ‘‘The common
assumption is that if this is the field
in which you want to work then any
impact is just part of the job,’’ she
says. ‘‘And that’s just not healthy.’’

Organisations play a major role
in helping their employees achieve
a healthy work-life balance, says
counsellor and researcher Sarah
Wayland.

‘‘It’s important to acknowledge
that vicarious trauma is a reality
and a very possible consequence

for people working in high-stress
environments where real-life
complexities occur,’’ she says.

‘‘Opportunities need to be
provided for safe debriefing,’’ she
says. ‘‘This is where people can
speak openly about the impact of
their work without fear of being
judged.’’

Knowledge of the signs may have
helped Feldman, who is still
grappling with the remnants of
vicarious trauma and has decided
to pursue a different career. ‘‘I
carry these stories with me
everywhere,’’ she says. ‘‘I won’t
ever forget them, or the people who
put their trust in me to hear them
in an attempt to heal themselves.’’

Lifeline: 13 11 14
*Name has been changed
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