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Abstract 

In the last decade or more there has been increasing interest in 

the mental health and wellbeing of practising lawyers, both in Australia 

and internationally. Research reports surveying lawyers’ perceptions of 

their work life have found an alarming rate of mental health problems 

such as depression and substance abuse (Kelk, et.al., 2010). One of the 

potential areas of concern for legal practice and the mental health of 

lawyers is exposure to potentially traumatic material.  The empirical 

research to date has found that lawyers who report high levels of 

depression and psychological distress are at risk from exposure to 

traumatic material (Levin, (2004), Maguire & Byrne (2016) and 

Vrklevski and Franklin (2008). While these empirical studies indicated 

lawyers’ mental health and wellbeing was adversely affected by their 

exposure to indirect trauma, there were limitations to the research. For 

example, researchers have not examined what type of material may 

affect lawyers, how the material affected lawyers, if at all, and what if 

anything, lawyers do in response to such exposure. Moreover, no 

qualitative studies exist to better understand the experience of lawyers 

who practise in areas of exposure risk. 
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 The aim of the thesis was to explore what material was 

potentially traumatic for lawyers, the effect on lawyers of the material, 

how they managed day to day, and over time, and the influence if any, 

of the organisational and professional work context on their experience. 

It is known that organisational culture can play a large role in how 

lawyers perceive and behave in the workplace (Baron, 2015). Hence, the 

studies in the thesis incorporated the potential influence of 

organisational factors and the professional legal culture on the 

experience of lawyers. Thus, the research reported in this thesis 

answered the overarching question, “What is the experience of lawyers 

who are regularly exposed to potentially traumatic material in their work 

context?”.  

To answer the research question, two studies were undertaken. 

Study 1 was a 2-phase mixed, qualitative design using diaries in the first 

phase and interviews in the second phase to access the daily experience 

of lawyer’s exposure to potentially traumatic material over five 

consecutive workdays. Fourteen female lawyers working in areas of law 

that have the risk of exposure to traumatic material, such as criminal, 

family, refugee, coronial law, and an inquiry into historical child sexual 

abuse, participated. The study found lawyers used emotional detachment 
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and professional identity to respond in the moment to the material. 

Additionally, the lawyers employed everyday recovery activities at the 

end of the workday to enable them to function at work. However, most 

lawyers reported occasions when emotional detachment weakened, and 

‘breakthrough’ occurred, and the material affected them adversely. The 

material that broke through was child sexual abuse, domestic violence, 

unexplained deaths, and disturbing graphic content. The influence of 

organisational demands and resourcing issues, and the stigma around 

mental health, was to limit the options of lawyers for managing any 

symptoms from any ‘breakthrough’ moment. 

The second study aimed to examine through an in-depth 

qualitative interview study, how lawyers experience exposure to 

traumatic material, including the way in which their organisational and 

professional context influences their experiences. Lawyers confirmed 

that they were regularly exposed to potentially traumatic material, 

however, they used distancing to manage any effects and social support, 

predominately from colleagues, for recovery. An over reliance on 

distancing suggests lawyers may have a limited ability to manage 

exposure when the material breaks through these protective measures. 

Findings also suggested that lawyers experience a cumulative negative 
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affect of exposure to traumatic material, which was associated with 

psychological distress. The findings suggested that the professional 

stigma associated with disclosure of mental health problems in the 

workplace influenced help-seeking by those who were impacted by the 

material. An important implication of the study findings is the need for 

legal education in emotional and social intelligence, as well as work on 

reducing the stigma around help-seeking behaviour. 

Thus, these are consequential findings for lawyers working in 

areas at risk of exposure to potentially traumatic material, which can be 

used to inform legal practice and education. First, the findings indicate 

that the profession of law does experience regular and routine exposure 

to material that has the potential to be traumatic. The norms of legal 

culture, combined with the nature of the material, lends itself to the 

individual lawyer response of emotional detachment and drawing upon 

the boundaries of their professional identity. Secondly, these studies 

found that lawyers are often required to engage with strong emotions for 

which they are ill prepared through training or normative legal practices. 

Finally, the influence of organisational demands such as long work 

hours, limited resourcing, and stigma around disclosure and help-
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seeking behaviour for mental health issues, have practical implications 

for legal education and training on emotional management. 

Statement of Originality 

This work has not previously been submitted for a degree or 

diploma in any university. To the best of my knowledge and belief, the 

thesis contains no material previously published or written by another 

person except where due reference is made in the thesis itself. 

Patricia Mary Weir
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

The objective of the legal profession is to provide a service to 

society to enable order through an elaborate system of checks and 

balances (Brennan, 2007). This important societal function may be at 

risk as lawyers report poor mental health and wellbeing. Lawyers 

reporting psychological distress is now a common topic in legal circles 

and to a lesser extent the media (Graffin et al., 2019). Statements such 

as ‘Lawyers consistently rate in the top two occupations with the highest 

prevalence of mental health problems’ (Esposito, 2014, p. 36.) are 

widely promulgated to law society members. The literature shows that 

lawyers as a profession suffer poor mental health, with rates of 

depression, alcoholism, and anxiety above the levels reported for the 

general population (Berkovic, 2015; Douge, 2020; Jones & Graffin, 

2020). In a survey conducted by Krill et al. (2016) of approximately 

13,000 lawyers in the United States (US), 23% reported experiencing 

stress among other mental health concerns such as symptoms of anxiety, 

depression, and substance abuse. 

Indeed, the statistics on lawyers' poor mental health have been 

mounting over the years, both in Australia and overseas. In Australia, 
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The Brain and Mind Research Institute reported in 2009 that almost a 

third of solicitors and one in five barristers surveyed suffered from 

clinical depression, with 33% of lawyers and 20% of barristers suffering 

disability and distress due to depression (Kelk et al., 2009). 

Furthermore, in 2006 the Beaton Consulting Survey of the professions 

(with Beyond Blue, a mental health organisation) of over 7,500 

Australian professionals, found that of the professions sampled, lawyers 

had higher depression scores than engineers, accountants, and 

information technology specialists. In Bergin and Jimmison's (2014) 

more recent study on Australian lawyers, they found that 49% of 

lawyers reported symptoms of clinical stress and 37% reported various 

degrees of depressive symptoms, as well as 31%, reported elevated 

levels of anxiety, and 35% reported regular excessive alcohol 

consumption. While these statistics are concerning, they do not confirm 

that lawyers are suffering higher diagnostic rates of mental illness than 

the general population. However, the concern relating to lawyers' poor 

mental health and well-being has substance and, certainly, some lawyers 

are not functioning optimally in the profession. Although there is 

increasing evidence of lawyers’ poor mental health there is also a small 

number of different voices among some legal scholars. For example, 
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Chan, Poynton, and Bruce, (2014), and Heinz, Hull, and Harter (1999) 

suggest there has been an overemphasis on lawyer psychological 

distress and offer alternative propositions to the reported statistics on 

lawyer mental health. Chan et al, (2014) Australian study analysed, 

through survey data, the relationship between lawyer workplace stress 

and legal structure and culture. Chan et al., (2014) provide the caveat 

that their survey respondents were self-selected and therefore not 

generalisable to the Australian lawyer population. However, their results 

suggest that there is no area of law, gender, career length, or workplace 

that is more prone to stress, depression, and anxiety. It is the “perceived 

job demands” that are at the heart of the matter. Better mental health and 

well-being could be achieved through greater job satisfaction. The latter, 

they suggest, is achieved by structural and cultural factors such as 

greater job control including a better understanding of the importance of 

a work-life balance.  

 Heinz, Hull, and Harter’s (1999) survey study on US lawyers 

found that both male and female lawyers were mostly content, although 

acknowledging the greater work life balance challenges for the latter 

group. However, Heinz did posit that a possible explanation for the 

female lawyers reported job contentment may relate to self-selection, 
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i.e., those lawyers who were discontent had chosen to leave the law.

Those who stayed, suggested Heinz et al., (1999), found ways to reduce 

the less palatable aspects of the work and achieve a level of work 

satisfaction that kept them in a career in law. 

Hence, several reasons for lawyers reported poorer mental health 

have been suggested, including several occupational stressors. In a 

recent report conducted by the Australian Victorian Legal Services 

Board and Commission Lawyer Wellbeing Project (Brady, 2020), 

several occupational stressors were proposed. For example, participants 

reported being acculturated to a work environment of overwork and 

stress, with a lack of training in personal coping and interpersonal skills, 

particularly in managing indirect trauma. The International Bar 

Association (IBA) based in United Kingdom, Asia, and The Netherlands 

published the results of a survey undertaken in November and 

December 2020 using the World Health Organization’s (WHO-5) 

methodology for assessing mental wellbeing. The professional 

wellbeing of lawyers was reported as being below the global average for 

every regional forum. How this poorer wellbeing manifested may have 

differed, yet the report noted that no one jurisdiction of law was without 

a low score. Additionally, the IBA also reported that 41% of the 
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respondents stated that they would not discuss wellbeing issues with 

their employer due to concerns their career and livelihood would be 

adversely affected, which suggests a lack of openness regarding mental 

health for this population. 

An area that is gaining more attention in the lawyer mental 

health field is lawyers’ exposure to indirect trauma, particularly for 

those working in criminal law. The following statistics provide a 

background to the type of offences committed, and those that are 

presented in court for criminal lawyers. The Australian Bureau of 

Statistics in 2020 reported there were 396 victims of homicide and 

related offences, and 27,505 victims of sexual assault recorded by police 

in Australia (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2021). In the ABS 

Criminal Courts’ statistics for the financial year 2019/2020, it is 

reported that more than half of the defendants finalised in the higher 

courts had the following offences: assault (20%), deal or traffic in illicit 

drugs (19%), and sexual assault (15%). In sentencing in the higher 

courts, the defendants with the greatest proportion of custodial 

sentencing had committed homicide and related offences (90%), 

robbery and extortion (19%), and weapons/explosives (81%).  
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An example, of the impact of regular exposure to the above 

material is found in an Australian Broadcasting Corporation radio 

programme ‘Law Report’ aired on 11 July 2017, titled ‘Is practising 

criminal law bad for your mental health?’ an experienced criminal 

barrister spoke of his personal distress and the types of material that 

lawyers and judges deal with every day saying: 

Often, you're dealing with allegations of people that have done 

dreadful things to other people, you know, abused children, or 

abused and killed children, sexually assaulted people, murdered 

someone. You have the witness accounts from, say, victims. 

They may be recorded. You have very disturbing crime scene 

photographs in videos, autopsy reports and photographs, medical 

reports, pathologist reports. It's one thing to say, well, it's there 

on the desk in front of you, you can close the folder or turn off 

the computer, but there does come a cumulative effect of it all, 

and it's the sort of material that you are exposed to whether you 

are prosecuting an offence or defending one. …What people are 

more and more finding is the cumulative effect of case after case 

after case. You become secondarily or vicariously traumatised 

by the trauma of other people that you are regularly and 
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constantly exposed to, and that's something that I think you have 

to watch out for. 

While some of the types of the material mentioned in the above 

quote do make it into the nightly news reports or online, these are 

perhaps the more sensational cases. It is the daily constant exposure to 

indirect trauma that may have a negative effect on lawyers’ mental 

health and general wellbeing. Many aspects of this thesis are captured 

by the criminal barrister’s quote, including what type of material some 

lawyers are exposed to, how frequently they are exposed, and how it can 

affect them over time. 

Another quote also illustrates several factors relating to exposure 

to indirect trauma and lawyers’ vulnerability to psychological distress at 

work, and how they cope within their work context. 

Vicarious trauma may be a lawyer's greatest risk. Lawyers 

are not the immediate first responders to the worst things that 

happen, but they often spend more time with the details and 

people who experience the direct trauma than anyone else. Yet a 

lawyer's need to be perfect (a ‘don't let them see you sweat’ 

attitude) and pessimistic tendencies can make lawyers even more 



21 

vulnerable to the effects of this trauma. They do not show 

weakness, they do not process stress, and they hold it inside until 

they burnout. (Bibelhausen et al., 2015, p. 934) 

Encapsulated in this quote are the key premises explored within 

this thesis. Namely, that lawyers and barristers, are required to expose 

themselves numerous times to material from clients to prepare legal 

advice, case advocacy, or for statutory inquiries. Further, that the legal 

culture plays a key role by perpetuating the idea that acknowledging 

mental health concerns and seeking help is perceived as a weakness. 

  In examining the lawyers’ experience, this thesis is concerned 

with the type of material experienced as traumatic, and the context in 

which lawyers are exposed to the material, that is, the occupational 

work environment and the legal system itself. Emphasising the 

organisational role in lawyers’ mental health, a recent survey undertaken 

by the private law group (Australian & New Zealand Meritas Wellness 

Survey, 2019) revealed a need for a strong organisational culture 

promoting and supporting conversations on mental health at work. The 

other is the context in which that exposure occurs and how it may affect 

how legal players respond and manage that exposure. Professions 

working with traumatised clients, such as social workers, also must 
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consider their response to the material in the work context. For example, 

Dane and Chachkes’ (2001) study on hospital social workers with high 

caseloads of traumatised clients observed that time pressures while 

managing high caseloads did not allow time to reflect and process the 

participants’ personal reactions and meet their own needs. Time 

pressures and high caseloads also feature in lawyer work environments 

and the same observation may be made in relation to their ongoing 

exposure to traumatised clients. 

The literature on exposure to indirect trauma as an everyday 

experience includes several professionals who work on the frontline of 

emergencies, such as police, (Arble et al., 2018), ambulance paramedics 

(Shakespeare-Finch, 2011), hospital emergency departments (Yaakubov 

et al., 2020), firefighters (Bastug et al., 2019), and those in helping 

professions, including social workers (Raynor et al., 2020) and 

psychologists (Diehm et al., 2019). It has only been in relatively recent 

years that non-frontline workers, such as lawyers, have been the subject 

of research on such exposure. As outlined in the next chapter, this 

literature is limited and problematic for a range of reasons. No research 

has yet investigated lawyers' experience of exposure to potentially 

traumatic material using qualitative methodology. The benefits of a 
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qualitative approach are that it pursues the “what” rather than the “how 

many” questions in research. Thus, such questions add richness to 

quantitative research by maintaining the complexities of human 

behaviour. This is even more relevant when the factors are unclear, 

poorly known, or unknown as is the case in exposure to potentially 

traumatic material. In seeking to find out the “what “is happening 

behind the numbers of quantitative studies helps to identify what areas 

need to be studied and measured further in future research (Hall & 

Harvey, 2018). 

 Potentially traumatic material is defined here as the type of 

material lawyers are exposed to in their daily work, including images of 

violent deaths and injuries, video evidence of child sexual abuse, 

physical evidence of domestic violence, and hearing stories of torture in 

refugee clients. The use of the word ‘potentially’ is to highlight the 

subjective process that occurs to transform material that has the 

potential to be traumatic into material that is experienced as traumatic 

(i.e., making a personal connection with the material beyond their role 

as a lawyer). In addition, this thesis explores the influence of the 

occupational and legal culture context on the experience of potentially 

traumatic material. The context here is defined as the employing 
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organisation’s normative behaviour, policy and practices, and the 

overall legal system in which the lawyers are embedded and 

acculturated through education. 

Background to the thesis 

The recognition of trauma as a concept distinct from normal 

societal events and experienced by individuals rather than groups, has 

developed rapidly from late in the twentieth century until the present 

(James, 2020). Building on this work, recognition of indirect trauma 

arose in the 1990s, after those in counselling occupations, such as social 

workers and mental health, became personally distressed and affected 

by their clients’ stories. The phenomenon was outlined in the literature 

as vicarious trauma (Brady et al., 1999; Pearlman & MacIan, 1995). In 

this same decade of the 1990s, a major change occurred in the way 

trauma was classified, after Secondary Traumatic Stress (STS) was 

included in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual (DSM IV as part of 

Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) (see DSM IV; American 

Psychiatric Association, [APA] 1994). This expansion to the way PTSD 

was defined remained in the next edition, DSM- 5, which is in operation 

to date (DSM–5, American Psychiatric Association [APA], 2013). 
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With the broadening of understanding of how indirect trauma 

could lead to mental health disorders, researchers similarly broadened 

their focus to investigate whether non-frontline professions were 

similarly affected by their indirect exposure to traumatic material. 

Studies were published on midwives (Sheen et al., 2014), interpreters 

(Lai & Costello, 2021), and lawyers (Levin & Griesberg, 2003), 

showing that the adverse effects of indirect trauma are widespread in 

several differing professions that are exposed to clients’ trauma. Thus, 

the literature on indirect trauma developed rapidly from late in the 

twentieth century until the present to include a wide range of 

professions. 

In seeking to expand the literature’s primary focus on health 

professionals and social workers, Iverson, and Robertson (2020) 

reviewed the prevalence of STS in lawyers. They acknowledged the 

disparity in the empirical measurements used and inconsistency in the 

various studies’ findings creating an inchoate understanding of the 

prevalence of STS in lawyers. Despite these shortcomings, they 

concluded that opening the area of STS to lawyer populations is 

important for lawyer wellbeing and ultimately the health of the legal and 

judicial systems. In striving to understand the context in which such 
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concepts as STS may arise, the legal profession’s normative behaviour 

is suggested to be a factor in lawyers’ mental health and wellbeing 

according to recent studies in the US and Australia. The American 

company ALM’s 2021 Survey on Mental Health and Substance Abuse 

in lawyers reported that client expectations, workload, and expectations 

by clients and managers of being available outside work hours, were the 

main source for many respondents of poorer mental health (Jackson, 

2021). A further issue is raised by Nelson’s review (2015) in the 

Australian context, which cites lawyers’ concern over career 

repercussions from disclosing any form of mental illness due to 

perceived and actual stigma.  

Further, the legal profession has in the past demanded lawyers 

disown their emotions to be professional, acting only with reason and 

infallibility in the interest of their clients, the courts, and the legal 

system (Kiser, 2011). The practice of law, for example, Kiser (2011) 

argues is still based largely on abstract concepts taught through case 

studies and judicial analysis. Further, Kiser (2011) argues that emotional 

intelligence is an essential quality for a lawyer’s performance. The 

recognition of emotions role in the training of lawyers is a recent 

innovation that is to be welcomed in legal professional training, 
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suggests Martin, (2014). Yet the concept of emotional intelligence is 

still relatively new to law school’s curriculum. 

The disjunction this may create between law and emotions can 

be a source of tension for lawyers in the reality of practice and the 

dictates of professional norms. Overall, the legal practice context has 

characteristics, such as workload expectations, a strict professionalism 

of rationality, and concern over mental health stigma, that over time 

may impact negatively on lawyers’ mental health, including how they 

respond to potentially traumatic material. 

That the above factors may influence the experience of indirect 

trauma at work is highlighted by Bell et al.’s (2003) study on 

organisational prevention and intervention in vicarious trauma. They 

note organisational culture sets the tone for how employees respond to 

trauma survivors, both personally and professionally. However, the 

types of organisations Bell et al. (2003) is referring to involve 

professions, such as social workers, who are familiar with having 

professional supervision and support around clients and personal 

responses.  
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While professional supervision has historical links in both law 

and social work, it is noteworthy that neither profession has achieved a 

consistent practice model. In the law, for example, Giddings and 

McNamara (2014) comment upon the lack of legal definition and 

practice guidelines for legal supervision, and report on research 

indicates this has a more significant impact on junior lawyers, (James, 

2008b). In comparison, social work practice has a body of literature 

focused on supervision to inform their education, training, and practice 

through an interpersonal relationship (O’Donoghue and Tsui, 2013). 

Gidding and McNamara (2014) argue that law as a profession treats 

supervision as a “subset of practice management,” (p. 1245) rather than 

central to legal practice. Such an approach is detrimental to the 

complexity of human development as supervision is conducted, they 

assert, in other professions, such as social work. This scholarly 

recognition of the value of supervision by Gidding and McNamara 

(2014) offers the legal practice guidance in the development of 

supervisory practice instituted as a developmental aid throughout a 

career. 

Studies on social workers may also help to advance the 

knowledge of the influence of organisational factors, as no known 
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equivalent studies exist on lawyers. Interestingly, a recent literature 

review by Ashley-Binge and Cousins (2020) argues that although social 

work organisations offer supervision and encourage self-care, these 

measures are not enough to support their employees at risk from 

exposure to indirect trauma. Thus, organisational factors, such as 

supervision and collegiate support, may be important, but insufficient 

factors to protect employees from the effects of exposure to indirect 

trauma. However, no research has yet considered what, and if, more 

organisational support is required. 

In summary, the aim of this thesis was to better understand what 

experiences lawyers reported as potentially traumatic in their daily 

duties and over time, as well as the influence of the context of their 

experience, and how they coped. Through employing different methods 

of exploration, one in the moment and the other retrospective, this study 

aimed to build up a picture of what was happening for lawyers when 

they had exposure to potentially traumatic material. The intention was to 

provide richer detail in the picture of lawyers’ lives and experiences 

than is available in previous studies, which typically employed surveys 

and quantitative designs. While necessarily located in the time and place 

in which the studies were conducted, the results provide new 



30 

perspectives that can help inform lawyers and the legal culture, that 

could help in the future for the profession’s education, training and 

development. 

Moreover, this thesis sought to expand the focus from only 

criminal law to other areas of legal practice that may also be at risk of 

exposure. Research to date has focused on criminal lawyers, judges, 

and barristers in the criminal courts (Leclerc, et al., 2020). Arguably, 

there is a case that noncriminal lawyers who work in areas, such as 

immigration and refugee claims, personal injury, coronial jurisdictions, 

and family and child protection may be exposed in the workplace to 

potentially traumatic material. 

Structure of the thesis 

The research in this thesis is presented in a series of published 

papers and abides by Griffith University’s Doctor of Philosophy 

guidelines. This thesis contains six chapters. Chapters 1 and 2 provide a 

general introduction to the thesis, the topic and relevant theories, and the 

research aims and strategies. Chapter 2 begins by defining trauma and 

indirect trauma and details the prevalence of exposure to indirect trauma 

and the impact it has, before reviewing organisational factors that may 



31 

influence an individual’s response. Chapter 3 (Study 1), which is a diary 

and an interview study and Chapter 4 (Study 2), comprising an in-depth 

interview study, are the empirical chapters and include the studies of the 

thesis. Both studies have been published and information relating to the 

publication is included at the beginning of the relevant chapter. The 

final chapter of the thesis, Chapter 5, contains an overall discussion of 

this research project. This chapter proposes a model that provides a 

framework for understanding lawyers’ exposure to traumatic material 

and summarises the key findings of the studies, before discussing these 

findings in the context of the broader literature and highlighting the 

clinical, social, and policy implications. To close the thesis, this chapter 

ends with an overview of the conclusions drawn from this body of work. 

Reflexive note on the choice of methodologies 

I chose a qualitative exploratory approach to my thesis because I 

was interested in hearing from lawyers directly and providing an 

opportunity for them to voice their experiences. I did not want to pre-

empt their responses through a particular theoretical model, but I 

acknowledge that the conceptual models of indirect trauma influenced 

my thinking around my enquiries. This exploratory method was 
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achieved by not asking questions on specific types of responses or 

assuming what lawyers may consider traumatic material. 

Although I set out on my research journey with the clear intent 

to let lawyers speak for themselves, as someone who has been trained 

in, but never practised law, I struggled with my own preconceptions of 

what legal practice entailed. The form of my preconceptions was around 

the belief that all legal practice was inherently emotionally difficult, and 

that lawyers became enculturated as emotionally disengaged 

professionals who are not necessarily empathetic to their clients. 

Additionally, I tended initially to conceptualise lawyers as a 

homogenous population, which I acknowledge was erroneous. I 

addressed this tension within myself and the findings from my research 

through being regularly challenged by my supervisors to let the data 

speak for itself and to put aside my own views, and indeed need, to find 

a particular narrative. The conversations with my supervisors were 

crucial to my development of a researcher perspective that enabled me 

to distance myself from my own prejudice of the legal profession as 

homogenous. The resulting research is therefore much better for the 

clarity of the individual voices that were incorporated into the findings 

and spoke for themselves. The results indicate a profession that is by no 
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means without personal as well as legal skills in identifying and 

managing what they found to be potentially traumatic material. 

However, it is also apparent in the findings that there are areas of law 

that would benefit from further research and more support in 

understanding and managing exposure to potentially traumatic material. 

So, having described the format of the thesis chapters and 

addressed the specific focus of this research, I move to the goal of 

Chapter 2: to outline the literature to date on trauma and indirect trauma, 

adverse and non-adverse effects of indirect trauma, individual factors 

relating to stress and coping and indirect trauma, organisational factors, 

and normative behaviours in relation to influencing how lawyers 

respond to indirect trauma. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

The current chapter reviews the research on the experiences of 

lawyers exposed to material that has the potential to be traumatic. The 

chapter begins with a discussion of the definitions of trauma and 

indirect trauma. This discussion is followed by an examination of the 

research related to affective theories of indirect trauma, including the 

development of workplace vicarious trauma, secondary traumatic stress, 

compassion fatigue, and separately, burnout. Additionally, the 

mediating and moderating factors around indirect trauma are explored, 

including Lazarus and Folkman’s transactional theory of stress (1987) 

and the role of organisational factors, legal norms, and mental health 

stigma on how lawyers respond. The chapter concludes by discussing 

factors that may mitigate or increase the risk of lawyers experiencing 

indirect trauma. 

Direct and indirect psychological trauma 

The concept of trauma has existed historically for centuries, 

where psychological distress from ‘terrifying events’ was regarded as a 

normal group reaction that would improve over time (Jones & Wessely, 

2007, p. 164). In the twentieth century, the concept of trauma changed 
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from being seen as a group reaction to an individual reaction, with 

individual consequences. These individual reactions, which may include 

symptoms of depression, stress, and anxiety, can be referred to broadly 

as psychological or emotional distress (Drapeau et al., (2012); Reiss & 

Price, 1996). Distress refers to an early indication that individuals are 

having trouble adjusting to the stressors to which they are exposed. 

With the new emphasis on individual responses to trauma, 

studies were conducted on the effects of psychological trauma, as well 

as therapeutic treatments and interventions. Public awareness was also 

raised and scholarly definitions, with the accompanying development of 

theories about psychological trauma, followed (Ringel & Brandell, 

2012). While there is a considerable body of literature around the 

concept of trauma, there is no consensus on the meaning of the term 

‘trauma’ (Krupnik, 2019). Nonetheless, recent literature suggests trauma 

is on a continuum that includes events that are outside a person’s 

‘normative experience’ and with the response being a breakdown of a 

person’s ‘self-regulating function’ (Krupnik, 2019, p. 249). Thus, 

Krupnik (2019) defines trauma as being exposed to something beyond 

what is considered normal and reacting to it in a nonadaptive way. To 

help clarify this definition for example, a person can feel overwhelmed 
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and suffer adversity yet not, according to Krupnik’s (2019) definition, 

experience psychological trauma, as such feelings are within the normal 

range of experiences. From this lower end of the trauma continuum, a 

move to the upper end would see someone diagnosed with Post-

Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) using criteria in the DSM-5 

(Diagnostic and Statistical Manual, American Psychological 

Association, [APA] 2013). 

Adverse effects of working with indirect trauma 

Over time the concept of indirect trauma exposure has gained 

strong recognition in the field of psychology. While direct trauma and 

PTSD were acknowledged in 1980s, with the inclusion in the Diagnostic 

and Statistical Manual (DSM) in that decade, it was in the 1990s that the 

theoretical frameworks were developed to address the possible 

psychological effects of a person’s exposure to indirect trauma. One 

such model was Secondary Traumatic Stress (STS), which was 

explicitly developed to explain an individual’s reaction to secondary or 

indirect exposure to traumatic events experienced by another (Bride et 

al., 2007, Figley, 1995). STS became incorporated into the DSM (APA) 

when the definition of PTSD was expanded in the current edition of the 

Diagnostic and Statistical Manual-Fifth Edition (DSM-5) to include 
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indirect exposure to trauma. Thus, the DSM-5's new Criterion A 

category acknowledges what was previously referred to as STS as a 

form of PTSD, ‘experiencing repeated or extreme exposure to aversive 

details of the traumatic event(s) (e.g., first responders collecting human 

remains; police officers repeatedly exposed to details of child abuse)’ 

and experiencing symptoms such as intrusive thoughts, avoidance of 

triggering traumatic material, negative changes in cognition/mood, and 

changes in levels of arousal and reactions (American Psychiatric 

Association, 2013). However, there is a history of controversy on the 

definition of PTSD and even the inclusion of trauma in the DSM (Pai et 

al., 2017). Nonetheless, while the concept of trauma may be contested, 

the effects on professionals, such as lawyers, of indirect trauma has 

relevance for understanding what the consequences are and what factors 

may be relevant to a risk profile, and therefore, any interventions that 

may be appropriate. 

Vicarious Trauma 

Another concept developed to describe what happens to workers 

exposed indirectly to trauma (in this case counsellors/social workers 

working with survivors of sexual assault) was McCann and Pearlman’s 

(1990) model of Vicarious Trauma (VT). The counsellors they 
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examined were engaged empathically with their clients while providing 

therapy, and in this work setting they were repeatedly exposed to their 

clients’ experiences of trauma. McCann and Pearlman (1990) described 

clients who survive trauma as viewing themselves and their world as 

‘through a glass darkly’ (p. 1). This Biblical phrase was a reference to a 

critical process they saw occurring whereby the client’s identity and 

their worldview were ‘disrupted, colouring all future perceptions of 

themselves and the world’ (p. 1). They also argued that it was the 

changed worldview that affected professionals working with these 

clients as they also experienced a changed worldview. Pearlman and 

MacIan (1995) suggested that any professionals who are exposed to 

‘graphic descriptions of violent events, realities of people’s cruelty to 

one another, and trauma-related re-enactments’ (p. 31) are at risk of VT. 

In summary, VT involves exposure to others’ traumatic material, in 

combination with a professional commitment to helping others through 

empathic engagement that cumulatively results in the development of 

VT symptoms, particularly a worldview changed for the worse 

(Pearman & Caringi, 2013).  

Despite the continued use of the term in the literature, VT as a 

concept is contentious and the findings in trauma workers have been 
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inconsistent and ambiguous (Branson, 2019). Moreover, a major issue 

with the research concerning exposure to indirect trauma in lawyers is 

the use of multiple terms to describe the phenomenon. This lack of 

clarity around terms, as well as using diverse ways of operationalising 

and measuring these concepts, makes comparative analysis difficult 

(Elwood et al., 2011). Therefore, the findings of research on VT require 

cautious interpretation (Branson, 2019; Sabin-Farrell & Turpin, 2003). 

Although the literature is unclear regarding the clarity of the concept 

and findings, the term VT is highly popular in legal professional (grey) 

literature as a probable reason for poorer mental health in some areas of 

legal practice, such as criminal law (Dale, 2019). 

To date, much of the literature on VT has focused on frontline 

workers in health and emergency services, for example, emergency 

doctors, nurses, paramedics, firefighters, and police officers (Parka et 

al., 2019). However, Murray and Royer (2003) argued that exposure to 

indirect trauma was just as applicable to lawyers working in the fields of 

criminal and family law. They describe, as examples, criminal cases 

where graphic evidence of sexual abuse and violent video evidence is 

presented in court. Further, they contended that ‘daily, family lawyers 

hear painful and tragic stories of families torn apart by anger, adultery, 
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violence, [and] sexual abuse’ (p. 160.) In addition, they argued that the 

evidence provided by a lawyer’s client is often dramatic and highly 

emotional, especially in child sexual abuse and domestic violence cases. 

They further noted that in advocacy for these clients, lawyers must 

revisit the client’s trauma history several times in court proceedings. 

However, it is not only in the courtroom that lawyers may be exposed 

repeatedly to potentially traumatic material. Legal professionals 

working in child protection must often record the details of their clients’ 

abusive and traumatic histories (Ferguson, 2016; Many & Osofsky, 

2012). Thus, arguably, lawyers working in several areas of legal 

practice are routinely exposed to potentially traumatic material. 

The recognition that lawyers in certain fields are likely to be 

subjected to indirect trauma has resulted in a small number of studies 

examining lawyers’ reports of exposure to trauma. A study on criminal, 

domestic violence, and family lawyers (Levin & Greisberg, 2003) and a 

review study on coroners (Flannery & Greenhalgh, 2018) found 

exposure to crime dealing with unexpected deaths and grieving families 

was linked to symptoms of PTSD in the United States (US). Levin and 

Greisberg’s (2003) study became pivotal for establishing a research base 
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for lawyer population studies on VT, albeit it was only a pilot survey 

study.  

Secondary Traumatic Stress 

Levin and Greisburg (2003) also compared the lawyers in their 

study to community mental health and social workers, and found 

lawyers had more exposure to traumatised clients in the twelve months 

prior to the survey. Moreover, lawyers reported a higher incidence of 

secondary traumatic stress symptoms, such as intrusive thoughts, sleep 

disturbance, increased irritability, and poor concentration, than the 

comparison group. Interestingly, lawyers also reported being frustrated 

with clients who were passive and unable to use available resources, and 

these emotions did not relate to indirect trauma. 

Levin and Greisberg’s (2003) survey had provision for lawyers 

to surmise their responses and their responses indicated a lack of 

preparation around indirect trauma and client work, and lack of access 

to safely ventilate their feelings. Finally, the study found that a few 

lawyers reported frustration with the legal system with high caseloads, 

high pressure, and hostile courts as a cause of distress. In summary, 

Levin and Greisburg (2003) did find reports by lawyers of secondary 

traumatic stress symptoms with increased exposure to traumatised 
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clients. Additionally, the survey results indicated more wide-ranging 

issues, such as the effect on distress levels from operating in a difficult 

and hostile work environment with challenging clients. The latter was 

not a focus of exposure to indirect trauma; however, it may influence 

how the symptoms of STS are experienced. Confusion exists, however, 

with Levin and Greisberg’s study as they used the term VT 

interchangeably with other similar but distinct concepts, including 

burnout (Maslach, 1982) and STS (Figley, 1995). Nevertheless, their 

study provides a window into how lawyers experience indirect trauma 

and what other factors may play a role in that experience. 

A study by Flannery and Greenhalgh (2018) described the types 

of routine material that may affect coroners in the US. The material 

included gruesome murders and bloated, decomposed bodies, as well as 

child homicides and having to manage distressed families. Further, the 

frequency with which the coroners had to deal with the distressed family 

members was a factor in their development of PTSD. They found 

symptoms such as flashbacks, ruminations, and nightmares, and used a 

comparison group that included mental health counsellors and social 

workers, finding that coroners reported more PTSD symptoms than the 

comparison group. Thus, the suggestion is that something is different in 
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the lawyers’ work environment or professional role that increases their 

vulnerability to experiencing higher levels of symptoms. 

While the above studies are US based, Vrklevski and Franklin 

(2008) undertook a study on Australian criminal lawyers and a 

comparison group of academic lawyers. They found criminal lawyers 

reported more VT symptoms than the academic lawyers. However, no 

difference was found in the two groups of lawyers in how they coped. 

Australian criminal lawyers were again the subject of a study by 

Maguire and Byrne (2016), who also found that criminal lawyers 

reported more symptoms of VT than a comparison group of mental 

health workers. Maguire and Byrne (2016) argued that this was the 

result of the extent and effect of working with traumatised clients. Thus, 

the findings from both the American and Australian studies indicate that 

criminal lawyers and other legal professions experience similar 

exposures, such as coroners. 

In a different area of legal practice, in a recent study on 

asylum/refugee lawyers, Rønning et al. (2020), a Scandinavian and 

British collaborative study, found a significant association between the 

amount of contact with trauma-exposed clients and anxiety in lawyers. 

Asylum lawyers with more clients per week reported more cognitive 
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changes about trust in others. Additionally, asylum lawyers with less 

experience had higher general trauma scores and intrusion symptoms. 

Similarly, Dunkley and Whelan (2006) found in reviewing studies on 

counsellors and VT that an intense caseload of trauma affected clients 

was linked to increased symptoms of VT (Dunkley & Whelan, 2006). 

These findings suggests that the development of VT is the result of not 

only the internalisation of a client's trauma, but also an individual's 

response to organisational factors such as caseload. 

Compassion Fatigue 

Another term used along with STS and VT is compassion fatigue 

(CF), which also describes an individual’s response to indirect trauma in 

the workplace. Compassion fatigue was coined by Johnson (1992) to 

refer to nurses and the effects of their caretaking role as an alternative 

term to STS. Where secondary traumatic stress is defined as ‘the natural 

consequent behaviours and emotions resulting from knowing about a 

traumatising event experienced by a significant other – the stress 

resulting from helping or wanting to help a traumatised or suffering 

person’ (Figley, 1995, p. 7). Whereas CF is described as an acute, 

emotional occurrence that creates elevated levels of stress for 

caregivers, and in which a caregiver’s symptoms parallel those of the 
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original trauma victim’s (e.g., avoidance, hyperarousal, sleep 

disturbances) (Figley, 1995). Both definitions encompass distress from 

working with individuals suffering and wanting to help them, although 

Figley’s STS adds the element that it is a natural consequence of this 

work. Norton et al., (2016) argue that lawyers are susceptible to CF due 

to the nature of the competitive and adversarial system in which some 

lawyers work and the personal and professional isolation resulting from 

this type of system. Thus, several slightly differing terms and definitions 

are used to describe psychological distress for lawyers experiencing 

indirect trauma. This obfuscation is an ongoing issue in the literature, 

yet what is clear is that some individuals do experience a level of 

psychological distress when working with indirect trauma irrespective 

of the terminology employed. 

Burnout 

Another concept describing psychological distress at work for 

lawyers is that of burnout. Burnout is defined as a syndrome of 

emotional exhaustion, depersonalisation of others, and a feeling of 

reduced personal accomplishment in the workplace (Maslach, 1981). 

Further, organisational factors may predict burnout in lawyers (Jackson 

et al., 1987). For instance, Tsai et al.,’s (2009) study on lawyers and 
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burnout explored burnout’s association with perceived occupational 

stress. Their cross-sectional study of 26 law firms found lawyers 

working in advocacy reported higher occupational stress and work-

related burnout. Lawyers’ workload is another significant factor linked 

to the development of burnout (Leve & Ashforth, 1996). In examining 

the role of burnout and work engagement in lawyers, Gardner (2012) 

found that burnout led to psychological distress, and work engagement 

lead to greater job satisfaction. The studies on burnout seek to explain 

organisational factors that contribute to lawyers’ psychological distress. 

In contrast to the concepts of VT, STS, and CF, no exposure to indirect 

trauma is necessarily involved in the development of burnout, yet 

burnout and CF have been associated together as affecting lawyers’ 

mental health and wellbeing (Norton et al., 2016). The conclusion, 

therefore, is that indirect trauma exposure can contribute to types of 

occupational distress that are variously described as VT, STS, CF, and 

burnout. The use of such concepts can be useful in highlighting a 

problem in professional legal practice; however, building an evidential 

base for further study on these concepts alone is compromised by the 

conceptual confusion that currently exists. Thus, these terms were not 
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specifically employed in the current study to examine lawyers’ 

experiences of exposure to potentially traumatic material. 

Non adverse effects of working with indirect trauma 

In the past fifteen years, research on exposure to trauma has 

developed to include not only the adverse psychological effects of 

indirect trauma exposure discussed above, but also the potentially 

positive effects of such work. Despite the challenging and difficult 

nature of client trauma work, a sense of personal growth may occur 

through helping clients deal with traumatic material and through 

witnessing some clients’ personal growth. Possibly there exists the 

opportunity for an increased sensitivity to the complexity of their 

clients’ traumatic material, as well as pride and professionalism in the 

job (Arnold et al., 2005). Hence, in recent years, concepts such as 

Vicarious PostTraumatic Growth (V-PTG,) (Arnold et al., 2005) and 

Vicarious Resilience (VR) (Engstrom et al., 2008; Hernandez et al., 

2007, 2015); have been coined. Vicarious posttraumatic growth refers to 

the positive effect on professionals of helping trauma victims and 

survivors. The clients’ survival and personal growth despite their 

adverse life experiences can be inspiring to witness as a professional 

(Masten & Coatsworth 1998; Walsh 2016). The related concept of VR is 
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associated with the professional’s knowledge of the clients’ trauma 

survival through successful adaptive coping mechanisms. Resilience 

may moderate the negative effects of stress and promote recovery 

following adversity (Wagnild & Young, 1993). Studies on VR have 

centred on child and adolescence victim counsellors (Silveira & Boyer, 

2015), teachers (Azevedo & Hernandez-Wolfe, 2014), childcare and 

education workers (Azevedo & Hernandez-Wolfe, 2020), social workers 

(Newell, 2020), domestic violence advocates (Frey et al., 2017), 

ambulance workers, refugee workers, asylum workers, and mental 

health and physical care workers (Puvimanasinghe et al., 2015; 

Shakespeare-Finch et al., 2003). 

V-PTG has been found to improve workplace interactions

(Barrington & Shakespeare-Finch, 2013), resulting in positive changes 

in self-perception (Manning-Jones et al., 2015) and leading to greater 

feelings of competence in the workplace (Manning-Jones et al., 2015). 

However, this area is nascent and, to date, no theoretical models of V-

PTG have been developed (Bartoskova, 2015). Nevertheless, 

Bartoskova (2015) concludes that positive experiences from exposure to 

client traumatic material modifies the hitherto negative depiction of 

trauma work on professionals. 
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 The role of such personal growth and resilience could also apply 

to lawyers; however, recognition of this potential positive aspect of 

legal practice is not evident in the research to date. Nevertheless, in a 

survey study on a related concept, stress hardiness, Pierson et al., (2017) 

reported lawyers deriving a sense of satisfaction and sense of purpose 

from helping clients. Helping clients was widely defined as including 

advocacy, education, problem-solving, or winning their case in court. 

The influence of concepts such as V-PTG, VR, and stress hardiness is 

relevant to the experience of lawyers exposed to indirect trauma, as 

there is evidence that VR acts as a moderator and V-PTG may act as a 

moderator on the negative effects of exposure (Ogińska-Bulik & 

Kobylarczyk, 2015). 

Individual factors relating to stress and coping in relation to 

indirect trauma 

Exposure to indirect trauma can be considered an occupational 

stressor (Denhof et al., 2014). For fifty years, researchers have been 

trying to understand why people respond differently to the same trigger 

or stressor. One highly influential theory for understanding individual 

responses to stressors is the transactional model of stress and coping 

(Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). The transaction model of stress and coping 
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seeks to explain the process by which significant life stressors as well as 

everyday stressors impact on an individual’s wellbeing. The concept of 

individual appraisal is used to describe a two-stage transactional 

process. First, the degree to which an event is perceived as a threat is 

evaluated, and second, in conjunction with this evaluation, the 

individual appraises their ability to cope with it. The emphasis in the 

model is on these two processes, cognitive appraisal, and coping, which 

mediate the relationship between the stressor and the individual’s 

experience. 

Lazarus and Folkman’s (1984) appraisal process distinguishes 

between three types of cognitive appraisals: primary, secondary, and 

reappraisal. Primary appraisal is where an individual evaluates whether 

an event/situation is a threat, challenge, or stressor. Secondary appraisal 

is where the individual evaluates their ability to cope and how effective 

the strategy will be. Reappraisal occurs when an individual evaluates the 

success (or failure) of the response, for example, the success and failure 

of the coping response. Therefore, if an individual appraises the 

situation as a threat and appraises that they have the capacity to cope, 

then these appraisals will result in good psychological outcomes 

(Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Thus, awareness of the role of cognitive 
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appraisal can be important to an employee’s mental health, as it can help 

individuals to perform resiliently in a stressful occupation (Gomes et al., 

2016). 

The second stage of the model relates to an individual's coping 

abilities. Coping is defined as ‘the person’s constantly changing 

cognitive and behavioural efforts to manage specific external or internal 

demands that are appraised as taxing or exceeding the person’s 

resources’ (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984, p. 141). Lazarus and Folkman 

(1984) classify coping strategies into two distinct types: (a) problem-

focused coping, which tries to change the person–environment realities 

behind negative emotions (to solve the problem or master the situation); 

and (b) emotion-focused coping, which tries to change either what is 

attended to or how it is appraised (attempts to reduce emotional 

discomfort rather than altering the source of the discomfort). 

Problem-focused coping is aimed at the problem and changing 

the harmful/threatening situation though direct action, which if it 

changes the situation for the better, is considered adaptive (Lazarus & 

Folkman, 1984). Adaptive coping is seen as beneficial because it 

changes the situation in the foreseeable future to prevent further and 

ongoing stress. Emotion-focused coping refers to the individual 
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lessening the negative effect a situation has on them personally. For 

example, individuals can deal with emotional distress by expressing 

their emotions, disengaging from their emotions, cognitively 

reinterpreting the negative situation to have a more positive meaning for 

them, or seeking emotional support from others. 

Another type of coping strategy is cognitive avoidant coping 

which is defined, using an approach and avoidant dimension, as 

‘cognitive and emotional activity that is oriented either towards or away 

from threat, with avoidance linked with avoidance-type actions (e.g., 

withdrawing, denying, disengaging from thoughts or feelings’) (Roth & 

Lawrence, 1986, p. 1.). The purpose of avoidant coping is to decrease 

emotional arousal created by the perceived threat. The term is used to 

describe both a coping action related to a stressor and to an individual 

preference for these types of strategies. Avoidant coping has been found 

to increase the possibility of the individual developing PTSD (Smith, 

2009) and it is associated with PTSD symptom severity (Bryant & 

Harvey, 1995) and symptom duration (Benotsch et al., 2000). 

In an extension of the transactional theory, Folkman (1997) 

articulated another form of coping, termed meaning-focused coping. 

Meaning-focused coping involves an individual drawing on their 
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personal values and beliefs and aims to attribute positive meaning to 

ordinary events and remember the event as positive (Carver & Connor-

Smith, 2010; Folkman, 2008). Meaning-focused coping consequently 

elicits positive emotions, which replenish the resources that influence 

cognitive appraisals. Such meaning-focused coping helps sustain coping 

efforts over time and provides relief from distress (Folkman, 2008). 

Thus, there are two feedback loops from unfavourable outcomes and 

distress, one characterised by positive emotions, and the second 

characterised by negative emotions. 

A category of occupational stress applicable to lawyers was 

considered in an early study into coping strategies conducted by Callan 

et al. (1994). Their survey study on lawyers and their adjustment to the 

stress of organisational change used Lazarus and Folkman’s (1987) 

model to determine types of coping strategies and appraisal of change as 

a stressor, as well as the use of personal and social resources. Their 

small sample study found a connection between the change appraised as 

a stressor and a reduction in wellbeing, with a link to depression and 

anxiety. The extent of the change and the use of emotion-focused coping 

was also linked to poorer adjustment for lawyers. Overall, they 

concluded there was evidence for a link between, stress, coping, 
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appraisal, and lawyer wellbeing. While exposure to traumatic material 

as a stressor was initially recognised in the 1990s in nurses (Schauben & 

Frasier, 1995), associations between appraisals, coping, and 

psychological wellbeing have not yet been considered for lawyers. 

A major criticism of Lazarus and Folkman’s (1984) model is that 

it does not include the cultural and social aspects of an individual’s 

stress response. What Lazarus called primary appraisal (i.e., is 

something irrelevant, beneficial, or stressful?) has a social aspect, in that 

any appraisal will be related to social norms. Social norms are 

characteristically defined as ‘rules and standards that are understood by 

members of a group, and that guide or constrain social behaviours 

without the force of law’ (Cialdini & Trost, 1998, p.152). Social norms 

tend to function tacitly, where individuals’ perceptions of normative 

behaviours are used to guide behavioural patterns and intentions but can 

be based on direct and explicit communication between group members 

(Hogg & Reid, 2006). For example, for an individual to appraise an 

event as beneficial or stressful, judgement is not limited to the 

individual’s abilities and resources. The appraisal is made within the 

prevailing social norms embedded in the culture of a particular society, 

both the wider society and specific group norms. Correspondingly, in 
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relation to secondary appraisal on whether the individual believes they 

can cope, there are social norms about what counts as adequate coping. 

Therefore, coping is a contextual process where individuals, either 

implicitly or explicitly, compare themselves to others on what is seen as 

a threat and how to cope with it (Brinkmann, 2011). 

Kirkegaard and Brinkman (2015) contend that work 

environment problems can be viewed as a common workplace problem 

for all individuals, acknowledging that not all individuals respond in the 

same way. They assert that implicit in Lazarus and Folkman’s (1984) 

model between individuals and their environment is the potential for 

shared factors to exist rather than individual characteristics. To Lazarus 

and Folkman’s original theory, Kirkegaard and Brinkman (2015) 

offered an extension of the understanding of stress as not solely existing 

in the individual, but as part of the dynamics of a system. They 

examined how an individual’s appraisal processes related to stress can 

be formed in and through social interaction. They contend that a 

problem often appears when employees come to interpret work 

environment problems as caused by themselves as individuals. For 

example, by failed coping strategies or personality characteristics, 
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instead of viewing their work difficulties as a possible widespread 

problem at the workplace. 

Therefore, Kirkegaard and Brinkman (2015) proposed that an 

individual is part of a dynamic system of social processes in a physical 

environment. This perspective, they argue, allows for a broader 

definition of stress, and removes the issue of an individual interpreting 

work environment problems as caused by their personality or their 

inability to cope. The relevance of extending Lazarus and Folkman’s 

original theory into the social realms becomes clear when considering 

the literature on occupational stress and employee. 

Organisational Factors 

The literature on organisational factors has found that a range of 

work-related- stressors impact on worker wellbeing. These include 

common office stressors, such as time demands, workload, workplace 

bullying, and hostility from colleagues and clients (Williams, 2003). 

More specifically, Elwork’s (2007) study on occupational stressors and 

lawyers highlighted a work environment with constant time pressures, 

client demands, hostile courts, poor work l-ife balance, competition 

from other lawyers, and, if in advocacy, the need to maintain an 

aggressive stance and deal with unremitting conflict. Exposure to 
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traumatic material specifically was not a feature but may be subsumed 

in the general work context of law. In a study on lawyer occupational 

stress, Geok-choo, Kwok-bun and Yiu-chung (2008) investigated 

Singaporean lawyers' perception of work stressors, the role of workplace 

interpersonal, and social interactions as stressors, as well as coping 

strategies. The findings included work overload and time pressure as the 

most frequently reported stressors, with interpersonal conflict featuring 

frequently as well. 

Elwork’s argument regarding lawyer work environment is 

supported by recent research on judges and magistrates, which found 

that judicial stress is significant, particularly at the magistrate level, 

where the volume of cases and the lack of control of cases is greater 

than in higher level courts (Schrever et al., 2021). Magistrates and 

judges are exposed to indirect trauma in the course of their work, as well 

as systemic issues in the legal system (Bowskill, 2021; Schrever, 2018). 

In a recent study on judicial exposure to sexual abuse and trafficking of 

children. Sprang et al., (2021) found that judges reported symptoms of 

STS with ruminations on the material, although it is unclear if this is 

also judicial diligence in considering the facts of the case. Additionally, 

they found judges also reported that they were adversely affected by the 
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frustration, limitations, and anger with a legal system that made their job 

more difficult. 

Lawyers and workplace stress are ubiquitous companions in the 

literature on lawyer mental health and well-being (Blumenthal, 2016). 

Thornton (2016) undertook a survey and interview study to better 

understand how legal work impinged on lawyers’ private lives with a 

focus on work-life balance. This study concentrated on the lawyers’ 

perceptions of what they believed about their work-l-ife balance and 

whether it was attainable. She concluded that, particularly for women 

lawyers, flexible working hours and caring responsibilities were not 

possible in the traditional masculine model of long work hours in 

corporate firms, which resulted in the blurring of work and home life, to 

the detriment of the lawyers’ wellbeing. Work overload as an 

occupational stressor in relation to work-life balance in freelance 

workers was examined by Wood et al., (2016) through a longitudinal 

diary study. They examined the role of transient and routine work 

demands on wellbeing and recovery, noting that high workloads have 

been linked to poor mental health, among other negative effects, and 

that hours worked reduced the amount of time for employees to recover. 

Their diary study used weekly observations and a 5-point rating scale 
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for data collection. Weekly observations were used due to their 

respondents indicated that work demand fluctuations and time on task 

were viewed as weekly rather than daily units. One of the benefits of a 

weekly response was the ability to extend the period of the diary to six 

months. In certain areas of law, such as criminal, where trial work is 

required, such a weekly approach may serve a similar purpose in 

extending the duration of the study to gain a wider picture of lawyers’ 

experiences.  

Wood et al., (2016) found that the relationship between work 

and nonwork interference was more individualised and nuanced than 

expected. They concluded, however, that avoiding work-nonwork 

conflict was a factor in employee wellbeing and that it related to the 

unusually high level of job demands outside routine hours. Hence, there 

is a possibility that lawyers’ overall wellbeing is affected by reported 

high workloads, and this may impact on their ability to manage 

exposure to potentially traumatic material by reducing recovery time. 

Lawyers’ perceived job demands are another factor that may 

influence the impact of potentially traumatic material. In a study on 

work overcommitment, Bergin and Jimmieson (2014) conducted a 

survey of Australian lawyers with a sample population of 384 lawyers. 
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Overcommitment is defined as ‘a set of attitudes, behaviours and 

emotions that reflect excessive striving in combination with a strong 

desire of being approved and esteemed’ (Siegrist, 2001, p. 55). Their 

study found high rates of depression, anxiety, and stress due to lawyers’ 

overcommitment in their work. Overcommitted employees tend to be 

more vulnerable to stress, with severe consequences for their health and 

wellbeing, and they are more likely to experience feelings of exhaustion 

(Siegrist, 2001). 

Chan, Poynton, and Bruce’s (2014) study found that mental 

health symptoms in lawyers were also associated with perceived job 

demands, such as time pressures and the inability to switch off from 

work when at home. Time pressures were reported as overwhelming by 

a third of respondents. Chan et al. (2014) also argued that perceptions of 

job demands were related to the work structures and work cultures 

where high workload and long work hours were the norm (Chan et al., 

2014). 

The influence of organisational culture and legal behavioural norms 

on lawyers’ experiences 

Lawyers employed in legal organisations are subject to the 

influences of that organisation’s normative behaviour in response to 
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potentially traumatic material. Organisational culture is an intangible 

element that refers to the shared values and underlying assumptions of a 

group of people working in an organisation about the traditions and 

norms of that organisation (Harrington, 2011; Schein, 2010; Schneider 

et al., 2017). It is grounded in ‘mental phenomena such as how 

individuals within a particular group think about and value the reality in 

similar ways’ (Alvesson & Sveningsson, 2008, p. 36). In considering 

organisational culture, Drumm (2012) writes that it ‘embodies shared 

values, beliefs and assumptions that are deeply ingrained in an 

organisation’s traditions and influence how an organisation thinks and 

feels’ (p. 1). The influence of organisational norms on an individual 

may be subconscious due to its entrenched nature. Thus, the effect of 

organisational culture and normative behaviour may not be explicit but 

implicitly observed and felt by employees who seek to define a way of 

behaving within that context. For lawyers, organisational culture is 

important because shared beliefs and norms affect employee feelings, 

behaviours, and emotional responses to occupational stressors such as 

exposure to traumatic material (Oates, 2019). 

For lawyers acknowledging that they may be struggling under a 

heavy workload with constant exposure to potentially traumatic 
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material, the available normative behaviours are limited by the 

organisation and the legal culture. Legal culture is difficult to define 

precisely as each organisation will have its own interpretation, but 

broadly it follows a rationalist model of decision making where 

individuals use facts, a stepwise procedure and analysis to come to a 

decision (Uzonwannen, 2016). Flower (2018) argues that Western legal 

culture serves to support the misconception of a division between 

rational and emotional responses to client work, which is normative for 

legal practice. In an illustration of Flower’s view, Norton, Johnson, and 

Woods (2016) state that ‘Lawyers who take time to listen to clients until 

they have a full appreciation of what “all” is going on are often seen as 

weak, to be “bleeding hearts,” or to wear their hearts on the sleeves ¾ 

traits often considered with scorn or disdain.’ (p. 996). In arguing for a 

trauma-informed approach to law, James (2020) notes that the usual 

response by lawyers is to deny there is a problem with any 

psychological distress, and to urge lawyers and law students to ‘get used 

to it, be resilient, toughen up or “grow a thick skin”’ (p. 275). Perhaps 

this is not surprising given the historical perspective that lawyers are 

believed to thrive on a stressful occupation (Mayer, 1967). Law was 

perceived as a tough profession, where only the strongest survived. The 
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legacy of such thinking is a legal work context that risks being 

inhospitable to acknowledging and seeking help with psychological 

distress and mental health issues. The term ‘help-seeking’ is used to 

stand for all types of help-seeking, including self-initiation and 

engagement with professional care (Kovandžić et al., 2011). 

There is evidence that lawyers express a disinclination to seek 

help for mental health issues. The most comprehensive report to date on 

Australian lawyers’ mental health found that participants indicated that 

they were reluctant to, or would not, seek professional help for mental 

health issues (Kelk et al., 2009). This reluctance to seek professional 

help may be associated with the stigma, both self and societal, that 

exists around mental health. The most well--known and now seminal 

definition of stigma is Goffman’s (1963), who states that stigma is ‘an 

attribute that is ‘…deeply discrediting’ that reduces someone [or a 

group] ‘from a whole and usual person to a tainted, discounted one’ (p. 

3). Those who are thus stigmatised are perceived as having a ‘spoiled 

identity’ (Goffman, 1963, p. 3). In developing upon Goffman’s 

definition, Link and Phelan (2001) comment that the act of stigmatising 

is to label people as different and view them with a negative stereotype 

based on this difference, and on this basis discriminate against them. 
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The concept of mental health stigma is not new or exclusive to lawyers 

and reportedly has a negative effect on help-seeking behaviour (Sickel 

et al.., 2014). In the same vein, the stigma associated with being seen as 

weak or vulnerable may act as a deterrent for lawyers to manage 

workplace stress adaptively (Clement et al., 2014). 

As such, while no studies have yet considered the role that the 

organisational or legal culture play in a lawyer’s experience of coping 

with traumatic material, the norms, and beliefs about help-seeking, as 

well as stigma associated with mental health, may act as significant 

barriers to accessing professional help. The implications for those 

lawyers working with constant exposure to potentially traumatic 

material are also currently unknown. 

Summary 

In this literature review, I have argued that while models such as 

Lazarus and Folkman (1984) help us to understand the different 

individual coping strategies that lawyers may employ to manage their 

exposure to potentially traumatic material, they are also limited. The 

context in which the experiences occur and the influence this has on 

lawyers’ experience also needs to be taken into consideration. I have 

argued that organisational factors, such as occupational stress and 
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workload, mental health stigma, and legal normative behaviours, also 

likely play a role in how lawyers perceive, understand, and respond to 

potentially traumatic material. I argue that an individual lawyer in a 

workplace will be influenced, not only by their cognitions, including 

primary and secondary appraisals and method of coping, but also by 

their workplace provision of formal and informal support. While 

drawing on these ideas, and as mentioned in Chapter 1, I did not want to 

constrain participants unnecessarily by drawing on any one theory, 

framework, or model, and instead provided opportunities for lawyers to 

give voice to their experiences. However, the theories and perspectives 

reviewed above shaped my thinking when developing the study methods 

and when making sense of participants’ responses. Additionally, it 

should be noted that while comparison professions and other 

occupational groups were present in several studies on lawyers, the 

studies in this thesis did not use comparison groups. The aim of this 

thesis was to understand the experience of lawyers thus, a qualitative 

approach was undertaken. The aim of the current series of studies was to 

identify what lawyers experience as potentially traumatic material and 

to understand how organisational factors and legal professional norms 
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affect lawyers’ responses to their experiences. To meet these aims, I 

sought to answer the following research questions: 

Study 1 

1. What material stands out to lawyers who work with traumatic

material on an everyday basis?

2. How do lawyers feel about the material? And,

3. How do lawyers respond to their exposure to that material?

Study 2 

1. How do lawyers experience exposure to traumatic material in

their work

2. How does their organisation and profession shape lawyers’

experience of exposure to traumatic material in their work?

The next chapter presents Study 1, which answered the research 

questions in Study 1 by using a two-stage diary-post-dairy interview 

methodology. 
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Chapter 3: A diary study of Australian lawyers working with 

traumatic material 

 Introduction to Diary – Interview Study paper 

This chapter presents the findings of a two-phase multi-method 

study that examined the everyday experiences of lawyers to identify 

what material stands out to them and why, what emotions the material 

elicits, and how they respond. 

This chapter includes a co-authored paper. The bibliographic 

details of the co-authored paper, including all authors, are, Weir, P.M., 

Jones, L., Sheeran, N., & Kebbell, M. (2022). A Diary Study of 

Australian Lawyers Working with Traumatic Material. 29:4, 610-630. 

This manuscript has been published online in Psychiatry, 

Psychology and Law (2021) journal 

http:/doi.org/10.1080/13218719.2021.1956384. 

Table 3.1 indicates the relevant input of others into the 

manuscript of Study 1. 

Table 0.1 

Statement of contributions for Study 1 
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Contributor Contribution 

Weir, P.M. (candidate) Designed the study (80%) 

Conducted the study (100%) 

Interpreted the results (80%) 

Wrote the paper (100%) 

Edited the paper (75%) 

Jones, L. Designed the study (10%) 

Interpreted the results (10%) 

Edited the paper (10%) 

Sheeran, N. Designed the study (10%) 

Interpreted the results (10%) 

Edited the paper (10%) 

Kebbell, M. Edited the paper (5%) 
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Study 1 employed a novel mixed qualitative design to explore the everyday 

experiences of lawyers regularly exposed to potentially traumatic material. Although existing 

empirical studies had sought to understand what lawyers experienced in the workplace 

through the concept of vicarious trauma (Levin & Griesberg, 2003; Maguire & Byrne, 2016; 

Vrklevski & Franklin, 2008), there existed a gap in knowledge about what lawyers’ ‘in the 

moment’ experience involved. Phase 1 employed a diary design, which is argued to 

complement more traditional empirical methods by providing information about the lived 

experience of participants (Bolger et.al., 2003). Diary studies provide an open format where 

participants record events, thoughts, feelings, and behaviours using their own words 

(Poppleton et al., 2008) and allow the exploration of individual behaviours and circumstances 

that occur with moderate frequency (Gunthert & Wenze, 2012). Hence, Phase 1’s research 

design allowed access to subtle data that is not captured in traditional methods such as 

questionnaires. 

Ontologically, diary studies are positioned in the interpretivist qualitative model. 

Thus, the experience of individuals is interpreted as socially constructed and dependent for 

their form and content on individuals and groups creating constructions of meaning (Guba & 

Lincoln, 1994; Heidegger, 2013). Epistemologically, interpretivists argue that our 

understanding of the world occurs through human understandings of meanings made over 

time. The meanings are therefore not neutral facts or values but are instead constructions of 

the world by those living in it at a certain place and time. Aligning with the qualitative model 

the choice of semi-structured diaries thus allows individuals to record everyday meanings as 

they interpret and reinterpret them over time. This approach circumvents the linear and 

singular presentation of the facts and captures a richer narrative, moulded by the research 

questions and at a distance from the researcher. It is this richer and deeper narrative that 

motivates the researcher to use diary studies.  
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Diaries offer the researcher an ability to collect both factual detail, rich descriptions, 

and explanations of everyday life in ways unavailable through other research methods. 

Importantly, diary studies provide a temporal closeness to the individual’s experience as lived 

highlighting the variations in their experiences from day to day (Bolger, et. al., 2003). 

Further, Alaszewski (2006) contends that diaries can provide an insight into how individuals 

interpret their circumstances and assign meaning to their actions and events. It is this 

attribution of meaning by the diary keeper that allows the researcher to gain a personal 

insight into their personal reasonings behind their behaviours. Diaries can be used to examine 

the importance of events for participants as well as their personal perspective and attitudes 

toward them (Jacelon & Imperio 2005). Studies by Carter (2002) and other researchers have 

used diaries as a method of examining relevant and important issues for participants prior to 

interview studies and as a key to developing interview questions. 

The interview phase of the two-part study used a semi-structured interview, which 

allowed further exploration and clarification of the diary entries. The interviews were 

primarily telephone-based and followed closely upon the completion of the diary entries, 

obtaining contemporary recollections from the lawyers. The interview process allowed the 

lawyers to reflect and comment upon their diary entries, with most participants stating that 

the experience of diary entries was positive. The diary-keeping study revealed both the more 

momentous moments and the neutral moments in the lawyers’ workday. Meth (2003) argues 

that the discontinuous nature of diaries provides insights into a broader range of thoughts and 

feelings than would be apparent within a more singular line of thinking that is often 

established in interviews. 

The benefit of a two-phase diary-interview study was that the lawyers selected their 

daily diary question answers maintaining ownership over the research process, while the 
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interview provided the opportunity to better understand why those selections were made and 

how the influence of other organisational factors in their day impacted their diary answers. 

This allowed for a fuller and clearer explanation of the material that affected them, how they 

responded in the moment, and what they did at the end of the day to recover, thus answering 

the research questions posed about their experience of exposure to potentially traumatic 

material. 

For clarification purposes to the published paper please note: A total of 17 female 

lawyers consented to participate in the diary study and 1 male lawyer, with a final total after 

withdrawal and failure to complete, of 13 participants completing the diary requirements. 

Also, all participants were provided with access to psychological counselling services free 

of charge through the Griffith University Clinic. In addition, all participants were made 

aware of government bodies available to the public, such as Lifeline counselling services as 

part of the recruitment material provided with this research. 
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Study 1 

 

Patricia Weir, Liz Jones, Nicola Sheeran & Mark Kebbell (2022) A diary study of 

Australian lawyers working with traumatic material, Psychiatry, Psychology and Law, 

29:4, 610-630.  DOI: 10.1080/13218719.2021.1956384. 

Abstract 

Many lawyers experience regular exposure to traumatic material, yet little is known 

about its effects. This study examines what traumatic material affects lawyers, how they 

respond in the moment and how they recover. The participants (n = 13 lawyers) completed a 

five-day diary study and a semi-structured interview regarding their experiences. The analysis 

identified clients’ negative emotions and experiences, domestic violence, and child abuse as 

most impactful. The participants reported experiencing sadness, anger, frustration, disgust 

and/or compassion; some reported not being overly distressed or not experiencing emotions. 

Most participants reported using social support and emotion-focused coping strategies, 

drawing on their identities as lawyers to suppress or conceal emotions. At the end of a 

working day many participants reported coping by working longer hours but also through 

physical activity and social interactions. We discuss the implications for lawyers’ well-being 

and the role of organisations and education in managing the impacts of traumatic material. 

Keywords: traumatic material lawyers diary coping recovery social support 
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Introduction 

Several areas of legal practice involve ongoing and significant exposure to traumatic 

material (James, 2020; Maguire & Byrne, 2017; Morgillo, 2015; Vrklevski & Franklin, 

2008), including criminal and family law (Levin & Greisberg, 2003; Maguire & Byrne, 2017; 

Murray & Royer, 2003; Vrklevski & Franklin, 2008), immigration (Aschenbrenner, 2013; 

Piwowarczyk et al., 2009) and coronial inquiries (Trabsky & Baron, 2016). Through victim 

impact statements, victim testimony in court graphic medical evidence and distressing   audio 

and video evidence, lawyers may be exposed to cases involving death, assault, domestic 

violence, rape, and child abuse, all of which may be psychologically distressing (Murray & 

Royer, 2003). Because lawyers’ relationships with clients may well be lengthy, lawyers may 

also have prolonged proximity to trauma and witness the long-term impacts of traumatic 

experiences on clients and their families (Levin & Greisberg, 2003; Murray & Royer, 2003). 

There is growing concern about the impact on lawyers of this exposure to traumatic material, 

including the potential for them to develop vicarious trauma (James, 2020). 

Studies conducted to date have found that lawyers’ exposure to traumatic material can 

have a significant negative impact. For   example, lawyers demonstrate higher levels of 

vicarious trauma, depression, anxiety, and burnout compared to mental health professionals 

and social services workers (Levin & Greisberg, 2003; Maguire & Byrne, 2017). Schrever et 

al.,’s (2019) study of judges and magistrates found elevated levels of psychological distress, 

including secondary traumatic stress. Lawyers and judges working in areas of   law such as 

criminal, family, refugee, and juvenile matters experience higher levels of secondary or 

vicarious trauma, depression, and changes in sense of safety and intimacy than do lawyers 

working in other areas of law (Jaffe et al., 2003; Piwowarczyk et al., 2009; Rønning et al., 

2020; Vrklevski & Franklin, 2008). Finally, Weir et al. (2020) found that exposure to 
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traumatic material, over time, resulted in lawyers experiencing intense emotional reactions – 

particularly where they experienced a perceived connection to the material. 

In addition to exposure to traumatic material, some have argued that lawyers’ training 

and work context influence rates of trauma. Sagy (2006) identified that the lack of training and 

emotional support given to lawyers working with traumatised clients is an associated factor 

leading to secondary traumatic stress and burnout. Higher rates of trauma in lawyers are also 

argued to be the result of higher case- loads (Levin & Greisberg, 2003), including the 

cumulative effects of exposure (Weir et al., 2020). There is also evidence of a lack of support 

for lawyers exposed to traumatic material, and the stigma associated with mental health 

problems can deter help-seeking behaviour (Bibelhausen et al., 2015; Levin & Greisberg, 

2003; Pattyn et al., 2014; Weir et al., 2020). 

There is a growing call to prepare and support law students and lawyers in coping with 

the effects of exposure to traumatic material (see, for example, James, 2020; Weir et al., 

2020). Some legal academics argue that the professional ideal taught in law – of an 

adversarial and competitive, rational, emotionally detached, and individualist lawyer – is an 

inappropriate and unrealistic one. It is such ideals that may drive negative emotions such as 

aggression, anger and anxiety in lawyers and contribute to depression (Hall et al., 2010; James 

2020; Seto, 2012). Moreover, it contrasts with the reality of legal cases, which are 

emotionally intense and value laden (Hall et al., 2010). 

Research conducted to date on lawyers’ responses to traumatic material has, however, 

been limited. Leonard et al.,’s (2020) review argues that, overall, the results are not consistent 

regarding whether or not lawyers have higher levels of symptoms than control groups, in part 

due to the inconsistencies across studies in conceptualisation, design and findings, which may 

mean that findings to date are   either an over- or under-representation of prevalence rates. Two 
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aspects that were found to be consistent in two of the reviewed studies ¾ lawyers’ lack of 

training in dealing with traumatised clients and lawyers not having the opportunity to vent their 

feelings. Baillot et al., (2013) and Parker (2014) both criticised studies of lawyers for using 

self-reports- of psychological distress and vicarious trauma scales rather than clinical 

assessments, and for using (often small) non-representative populations. James (2020) and 

Weir et al., (2020) argue that the emphasis on structured surveys has resulted in a lack of 

qualitative examinations of the lived experience of lawyers who are exposed to traumatic 

material that can identify the ways in which they experience exposure and how they respond 

to it, as well as the role of contextual factors. We argue that the existing research has not 

examined the everyday experiences of lawyers working where they are exposed to traumatic 

material. This includes identifying the extent to which, in the everyday, lawyers are being 

affected by traumatic material and how they are responding when they are affected. Such 

research is necessary to inform both training and interventions for lawyers in order to 

ameliorate their distress and improve their wellbeing. 

The first aim of the current study is to address this limitation and extend previous 

work by examining the everyday experiences of lawyers in order to identify (a) what material 

stands out to lawyers and why, and (b) what emotions this material elicits. 

Responding to the effects of traumatic material 

A further area of importance that studies on lawyer wellbeing have neglected is how 

lawyers are responding when they are affected by traumatic material. We draw here on both 

the coping and the recovery literatures. Lazarus and Folkman (1984) identified two broad 

types of coping strategy: problem-focused coping and emotion-focused coping. 

Problem -focused coping involves confronting the event and seeking to acquire the information 

or skills to deal with it. Conversely, emotion-focused coping usually involves attempting to 
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avoid the negative emotions associated with the problem situation by using strategies such as 

suppression, wishful thinking and/or distraction. Higgins and Endler (1995) extended this 

conceptualisation to include avoidance-oriented coping, where people avoid the problem, deny 

it is a problem or distance themselves by engaging in other activities as a distraction. Park and 

Folkman (1997) then added meaning-focused coping, where people draw on their beliefs, 

values, and existential goals to motivate themselves and sustain their coping. Coping 

strategies can be enacted both in the moment and subsequently. 

More recently there has been growing interest in what people do at the end of a 

working day to recover from its demands. Recovery is a broad term, and can include social 

activities, physical activities, relaxation activities and sleep, as well as psychological 

processes such as humour and detachment from work (Demerouti et al., 2009). Sonnentag and 

Fritz, 2007; 2015) have proposed a model of recover y consisting of four components: mastery 

experiences (challenging activities that provide opportunities for learning and development), 

control (personal control over what actions and behaviours are performed from multiple 

options), relaxation (low physical and psychological activation and increased positive affect) 

and psychological detachment (mental disengagement from work and work-related 

processes). 

Studies on lawyers’ coping and recovery strategies are limited. Kobasa’s (1982) early 

study on coping and stress found a positive association between avoidant coping and strain. 

In a more recent study, Geok-Choo et al., (2008) found that time pressure and work 

overload were the most frequently reported stressors, followed by interpersonal stress with 

colleagues and clients. Although the lawyers in their study reported using problem-focused 

coping more frequently than other strategies, the strongest relationship found between 

stressors and coping strategies was for coping through letting out emotions and engaging in 
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help-seeking behaviour. Weir et al.’s (2020) study described lawyers using everyday recovery 

strategies such as exercise and social activities, social support, and meaning-focused coping, 

as well as the active denial or suppression of their emotions. 

Our second aim is to examine how lawyers respond to their exposure to traumatic 

material, comprising how they cope in the moment and how they recover at the end of a 

workday. Traumatic material has not been operationally defined – however, certain types of 

material appear to affect almost everyone adversely. People are most affected by exposure to 

detailed, graphic and explicit material – whether descriptive or visual (McCarroll et al., 1995) – 

relating to child sexual abuse, violence and/or sudden death (Hurrell et al., 2018; Morrison, 

2007; Nen et al., 2011; Roach et al., 2018). A key factor in these studies is the finding that it 

was the scale of human suffering that affected the participants. 

In summary, our research questions are: 

1. What material stands out to lawyers? 

2. How do lawyers feel about this material? 

3. How do lawyers respond to material that stands out to them? 

Materials and methods 

We used a mixed-method diary and interview study. Diaries are a method for 

capturing the moment (Meth, 2003) and providing insight into the ways in which individuals 

perceive situations. Alaszewski (2006) suggests that solicited diaries enable the researcher to 

gain access to data within the participants’ natural context, which in the current study is their 

workplace. Participants were asked to reflect upon their daily work experiences and detail 

their thoughts and emotions regarding those experiences. Follow-up telephone interviews 

were then conducted to enable further exploration of participants’ diary entries. 
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Participants 

The inclusion criterion for participants was that they worked in an area of law which 

exposed them regularly to material that could be traumatic. Around one third of participants 

worked in family law, one third worked in criminal law and one third worked across a range 

of areas including coronial, immigration and disability law. Participants worked across various 

Australian states (i.e., Queensland, New South Wales, Victoria, and Tasmania) and in the 

public (90%) and private sectors. Further demographic details are withheld to protect the 

anonymity of participants. Although we did not deliberately recruit female participants only, 

the male lawyers who responded to our invitation to participate did not want to complete a 

diary study. It was necessary to exclude 2 participants from the study because they only 

completed one diary entry each. Another 2 participants did not consent to participate in an 

interview. The average age of participants was 34.4 years (range = 27–64, SD 9.30). Their 

average years spent in their current job was 3.11 (range = 0.10–16, SD 3.97). Their average 

years working as a lawyer was 7.9 (range = 0.9–40, SD = 9.85). 

Procedure and materials 

Participants were initially recruited through targeting government organisations that 

employ lawyers who work in areas where there is a high level of exposure to traumatic 

material, including criminal charges, domestic and child abuse claims, investigations and conduct 

of coronial inquests and refugee applications. In addition, the study was advertised in a law 

society journal. Two participants were recruited by earlier participants. Recruitment 

continued until there was saturation in the data (Guest et al., 2006, 2020). Diaries and 

interviews were completed between July and October 2017. Participants were given the 

opportunity to choose a pseudonym for use in data analysis and reporting of findings in order 

to protect their confidentiality while providing ownership of their data. 
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Diary 

Participants were asked to respond to structured daily diary questions in the form of an 

electronic proforma distributed via email each day for five consecutive days. The diary asked 

identical questions each day. Participants initially responded to a series of open-ended 

questions: 

1. Briefly describe any client material that you felt stood out for you today. (This question 

is deliberately neutral in order to discover whether participants would report traumatic 

and negative material or positive material.) 

2. Briefly, say why you think the material stood out for you. 

3. Thinking about that material, how did you feel about it? 

4. Still thinking about that material, how did you manage your reactions at the time? 

5. Reflecting on the last 24 hours, what have you done to cope with your work demands? 

(This question was included from Day 2.) 

Participants then responded to two structured questions using a 5-point Likert scale: 

1. How well have you managed the demands of your workday today? (Where 1 = not well 

and 5 = very well) 

2. How typical was this working day for you? (Where 1 = not typical and 5 = very typical) 

These questions were included to determine whether the daily experiences reported were 

typical or out of the ordinary. All participants indicated that their diary days were generally 

typical, except when they involved training (n = 2 participants for 1 day each). Participants 

completed the diaries over 5 consecutive days and were encouraged to write entries responding to 

their daily work life on the current day. Of the 15 participants, 13 completed all 5 days of the 



80 
 
 

 

 

diary and 2 completed 3 days and 4 days, respectively, as they were absent due to sickness for 

the remaining workdays. 

Post-diary interviews 

The follow-up interviews took place as close as possible to the completion of the last 

diary   entry, with most conducted within one week and all conducted within two weeks. 

Eleven interviews were conducted by telephone and two were conducted face-to-face. The 

semi-structured questions probed participants about the traumatic material, the experience of 

writing the diary, any feelings aroused by the diary’s content and any coping strategies 

employed to manage their emotions. This approach allowed us to probe diary entries and check 

our assumptions about the meaning of specific responses in the diaries. In addition, we were 

able to explore how typical participants’ reported coping and recovery strategies were in the 

context of their roles and organisations. The post-diary interviews were 30 to 45 minutes in 

duration and digitally recorded. All interviews were transcribed by a transcription company. 

Analysis 

The diary entries were analysed using content analysis (Krippendorf, 2019; Weber, 

1990). Initially, participants’ responses to each question were analysed separately. However, 

given the overlap in responses to the questions about what material was noticed and why, the 

analysis for these questions was combined. Codes were developed for each question and then 

the entire set was coded by the first and second authors. The small number of differences in 

coding were resolved through discussion. 

The post-diary interviews were analysed by first identifying the material relevant to 

each diary question. They were then coded using the codes developed during the diary 

analysis, with additional codes developed as necessary. The coding of all interview 
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transcripts was conducted by both the first and the third authors. All participants chose their 

own pseudonym for any quotes, and all references to their organisations were removed. 

Findings 

In this section we present the findings from the diaries and interviews as they relate to 

each of our research questions. All exemplar quotes in the tables are from participants’ diary 

entries, with interview quotes only provided in the main text. 

Research Question 1. What material stands out to lawyers? 

Nine categories of material were identified, with most being material that could be 

described by a layperson as distressing or traumatic (see Table 3.2). The material that stood 

out for participants mostly involves victims or clients (n = 54 of the 72 entries provided by 

participants). A smaller number of entries are about perpetrators (n = 6) and third parties 

(e.g., colleagues, government agencies; n = 10). We note that participants described the 

material that stood out as being from a range of modalities, including most frequently written 

material (n = 39), followed by face-to- face interactions (n = 19) and phone interactions 

(n = 17). 
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Table 0.2 

Categories of material that stood out to participants 

Category Frequency Definition 

Exemplar diary quotes: what 

material and why 

Client’s 

negative 

emotions or 

experiences 

 

23 Interactions or 

material involving 

the client showing 

or experiencing 

distress or trauma 

in the present or 

in the past 

 

‘One of my clients was very 

distressed after finding out that 

Child Safety have made a 

contact decision in relation to 

her child to allow the child to 

have contact with the child’s 

father. The father has previously 

been severely domestically 

violent to the client and the 

child, and the client was 

extremely distressed, crying and 

screaming over the phone’ – 

Rochelle 

‘Disgusted with other adults in 

caretaking capacity at the time, 

sad, shocked, furious. I wish I 

could go back in time and 

protect her’ – Dylan 
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Domestic 

violence 

 

15 
Legal issues, 

visible injuries or 

client history 

indicating client is 

and/or has been 

subject to 

domestic 

violence 

 

‘A client came in wanting to 

reconcile with the other party. 

She is now able to conceal her 

facial injuries, which were 

extensive the first couple of 

times I saw her’ – Cassandra 

Child sexual 

abuse and 

physical 

abuse 

 

14 Exposure 

to material 

including recent 

or historical 

sexual abuse of a 

child; material 

indicating that a 

child has been 

exposed to 

physical harm, 

including through 

parental 

behaviour and 

intention 

 

‘Unusually disgusting and 

extraordinarily graphic. [I felt c] 

reepy, dirty, like I needed a 

shower. Discussed with 

colleague [ …] how this matter 

was particularly disturbing in its 

detail’ –Anna 

‘Including a couple of children’s 

experiences [ …] including 

being doused in boiling water 

and threats of murder suicide [ 

…]. Very sad for the children [ 

…]’ – Kit 
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Third parties’ 

negative 

actions 

affecting client 

 

6 Decisions made at 

an administrative 

or governmental 

level that are 

perceived to be 

against the 

client’s legal 

interests 

‘It made me feel a little sad that 

we were part of a stressful 

system that clients have to deal 

with’ – Samantha 

Client 

positive 

emotions 

 

3 An interaction 

with a client 

which is 

perceived to be 

pleasant and/or 

satisfying 

‘She actually sounded quite 

empowered [ …] it was so 

refreshing [ …] I felt respect 

for this woman’ – Kit 

Sexual assault 2 Exposure to 

evidence of a 

client 

experiencing or 

having 

experienced 

sexual assault 

‘Employer sending sexually 

explicit text message to 

vulnerable employee [ …] 

employer’s messages very 

obsessive and creepy. I felt 

increasingly angry towards 

him’ – Kit 

Disability 

component to 

client case 

2 Where the legal 

issues involve a 

person who is 

‘The client appears to have an 

undiagnosed intellectual or 

cognitive impairment [ …] 
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 vulnerable due to 

having an 

intellectual 

impairment or 

mental health 

condition 

 

records [indicate] ongoing 

mental health conditions [ …]. 

Concerns about the client’s 

capacity to understand and act 

on my advice [ …]. Despite 

myself I felt frustrated and 

wondered why [the] client [was] 

not supported by their partner or 

social worker’ – Becky 

Performance 

problem with 

colleague 

 

2 Colleague 

perceived not to 

be completing 

work-related tasks 

in an effective or 

professional 

manner 

‘A report I had to write [ …]. 

The reason it stood out [ … is 

that my colleague] was taking 

what I consider to be the easy 

way out [ … my colleague] is 

senior [ … and] should be 

doing better work’ – Anna 

Murder 

or assault 

 

2 Material 

regarding murder 

or physical assault 

 

‘Client standing trial for murder 

for the second time and it’s 

business as usual, arriving at 

court like it’s a business 

meeting over coffee, small talk 

and complete lack of concern 

for what is going on’ – Chrystal 
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‘Particularly vicious – stabbing 

and beating [ …]’ – Anna 

In the interviews, some participants talked about why particular modalities affected 

them more than others. Jaime said, for example: 

I think in some ways probably the worst thing is watching something happen rather 

than reading or face-to-face, watching recorded material, because then it’s right there 

in your face and you still can’t do anything about it. 

Riley observed: 

Being with someone who’s aggressive or creepy – even the ones who are emotionally 

charged because they’re sad – you’re sitting a metre away from someone and you’ve 

got time pressures, it actually distracts you from giving advice sometimes, because 

your body and energy are engaged with them. It’s easier on the phone. 

No singular modality was found to have affected participants equally – rather, there 

appear to be individual differences; for example, reading for some was more clinical and 

remote, and therefore less affecting, whereas for others if the text was descriptive and 

graphic then reading affected them more. 

The most frequently mentioned category is Client negative emotions and experiences. 

This category is mostly about clients who are victims or family members of victims but also 

includes some references to clients who are perpetrators such as those who did not 

comprehend their legal position, those suspected of being untruthful and those living with a 

mental illness. Becky notices her reaction to a client who was unable to understand her 

advice: 
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something that was surprising or different was me having to confess to an amount of 

judgement. If I’m real about it, there is an actual sense of frustration with this person 

who is not getting what you’re saying. I recognise that it’s not that person’s fault. It’s 

entirely clear that they’re living with some kind of impairment. 

The next two most frequently mentioned categories of material that stood out are 

Domestic violence and Child sexual abuse. When participants were exposed to domestic 

violence cases, they experienced discomfort and disconnection from their safe and predictable 

assumptive world (see Janoff Bulman-, 1992). Holly stated: ‘the DV [domestic violence] stuff 

can be quite awful [ …] you often find yourself thinking, how can human beings behave this 

way?’ Similarly, Emerson noted: ‘On average, I’d get about at least four strangulation cases a 

week’. Jamie said that a historical child sexual abuse case affected her because 

the admissions to the conduct were so clear despite fifteen years of denying [and still 

pleading not guilty] [ …] And because it was long – one and a half hours of basically 

listening to everything the complainant [perpetrator] did [to his daughter]. 

All other categories were reported with much lower frequency. 

The interviews reinforced that these are the categories of material that affected 

participants the most – but we note that for different participants it was different categories 

that most strongly impacted them. Cassandra, in her interview, said: ‘for me it’s the 

sexual stuff. For other people here it’s kids.’ Isobel explained: 

I think some of the most confronting stories are to do with sexual assault. As one of 

the female lawyers here, I work with a lot of women who’ve fled awful situations of 

either domestic violence or sexual assault. Those stories often get to me [ …] not only 

hearing them talk of their trauma [ …] but also the sheer things that they’re saying, 
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because sometimes you can’t believe that the person in front of you lived through 

that. 

We also note that in the interviews some participants spoke about how it was the 

volume of material that affected them as much as or more than the content. Jamie found her 

workload to be ‘ridiculous and far more stressful’ and expressed her belief that it had ‘much 

more of a detrimental effect on people and their health than the material itself’. 

Research Question 2. How do lawyers feel about this material? 

We also examined the feelings that participants reported experiencing about the 

material that stood out to them (see Table 3.3). Participants experienced a wide range of 

mostly negative emotions in response to the material, but we did not identify systematic 

differences in these emotions across types of material. The most commonly reported 

responses are sadness (Sally was ‘upset for the two young victims and their parents’) and 

anger, annoyance, and frustration (Anna was ‘annoyed and frustrated by [the] defence’). 

Sadness was expressed in response to clients in difficult situations – especially when there 

was not a way to address the difficulties that they were experiencing – and in response to 

material regarding abuse and neglect. Anger or frustration was most often expressed in response 

to details of abuse, as well as to organisational or system failures. For example, Samantha 

noted in her interview: ‘the other massive challenge that I think probably showed up in the 

diary was the frustration and, sometimes, anger that you feel when you think that somebody 

hasn’t got a fair outcome’. 
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Table 0.3 

Feelings reported in response to material 

Feeling n 

Sad 16 

Angry/annoyed/frustrated 15 

Not overly distressed/no reaction 9 

Compassion/empathy 8 

Creepy/disgusted 8 

No feeling reported 8 

Positive 6 

Defeated/exhausted 5 

Upset/concerned/fearful 4 

Sceptical/questioning of client’s reaction 4 

Hopeless/helpless 3 

Shocked or surprised 3 

Guilty 2 

Notably, the next most frequently reported category is not being overly distressed 

(‘fine – interesting matter’ says Anna) or having no noticeable emotional reaction (‘normal – 

no extraordinary reaction’ notes Emerson), mostly expressed by three participants. Here the 

participants appear to have at least thought   about whether or not they had experienced an 

emotional reaction and then noted in their diaries that they had not. Riley, in her interview, 

exemplified this when she stated: 

The role that I’m doing in giving advice about this issue or helping on this case, 

that’s my job and if I’ve done that well, I don’t need to carry the clients with me. 
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It’s their stuff. It’s their journey. It’s their life. [ …] I’m not going to be effective if I 

take on everyone’s issues. 

There are also a small number of participants who reported not experiencing emotional 

responses to the material at all, but rather remaining focused on the legal task. For example, 

Emerson said that she had ‘needed to assist [the] client, including [the consideration of] safety 

measures.’ In her interview, Jamie said that the lack of an emotional reaction is normal for 

her: 

the stuff on day one, the photos and her giving an interview with blood pouring down 

her face, I think the aspect of that would have been potentially problematic for people. 

It’s just that it’s kind of gruesome. That I think is probably just a matter of 

temperament. I don’t think that would have ever bothered me. 

The two next most common sets of emotions reported are feeling creepy and disgusted 

and feeling compassion and empathy. Creepy and disgusted was particularly used for material 

involving child sexual abuse or child abuse, with Anna describing feeling ‘creepy’ and ‘dirty’ 

in response to ‘disgusting, graphic material re: child sexual abuse’. Similarly, Dylan reported 

feeling disgusted by what had happened to a client abused by a priest for years in primary 

school. In contrast, compassion and empathy were felt for clients or col leagues experiencing 

distress. For example, Eddie describes in her diary feeling compassion for a client in a 

coronial case who cried while being questioned about his responsibility for a death, saying: ‘I 

was concerned for him’. 

There are also a small number of participants who reported having positive 

emotions. These include being touched by, amazed about or in awe of a client’s response to 

their negative situation. Kit expressed this in her interview: I had all those same feelings of 

being angry and upset about [ …] what she’d experienced but felt very positive about her 
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outcomes [ …]. So, I suppose it would have   helped process those feelings a great deal’. 

Regarding subject matter she found difficult, Eddie commented in her interview: ‘I don’t 

find that as difficult, dealing with the content [ …] because it’s so rewarding to do something 

meaningful [ …] it’s the sword that cuts   both ways’. Similarly, Riley commented: ‘It’s funny. It 

can be hard, but I feel like I’m good at it so that gives me resilience, I guess like I’m meant 

to be doing this’. 

These examples of resilience in the face of difficulties reminded participants that it is 

not all despair and hardship in their work. 

Finally, Riley mentioned feeling guilty when she had a judgemental thought about a 

client: ‘I wonder why women have children to such idiots when contraception is not that 

expensive. Then I feel guilty for thinking that’. 

Research Question 3. How do lawyers respond to material that stands out to them? 

Most participants reported using one of a range of emotion-focused coping strategies 

in response to material that affected them (see Table 3.4) to help with regulating their 

negative emotional reactions. The most common strategies reported are immediately 

concealing or suppressing emotions (Cassandra explained   that she is ‘careful not to show [her] 

reactions’ and keeps a ‘neutral expression’) or simply carrying on working (‘I was too busy to 

dwell on it. Just got on with the job’ said Sally). In her interview, Chrystal stated: ‘you learn 

over time to not show any emotion’. Cassandra elaborated on why she masks her feelings: 

That doesn’t necessarily mean that you’re a robot [ …] and it doesn’t mean that you 

don’t sort of acknowledge that it’s distressing and communicate that. It does mean 

you can’t abandon what you’re supposed to be doing for the sake of how you feel. 
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Table 3.4 

Categories for managing reactions to material and associated emotions 

How did you manage your 

reactions at the time? 

n Exemplar quote from diaries 

Emotion-focused coping   

Concealed or suppressed 

emotions 

11 ‘After going through these emotions in a relatively 

short period [ … I] swept the thoughts to the back of 

my mind, before shifting my focus onto another file. 

I did not engage in any conscious attempt to process 

this information’ – Kit 

Focused on work/ kept 

working 

 

11 ‘You don’t really “manage” your reactions. We just 

had a discussion about it and what would happen at 

the trial [ …]’ – Anne 

Kept it professional 5 ‘By asking the judge for time to speak to my client 

and being acutely aware of my professional and 

ethical obligations’ – Chrystal 

Engaged in a nonwork 

distraction, e.g. 

ate chocolate 

5 ‘Went and got a chocolate. I do this frequently [ …] 

it seems to be a pattern related to upset/stress [ …] 

including at work’ – Cassandra 

Actively managed emotion 

in the moment 

 

4 ‘I focused on what the client needed at that moment 

and nothing else. I saw her as an empowered person 

now, making a decision to call me for legal advice, 

not as the little girl that abuse had happened to’ – 

Dylan 



93 
 
 

 

 

Expressed emotion (as 

appropriate to do so) 

3 ‘It was easy to manage my reactions because they 

were positive [ …] Unlike aggressive, difficult 

clients, I didn’t have to monitor my responses so 

closely’ – Riley 

Problem-focused coping   

Focused on the issue 6 ‘Focused on the legal issues [ …] made a note of 

the relevant parts to avoid listening to the whole 

thing again [ …] and moved on to something else’ – 

Jaime 

Focused on supporting the 

client 

4 ‘I am trying to focus on the positives in the 

situation and to help the client see [them]’ – Rose 

Accessing social support 10 ‘Discussion with colleague about how disturbing 

[it was]’ – Anna 

No reaction, including no 

evidence of enacting coping 

strategy  

10*  ‘Normal – no extraordinary reaction’ – Emerson  

Meaning-focused coping 3 ‘Trying to focus on the positives and help the 

client’ – Rose 

Note. *Includes 1 participant who reported no reaction on all 5 days. 

Beyond just concealing their emotions, several participants specifically talked about 

how they maintain their professional boundaries and behaviour by managing what can be 

quite strong feelings. Riley related a situation in which she ‘kept it professional and didn’t 

question about holes in [her client’s] story’, despite being given ‘the creeps’ by him and 

experiencing a desire to ‘punch him’. Here there appears to be a performative element to 
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coping, where participants are drawing on their identity as a lawyer or a professional. Riley 

reiterated this in her interview: 

so, you wear your professional hat I guess [ …] being able to separate me from the 

role and then do the job that I’m doing. I suppose that’s a coping strategy by 

distancing yourself personally from these people, your clients, knowing that there’s a 

client–lawyer relationship there. 

Kit talked in her interview about coping outside of work: 

If I find myself at home just thinking about something that’s saddening me or 

distressing me, I’ll make a fairly conscious effort to put that right and try and focus 

on other things [ …] you just put it out of your mind and concentrate on the facts. 

Another frequently mentioned strategy for managing emotional reactions is accessing 

social support from colleagues. Some participants described this as ‘discussing’, which was 

done with either colleagues or their supervisor.  Samantha, when feeling angry about an 

immigration application rejection for a client with a   history of torture, stated that she 

‘debriefed with colleagues and worked harder for him’, while Tatum, describing her response 

to a nursing home death where there were inconsistent records, said that she ‘took comfort’ 

[these were not my parents] and spoke to her supervisor. For other participants, the strategy is 

described simply as venting their feelings to colleagues. Accessing social support was mostly 

used when participants were feeling frustration, shock, or surprise. 

Smaller numbers of participants reported using problem-focused coping, whereby 

they focus on changing the situation rather than managing their emotional response, and 

meaning-focused coping, whereby they draw on their beliefs, values, and existential goals. 

Those using problem-focused coping generally reported focusing on the legal issue; for 
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example, Anna talked about triggering material in the form of a sexual assault audio recording 

with the victim saying ‘no’, and she was annoyed and frustrated by the defence. Her response 

she describes as ‘constructive’ in that   she ‘asked [the] court’ to impose a ‘time limit’ on the 

defence. Others focused on assisting their clients. For example, Rochelle described   a   domestic 

violence case where the client was   extremely distressed, and her response was to ensure that 

her client was ‘looked after’. Finally, those participants reporting using meaning-focused 

coping focused on the benefits of what they were doing. For example, Eddie, while working 

with a distressed family   on a missing person case, noted: ‘Remind   myself we are doing our 

best in a system’. This was reiterated in the interviews, where Dylan stated: 

it’s a real privilege to hear the stories of these people, and when they disclose it 

sometimes for the first time to me, I feel very – I don’t know, the word honoured or 

privileged that they trust me to do that with me [ …] I guess I find a lot of meaning [ 

…] that they can trust [me] even though it’s a very brief encounter. 

There were ten instances where four participants reported having no reaction, with 

one reporting this on all days. The participant would   simply say ‘no reaction’ or ‘nothing 

particularly’. Not surprisingly, most of these cases were where the participant had also 

not   reported having feelings in response to the material, despite it being what an ordinary 

person might consider graphic or traumatic (e.g., a domestic violence strangulation case). 

Tatum, for example, in her interview stated: ‘I feel pretty comfortable in my ability to 

remove myself from the cases’. Riley expressed a similar sentiment: ‘I’m at peace with 

what walks through the door. I don’t take it on because it’s not my responsibility’. And 

Becky, in her diary, said: ‘On reflection I think I made a choice not to feel much’. 

Next, we examined what participants reported doing over the last 24 hours to cope with 

their work demands (see Table 3.5). It should be noted that this question does not specifically 
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refer to the material that had affected them. The primary strategy used by participants was to 

work extra hours (n = 18), with some also talking about managing their to do list (‘got some 

substantial things ticked off   my list’, noted Samantha). Becky explained in her interview the 

need for keeping her workload under control: 

what’s the best way to do yourself a favour? Going home on time and having more 

work to come back to the next day   or staying a little bit longer and having a little bit 

less the next day?  
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Table 3.5 

What did you do to cope with your work demands? 

Category n Exemplar diary quote 

Worked extra hours 18 ‘Came into work early before anyone else 

arrived’– Chrystal 

Had social interactions with 

colleagues or friends 

13 ‘Last night I left work to meet with work 

friends from out of town to have a late dinner’ – 

Becky 

Exercised/physical activity 

(went to the gym) 

11 ‘I went for a run on the beach’ – Jamie 

Relaxed, e.g., film, TV, 

reading 

7 ‘Watching TV and [doing] cross-stitch or 

reading books that take concentration until I 

just about drop the book from exhaustion’ – 

Cassandra 

Got extra sleep 6 ‘Ensured I’m getting enough good-quality 

sleep’ – Eddie 

Cognitive detachment 5 ‘Not worried about my reactions [ …] 

helpful to hand back [ …] next steps set for 

my colleagues and making it no longer my 

problem’ – Cassandra 

Struggled to relax, e.g., 

couldn’t sleep 

3 ‘I found sleep difficult last night. The 

responsibility of our service [ …] weighs 

heavily’ – Rose 

Did nothing to cope 4 ‘Same as per normal day’ – Emerson 
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Took a break 2 ‘I went for a brief walk to the café in the 

sunshine, and took a break to play with a 

colleague’s baby’ – Kit 

Note. n ¼ 4 did not complete. 

The next two most frequently reported strategies are social interaction and physical 

activity. Participants mentioned debriefing with colleagues or for a smaller number having 

dinner with or phoning friends. In their interviews, participants confirmed the importance of 

social interactions (‘So probably talking about it has been the most effective’, concluded 

Tatum), especially for discussing events that have triggered strong emotions. Samantha, for 

example, explained: ‘we sort of debrief about it on the spot, which is always cathartic’. Jamie 

described this cathartic effect: 

Even in the lunchroom debriefing [ …] you’re like this is awful and I just need to 

share this with someone, so I am not the only person who has just heard this horrific 

thing or seen this horrific thing. 

Indeed, for some this contact is deliberate, such as Becky, who said: ‘I make a point of 

being pretty well socially engaged and scheduling that. You set a reminder to yourself’. 

Talking to others provided a range of benefits for participants, including affirmation of their 

reactions to traumatic material. Riley explains: ‘Then they were like yeah, that’s happened to 

us, blah blah blah [ …] I thought that’s sort of safe. They’ve had that, it’s not just me, I’m 

not the odd one out here’. 

Only three participants mentioned in their diaries social interactions involving alcohol. 

Jamie wrote that after work on one of the days she ‘[d]ebriefed at the pub’, whereas in the 

interviews there was more discussion about the use of alcohol to relax. In her interview, 
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Tatum mentioned among other things she does   to relax: ‘I love a glass of red wine a few nights 

a week’. Similarly, Anna explained: 

if I’m coming home from court [ …] I’ll come home and have a couple of glasses of 

wine and by the time you’re doing that   a few nights a week, you’re really drinking 

quite a lot [ …] I guess that’s stress relief. It’s always when I come home from work. 

Whereas Tatum mentioned alcohol as an occasional relaxant, Anna noted being ‘quite 

conscious’ of her alcohol consumption – and although not considering herself to be ‘drinking 

to a problematic level’, she felt that over a period of time ‘that’s a lot of wine’ to be drinking. 

The most frequently reported form of exercise is going to the gym, but participants also 

mentioned walking the dog, Pilates and running as regular activities. Jamie wrote: ‘went for a 

run to the beach, went to choir practice’’ and in her interview, Dylan described exercise   as ‘a 

way of working through the physical reactions you have during the day. So, you’re   less likely 

to think about it later or to dream about it’. Although only a small number of participants 

talked about relaxation in their diaries, they spoke in their interviews about using a range of 

strategies for relaxation, including listening to and/or playing music, cooking, knitting, 

reading, and gardening. 

Through the interviews we identified additional recovery strategies that participants 

were using which are not mentioned in their diary entries – particularly regarding the 

organisational support that was provided for some participants. For example, Cassandra said: 

We’ve got a programme at the moment, so we’re doing compulsory training on 

mental health, and the managers [have] all   done training on supporting staff who 

have mental health problems – not mental health problems necessarily, but just mental 

wellbeing issues or around a particular pressure, stuff like that. 
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Tatum is one of a small number of participants who reported accessing counselling or 

employee assistance: ‘there’s also the counselling services that are available to us – and I’ve 

used that once I think [ …] Yeah, and that was   good. So just to sort of have a chat’. 

Although the main purpose of the interviews was to enable further exploration of the 

diary entries, participants were also asked to provide comments about the impact on them of 

completing the diaries. For some it was a positive experience, with Tatum stating, ‘it was good 

[ ….] made me stop and think’ and Kit finding the exercise ‘quite interesting because   it made 

me sit and think about things that otherwise I may have just brushed past and not   explored’. 

For others however, the reactions were ambivalent in a range of ways. For example, Rose 

stated: ‘it was a really good exercise to [ …] actually stop and reflect [ …] In some ways it was 

unsettling, but in other ways, it was quite positive’. Riley talked about it making her think 

about her day ‘in a different way’, which she enjoyed. However, she stated that while it was 

‘good to reflect on the good stuff”, on the other hand she ‘didn’t really want to revisit the bad 

client experiences.’ Indeed, the process of reflection can initially be detrimental, and although 

she ultimately had a positive outcome, Dylan described a very strong negative reaction to 

completing her diary entries: 

it was really bad that I did it just before bed and I had nightmares that whole week and 

half of the week after as well. So, it took a while to go away. But then that prompted 

me to see the supervisor, the psychologist that comes to our work once a month. So, I 

had a private session with her which I’d never done before [ …] if it weren’t for [the 

whole experience with writing the diary and having the nightmares] I wouldn’t have 

done that. 
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Discussion 

Our study has examined the everyday experiences of lawyers who work in legal areas 

with   significant exposure to traumatic material in order to identify what material stood out for 

them on a daily basis, how they felt about that   material and what they did in response to those 

feelings. Overall, our findings suggest that the   lawyers in our study were regularly exposed to 

challenging content and that this content elicited a range of emotions that they had to contend 

with in the moment, ranging from sadness, disgust, anger, and frustration to no emotional 

reaction at all to positive emotions such as empathy, awe, and admiration. Their most frequent 

coping strategies in the moment   were primarily emotion-focused, including suppression, 

denial, and distraction. However, they reported drawing on a range of recovery   strategies to 

manage their work demands and   impacts more broadly. Somewhat concerning   is the 

frequency with which working more was reported as a recovery strategy, as well as   the small 

number of participants who self-identified that their coping strategies, such as   the use of 

alcohol, were not effective. 

Regarding material that stood out for participants, most frequently reported are cases 

that involve domestic violence or child physical and/or sexual abuse, as well as very 

distressed clients. This is consistent with Weir   et al., (2020), who, in an interview study 

with lawyers, also found that this type of material was reported as affecting them. 

Chouliara et al., (2009) also found that child sexual abuse   and sexual violence cases are 

challenging for   practitioners, although the extent of exposure   appears to be a mitigating factor 

in the development of vicarious trauma. However, the material that stood out for our 

participants was   not always traumatic in nature; it also includes   material, interactions and 

situations that were   perceived as frustrating or annoying. Moreover, in their interviews some 

participants spoke about the volume of their workload having a stronger negative impact on 
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their wellbeing than the nature of the material itself, consistent with previous research (Bergin 

& Jimmieson, 2014; Piwowarczyk et al., 2009). Indeed, some said that the volume of work 

and the consequent time pressures was a factor in reducing their emotional connection to 

traumatic material (i.e., they did not have time to get emotional) and thus a heavy workload 

may to some extent be a protective factor. 

Although participants reported noticing a variety of traumatic material, there is 

marked   variation in how they felt about it. Some reported experiencing a range of emotions 

including sadness and anger foremost, but also disgust and empathy. The former emotions 

were experienced by participants in the context of external events adversely affecting their 

clients, whereas the latter were related to violations of normal moral codes and their clients as 

victims of such breaches. Sometimes the emotions related to how the legal system had 

adversely affected their clients. However, some participants – despite exposure to quite 

graphic material – reported having no feelings   at all. What is interesting about these 

participants is that some of them actively stopped to identify what (if any feeling) they were 

experiencing before concluding that they were not feeling anything, Others did not 

necessarily stop to identify what they were feeling. With the former, where introspection is 

evident, it appears that participants appraised the material as normal rather than challenging or 

stressful and thus did not require any use of coping strategies. Given the nature of the material 

that   they were confronted with, this type of response raises questions as to whether or not 

these participants had become desensitised or emotionally numb. With the latter, where there   is 

no evidence of introspection, questions are   raised as to how insightful these participants were 

about their internal experiences. 

Many participants in their diaries and interviews reported that although they were 

aware of having emotional reactions to clients   and their stories, they chose to ignore or 
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suppress them. This type of coping is consistent with the lawyer role. Yakren (2008) 

describes   the traditional role of the lawyer as advocating   vigorously for their client while 

remaining professionally (emotionally) detached. What is not well understood is the 

psychological cost of achieving this detached professional role. Leiterdorf-Shkedy and Gal 

(2019) found that   the depth of emotions, particularly anger, and   the tension between 

acceptance and denial of   these emotions can lead to secondary trauma for prosecutors. Other 

research has found that either cumulative exposure or a connection with a particular client or 

case can quite severely impact lawyers (Leclerc et al.., 2020; Weir et al., 2020). Suppression 

or deferment of emotions, particularly negative emotions such as sadness and anger, may 

contribute cumulatively to poorer mental health in lawyers (Hopper & Huxford, 2015), 

suggesting that this strategy may not be appropriate in the long term. 

Another key strategy used by many of our   participants in the moment is focusing on 

their work. Although this might be an understandable and effective strategy, it could also 

be another form of denial or suppression. Relatedly, participants drew on their identities   as 

lawyers and professionals to detach from their emotions. To respond in a detached, legally 

professional manner in everyday work   implies an acting role, or ‘emotional labour’ – a 

concept termed by Hochschild (1983) to refer to the management of feelings as considered 

appropriate for the job by the employer. Emotional labour has been researched in magistrates 

and barristers (Anleu & Mack, 2005; Harris, 2002). Our study shows that emotional   labour is 

not restricted to particular areas of law (i.e., criminal) but includes family law, refugee 

law, inquiries into child sexual abuse and coronial inquests. 

However, professional identity may also be a protective factor – a form of resilience to 

the effects of frequent exposure to traumatic material. Research in related professions, such   as 

police and forensic investigators, on resilience in the workplace in response to traumatic 
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stressors has suggested ways in which the professional identity may be helpful. For example, 

Perez et al. (2010), in their study of forensic investigators examining internet child 

pornography, found that a belief that their work was making a difference reduced secondary 

traumatic stress and burnout. This sense of professional accomplishment is also evident in 

some   of our participants. More research is needed, however, to identify the key protective 

factors for lawyers. 

Less commonly, participants engaged in the expression or active management of their 

feelings in the moment. We note that for many   participants the sharing of emotions was 

deemed acceptable if it was to express shock, surprise, frustration and/or anger in relation to 

their client or their legal situation, or both. Anger and frustration are relatively accessible 

emotions in the workplace. Booth et al. (2017) found that anger at work is common, and that 

the expression of anger depends on the individual more than the workplace. Expressions of 

other emotions such as guilt, hopelessness, helplessness, and fear appear to have been less 

commonly shared, which – while perhaps not   surprising – does raise concerns, as the continued 

suppression or denial of these emotions is unlikely to be effective in the long term. 

The participants described a diverse range of functional recovery strategies, including 

social engagement, relaxation, sleeping, cognitive detachment, and formal and informal 

exercise. Formalised, regular exercise programmes have been shown to assist in coping with 

work stress, as they can improve self-esteem through mastery and competence over time (Long 

& Flood, 1993). Similarly, relaxation strategies and social support have been shown to reduce 

stress and improve mental health. Alcohol was mentioned by only a few participants as a 

coping strategy to manage the material elicited during the week in which they participated, 

primarily in social settings and often with colleagues. However, the interviews after the fact 

suggest that some participants perceived that their alcohol use may be higher than it should be. 
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Several studies conducted with lawyers suggest that their alcohol use can be problematic 

(Krill et al.., 2016; Leignel et al., 2014). 

Somewhat concerning is the number of participants who reported that their way of 

managing their work demands was to work more. Much has been written about workloads   in 

law (e.g., Bergin & Jimmieson, 2014) and, consistent with previous concerns raised, we 

question how sustainable it is for lawyers to continue to work longer hours in order to   meet 

the demands placed on them. We also note that many of our participants felt that working 

longer hours was a proactive strategy that allowed them to fully disengage from work once 

they had left the office, rather than leaving earlier and then worrying about uncompleted tasks. 

Implications for future research 

Our findings highlight that some types of lawyers may be exposed to a variety of 

traumatic   material in their daily work. In response, they may experience a range of emotional 

reactions that they cope with in a variety of ways. What   is unclear from our findings is the 

effectiveness of their efforts to cope. Future research is   needed that explores the short- and 

long-term impacts of the coping mechanisms that lawyers use. In particular, our findings 

demonstrate that the lawyers in our study relied on their legally detached manner and 

professional   identities to centre themselves in the moment    and focus on the task at hand rather 

than focusing on their emotions. Furthermore, the legal culture appears to support, or indeed 

promote, this view of lawyers being emotionally detached (Yakren, 2008). One problem is that 

our findings suggest that many lawyers are not unaffected by their clients and the details of 

their cases, and it is possible that perpetuating   this view of lawyers as detached could prevent   

them from acknowledging their distress, and, in turn, reduce help-seeking behaviour and 

increase self-stigmatisation (see also Weir et al.., 2020). Further research is needed to 
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understand how the legal culture influences recognition of and responses to the emotions felt 

by those in the legal profession. 

Also striking are the participants who reported having no emotional response to 

very   difficult material. As mentioned above, more research is needed to differentiate between 

those who lack insight into their emotional experiences, those who have become emotionally 

numb (Massey et al., 2019) and those who are exhibiting genuine resilience. There is now 

momentum in legal education and the practice   of law to incorporate more skills beyond legal 

reasoning and critique. Jones (2019) contends that embedding emotional training into law 

education early on will set future lawyers up for better professional and personal wellbeing 

throughout their careers. Emotional intelligence skills (Douglas, 2015; James, 2008; 

Kelton, 2015; Kiser, 2011), emotional regulation skills with judges and law students (Jones, 

2018, 2019; Maroney, 2011) and trauma-informed lawyering are all part of the   new 

approaches being taken to legal education and training (James, 2020; Katz & Haldar, 2016). 

Given this recent recognition of the role that emotions play in the learning and practice   of law, 

researchers should also examine the role of emotional regulation strategies in ameliorating 

lawyers’ psychological distress and the role of emotional intelligence in improving   lawyers’ 

insight into what they are experiencing. There also needs to be research conducted   on effective 

training and organisational interventions that help lawyers to deal with challenging material, 

such as abuse and neglect of   children and women, and sudden unexplained   deaths (e.g., 

research on whether or not training on grief would be of assistance to those working on cases 

involving the latter). 

Currently, many of the interventions designed to assist lawyers with managing 

traumatic material, and any subsequent distress, either target the individual (i.e., employee 

assistance programmes, which have their own problems; see Joseph & Walker, 2017) or are 



107 
 
 

 

 

somewhat generic workshops on mental health and burnout. As such, there is also a need to 

explore the role of law organisations in providing work environments that encourage the 

expression of emotions safely and without stigma for both employees and clients. 

Limitations 

Our study has limitations. The time commitment of a diary plus interview method 

meant that participants needed to be highly motivated to participate – and those who did so had 

a strong interest in the topic, which they perceived as relevant. Our study has a relatively 

small sample size. Moreover, only one participant worked in the private sector in law; thus, 

future research needs to address whether or not lawyers’ experiences differ between sectors, 

particularly given the different support and culture of private sector practice. In addition, all 

participants were female lawyers. 

Although gender was not initially the focus of this study, we only had females respond 

to our   invitation to participate. Although there are now more female law graduates than 

males, this is nonetheless a significant limitation, and it is important to discover whether or not 

similar results would be produced for male lawyers. There also needs to be more longitudinal 

research to examine lawyers’ experiences over   an extended time period in order to assess the 

ongoing impact of exposure to traumatic material. 

Conclusion and implications 

Our study, using diaries and interviews, has demonstrated how most lawyers are 

affected negatively by the oftentimes traumatic material they work with. Many of the lawyers 

in our study were experiencing negative emotions, and the majority had to engage in active 

coping strategies to manage them. Our findings join a growing body of literature on law and 

emotions that recommends changes to the culture of law in order to address emotions in both 
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training and organisational practices (Jones, 2018, 2019; Maharg & Maughan, 2011). 

Subscribing too strictly to the interpretation of the lawyer as merely an instrument acting 

technically belies the actual experiences of lawyers working with traumatic material and 

serving as client advisers. Lawyers, such as our participants, frequently work under very 

emotionally charged circumstances and their work may require substantial emotional 

management and empathetic displays – particularly when exposed to traumatic material, for 

which   many are not adequately prepared. 

Ethical approval 

All procedures performed in studies involving human participants were in 

accordance with the ethical standards of the Griffith University Human Research Ethics 

Committee and with the 1964 Helsinki declaration and its later amendments or comparable 

ethical standards.  

 

  



109 
 
 

 

 

Chapter 4: Australian lawyers’ experience of exposure to 

traumatic material: a qualitative study 

Introduction 

Study 2 investigated the lived experience of lawyers who are exposed regularly to 

traumatic material in their work. Included as part of this exploratory study was how the 

organisational context and professional customs influence how lawyers perceive their 

experiences. A semi-structured in-depth interview method was employed to obtain qualitative 

data on lawyers’ experiences over their career on their exposure to potentially traumatic 

material. 

This chapter includes a co-authored paper. The bibliographic of the co-authored 

paper, including all authors, is, Weir, P., Jones, L., & Sheeran, N. (2021). Australian lawyers’ 

experience of exposure to traumatic material: a qualitative study. Psychiatry, Psychology and 

Law, 28:3, 363-381. doi.org/10.1080/13218719.2020.1776650 

This manuscript is included in its published form. Table 4.1 indicates the relevant 

input of others into the manuscript reporting Study 2. 

Table 4.1 

Statement of Contributions for Study 2 

Contributor Contribution 

Weir, P.M. (candidate) Designed study (80%) 

Interpreted results (80%) 

Conducted study (100%) 

Wrote the paper (80%) 
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Edited the paper (70%) 

Jones, E. Designed the study (10%) 

Wrote the paper (20%) 

Edited the paper (15%) 

Interpreted the results (10%) 

Sheeran, N. Designed the study (10%) 

Interpreted the results (10%) 

Edited the paper (15%) 

 

The qualitative research method of a semi-structured in-depth interview study was 

selected as this method had not previously been undertaken by researchers with lawyers who 

had regular exposure to potentially traumatic material. The interviews were conducted in 

person, by telephone, or by Skype. The purpose of qualitative research interviews is to 

contribute to a body of knowledge that is based on the meanings that life experiences hold for 

the interviewees. The advantage of qualitative interviewing is that it encourages the 

participant to share rich descriptions of phenomena while leaving the interpretation to the 

researcher (Nathan et al., 2019). 

The interview questions were designed as open-ended to encourage lawyers to reflect 

on and identify their true feelings (Karner, 2005). This method has the benefit of providing 

rich textual data and is useful when exploring a participant’s thoughts, feelings, and 

behaviours in depth and over time. The main advantage of in-depth interviews is obtaining 

detailed information that is not available through more conventional survey and questionnaire 

methods. Further, in-depth interviews allow for the researcher to ask probing and prompting 
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questions in a safe, conversational style that is more relaxing to the participant and may elicit 

more complex narratives and thus gain a better understanding on the research topic. 

The study findings indicated that lawyers experience exposure to potentially traumatic 

material throughout their legal career. The study design permitted the lawyers to reflect and 

assess the influence of the cumulative effect of exposure to the material. The design also 

enabled access to rich data on how lawyers’ access and use coping strategies such as 

accessing peer workplace social support from colleagues. Further, the design allowed access 

to a wider sample of Australian lawyers than previous Australian empirical studies on an 

associated topic. Previous studies had primarily sampled criminal lawyers’ responses to 

indirect trauma exposure, however, our design included lawyers practising in areas of family, 

refugee, coronial, historical child sex abuse, as well as criminal law. 

An unknown aspect in the literature was whether lawyers’ distress was solely 

attributable to their exposure to the material versus how much their distress could be 

attributed to organisational environment and legal culture normative behaviours and beliefs. 

The study’s findings importantly made apparent the influence of organisational norms and 

legal professional culture in their responses, including acknowledging, disclosing, and help-

seeking behaviour for any distress experienced. 

The study has important implications for legal practice in terms of the education, 

training, and socialisation of lawyers in areas at risk of exposure to potentially traumatic 

material. Further, it found the organisational and legal cultural aspects of long work hours 

and stigma around help-seeking influenced how lawyers behaved in relation to the material.  



112 
 
 

 

 

 

Study 2 

Patricia Weir, Liz Jones & Nicola Sheeran (2021) Australian lawyers’ experience of 

exposure to traumatic material: a qualitative study, Psychiatry, Psychology and 

Law,28:3, 363-381. DOI: 10.1080/13218719.2020.1776650 

 

Abstract 

 

Lawyers experience significant levels of psychological distress. We argue that one 

reason, which has received insufficient attention from researchers, is their exposure to 

traumatic material. Our study examined the lived experience of lawyers who are exposed to 

traumatic material, including the role their organisation and profession play in shaping their 

experiences. Thirty-five lawyers or barristers, from both the public and the private sector, 

participated in in-depth interviews about how their exposure to traumatic material affected 

them, and how their organisation shaped their experiences. Our analysis identified six 

themes: when material becomes traumatic, fear of stigma, everyday recovery, boundaries 

through denial and distancing, using social support normatively and making meaning. Our 

findings identify that lawyers can experience strong emotional reactions to traumatic 

material, and their experience is influenced by the professional norms and training in law. 

Moreover, their organisation has an important role in either ameliorating or exacerbating their 

responses. 

Keywords: coping interviews lawyers’ norms social support 
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Introduction 

There is ever growing evidence that lawyers experience levels of psychological 

distress higher than those in the general population (Kelk, Medlow, & Hickie, 2010; Medlow, 

Kelk, & Hickie, 2011). While several explanations have been suggested for their higher levels 

of distress, we argue that one factor given insufficient attention is their exposure to traumatic 

material through their work. While not all areas of law are exposed to traumatic material, 

multiple areas involve ongoing and significant exposure to such material (Maguire & Byrne, 

2017; Morgillo, 2015; Vrklevski & Franklin, 2008). Our study aims to examine, through an 

in-depth qualitative study, how lawyers experience exposure to traumatic material, including 

the way in which their organisational and professional context influences their experiences. 

Over the last ten years research across multiple countries, including Australia (Kelk et 

al.., 2010), the United Kingdom (Leonie, 2019), France (Leignel, Schuster, Hoertel, Poulain, 

& Limosin, 2014), the United States (Buchannan & Coyle, 2017; Krill, Johnson, & Albert, 

2016) and Canada (Leclerc, Wemmers, & Brunet, 2020), has found that lawyers experience 

significant psychological distress. For example, Kelk et al.’s (2010) Australian study found 

that both solicitors and barristers self-reported having depression at four times the rate of a 

population study by Beyond Blue, and their scores on the K10 (a measure of psychological 

distress; Kessler et al., 2002) showed that more than twice as many solicitors were 

experiencing high distress and very high distress compared to the general population. Krill et 

al.,’s (2016) U.S. study similarly found higher rates of depression and anxiety in lawyers. 

Other research has identified further indicators of negative psychological wellbeing for 

lawyers, including elevated rates of alcohol use (Krill et al., 2016; Leignel et al., 2014), and, 

relevant to the current study, vicarious trauma (Levin & Greisberg, 2003; Vrklevski & 

Franklin, 2008) and secondary traumatic stress (STS; Piwowarczyk et al., 2009). 
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Research into the predictors of lawyers’ negative wellbeing has examined both work 

factors and individual differences in lawyers.   In terms of work factors, there is evidence that 

long working hours with significant caseloads affect lawyers’ wellbeing (Bergin & 

Jimmieson, 2014; Piwowarczyk et al., 2009). Other research has examined individual 

differences, with Krill et al., (2016) finding that younger/more junior lawyers drink more and 

had higher rates of depression and anxiety. There is also evidence that those with extrinsic 

values/money motive have more negative affect, engage in more frequent and more intense 

drinking, and have lower wellbeing (Sheldon & Krieger, 2014). 

We (see also James, 2020; Murray & Royer, 2008) argue that one under-researched 

factor that may affect lawyers’ psychological   wellbeing is the high rates of exposure to 

traumatic material in some areas of law. We use the term traumatic material to describe the 

breadth of ways lawyers may be exposed to trauma, including interactions with clients, 

witnesses, and other professionals, as well as written, audio, photographic and video material. 

Many lawyers work in areas where clients   experience intense personal distress or trauma, such as 

criminal and family law (Levin & Greisberg, 2003; Murray & Royer, 2008; Vrklevski & 

Franklin, 2008), immigration (Aschenbrenner, 2013; Piwowarczyk et al., 2009) and coronial 

inquiries (Trabsky & Baron, 2016). For example, Murray and Royer (2008) argue that in their 

work lawyers may be exposed to clients in domestic violence and sexual abuse cases, murder 

and rape, child abuse, divorce, custody claims and mental illness. As part of preparing for and 

representing clients at trials, lawyers are exposed to victim   impact statements, victim 

testimony in court, graphic medical evidence, and distressing audio and video evidence, all of 

which may be of a psychologically distressing nature (Murray & Royer, 2008). Lawyers’ 

relationships with clients may well be lengthy and involve witnessing the extensive long-

term- impact of distress, such as life-changing events in the client’s family and work life 

(Levin & Greisberg, 2003; Murray & Royer, 2008). 
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While lawyers share many work characteristics with other social and health service 

providers working with clients, they do not have the same training for this work (James, 2020; 

Maguire & Byrne, 2017). Lawyers are taught   that to offer the best service they must remain 

emotionally detached from the cases they manage, allowing them to provide independent and 

impartial advice, with their professional duty to the court and their client (James, 2008). 

The small number of studies conducted to date on secondary traumatic stress (STS) 

found that lawyers’ exposure to traumatic material can have a significant negative impact on 

lawyers. Levin and Greisberg (2003) found that attorneys in family and criminal law 

demonstrated significantly higher levels of STS and burnout than mental health professionals 

and social services workers. They argued this was the result of higher caseloads and lack of 

supervision around the effects of trauma. These negative outcomes for lawyers are 

demonstrated across a range of areas of practice. Jaffe, Crooks, Dunford-Jackson, and 

Town’s (2003) study of judges in family, criminal and juvenile courts found that 63% 

exhibited significant symptoms of vicarious trauma, and Schrever, Hulbert, and Sourdin’s 

(2019) study of judges and magistrates found elevated levels of psychological distress, 

including STS. Vrklevski and Franklin (2008) found that criminal attorneys experienced 

more depression and stress, vicarious trauma, and changes in sense of safety and intimacy than 

civil attorneys, and Piwowarczyk et al. (2009) found significant levels of secondary trauma in 

refugee lawyers. Sagy (2006) identified that the lack of training and emotional support given to 

lawyers working with traumatised clients is an associated factor leading to STS and burnout. 

However, research conducted to date on lawyers’ responses to traumatic material has 

several limitations. Baillot, Cowan, and Munro (2013) and Parker (2014) have criticised studies 

of lawyers for using self-reports of psychological distress and vicarious trauma scales rather 

than clinical assessments, and for using (often small) non-representative populations. We 
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argue that the emphasis on structured surveys also means there has been no qualitative 

examination of the lived experience of lawyers who are exposed to traumatic material, to 

identify in depth the ways in which they experience exposure and how they respond to that 

exposure, as well as the role of contextual factors. James (2020) has similarly argued for more 

qualitative research on lawyers. 

We also argue that critical to their experience of traumatic material is the organisational 

and professional context within which lawyers work. While workplace stress research more 

generally has demonstrated the important role that both may have on how employees respond to 

stressors (Brough, 2004), there has been limited research on the legal profession. Murray and 

Royer (2008) and Levin (2008) argue that we need to consider how the hostile court 

environment, conflict, heavy caseloads, and the adversarial nature of criminal law influence 

lawyers’ experiences. Other studies have demonstrated how work hours predict STS in 

lawyers (Levin et al., 2011; Piwowarczyk et al., 2009). Furthermore, the rhetoric around the 

legal culture in Australia suggests that lawyers are trained to be ‘aggressive and to be 

emotionally detached They intellectualise, rationalise and... tend to have fairly elaborate 

denial mechanisms’ (Weiss, 2009, para. 5). They also   operate in an adversarial system, which 

is   inherently stressful and can have intense negative effects on both its practitioners and clients 

(Seligman, Verkuil, & Kang, 2005). We argue   that a qualitative study enables us to examine 

how lawyers’ responses to exposure to traumatic material are shaped by the organisational and 

professional context within which they work. The current study posed the following research 

questions: 

Research questions 

1. How do lawyers experience exposure to traumatic material in their work? 
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2. How does their organisation and profession shape lawyers’ experience of exposure to 

traumatic material in their work? 

Method 

Participants 

Participants were lawyers and barristers working in legal areas where exposure to 

traumatic material related to clients or cases occurred on a regular basis. Thirty-five lawyers 

participated: 28 females and 7 males. Twenty-seven worked in public sector legal practice, 

and eight in private practice. All had completed a minimum of a Bachelor of Law degree, and 

several had dual degrees or postgraduate qualifications; two males and three females were 

barristers. The sample ranged in age from 28 to 64 years (M = 40.48 years, SD = 1.69). The 

range for time in their current area of legal practice was 2 months to 40 years (M = 15.26 

years, SD = 3.32). 

The participants were from the Australian states of Queensland, New South Wales, 

Victoria, and Western Australia. All had experienced significant exposure to traumatic 

material as legal practitioners. One participant   had retired on medical grounds. However, this 

participant had recent and relevant experience, and on this basis was included in the   data 

analysis. 

In summary, the participants were predominately female, worked in the public sector 

and had completed a minimum Bachelor of Laws degree, and had an average age of 40 and 

an average of 15 years legal work experience. Two of the females were barristers and of the 7 

male participants, two were also barristers. The participants also represented 4 of the 6 states 

of Australia, working in areas such as criminal, family, and coronial law. 
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Procedure 

Ethical approval was obtained from Griffith University Human Research Ethics 

Committee, and all participants provided written consent prior to their interviews. 

Participants were recruited from organisations where lawyers had frequent exposure to 

traumatic material, including legal aid, coronial services, and a Royal Commission inquiry 

into historic institutionalised child sexual abuse, as well as lawyers in private practice in 

criminal and personal injury law. Each organisation distributed an email and information 

sheet advertising the study and asking for interested participants to contact the research team. 

All interviews were conducted by the first author. Interviews were conducted face-to-

face-- in the lawyer’s organisation or at the university for participants in Queensland, or via 

Skype or telephone for participants living outside of Queensland. Interviews averaged 60 min 

in duration with a range of 40–70 min. We used a semi-structured interview protocol with 10 

questions (see Table 4.2). Interviews were transcribed either professionally or by the first 

author. 
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Table 4.2 

Interview protocol 

What helped you decide on a career in law? 

What influenced you to work in your current area of law? 

Are there clients you remember more than others? If so, why do you think this is? In what 

ways has working with traumatised clients affected your work life? 

In what ways has working with traumatised clients affected your personal life? What do 

you see if any, are the positives to hearing traumatised client’s stories? 

I’m now going to focus on your organisation and ask you some questions in relation to 

your workplace. 

In what ways does your organisation acknowledge that your clients may present difficult 

material for you? 

In what ways do you think as an organisation, your current workplace, deals with working 

with difficult client material? 

What, if anything, do you do with your colleagues in talking about your clients’ stories? 

What, if anything, would be the outcome to you personally of accessing assistance in 

dealing with the effects of working with difficult client material? 

 

Analysis 

Thematic analysis was conducted to identify the key descriptive themes in the 

interview data (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Morse, 2008). Descriptive themes were generated 

inductively rather than imposed a priori. The first author initially analysed the data by reading 

the transcripts several times to become immersed in the data, before assigning initial codes. 

Like codes or concepts were then clustered together to form tentative themes. The analysis 
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was assisted by the second and third author, who read a selection of transcripts, and engaged 

in a process of critical discussion to provide a continual check on specific interpretations 

(Cho & Trent, 2006). Through reviewing the transcripts and discussion among the research 

team there was then a process of refining to produce the final themes that addressed the 

research questions. NVivo 11 software was used initially to code the transcripts and was 

followed up with manual coding to refine the codes to complete the analysis. 

To maintain participant confidentiality pseudonyms were chosen by the participants, 

and all details in quotes that could identify an organisation have been removed. 

Results 

The participants provided a detailed picture of how they experienced exposure to 

traumatic material, and how their organisational context and professional identity shaped 

their responses, particularly their coping strategies. Participants were exposed regularly to a 

wide range of traumatic material in the different professional contexts in which they worked. 

In general, exposure to traumatic material did not impact them significantly, unless it met 

certain criteria, including how the exposure occurred and its content. In addition, they dealt 

with the effects of traumatic material exposure in different ways, mostly in ways that were 

organisationally and professionally normalised. Thematic analysis identified six themes: 

when material becomes traumatic, fear of stigma, everyday recovery, boundaries through 

denial and distancing, using social support normatively, and making meaning. 

Theme 1: when material becomes traumatic 

While lawyers had exposure to a variety of material that could be regarded as 

traumatic, our participants spoke about materials that provoked a strong emotional response. 

Traumatic material identified as emotionally challenging included a variety of modalities, 
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such as stories told in person, on the telephone, or via video, audio evidence, and written 

statements and medical records. Some participants noted that the increase in audio and audio-

visual- evidence, for example, police body cameras, had increased their direct exposure to 

client trauma or made it more vivid. Graphic descriptions meant participants could visualise 

the trauma and the vulnerability of their client and themselves. 

Some clients want to tell us graphically what happened to them …. I’ve had a client 

tell me that I’ve never had a gun placed up my vagina and I wouldn’t know what 

the impact was. So, there’d be very graphic descriptions … you know ‘I’ve been tied 

to a bed and raped.’ … I can tell you the two clients that said that. They do stay with 

you … I go straight to a picture, and I can see it … (Rose) 

For some participants the experience of material being traumatic was the cumulative 

effect of constant exposure over time. For these participants, where client contact was 

constant, such as in a legal advice telephone line, this increased the experience of the material 

as traumatic, as there was no reprieve. 

… it’s 10,000 sad stories, and you know … I could count on one hand the amount of 

people who wanted to talk to me for good things. No one wants a family lawyer for 

anything good. So, it does, it is starting to weigh on me a little. (Trish) 

The effects of cumulative exposure were exacerbated for lawyers who had higher 

workloads and a lack of control over their caseloads. This was in comparison to lawyers who 

worked in organisations where they could transfer difficult cases or clients to other lawyers if 

the client triggered strong negative emotions. 
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For other participants, the material that affected them were those moments when they 

were caught unawares by a connection with the material, which made the material memorable 

and affecting. 

I think sometimes you can feel like I guess you’re coping quite well with the work and 

that you’re not necessarily being negatively impacted by it and then all of a sudden you 

might hear a particular client’s story and it really affects you in a way that you weren’t 

anticipating. (Adrian) 

Identifying with the client’s story led to lawyers experiencing an unexpected empathy, 

which undermined their ability to contain their emotions and disrupted ‘normal’ professional 

boundaries. Here abstract legal issues were transformed into something real that was 

happening to a person. Our participants could recognise their own vulnerability and/or 

common humanity with their client. 

Traumatic material that involved a child’s   death or murder or sexual abuse was 

especially   distressing for participants. 

I only ever saw pictures of them bloated and purple from the carbon monoxide 

poisoning. The father, of course gave me photos of them as beautiful kids. You can’t 

do that to me. (Gabby) 

Participants who were parents reported being particularly affected, as they related the 

traumatic material to their own life and their children. For example, if the traumatic material 

involved a child, and if the child was the same age as the participant’s child, or they could 

relate or compare the circumstances to their own family life, the distancing normally used to 

maintain a legal professional stance would not work. It was harder to suppress their emotions. 
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Something that I keep coming back to and keep thinking about time after time 

involved a two-year old boy … the main problem, it probably seems obvious, is that 

I had at that time a two-year old boy as I was doing it...  I think it’s the only time 

I’ve ever cried reading a file … I  deal with most of the actual violent traumatic 

[material] … but I don’t seem to be affected by that at all, mostly perhaps, because 

they don’t involve children. (Rodney) 

For some participants the event became an enduring bad memory that continued to impact   

their career. For example, Estelle describes having a ‘traumatic stress response’ to a case that 

concerned children, sexual abuse, death, and child protection matters, which had a lasting 

negative impact on her. 

… there’s only been one case where I would say that the facts of the case have upset 

me to the point where I’ve had nightmares and what I would describe as post-

traumatic stress responses … so I had all this incredibly graphic material [from 

statements] … even talking about it now makes me feel ill. (Estelle) 

When describing the traumatic material that elicited from them an emotional response, 

participants reported experiencing a range of emotions, including sadness, distress, 

frustration, anger, cynicism and impatience. For a few, the emotional response was only in 

the moment. For others, the effects of legal practice intruded into their emotional life outside 

of work in the form of trauma-related symptoms, such as intrusive thoughts and sleep 

disturbance, including nightmares. A few participants talked about the need to contain their 

emotions while in a professional mode but then the emotional effect would become evident in 

unguarded times. 
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You try to ensure its all-fine, that your emotions are completely appropriate for the 

moment. But there’s many a time at home, or in the car, or in your dreams where you 

are thinking about the reality of it. (Robbie) 

Theme 2: fear of stigma 

A crucial challenge in managing their responses to traumatic material for many 

participants was a fear of stigma associated with disclosing an emotional response: a fear of 

being viewed as unprofessional. 

I think for me personally, it wouldn’t necessarily be something that I would raise with 

my managing solicitor … but it’s probably not something that I would want to be 

known necessarily – that I wasn’t coping because I guess the inference is that then 

you might not be doing your job as good as you can – you should be … I know that’s 

[sic] a really big stigma as well about all of this stuff … (Kirby) 

If participants did experience significant psychological distress (not only in response 

to traumatic material), but they generally did also not want their mental health problems 

known to colleagues and the legal profession. 

But most people just cover it up. You know even if you suspect that someone else is 

suffering and not travelling too well – I know there’s this ‘RUOK campaign’ but 

people don’t do it, not in the law. You’d never admit that you had mental health 

problems. (Jenny) 

A part of this stigma was the fear of the potential repercussions for their livelihood 

and/or that their professional reputation would be compromised. 

A friend who is a QC [Queen’s Counsel], he said to me, I never want anyone to find 

out about my depression because if you were a solicitor and you had to choose a 
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barrister to appear in a case, would you choose the one you knew had depression? I 

said, well, no, I suppose not. So, I can’t afford to let anyone ever know that I have 

depression. (Jenny) 

Another part of the stigma was the embarrassment that would ensue if others knew that 

they were seeking help for mental health issues. 

I’d be embarrassed that I was taking time out [for counselling] I wouldn’t want 

anyone to know … That’s just how I feel; I feel like it is a weakness almost … (Peter) 

The fear of stigma, in turn, meant they perceived that the options they had for dealing 

with traumatic material were limited to those that were normalised or socially accepted, and 

for many this precluded the use of coping strategies that required self-disclosure. This is 

explored further in later themes. 

Theme 3: everyday recovery 

Several participants spoke about everyday recovery strategies that they used, 

including taking time out, getting outdoors, physical   activity and social outings. Miranda 

described how ‘I like to get out at lunch, I like to get some fresh air … I think being outdoors 

really helps me’, and Theo talked about doing a lot of ‘physical creative things as an outlet. I 

garden. I cook a lot’. 

Recovery activities particularly helped lawyers to avoid thinking or ruminating about 

traumatic material. 

I do a lot of yoga, which is really helpful for me because it gets me out of my head 

and back in my body … because practising as a lawyer you’re in your head a lot of 

the time. (Adrian) 



126 
 
 

 

 

So, I didn’t want to go home and just sit and think. I actually thought, no, I’ve got my 

usual dance class, I’m going to go to dancing. (Sidney) 

Theme 4: boundaries through denial and distancing 

Many participants spoke about an active denial or suppression of their emotions, which 

was professionally normalised. This denial was    both about preventing an emotional response 

to traumatic material, and also managing when   they did have an emotional response to 

traumatic material. There were three key reasons participants expressed for denying or 

suppressing their emotions: self-protection, emotions not being professional, and fear of 

transmitting emotions to family and friends. 

Self-protection 

Many participants stated that they coped with traumatic material by denying it affected 

them emotionally. Denial for these participants was about self-protection. 

… every day of the week we’ll hear about allegations of child abuse; that may be 

physically, [sic] they may be sexual … I don’t – I can’t, because if I took home and 

thought deeply about every case I had, I would never be able to work again. (Louise) 

For many it was also important to draw boundaries about what was their role as a 

lawyer and what was not, allowing them to stay detached from the material. The experience 

of being a person to whom clients disclose traumatic life events was overwhelming for some, 

and they rejected the role outright. 

We can’t fix people’s lives … we know that if we get too deeply into this, it’s soul 

destroying. (Jane) 
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I’m not a social worker; I’m not a psychologist, I haven’t been trained in any of these 

areas and it’s just trying to deal with the [legal] issues that are raised. (Kirby) 

Not all lawyers rejected the nonlegal aspect of their work, but they were in the 

minority in this study. 

Emotions not being professional 

Many participants spoke about denial as an acceptable and normal practice for 

survival in the job, ‘I think lawyers are very good at denial’ (Sara). The heavy workload of 

legal practice assisted in this process of denial. 

Because we’re so busy, pushing on to the next thing. We talk about – we talk about 

that’s what we do. Push it down, push it down, push it down … (Gabby) 

For many this denial of emotions was about it being unprofessional to have emotions.   In 

trying to distance the emotional content of their work from their professional role, participants 

spoke of a mindset that shut out feelings and operated in the legal rational mode. 

I think it’s just how your brain kicks in because it’s just your job to do that. It’s your 

job to go to court and tender that photo, and have the jury look at it. You just kick into 

work mode, and you put your robe on and you’re a different persona and you’re in 

court …(Gabby) 

Indeed, some expressed a pride in being detached from traumatic material and being 

professional about it. 

I’ve always been proud of the fact that I’d never gotten involved in a case. I’ve 

always been able to keep a professional distance … I had a few murders which had 
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horrible photographs, but at the time I didn’t think that upset me. I just took it in my 

stride and just did it and got on with it. (Jenny) 

The outcome for a few participants, particularly where exposure was cumulative over   

a career, was that they would actively avoid such cases either by leaving the area of law that 

exposed them to this material, or by requesting to not have that work allocated to them. For 

example, Christy had worked in a government department as a lawyer and reflected on one of 

the reasons she decided to leave and enter private practice. The latter offered her more control 

over the material she would be dealing with over time. 

So, I think I got really sick of dealing with sex offenders and particularly child sex 

offenders because you just keep reading this awful stuff over and over again …. 

(Christy) 

Other participants also spoke about how those lawyers who were not able to 

professionally distance themselves from clients’ traumatic material were destined to leave the 

job. 

There are a few people who are the bleeding hearts people, and they don’t last, 

because you can’t take on everybody’s problem in this job, because you will just 

drown, because they all have so many. (Cassandra) 

Fear of transmitting emotions to family and friends 

For some participants there was also a concern that emotion could be transmitted to 

family and friends. These participants expressed a concern about the potential effects of the 

traumatic material and/or their response to that material on their family and friends. For 

example, when talking about not sharing with family and friends how their work has affected 
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them Alex stated, ‘I don’t want to spread the trauma further’. This comment implies that 

trauma can be contagious, with the lawyer responsible for containing the spread. 

Theme 5: using social support normatively 

Participants talked about the importance of both professional and peer support in 

supporting them to cope with their exposure to traumatic material. Organisational and 

professional norms influenced whether and how they would access such support, including their 

fear of the organisational and professional stigma of mental health problems described earlier. 

In addition, the policies and procedures to support employees differed across the organisations 

in which our participants worked. 

Organisational and professional support 

All participants were aware of the availability of professional support, as well as 

training and resources, to assist with managing their wellbeing, including in response to 

traumatic material. Some participants worked in organisations where this was available 

in-house. 

That’s the only reason I’ve been able to last this long in this sort of work I think is 

having them [colleagues] to bounce from. In this job, they’re particularly good. 

They’ve got an in-house social worker, which is good. (Sarah) 

For others such support was only available externally. 

Participants differed in whether they believed it was acceptable or normative to access 

such support. Some participants worked   in organisations where the use of professional services 

or resources was actively encouraged.  Others described being provided with training and 

professional contact information but considered that it would not be acceptable to use this 
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support. There was also some discussion about the value of different types of professional 

support. 

They’ve got support systems within my current employment, like to access 

counsellors and the like – but I don’t think they ever really prepare you for some of 

the information that you’re going to read, see or hear. (Kirby) 

I usually find vicarious trauma training unhelpful … because the solutions they offer 

… is to read a book or listen to some music or do things that relaxes you. I don’t find 

that helpful because if you’ve got something sitting on your mind like that, reading a 

book doesn’t make it go away. It’s still there. (Lyn) 

Some participants spoke about trauma specialists providing more support than 

Employee Assistance Programme providers or counsellors, and others talked about lawyers 

preferring a service that wasn’t labelled as counselling. 

Lawyers don’t like it being called… having counselling sessions …. Either 

debriefing or support but they don’t like the term counselling. (Rose) 

A further way in which participants used professional support was in supporting their 

clients, particularly those with mental health issues. This in turn assisted lawyers in coping, 

and at times educated them about working with such clients. 

If a client rings up quite traumatised, you can ask a counsellor to take the rest of the 

call and then they can offer the client ongoing counselling. It takes the stress out of 

the job so much. And you’re also spending less time trying to do nonlegal issues and 

talk them through an episode, which we’re not trained to do. (Laura) 



131 
 
 

 

 

… we are lucky here in that we have social worker and counsellor in the support team 

so that is actually great, we learn a lot from them. (Lisa) 

A further way in which some participants’ organisations provided support was through 

policies and procedures (and the acceptability of using these) that provided training and 

formal induction around dealing with traumatic material, and/or enabled participants to 

manage their workload, take time off work, or ask for work to be reallocated. As a part of this, 

some participants spoke about working in organisations where their supervisor not only 

actively provided support but also encouraged a culture of accessing all forms of support in 

the organisation. 

But as soon as something horrible happens … suddenly the Director is taking you out 

for lunch and your team leaders are taking you out for coffee … the Director is 

particularly very empathic and all the Assistant Directors as well. They all come a 

running … so if I have someone’s who’s a bit wobbly in my team, my Assistant 

Director, twice a week will call and say how’s so and so … (Fred) 

However, many participants did not mention supervisor support at all. 

Peer support from lawyers 

Participants also spoke extensively about the ways in which they used other lawyers as 

peer   support. For some, colleagues were a key part of managing their workplace emotions, 

allowing them to express their feelings in a collegiate safe zone. Francis, for example, states 

‘The best support mechanism that we’ve had in this office has been each other, the lawyers’… 

These participants described a camaraderie, where they valued that their peers could 

understand   their experience and feelings. 
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I think it’s definitely the nature of the work and the understanding of we’re all in it 

together …. In some way, we probably – and I feel like this. I probably feel like no 

one else could really understand. (Louise) 

For a small number of participants, the use of peer support was a formal process in the 

organisation, and people were encouraged, indeed expected, to access peer support. 

Some participants spoke about a culture of   support that then developed ‘where it’s okay 

to say you are not coping’ (Rose). In turn, such a   culture provided both professional 

development opportunities and improved mental health. More commonly, participants spoke 

about informal debriefing, which could also be   supportive and developmental, where peers 

became highly attuned to one another’s needs. 

We don’t really have any formal debriefing processes, but a lot of us, I’d say most of 

us, would debrief on a regular basis. (Trisha) 

However, for a few participants peer support was superficial or used carefully to protect 

either their peers or themselves. In talking about debriefing in the office to other solicitors    or 

social workers Kirby commented why debriefing might occur and to what extent it was 

comfortable to share. 

They’re dealing with the same things as well, so I think that it’s good to discuss 

matters …– but not overly about necessarily the details, it’s more just having a talk 

about the matter which just lessens the burden of it sitting with you … like I probably 

wouldn’t explain if it’s emotions – I might say oh look, I’m really drained from today 

because of these clients or this matter or this was really full on, but that was probably 

where I would leave it. I wouldn’t go into any more detail because I think everyone is 
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dealing with a similar sort of situation, so you don’t want to sit around and necessarily 

dump everything on everyone else. (Kirby) 

A key socially appropriate coping mechanism was the sharing of traumatic material 

with their peers through ‘black humour’. Black   humour was deployed in a variety of ways 

across all areas of practice to release pent-up emotion and distance the practitioner from any 

emotional response to the traumatic material. 

I think we all cope by not dealing with it, if that makes sense … We talk about it in a 

safe environment where we can be blunt about things. We develop really dark senses 

of humour about things, and I think that whole dark sense of humour is on the stupid 

things people say, or the funny court stories. (Gabby) 

… we also have a little bit of the black humour sometimes. When we read something 

– to some people it might seem incredibly awful and distressing – some of us will just 

sit there and go – oh my goodness and have this slightly weird giggle about how 

ridiculously difficult somebody’s life and circumstances are. That I think is just that 

kind of ability to see where the boundary is, because if you dived into the abyss, it 

could be quite personal and difficult. (Jane) 

It was recognised that this form of humour   would not be appropriate to use with 

anyone apart from peers. 

I mean there will be sometimes puns that will be used – not in a professional 

environment; it would never be used in court or discussions [with non-lawyers]. But 

just through discussions in your immediate team, that can happen … it’s just small 

jokes about things which come up. Which sounds terrible when you say it like that. 

(Chris) 
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While for some informal peer support occurred in the workplace, many participants 

stated a core coping strategy was going to the pub/drinking with colleagues, which often 

occurred in conjunction with the use of humour. 

Theme 6: making meaning 

Many participants spoke about ways of appraising traumatic material and their 

responses to traumatic material that enabled them to cope and make sense of their experiences. 

For some this was about drawing on the beliefs and values that brought them into law and/or 

their area of law. 

Look what we do is such meaningful work. It’s a contribution to the greater 

community and it is, it’s real service. (Oscar) 

Some participants talked about it being a career choice to be a salaried lawyer, in the 

public sector, not driven by a profit motive. 

I was always going to be a particular type of lawyer; I wasn’t going to be out there to 

make money. The law was a means to an end for me, not for money but for obviously 

… to achieve some things that I wanted to achieve. (Jim) 

… so, when I imagined doing law, I didn’t really think of working to make 

corporations more profitable, I really ever only saw myself working with individuals. 

(Miranda) 

Several participants believed they were able to make a valuable contribution to 

society, assisting vulnerable people with their skills, even though this increased their 

exposure to traumatic material. 
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The particular jobs that I’ve done are because I wanted to work with people who are 

vulnerable …. I think I like people and I think that maybe a sense of justice for people 

who, an acknowledgment that I’ve lived a life, a fairly privileged life, I think. (Kate) 

… give people a voice who’ve never had a voice …. It feels like home to me. It’s the 

sort of work I feel comfortable with. It feels like you’re making a contribution. (Deb) 

Others described the value they saw in their practice going beyond simply providing 

legal advice. 

It’s easily the best job I’ve had. I see what we do as not just a job really. And this 

sounds a little bit fluffy, but I really cherish and value this service and value this 

service for what it’s doing for people in the bigger picture. (Nadia) 

For some participants finding their purpose was a process that unfolded through their 

career as a lawyer. Recognition of such a work–values fit was a significant incentive for Jane 

to stay with her organisation. 

I think there was an element … of wanting to use my skills to help people. I think that 

I’ve grown over the years to recognise the social justice values of [organisation], and I 

personally now identify with those sorts of things, and as a result that’s probably 

what’s kept me where I am. (Jane) 

A few participants reported that exposure   to client traumatic material increased their 

sensitivity towards their clients and others in simi lar circumstances. 

I think I’m a much better advocate than I used to be, because I’m much more human. 

I’m a much better advocate than I used to be because I recognise the position of 

victims in those cases that have victims. (Robbie) 
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Participants also described how exposure to traumatic material had a positive effect 

on them as lawyers and people, whereby they drew strength and motivation from their 

clients’ experiences. 

I’ve worked with a lot of clients who’ve had children die and things like that. Like 

really awful experiences who’ve still managed to see a lot of good and positive in the 

world despite everything that’s happened to them. I think that can be really positive 

motivating force in I guess in my own life and when I talk to other people who do this 

sort of work as well. (Lyn) 

… as part of what I see as a real positive for doing this work, is that I just – I don’t 

float through life being upset about small things. (Alex) 

Knowing traumatised clients who used their experience positively provided a way for 

participants to process the negative aspects of their work. 

I guess you sometimes get strength from the resilience of your clients. People that 

have gone on to do remarkable things despite the terrible things that were done to 

them … from a personal perspective as almost maybe a coping mechanism, I think 

sometimes you latch hold of those clients, and you draw strength from it. (James) 

I’ve got a client recently who I’ve been working with who is managing a domestic 

violence service. She is running a refuge. She’s helping women get to court …. And if 

people knew her trauma … So, I see them as remarkable people … to want to get up 

and go to work every day. Or just to be a carer for somebody else. That’s how I 

process the sadness. (Nadia) 
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Discussion 

Our study examined the experience of lawyers exposed to traumatic material. While 

our participants all reported being exposed to high levels of difficult and traumatic material 

almost daily, not all such material affected them. Mainly they reported being able to enact a 

range of coping strategies that enabled them to avoid or deal with their emotional responses, at 

least in the short term. This included both everyday recovery strategies   and denial or 

distancing, as well as ways of making meaning from their experiences. We also found that 

their experience of traumatic material was heavily influenced by professional and 

organisational norms, including the perceived stigmatisation of mental health problems. These norms 

affected whether they experienced or could acknowledge experiencing emotion, and how they 

responded when they did experience emotion, including how they accessed and used social 

support. 

Our participants reported that they were mostly able to deal with the traumatic they 

were exposed to. However, all participants described situations when they experienced strong 

emotional reactions and times when they found coping challenging. Like research with other 

non-health professionals such as police (Burns, Morley, Bradshaw, & Domene, 2008; Parkes, 

Graham-Kevan, & Bryce, 2019), our participants described experiencing a range of 

emotional and physical responses, and intrusive images because of their exposure. For some 

this was rare, whereas for other participants it was quite frequent. Like Campbell and 

Bishop’s (2019) study on corrective services employees, increased exposure increased their 

risk of experiencing trauma. 

Our findings suggest that participants made extensive use of avoidance-based coping. 

To prevent themselves having an emotional response participants used detachment strategies, 

whereby they did not engage deeply, which typically meant emotionally, with the material 
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they were exposed to. Instead, they viewed the material through a lens of legality and their 

role as lawyers. Our participants also engaged in cognitive avoidance where they tried not to 

reflect on the material. Similar strategies were found in Parkes et al.’s (2019) study of how 

police coped with exposure to sexual offending material. In their study, Parkes et al. found 

that police put on their ‘police head.’ We found lawyers use a similar process of focusing on 

their role as a lawyer. Our participants seemed resentful when their clients tried to reduce 

their detachment by personalising interactions and were appreciative of organisational 

structures that allowed them to maintain their role as lawyers (i.e., having counsellors on staff). 

Lawyers in our study regarded it as self-protective to deny experiencing emotion. 

Many subscribed to the belief that using distraction, or suppressing, ignoring or denying 

emotions, is the only way to deal with their emotions. Two key factors seemed to underlie the 

frequent use of denial and avoidant coping by lawyers. First, lawyers in our study strongly 

identified as professionals, who should focus on evidence and remain analytical and 

detached. These were core aspects of training in law programmes, which were then reflected in 

their practice. Second, the use of these strategies was encouraged by their beliefs about the 

stigma around mental health, with evidence of both public and self-stigma. Krill et al., 

(2016) also found that lawyers reported not seeking help for mental health and alcohol use due 

to concerns regarding privacy and confidentiality, whereby they did not want   others to find 

out they needed help. This problem is not confined to lawyers, with doctors also reporting a 

reluctance to seek help for the same reasons (Hu et al., 2012). However, previous research has 

found that the use of denial-based coping is associated with a greater risk of developing 

secondary traumatic stress (Bourke & Craun, 2014; Gil & Weinberg, 2015), suggesting that 

ongoing use of this strategy may have negative consequences for lawyers. 



139 
 
 

 

 

While participants regularly used avoidant coping, they all described situations when 

denial or avoidance did not work. Some of the participants spoke about the cumulative effect of 

exposure to traumatic material, but for most it was identifying or connecting with clients that 

most interfered with their ability to use denial or avoidance-based coping. Similar effects 

have been reported in Parkes et al.,’s (2019) study, where participants spoke about child 

victims and victims whom they knew or with whom they identified interfering with their 

ability to enact detachment-based coping. Conrad (2011) also found that identifying with the 

person was a risk factor for developing secondary trauma in therapists. 

Consistent with research with other professionals (e.g., McFadden, Campbell, & 

Taylor, (2015) a key protective factor that lawyers in our study reported was valuing social 

support, particularly when embedded in a supportive organisational culture. Some 

participants worked in organisations that explicitly formalised the use of professional and peer 

support, or where it was part of the culture to access informal support from one another. Good 

support enables professionals to be more resilient to vicarious trauma (Bell, Kulkarni, & 

Dalton, 2003), due to opportunities that arise to debrief   trauma files (Finklestein, Stein, 

Greene, Bronstein, & Solomon, 2015), and is positively associated with vicarious 

posttraumatic growth (V-PTG; Manning-Jones, de Terte, & Stephens, 2017). Participants in 

our study who   worked in organisations that encouraged the use of support were more 

comfortable accessing support and less concerned about mental health stigma. Many 

contrasted this to previous organisations in which they had worked. However, our participants 

reported variability in the level of support from supervisors. Vrklevski and Franklin (2008) 

similarly found   that only half of the solicitors in their study reported considering discussing 

work stress with a supervisor, instead using peer support. 
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While for some participants peer support involved a process of debriefing traumatic 

files, for others peer support was about using humour and alcohol for tension release. These 

further forms of emotional and avoidant coping were professionally normalised and were 

used to cope with all demands of the job, not just traumatic material. This is consistent with 

research on police. Evans, Pistrang, and Billings (2013) found that police officers were 

ambivalent about talking about the impact of distressing events; however, humour was used in 

interactions with colleagues as a normative form of coping. Such strategies are associated with 

higher rates of secondary trauma in social workers (Gil & Weinberg, 2015), although humour 

has been associated with lower levels of stress and higher levels of vicarious posttraumatic 

growth in other studies (Manning-Jones et al., 2017). 

What has been overlooked in the literature on lawyers to date is the potential for 

positive   outcomes from exposure to traumatised clients and traumatic material more generally, 

which has been found to be a protective factor in other professions (see, for example, 

McFadden et al., 2015, review). Several lawyers in our study made use of cognitive 

reappraisal (Gross, 2015) to enable a more positive framing of their exposure to traumatic 

material, to   emphasise opportunities for personal growth and/or to derive a sense of meaning 

and purpose from their work. For some participants, these positive outcomes emerged over 

time through their exposure to their client's trauma. 

However, a number of our participants had chosen to work in areas of law that were 

more   intrinsically rewarding (Sheldon & Krieger, 2014), with these participants describing 

being conscience driven, having social justice values, and explicitly stating that they were not 

motivated solely by money. Sheldon and Krieger (2014) found that lawyers in such jobs have 

more positive outcomes on wellbeing, affect, life satisfaction and alcohol use. Longitudinal 
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research is needed to disentangle any reciprocal relationships between pre-existing differences 

in how people appraise situations and the benefits that particular jobs provide. 

Practical implications 

Lawyers in our study reported experiencing a significant impact from their exposure to 

traumatic material. However, the ways in which they responded were influenced by 

contextual factors, including their beliefs about professional norms, and the policies and 

practices in   their organisation. Several participants reported that they would not seek peer or 

particularly professional support, because it was too risky   or because it was unprofessional. 

Instead, they were using more avoidant forms of coping that are associated with more negative 

outcomes in the long term. To address these issues, we argue that there is a need for changes 

both in the training and practice of law and in organisational policies and practices, to ensure 

the wellbeing of lawyers who work with traumatic material (see also James, 2020). 

A first step is training both during their studies and in professional development 

activities to prepare people for working with traumatic material. Lawyers need training in 

skills to prevent them making connections between a victim and people they know (see 

Burns et al., 2008). This is particularly important given that our participants reported being 

increasingly exposed to graphic traumatic material. Such training can help them to identify 

both which materials may be personally distressing to them and when they may connect with 

the material. Training can also assist them to use appraisals that identify opportunities for 

personal growth through exposure. 

Both the profession and individual organisations need to recognise and address the 

evidence of both public and self-stigma. Stigma is a risk factor, which has been shown to 

significantly influence help-seeking behaviour (Corrigan, 2004), with internalised (or self-
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stigma-) most closely related to reduced help-seeking (Clement et al., 2015). Other risk factors 

highlighted in our study were the level of exposure to traumatic material, the effects of which 

can be exacerbated where people are experiencing stress more generally and an excessive 

workload (Campbell & Bishop, 2019). 

There is also an important role for organisations to play through building a supportive 

culture, with visible commitment from leadership, which provides and normalises the use of 

professional, supervisor and peer support. Previous research has found such support to be a 

core protective factor that is a strong negative predictor of secondary trauma (Bourke & 

Craun, 2014; McFadden et al., 2015). The organisations that participants in our study 

described as most supportive were those that normalised that people would have emotional 

reactions at times, that had induction and training around trauma, and that communicated the 

organisational support that is available. These organisations also normalised accessing 

professional support and peer support and had policies and procedures that managed lawyers’ 

workloads and level of exposure to traumatic material. Such policies and procedures 

enhanced autonomy and control, including flexibility around transferring cases and managing 

caseload and the use of flexitime, which in turn enabled recovery. 

Limitations and future research 

Our interview protocol did not probe for information about participants’ personal 

backgrounds and how this may have affected their experiences. Future research should 

specifically examine whether previous trauma does influence lawyers’ experiences when 

exposed to traumatic material in their work, given previous research has found this to be a 

predictor for other professionals (e.g., Baird & Kracen, 2006; Gil & Weinberg, 2015; 

MacRitchie & Leibowitz, 2010). We note, however, that this was not an issue raised in our 

interviews. Indeed, more generally, there is a need to better understand the relationship 
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between lawyers’ individual characteristics and their work environment and the development 

of secondary or vicarious trauma. 

Our study gathered retrospective accounts, where participants spoke about their 

careers overall in legal practice. It would be useful for future research to use a longitudinal 

design to understand more how the impact of exposure to traumatic material unfolds over 

time. The themes identified in our research could also inform a more quantitative study, which 

examines the predictors of vicarious or secondary trauma, to identify which are the most 

important factors to target in interventions. Moreover, to date there has been little 

consideration given to what skills, in addition to generic skills as a lawyer, are needed to 

practise in   different areas of law. The developing area of law and emotion, which seeks to 

incorporate a multidisciplinary approach from the social sciences and humanities to inform legal 

processes and practice (Bandes & Blumenthal, 2012), could help to address this gap. 

There was also an over-representation of women in our sample relative to the 

population of lawyers. This may have affected our findings, although we could not find 

strong evidence of gender differences in research on secondary trauma. 

Conclusion 

Our study examined the lived experience of lawyers exposed to traumatic material. 

We identified the ways in which that exposure affects lawyers, the ways in which they 

respond when affected, and how both the way they are affected, and their responses are 

shaped by professional and organisational factors. In line with the previous studies, we 

confirmed that lawyers are affected by traumatic material and use various strategies to 

insulate themselves against psychological distress to maintain their professional efficacy. 

Primarily lawyers use their professional identity and role to detach from the material they are 
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exposed to, and this is mostly protective for them. However, the material can and does break 

through, and when this occurs, lawyers often do not have the skills or training to manage the 

ensuing emotions and distress, and they over rely on denial and avoidant coping. At an 

individual level, avoidant coping appears to be maintained by the fallacy that suppressing, 

ignoring, distracting, and denying emotions is the only way to deal with their impact. 

Contrarily, distress is mitigated through everyday recovery activities, meaning-making 

processes and accessing support. However, norms   and values associated with the legal 

profession   appear to perpetuate personal beliefs and promote avoidant coping through 

stigmatisation of mental health issues and subsequent help-seeking and promotion of 

emotional detachment. Organisations impacted on the process through their policies and 

procedures related to accessing formal and informal support, managing workload and training 

and resources. It is recommended that the legal profession introduce emotional and social 

intelligence programmes into law training and organisational practices to upskill members of 

their profession on how to manage distress. Work is also needed to decrease the stigma 

around help-seeking and mental health issues. 
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Chapter 5: General Discussion 

 The overall aim of the studies presented in this thesis was to investigate how routine 

exposure to traumatic material may impact the health and wellbeing of lawyers. The goal was 

to achieve a better understanding of what lawyers in the studies perceived as traumatic, how 

they responded, and what they did about any effects. In exploring the experience of lawyers, 

this thesis additionally aimed to understand the context in which the routine exposure 

occurred, and to ascertain if this context influenced the lawyers’ perceptions and behaviours. 

A richer understanding of the processes involved in how lawyers experience potentially 

traumatic material offers the opportunity to build upon empirical research findings on lawyers 

and indirect trauma exposure. 

The thesis findings show that lawyers in our studies (family, criminal, historical 

institutional child sex abuse, immigration, and coronial lawyers) are exposed to potentially 

traumatic material and, in most cases, daily. The type of material to which they are exposed 

includes sexual violence and abuse, often inflicted upon women and children; evidence from 

murders, including graphic images; unexplained and or accidental deaths (some violent), 

stories of refugees’ trauma; accounts of historical institutional child sexual abuse; family 

conflict and trauma. The modality in which the material was received, that is, whether visual, 

audio, written, or video, was not in itself the most significant factor in the lawyers’ response. 

However, notably graphic material derived from any of the above modalities produced a 

negative reaction. While the type of content would be mostly considered distressing to the 

general population, surprisingly the lawyers remained able to function as professionals 

working in their chosen field of law. They were able to achieve this relative equanimity 

through a process of emotional detachment and employing professional boundaries by 

focusing solely on the legal issues involved. In addition, they engaged in everyday recovery 
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activities after work hours, such as exercise and socialising with friends, which helped them 

to maintain a healthy perspective on the world. Thus, the current studies concluded that the 

content of the material, distressing as it was potentially, did not necessarily elicit a strong 

negative emotional response. The lawyers’ perceptions were that they were able to conduct 

business as usual despite facing this type of material exposure routinely. Notably however, 

the studies relied on lawyers’ self-report as to their managing business as usual and there is 

no evidence that this might not be the case. Moreover, there were exceptions to this case, 

which will be discussed later in the chapter.  

This thesis adds to previous quantitative findings on lawyers’ self-reports of 

emotional distress and mental health symptoms, by providing rich descriptive qualitative data 

of lawyers’ experiences, daily, and over time when exposed to potentially traumatic material. 

The qualitative data revealed what material lawyers found potentially traumatic and how they 

coped. Importantly, this study investigated a hitherto scarcely researched area, through 

exploring the influence of organisational and legal professional factors on lawyers’ 

experiences. The current chapter will review the findings of the two published research 

studies and discuss how the key findings add to what is known about (i) the experience of 

lawyers exposed to potentially traumatic material and (ii) the organisational, legal, and 

societal context in which those experiences occurred as well as the influence they had on the 

lawyers’ experiences. The findings are presented in a model that integrates the findings of 

Study 1 and Study 2 to illustrate how lawyers manage exposure to potentially traumatic 

material (see figure 1). Below, each facet of the model is discussed, before practical and 

theoretical implications are presented. The chapter concludes with limitations, future 

directions, and conclusions. 
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Figure 1 

A Model of lawyers’ experience of exposure to potentially traumatic material 

Description of the model 

Everyday exposure to PTM: The first component in the model is everyday exposure 

to potentially traumatic material (refer to the centre of the model). As suggested by the name, 

lawyers were exposed to a plethora of material that has the potential to be traumatising. The 

material lawyers reported most frequently as potentially traumatic related to child sexual 

abuse, domestic violence, murder, unexplained deaths, client trauma, and clients’ negative 

emotional reactions to their legal problems. The material identified by the lawyers is 

unsurprisingly distressing, dealing as it does with the worst of human behaviour to others. 

Yet, a key message in the findings was that the material lawyers were exposed to was not 

necessarily traumatic to them. For some lawyers the material was viewed as simply an 

everyday routine exposure in legal practice with its own everyday challenges.  

However, child sexual abuse was the material identified as most challenging for 

lawyers who had this type of exposure. Other professions involved in routine exposure to 

child sexual abuse material, such as mental health workers, police, child protection and 

welfare workers and clinicians have similarly found this content distressing (Armes et al., 

2020; Follette et al.,1994; Rienks, 2020, and VanDeusen & Way (2006)). Of note also is that 

judges in the US have reported distress when exposed to cases where minors have been 

involved in sex trafficking (Sprang, Cole & Leistner, 2021). Interestingly, lawyers did not 

have to be parents to experience a strong negative reaction to the child sexual abuse material. 

The intensity of the distressed response, however, did appear to be greater when lawyers were 

parents and the material related to a child who was the same age or gender as a lawyer’s own 

child as this has the effect of personalising the material.  
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Emotional detachment: In response to this routine exposure to potentially traumatic 

material, lawyers drew upon their use of emotional detachment and focused their attention 

and energy on the legal issues at hand. Thus, they were able to establish emotional 

boundaries around the material and how they chose to interact with it. By setting distinct 

areas where their legal expertise was required and occupying their minds with the legal issues 

in the matter, any potentially traumatic material could be handled through maintaining 

emotional distance. However, the risk of such a strategy is a lack of access to information that 

may assist the client’s case and an emotional dulling of the lawyer’s overall responses, both 

professionally and personally. For example, there is recent evidence for teachers in the 

Covid-19 pandemic as their stress levels increased, using avoidant coping such as emotional 

detachment and this behaviour being detrimental to their overall wellbeing (MacIntyre, 

Gregersen & Mercer, 2020). Further recent research has found that such detached coping 

modes are associated with emotional exhaustion (Smout, Simpson, Stacey & Reid, 2021).  

Professional Identity: Emotional detachment and the use of distance and boundaries 

are part of the lawyer’s professional identity in the model. Professional identity is defined 

here as the necessary distinction between lawyer and client, and as a necessary stance in the 

legal professional client interaction. Such a view of professional identity is viewed through 

legal scholarship as endemic in the profession (Silver et al., 2015). As legal practitioners, 

lawyers perceived their duty to behave as objective and rational professionals. The result of 

the stance of distance between lawyer and client is that any personal response lawyers had to 

their client was not to be acknowledged or displayed, and often denied.  

To examine how legal identity develops, Hall, O’Brien, and Tang’s (2010) study on 

Australian law students, examined negative aspects of professional identity formation in law. 

One of these aspects Hall et al., (2010) noted included that legal education itself may foster 
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emotional detachment in law students as part of professionalism. Similarly, Floyd (2007) is 

of the view that law school teaches students to separate out their personal and professional 

selves, thus creating the conditions for compartmentalising emotions from professionalism. 

Thus, any feelings of vulnerability and doubt would need to be separate from their public 

persona as a legal professional. Such behaviour has the potential to reinforce emotional 

detachment as a normal response to fit in with being a legal professional (Diacoff, (1997). 

However, Westaby and Jones (2018) note the tension in legal scholarship around the need to 

include empathy training in legal education, as societal attitudes change in relation to the 

acknowledgement and management of emotions more generally. Importantly for lawyers in 

this thesis, emotional detachment may precipitate psychological distress for some lawyers 

(Yaken, 2008). Where legal professional identity formation may inculcate emotional 

detachment above all else, there is a risk to lawyers exposed to potentially traumatic material, 

as it limits their options for responding. Silver et al., (2015) writes of a ‘learned helplessness’ 

(p. 855) where lawyers perceive that the system exists as it is, and is therefore unchangeable, 

and lawyers must manage within these confines. Arguably, the system confines include a 

necessary emotional detachment for professionalism which may be detrimental to lawyers’ 

wellbeing. 

Everyday recovery activities: Next in the process of handling exposure to 

potentially traumatic material was everyday recovery. Everyday recovery is defined by the 

lawyers in the model as the activities engaged in out of work hours to manage everyday 

stressors, including exposure to potentially traumatic material. The literature on recovery as a 

process is defined as the winding down and relaxation activities undertaken outside work to 

manage work stressors (Sonnentag et.al., 2017) and allows for individual replenishment of 

internal resources (Meijman & Mulder, 1998; Trougakos & Hideg, 2009). The lawyers 

perceived these after work activities as reenergising, and generally restoring energy levels 



152 
 
 

 

 

sufficiently to engage with the work challenges of the next day. The types of activities most 

often mentioned were exercise and socialising with family, friends, and work colleagues. 

These activities offered the opportunity to relax and “get out of their heads” and into a space 

not associated with work. Additional commonly mentioned everyday recovery activities 

included hobbies such as cooking, singing, dancing, gardening and crafts. In summary, 

employing everyday recovery strategies enabled lawyers to manage the challenges of the 

workday and the effect was to energise lawyers to face the next workday’s challenges, 

including potentially traumatic material. In the model, lawyers indicated that their chosen 

recovery activities were enjoyable and regularly undertaken. Research indicates that everyday 

recovery activities are successfully employed when the employee is not only engaging in 

known positive activities such as exercise (Shilling et al., 2020), but necessarily from the 

subjective enjoyment of the activity by the employee (Oerlemans et al., 2014). In addition, if 

recovery leisure activities are less like work and are taken seriously (defined by participant’s 

persistence at activity) they are more likely to be effective in self-efficacy and career 

sustainability (Kelly et al., 2020).  

In summary, employing everyday recovery activities enabled lawyers to manage the 

challenges of the workday through undertaking activities that energised lawyers to face the 

next workday’s challenge which included potentially traumatic material. This is in line with 

the literature’s understanding of every recovery activity (Sonnentag & Fritz, 2007). Thus, for 

most lawyers, there seems to be a daily cycle whereby they were exposed to potentially 

traumatic material, and they then actively distanced themselves from the material and 

engaged in recovery activities, before they recommenced the cyclic process the following 

day. Importantly, however, at times this cyclic pattern was broken, often when material broke 

through in some way and they were unable to distance themselves or maintain boundaries. 
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The next part of the model describes the process that occurs when lawyers are unable to deny 

or distance themselves from the potentially traumatic material. 

Break through: Potentially traumatic material became a ‘breakthrough’ moment, as 

represented in the model, typically for three reasons (i) when the material made a personal 

connection (personalisation), (ii) the material included highly graphic material of violence 

and death (graphic), and/or (iii) there was exposure to (i) and (ii) material that accumulated 

over time (accumulative). Regarding (i) and (ii), when either the material was particularly 

graphic or personalisation occurred, the lawyers experienced a strong reaction. In both 

instances, lawyers were able to picture themselves or close family in the position of the 

person in the material. This breaching of the barriers between the professional and the 

personal lead to a breakthrough of negative affect or emotions. In relation to (iii) 

(cumulative) lawyers were more likely to be affected by some of the material if they 

experienced constant daily exposure over an extended period. Lawyers who had worked in 

one area of law exclusively, for example, criminal, family, or coroners, were more likely to 

report this cumulative effect. Given that normally lawyers’ emotional detachment and 

professional identity enabled them to perform their duties and obligations as a legal 

professional, it proved disconcerting when this strategy was not always reliable. For one 

lawyer, the experience of breakthrough moments following accumulative exposure to 

potentially traumatic material resulted in a decision to leave the area of legal practice. 

However, the distinction between professional and personal may support an artificial 

system that the self is composed of separate parts. In social work, for example, there is a shift 

towards the construct of self as neither professional nor personal, but co-constructed selves 

which each client encounter (Ganzer, 2007). The association for lawyers is whether 
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professional boundaries are sustainable in the long term as a strategy for managing exposure 

to potentially traumatic material when the risk of breakthroughs exist.  

Active Coping: In the model, to manage material that had broken through, lawyers 

engaged in active coping. Active coping often translated into working harder and longer 

hours. This form of coping permitted the lawyer to function in the everyday with exposure to 

potentially traumatic material. While some lawyers did receive some ad hoc training on 

topics such as vicarious trauma, they mostly managed their experiences within and between 

themselves. Such self-reliance and evidence of professional resilience and stress hardiness in 

lawyers was documented by Pierson et al. (2017) who drew upon both quantitative and 

qualitive survey data. They found no demographic factor contributed to some lawyers being 

more stress hardy than others. However, their study did find three behaviours correlated to 

stress hardiness: a sense of control, a sense of purpose and cognitive flexibility. A key point 

made in Pierson et al.’s (2017) study is that a sense of control and purpose can be taught and 

learned. Further, that the three abovementioned behaviours build on one another. Similarly, in 

a study of intensive care nurses (Mealer, Jones & Moss, 2012), found resilient nurses 

reported using a social network including colleagues, some as role models, as well as an 

ability to be cognitively flexible. Highly resilient nurses used emotional intelligence and 

reframing as well as optimism to process difficult emotions. In the organisational context, 

modelling of purposeful networking behaviours may assist lawyers who are less stress hardy. 

Most lawyers identified that debriefing with colleagues throughout the working day 

allowed them to positively process any potentially traumatic material in the moment. The 

sharing of material in a supportive and understanding environment contributed to verifying 

emotional responses and managing any breakthrough events. A part of the everyday 

collegiate sharing included the use of humour, which acted to bond the team and 
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acknowledge the often-challenging material they were exposed to daily. Everyday peer 

support in most workplaces proved significant to mitigating distress and managing ongoing 

challenges such as exposure to potentially traumatic material. The ability to debrief with 

colleagues implies an organisational culture that may encourage a collegiate atmosphere and 

supports sharing of information as part of normal daily discourse. Such findings are 

consistent with research on social workers who also use peer support and humour to help 

manage their exposure to indirect trauma from client work (Fogarty & Elliot, 2020). There is 

evidence that provision of opportunities to process negative emotions related to exposure to 

potentially traumatic material assists social workers (Choi, 2011) and police (Ireland, 

Malouff & Byrne, 2006) to experience less work-related distress. 

Another means of managing exposure to potentially traumatic material involved a 

meaning focused approach. In hearing the stories of their client’s lives and how they had 

developed positively from a traumatic situation, a few lawyers felt inspired. These lawyers 

spoke of being a better professional because of their exposure to examples of client 

resilience. It also allowed them to function daily in the face of challenges with the belief they 

were making a positive contribution to their client’s lives. This aspect of legal practice in the 

context of exposure to potentially traumatic material is an interesting finding and provides an 

optimistic note in the overall picture of lawyer coping. 

Another feature of the model is that surrounding the interior of the model is the outer 

circles which represent the context in which lawyers experience of potentially traumatic 

material occurs. The outer circles of the model indicate how the lawyer was affected by 

external factors in their work environment when experiencing exposure to potentially 

traumatic material. These external factors were (i) organisational demands and resources and 

(ii) professional stigma around help seeking for mental health issues in the legal profession.  
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Organisational demands and resources: outer circle: In examining organisational 

demands, the lawyers were consistent in describing high workloads as an issue impacting on 

their daily functioning, including their experience of potentially traumatic material. The 

significance of a high workload in the context of the model is the additional time pressure, as 

well as the amount of exposure to the material a high workload creates.  Where, for example, 

the lawyer’s state of being was overwhelmed by workload, it is was not only their perception 

of volume as a stressor, but also a lack of control over the type of caseload content, for 

example, child abuse. As discussed above, child abuse material was potentially traumatic, and 

lawyers were at risk from cumulative exposure such material. Conversely, a high workload 

may also facilitate the lawyer’s denial of the material affecting them, as they were able to 

deflect any potential negative affect with sheer volume of work. High workload has been 

found to be a factor in other studies in the development secondary traumatic stress, burnout, 

and compassion fatigue in mental health professionals (Turgoose & Maddox, 2017) and 

social workers (Wagaman, et.al., 2015). 

 However, organisational resources were also evident in the findings, with most 

organisations providing confidential counselling resources services to lawyers, although only 

a small percentage of lawyers acknowledged accessing counselling. Those individual lawyers 

who did access counselling services reported finding the process helpful through talking 

about issues that were concerning them. Moreover, if the organisation practised supportive 

management, where positive work relationships were modelled, the role of supervisors was 

useful in providing an option to debrief and seek advice in relation to potentially traumatic 

material. Further, several organisations offered specific training in mental health, and 

vicarious trauma awareness. While generally positively received as a recognition of their 

inherent work challenges, not all lawyers found the training process helpful. Overall, the 
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lawyers relied primarily on their informal peer support network to manage in the day-to-day 

their exposure to potentially traumatic material. 

In relation to an organisations obligation to assist and support their employees 

working with potentially traumatic material, Sutton et al., (2022) highlighted for mental 

health professionals, that peers support was indeed important, as was supervision; specific-

trauma training; caseloads mix to vary exposure to the most complex and potentially 

traumatic cases; and validation by the organisation of the potential negative effects of 

working with indirect trauma. Possibly, the organisational interventions for mental health 

professionals may be of assistance also to legal professionals working with potentially 

traumatic material. 

Professional stigma around help seeking for mental health issues in the legal 

profession: outer circle. 

 A further key finding was the impact of the legal profession’s incorporation of 

societal mental health stigma on how lawyer mental health symptoms were perceived. It was 

apparent that most lawyers were reluctant to either report any mental health problems or seek 

help for any symptoms that arose from their exposure to potentially traumatic material. The 

reasoning behind the lawyers’ non-disclosure of symptoms were associated with their 

conviction regarding the negative career consequences of help seeking. For example, non-

disclosure of any psychological problems generally, and in relation to exposure to material, 

were perceived as necessary for career self-preservation. 

The findings indicate an acceptance by lawyers of the stigma narrative that having 

mental health symptoms were a personal weakness, and a concern that the lawyer would be 

assumed to be less competent in their work. thus, there was also evidence of self-stigma in 

relation to mental health concerns. For any lawyer who did seek help for mental health 
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problems, there was the additional concern of the perceived need for secrecy and the potential 

negative career ramifications if discovered. Thus, the lawyers commonly chose not to 

disclose their distress over potentially traumatic material in the workplace and were reluctant 

or did not perceive a need to seek help if the material was distressing. Similarly, the medical 

profession has an issue with societal and self-stigma in relation to help seeking behaviour for 

mental health symptoms such as depression and such stigma is endemic in society generally 

Stangl (2019). Mental health stigma in medicine is comparable with the experience of the 

legal profession, with fear of letting colleagues and patients down, as well as effects on career 

progress (Adams et al., 2010). The Law Society of Scotland (2020) conducted a survey into 

its members experience of mental health and stigma in the workplace. They found their 

member participants reported low confidence in management in discussing and supporting 

lawyers with mental health symptoms. A lack of training was highlighted as an issue for 

mental health awareness and supervisory support for the organisations involved, in the 

survey. As with medicine, law also needs to address the stigma found in the profession in 

order to achieve a healthier and more productive professional. However, in the context of 

societal stigma on mental health it is acknowledged that the challenge is more widespread 

than the legal profession.  

The influence of organisational demands, resources and stigma had their greatest 

effect on the lawyers when they were engaging in their coping processes around exposure to 

potentially traumatic material. For example, the interaction of organisational and professional 

stigma limited the lawyers’ options to manage any emotional distress or symptoms, 

particularly in help-seeking behaviour. Due to lawyers reporting being time poor and not 

having reflective moments in the day, the high workload may also allow for the opportunity 

to deny any negative effect of exposure to the potentially traumatic material. The thesis found 

that an ongoing caseload of traumatised clients, coupled with long work hours, often 
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impacted the lawyers’ ability to register and process the amount of potentially traumatic 

material they encountered as part of their work. However, using denial as an ongoing 

response to potentially traumatic material risk a negative accumulative effect from the 

exposure over time.  

In summary, lawyers who work with exposure to potentially traumatic material share 

some similarities with other service professions such as nursing, social work, and police. 

Those similarities include a self-reliance and hardiness in the face of workplace challenges, 

the use of humour with colleagues and a reluctance to seek help in relation to any mental 

health symptoms due to self-stigma and fear of negative ramifications for their careers. 

Noteworthy though, is that not all lawyers have the support of their peers or the ability to 

easily access them within the context of an organisation. Barristers, for example, are self-

employed and often may be in competition for work with their peers. Similarly, lawyers also 

expressed a degree of caution regarding their self-disclosure of mental health symptoms with 

colleagues for concern about their perceived competency for the job. Further, lawyers as well 

as police report breakthrough moments such as cumulative exposure. Correspondingly, the 

two professions have a fear of expressing their emotions when exposed to indirect trauma as 

it is unacceptable in the workplace (Papazoglou, (2012). The following section highlights the 

practical implications of the thesis findings represented in the model. 

Practical Implications 

The findings of this research have important implications for legal practice and 

organisational interventions. For instance, the use of detachment and professional boundaries 

were a common first response to potentially traumatic material. Whereas a certain level of 

emotional detachment may be beneficial for managing daily work demands (Kilroy, 

et.al.,2020), extended and complete emotional detachment may lead to poorer mental health 
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(Maslach & Jackson, 1978). For legal practice the introduction of the emotional facets 

inherent in the professional role at university training level, as well as organisational 

acceptance and support for managing emotions, would expand the options for lawyers in how 

they manage their exposure.  The role of emotional intelligence awareness and education for 

lawyers offers lawyers the opportunity to intelligently engage or disengage with their and 

their client’s emotions and not be controlled by those same emotions. There exists support in 

legal scholarship for the introduction, for example, of emotional intelligence and emotional 

regulation education for lawyers (Austin & Durr, 2016, James, 2008, Montgomery, 2007). 

The benefits of providing training in emotional intelligence for lawyers is also the link 

between improved performance and wellbeing (Austin & Durr, 2016). The provision of 

emotional intelligence skills training has the possibility to provide lawyers working with 

potentially traumatic material a long-term ability to manage their emotions effectively. In 

particular, effective emotional management is important in light of the thesis findings of 

detachment as a common response, which in other professions has been found to be 

detrimental to mental health in the long term. 

As not all lawyers in this thesis study indicated they were affected by their exposure 

to potentially traumatic material, there is the suggestion that those negatively affected may 

not be suited to their area of work. One strategy that has been suggested in other professions, 

such as policing, is the use of pre-employment screening tests to circumvent vulnerable 

individuals from entering work areas that may expose them to potentially traumatic material. 

For example, police recruiting has employed psychological pre-screening for vulnerability to 

PTSD. Research on lawyer pre-employment screening in relation to indirect trauma exposure 

is not evident.  Such screening may offer a tool for organisations employing lawyers working 

with potentially traumatic material to screen incompatible candidates (Dantzler, 2011). 

However, there has been no association found between validated pre-screening instruments 
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and any psychopathology in police up to seven years later (Marshall et al., 2020). 

Additionally, such an individual focus risks targeting the candidate risks possibly excluding 

otherwise suitable and motivated lawyers. Thus, the evidence is equivocal whether pre-

employment screening would be seen as advantageous to lawyers, particularly given that it is 

not straight-forward which individual will be negatively affected by potentially traumatic 

material. 

Moreover, focusing solely on the individual lawyer to manage their responses 

overlooks an opportunity for an organisational commitment to implementing policies and 

practices, that support lawyers to understand and manage potentially traumatic material 

exposure. Kasperczyk (2010) addresses the benefits of an integration of individual factors 

and organisational factors in workplaces, highlighting that a sole focus on the individual 

places most of the responsibility with the employee. There is a need, therefore, to also 

recognise the responsibility of the organisation to assist the worker to manage exposure to 

potentially traumatic material. Organisations may consider pre-screening as discussed above 

with police recruiting, to anticipate individuals becoming symptomatic and offering timely 

services. While in theory this practice has creditable aims, the question of mental health 

stigma in the workplace may be counterproductive to any mental health screening 

endeavours, with individuals under-reporting their symptoms to the organisation (Marshall et 

al.., 2021, Corey & Borum, 2013). There is also a need to consider the legal and ethical 

framework in which this pre-employment screening for psychological suitability for work in 

sensitive areas occurs, such as access to the results and implications for individuals for 

discrimination and disability law.  

A first step for any organisation employing lawyers working in areas where they are 

exposed to potentially traumatic material is to support those lawyers develop awareness and 
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knowledge of how this exposure may affect them psychologically. For example, the finding 

of child sexual abuse as potentially traumatic material is consistent with previous literature, 

where children as victims have been found to be one of the most psychologically distressing 

events for health professionals and police and social workers, (Adriaenssens, et al.., 2012; 

Choi, 2010, and Cheung & Boutté-Queen, 2000). In the latter half of the twentieth century, 

Morrison (1990) observed the detrimental emotional effects on social welfare workers 

dealing with child protection matters. Significantly for this thesis findings, he notes the 

organisational culture that permitted workers in this field to believe that being adversely 

emotionally affected was not permissible for a professional. The model he proposed included 

a level of secrecy on disclosure of the worker being negatively affected as it was an unsafe 

behaviour in organisational normative practices. In more recent studies, (Pack, 2013; 2014) 

findings indicate that organisational support, supervision and training were reported by social 

workers as alleviating the symptoms of vicarious trauma when working with traumatised 

clients and sexual abuse. Working with child sexual abuse material is a challenging and 

difficult area of legal practice for lawyers working in organisations where exposure to such 

material is high, as law does not traditionally have supervision and training on dealing with 

child sexual abuse. Additionally, the literature has identified potential risk factors both 

individual and organisational, for example, less experience, less educational training, and 

contradictorily, most experience in working with trauma survivors have all been suggested as 

possible factors for increasing the risk of vicarious trauma (Baird & Kracken,2006, Meyer & 

Cornille, 2002). Whereas organisational supports such as supervision has been suggested as a 

possible mitigating factor in the development of secondary traumatic stress (Quinn et al.., 

(2019).  

Further, trauma specific training is only nascent in the curriculum for mental health 

providers but does offer suggestions to other professions such as lawyers, facing exposure to 
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potentially traumatic material. For instance, Henning and Brand (2021), provide a couple of 

examples of training programmes developed to educate and support mental health and 

associated professions, such as the justice system, to better understand the effects of trauma 

exposure on their clients. Additionally, a study on social workers found that supervision and 

management support were important in ameliorating the negative effect of working with the 

indirect trauma in oncology (Joubert & Hocking, 2013). Thus, there exists precedents for 

legal organisations to adapt and modify to provide awareness and more informed support 

around the issue of exposure to potentially traumatic material. 

In relation to educational support in awareness training, an example for lawyers 

dealing with others death and loss is education on the impact of grief on those individuals 

affected. For example, Tait et al. (2016) study where coroners reportedly manage the 

emotional aspects of dealing with grieving families through a process of emotional 

disengagement, found that the coronial process would be better served by engaging with the 

emotions showing sympathy and understanding for the families. Dartnall et al.’s (2019) 

qualitative study found that families reported a need to be sensitively heard and understood in 

a timely way in the coronial proceedings. Similarly, a study on judges in the US reported a 

similar finding of the judicial distress from systemic failures in relation to complex trauma in 

children (Sprang et al.., 2021). Perhaps if grief counselling training were offered to those 

lawyers engaged in criminal and coronial work this may benefit their overall functioning both 

as a lawyer but also personally for managing exposure to potentially traumatic material. 

Another example of an integration of organisational and individual approach is seen 

in peer-support programmes. An organisational environment that provides a safe and 

comfortable space for disclosure of any negative effects, and a formal peer support 

programme (Bell, et. al., 2002) would benefit lawyers through offering ongoing and 
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accessible support. Lawyers in the current study outlined an informal peer support network 

that may benefit from more official organisational support for validating feelings and 

providing opportunities to talk safely (Fisher, et al. 2020). In a study on teaching a peer 

support and resilience program at work, Agarwal, Brooks, and Greenberg (2020) found 

participants reported an increased understanding of their own mental health. Additionally, the 

role of supporting others developed the participant’s own sense of resilience as was the 

opportunity to speak safely in the work environment. 

The findings in this thesis apply to predominately public sector employed lawyers. 

Poynton et al., (2018) observed that public service lawyers were disproportionally 

represented in areas of client vulnerability and traumatic material. It also needs to be 

acknowledged that not all lawyers in this thesis were employees of an organisation, as the 

barristers were self-employed. Thus, organisational interventions are less applicable to this 

population. Further, there is the difficulty with self-employment with barristers competing for 

legal work from solicitors. Therefore, to admit any emotional problems would be viewed as 

an admission to not being fit for the job. There exists a duty for lawyers to report on lawyers 

whose mental illness may affect their fitness for practice (The Legal Profession Uniform 

Law, 2015). The duty to report on lawyers’ mental illness is problematic in application, 

particularly given existing societal stigma and discrimination on mental illness (Martin, 2020, 

Rothstein, 2008). Further, barristers rely on lawyers to refer work to them and in the context 

of self-employment, reputation is a significant factor. Further, public sector lawyers are not 

remunerated by the number of hours they work or the number of clients they service as is the 

case in the private sector. Such an employment differential creates additional pressure to 

those lawyers working independently of supportive work environments such as may exist in 

public sector legal teams. These differences challenge the legal profession to consider a 

profession-wide education programme in relation to the mental health effects of working in 
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certain areas of law. There is support in the literature that training in trauma is helpful for 

social workers and psychologists, in reducing the negative effects of exposure working with 

traumatised clients (Craig & Sprang, 2010). 

Arguably, therefore, a multi-level intervention strategy that incorporates several 

factors is required to address the issue of the psychological impact of routine exposure to 

potentially traumatic material. Legal organisations, whether private or public, may benefit 

from an examination of organisational factors that can assist with lawyers’ experience of 

exposure to potentially traumatic material. These factors include adherence to reasonable 

working hours and management role modelling of this behaviour (Bergin et.al., 2014). 

Moreover, a workplace mental health plan and open discussion on mental health as an issue 

for the profession would encourage more formal support in the workplace and lessen stigma. 

For example, The Tristan Jephson Memorial Foundation has promulgated guidelines to 

support legal organisations to create psychologically safe work environments for lawyers 

(Dobson, et. al., 2019, Minds Count, 2018 (formally known as the Tristan Jepson Memorial 

Foundation Guidelines and changed to reflect the legal profession's recognition that all 

individual mental health counts and honour the original founder), Lawyers Weekly, 10 July 

2018).  

Thus, a multi-level interventional strategy for lawyers would provide options for the 

complex issues inherent in working in the context of exposure to potential traumatic material.  

While undergraduate legal education was not specifically addressed in this thesis, several 

lawyers reported not having any preparation for working with traumatic material, either from 

university or from their organisation. As James (2008) notes, law practice is dynamic, and 

thus a well-integrated professional, with skills in psychological literacy such as self-

awareness, should be a goal of legal education. Jones (2018) argues for the inclusion of 
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emotions in undergraduate education programmes, changing the dominant traditions of 

rational legal pedagogy. Her argument is persuasive in supporting the law and emotion 

scholarship which seeks to make inroads into traditional legal education based on rationalism, 

which currently does not acknowledge the role of emotions as a relevant factor in the law. If 

lawyers received undergraduate training in areas such as emotional intelligence, they may 

have more skills to draw upon in managing any exposure to traumatic material. Douglas 

(2015) considers that Goleman’s existing model of emotional intelligence would be a good 

place to start for legal educators. Additionally, Bakhshi, Wesley and Reddy’s (2021) study on 

law students' exposure to indirect trauma concludes that law students be offered supervision 

and training in relation to indirect trauma for their overall wellbeing. For law students this 

would include an increase in the knowledge of the risks of certain types of practice, as well as 

offering skills training to assist in managing indirect trauma in certain areas of law, such as 

criminal law (Bulbulia, et. al., 2015; Burton & Paton, 2021, Jenkins, 2013).  

There is evidence which suggests academic educational preparation can mitigate the 

effects of indirect trauma (Bell, Kulkarni, and Dalton, 2003). One study compared health and 

human resource professionals exposed daily to indirect trauma used internet interventions, 

based on reducing arousal and avoidance through the mediating effect of self-efficacy, to 

only offering educational awareness. The study found that education (which emphasised both 

the positive and negative effects of exposure to indirect trauma), was important in reducing 

symptoms; and self-efficacy assisted participants to cope better (Cieslak, et. al., 2016).  

However, the study was unable to say what mediating effect was present; better knowledge or 

a mediated change in skills such as self-efficacy regarding the stressors. Thus, both education 

and skills development may be required to assist lawyers in managing their exposure to 

potentially traumatic material. 
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Surprisingly, a small percentage of the lawyers mentioned that the material from a 

particular client inspired in them a sense of admiration and hope. Such meaning was often 

based on the client’s resilient attitude and behaviour in moving beyond their trauma and 

making a better life for themselves, and sometimes for others similarly traumatised. These 

lawyers perceived the difficulties associated with daily exposure to the material as an 

opportunity to use their skills to assist clients, where work was meaningful, fulfilling, and 

aligned with their personal and professional values. These lawyers explicitly identified as the 

kind of lawyer more interested in service as a motivation for a legal career. This finding 

supports Sheldon and Krieger’s (2014) study which found lawyers motivated by service to 

the community rather than by high income had a better sense of health and wellbeing. 

Moreover, sprang et al., (2021) found that US judges reported positive as well as negative 

experiences when exposed to child sexual exploitation victims. The judges reported an 

increased sense of purpose and pride in using their professional skills to benefit the lives of 

the children and youth. It has been suggested that such positive experiences, including a sense 

of purpose, may buffer the negative effects of exposure to secondary trauma (Ray et al., 

2013).  An employee’s sense of purpose is a personal value they place on their work. 

Significantly for legal organisations, Inabinatt and Ballaro (2014) found an alignment 

between an employee’s personal values and organisational values correlated with the 

retention of those staff. Thus, the current findings offer an opportunity to explore the 

application of employee values and organisational goals alignment, particularly in public 

sector legal professionals, in developing personal growth in legal practice. Thus, there is 

optimism for lawyers exposed to potentially traumatic material in their chosen coping method 

when it includes a purpose and meaning focused approach to their work.  

Limitations  
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The current research explored the experience of lawyers exposed to potentially 

traumatic material. The approach allowed lawyers to voluntarily participate in a topic 

perceived as relevant to their workplace. However, one limitation of the thesis studies was a 

lack of heterogeneity of the sample, with only seven male lawyers represented, and only a 

small number of lawyers working in private practice, with most of the participants in the 

public sector. Although no differences between male and female lawyers were identified in 

the studies, the potential that gender differences may exist is present. This potential is evident 

given other research that found female lawyers or law students are more vulnerable to 

vicarious trauma (Bakhshi, Wesley & Reddy, 2021, Pearlman & MacIan, 1995, and 

Vrklevski & Franklin, 2008).  

Further, research on gender differences in trauma and PTSD indicates that females 

experience an increased risk and duration of PTSD as outlined in the DSM 5 manual of 

psychiatric diagnosis (p. 278). This may be attributable to interpersonal sexual violence such 

as rape being more prevalent in female populations. This was the case in an incarcerated 

population of males and females where female inmates reported experiencing a higher 

proportion of interpersonal sexual violence in childhood. Such exposure provided a higher 

predictive factor for PTSD in females (Komarovskaya, Loper, Warren & Jackson (2011; 

Briere, Agee & Dietrich, A. 2016). Thus, gender differences are an area that requires further 

exploration in lawyers’ exposure to potentially traumatic material. 

One strength of the current research included a sample which had a broad variability 

in age and geography in Australia. Nevertheless, the studies would have benefited from a 

better gender balance and representation from the private sector. Thus, it is unknown how 

much the findings apply to all practising lawyers in Australia who are exposed to potentially 

traumatic material. 
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Another possible limitation of the current research lies with the self-selected sample 

of lawyers in the studies. Such a sample of lawyers suggests that there may have been an 

under-representation of lawyers who are not affected by potentially traumatic material or are 

minimally affected throughout their careers. This is important as previous research (Devilly 

et al., 2009) suggests exposure to traumatic material as part of professional duties does not 

necessarily, or always result, in the development of adverse psychological symptoms.  

Also, the time commitment involved in participation through interviews and diaries meant 

only those motivated to participate were represented and those lawyers reported finding the 

topic interesting. Those who did not want to disclose or felt uncomfortable with the diary and 

interview process may have self-selected out of participation. Those who had already left 

their law career or changed areas of law specialty, were another unrepresented group and 

their reasons for leaving may have shed light on the effects of exposure to potentially 

traumatic material.  

Those lawyers with a prior history of trauma were neither targeted nor excluded, 

however, this aspect of their participation was not examined specifically to see if it had any 

effect on their experience. For example, whether a prior trauma experience made them more 

susceptible to experiencing emotional distress. This is an area that requires further 

investigation beyond the findings of this study. Furthermore, the current studies were not 

longitudinal, therefore conclusions as to the development of negative or positive factors 

associated with exposure to potentially traumatic material cannot be made. Indeed, there is a 

lack of longitudinal research on this topic in the literature (Vrklevski & Franklin, Maguire & 

Byrne, 2016). 

Although the current research did address organisational and contextual factors, 

which have not been tackled in previous studies on lawyers and traumatic material, it was 
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exploratory only. It did not attempt to define what organisational factors were more 

significant than others, nor were any interventions which may assist in managing exposure to 

potentially traumatic material identified.  For example, did legal professionalism in the 

workplace impact a lawyer’s responses such that they were more comfortable focusing on 

management issues of workload and time pressures rather than on emotional factors? The 

following section will discuss areas where future research may benefit and increase the 

understanding of lawyers’ experience to potentially traumatic material.  

Future Research 

A surprising finding in the current research was the positive and meaningful role 

some lawyers had created for themselves. Having meaning and purposes allowed these 

lawyers to face up to daily challenges and maintain a career in an area of law regularly 

exposed to potentially traumatic material. A gap in the existing literature on indirect trauma 

and lawyers includes a dearth of research on vicarious resilience and vicarious post-traumatic 

growth in lawyers. Studies in other professions exposed to indirect trauma regularly, 

including medical personnel (Ogińska-Bulik, Gurowiec, Michalska, & Kędra., 2021) and 

refugee survivors (Barrington & Shakespeare-Finch, 2013) have suggested the benefits, as 

well as the negative aspects, of exposure to others’ trauma. Although the concept of vicarious 

personal growth from exposure to other’s trauma does not exclude the acknowledged 

negative effects, the current findings suggest vicarious personal growth in lawyers is an area 

worthy of exploration in future research for lawyers. 

The findings from this thesis also suggest that lawyers are not well prepared to 

manage their emotional response when exposed to such material as child sexual abuse, 

graphic violence, and distressing client stories. Lawyers are therefore vulnerable to 

breakthrough moments which can affect their ability to cope both personally and 
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professionally through boundary breakdown (Cook, et.al., 2012). Although lawyers are 

beginning to be recognised as an at-risk profession for exposure to traumatic material, there is 

a dearth of research on what are the protective and preventative factors for lawyers. For 

example, do years of experience help or, given lawyers undertake a professional training that 

traditionally is thought to be based on reason (Bandes, 1999, 2006), will the negative 

emotions build up cumulatively and risk poorer mental health outcomes for lawyers over 

time? For example, in implementing a law school training programme to assist in alleviating 

the risk of vicarious trauma in lawyers, Jenkins (2013) noted that notwithstanding the lack of 

any personal or organisational supports, another barrier existed for law students. The barrier 

identified by Jenkins (2013) was that of the legal profession’s insistence on the bifurcation of 

rational and emotional, which she argues leaves lawyers at high risk of developing vicarious 

trauma as they have no avenues open to process their emotions. Research on the factors that 

prevent and protect lawyers, including further qualitative research to better understand what 

lawyers perceive as meaningful in managing potentially traumatic material is necessary. 

Thus, for those individuals who are or may be affected, indicators of risk factors would assist 

in the creation of interventions that support lawyers in emotionally challenging work 

environments. 

 Although a wide selection of intense client contact work in the areas of family, 

criminal, refugee, personal injury, disability, and coronial inquests were represented, in this 

thesis, less obvious areas of law were unrepresented. For example, Kestenbaum and 

Mansdorf (2009) note the psychological demands on lawyers dealing with family dynamics 

in wills and probate law, or civil litigation in such areas as medical malpractice law and 

litigation stress (Ryll, 2015). These areas may benefit from inclusion in any future studies on 

this topic to determine if more areas of legal practice are affected by exposure to potentially 

traumatic material. 
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Research on lawyers exposed to traumatic material has also mainly concentrated on 

criminal lawyers and the theoretical construct of vicarious trauma (Vrklevski & Franklin, 

2008; Maguire & Byrne, 2016). However, the literature has been inconsistent in finding that 

the concept of vicarious trauma is a satisfactory explanatory model on which to base 

conclusions for lawyers. As single concept it is perhaps insufficient to explain what is likely 

to be a complex interaction between the individual and their work environment. Therefore, 

further research in a wider context than the individual is needed to examine other influential 

occupational factors such as organisational context in relation to the experience of potentially 

traumatic material.  

Such a wider context of research includes recognition of trauma’s pervasiveness in 

society which has resulted in a variety of health and human service systems adopting trauma-

informed approaches in their organisations (Bloom & Farragher, 2011). Trauma-informed 

practices “…are those in which service delivery is influenced by an understanding of the 

impact of interpersonal violence and victimization on an individual’s life and development” 

(Elliot, Bjelajac, Fallot, Markoff & Reed, 2005, p. 462). The relevance of such trauma-

informed practices to law have recently been recognised as a necessary inclusion to policy, 

procedures, and supervision (Randall & Haskell, 2013; ‘blue knot Foundation’ 2016; and 

James, 2020). There are precedents for trauma- informed practices existing other professions 

such as social work, mental health, and medicine (Koetting, 2016; Marsac, Kassam-Adams 

and Hildenbrand et al., 2016). There has been advocacy by legal academics (James, 2020) 

and trauma training specialist organisations in Australia (Kezelman, & Stavropoulos, 2016) 

for trauma-informed practice to be included in legal training. Specific training and practices 

in relation to trauma to inform lawyers working in relevant areas of law, may assist in 

managing their responses and understand better their client’s behaviour. Therefore, research 
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investigating the efficacy of a trauma-informed organisational practice would benefit this 

growing area of trauma practice. 

Finally, the finding of self-stigma and societal stigma on mental health symptoms in 

lawyers in this thesis is concerning.  Research to examine this powerful barrier to lawyer help 

seeking behaviour would assist in understanding what factors are involved and what effect 

each factor has on lawyers’ behaviour. For example, a survey study of lawyers’ experiences 

and perceptions of seeking help with mental health, and their beliefs around the effectiveness 

of such help available to them, would assist in understanding the complex relationship 

between lawyers, mental health stigma and help-seeking behaviour.  

Conclusion 

In summary, the thesis findings extend the literature’s understanding of the 

experience, practices and coping strategies of lawyers working with potentially traumatic 

material. Although lawyers have been the subject of research studies on their mental health 

and wellbeing for several decades, no studies have previously investigated their experience of 

exposure to potentially traumatic material. In addition, most studies on the effect of indirect 

trauma exposure are quantitative data investigating a researcher led hypothesis. Whereas the 

value of qualitative data is its ability to supply a nuanced picture of complex processes 

through providing a voice and context to quantitative literature. For example, there are no 

studies examining what lawyers themselves report as being potentially traumatic material. 

Nor are there studies on lawyers’ descriptions of how they cope with traumatic material 

exposure in the everyday, and how such exposure affects them over time in the context of the 

organisation, workplace, or profession.  

The findings of this thesis suggest that lawyers working in areas of regular exposure 

to potentially traumatic material are sometimes affected by that exposure, and mostly 
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negatively. However, not all lawyers reported being affected, and many stated that typically 

they were able to function effectively as lawyers without acknowledging any emotional 

content. Those lawyers who were affected in the main indicated a reaction in the moment, 

sometimes distressing, but sometimes, welcomingly, inspiring. If they have been negatively 

affected, they often chose to share their experience with their peers. If it is perceived to be 

more serious and the opportunity existed, they chose to talk to a supervisor, yet this was not a 

common response. The findings suggest that the informal processes of, as they term it, 

“debriefing” or “venting,” allowed daily functioning to be manageable in the face of often 

quite challenging and difficult material by providing an outlet to safely express negative 

emotions.  

In addition, the findings indicate that while lawyers in the main managed to function 

daily, some were at risk of developing a cumulative load of negative experiences or 

experienced a particularly negative response that they carried personally throughout their 

careers. It is worthwhile considering that cumulative exposure to indirect trauma has shown 

an increased risk for mental health conditions, such as PTSD and depression in high-risk 

professions such as those dealing with distressed family members (Coleman, Delahunty, 

Schwartz, Murani & Brandolo, 2016, Figley, (1995) and May & Wisco (2016). Thus, lawyers 

in areas such as coronial, family, and criminal law have a potentially higher risk of poorer 

mental health with cumulative indirect trauma exposure. 

There existed a burden with the legal profession’s acceptance of society’s stigma 

attached to being open about mental health symptoms or conditions. Lawyers in this thesis 

expressed a fear of openness regarding mental health. In response they resorted most 

comfortably to organisational norms such as dark humour and emotional suppression for 

managing negative emotions. While these behaviours are the organisationally normative, they 
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risk creating a profession where lawyers experiencing distress leave the profession, change 

their area of practice, or suffer ongoing problems such as depression and anxiety while 

undertaking their duties. These risks are real concerns for the health of the profession in the 

future. In the wider scheme, the health of the legal profession is a concern to society in 

general, which relies on the competent functioning of the legal system for societal security.                                                                                                                              

The importance of the current research lies in its findings both on an individual level 

and on an organisational level. On the individual level the experiences of lawyers exposed to 

potentially traumatic material emphasises the types and complexity of challenging material 

with which they are confronted. While front-line professions such as paramedics, police and 

firefighters are more intuitively recognised as routinely exposed to potentially traumatic 

material, lawyers and barristers are more recently acknowledging that they are also a 

vulnerable occupational group for this type of exposure (Rabil, 2021). 

 Further, although negative breakthrough experiences occurred for most lawyers, this 

thesis found that abstract concepts such as an alignment with personal and work values, and 

witnessing client personal growth, were positive experiences for lawyers exposed to 

potentially traumatic material. This is an area that is unexplored in the research and provides 

a different lens to view lawyers’ experiences of working with other people’s trauma. It 

expands the role of lawyer beyond a technician and implicates them in a future as a more 

developed professional with skills in empathy and emotional intelligence.  

In conclusion, this research importantly provided a voice for lawyers’ experience 

while working with potentially traumatic material. The thesis findings revealed the nuances 

and contradictions of being both a professional with a set of skills, and an individual with 

emotions and responses outside of the boundaries of professional norms. The findings 

challenge the legal profession and organisation to go beyond the tradition of technical expert 
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and develop in areas where the social sciences can be of assistance. Already legal scholars are 

exploring the concepts of emotional intelligence and emotion regulation at undergraduate 

level in training future lawyers, and these studies contributes to the argument that this is a 

positive direction for the profession. While this thesis reflects the thoughts and feelings of 

specific lawyers who chose to participate, their experiences suggest that theirs’s is not a 

unique or unknown experience to the legal profession for those lawyers working in areas of 

exposure to potentially traumatic material. Notably, the influence of context in how lawyers 

experience potentially traumatic material is highlighted by the structural barriers to lawyers to 

seek help for mental health in the form of societal stigma. Additionally, organisational 

barriers included unreasonable workloads and imperfect awareness of the need for more 

awareness and support around the effects of exposure to indirect trauma as a legal 

professional, both negative and positive.  

Law as a profession can place a high price on its practitioners when they work with 

potentially traumatic material. The profession asks lawyers and barristers to undertake their 

role of advocacy and advice to clients without the requisite support system of an integrated 

cognitive framework incorporating both rational and emotional responses. Legal scholars 

have recognised the need to challenge the traditional influence of law as solely a rational 

practice and acknowledge the valuable role of emotions in legal practice (Yakren, 2008). The 

findings in this thesis offer support to those legal scholars who envisage a more well-rounded 

and balanced profession with better mental health and wellbeing. 

Reflective coda 

I began this research journey with strong beliefs in the psychological unwellness of 

the legal profession in Australia. During the research process I have immersed myself in the 

lived experience of the participants who work as lawyers with daily exposure to potentially 
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traumatic material. I have learnt that lawyers are resourceful and mostly resilient, and some 

derive a strong sense of meaning and purpose from their work. This finding was heartening to 

learn, given the negative findings on lawyers’ poor mental health and wellbeing. However, I 

also found that lawyers were influenced in how they perceived and reacted to potentially 

traumatic material by their sense of professional identity and organisational norms. While 

there was a level of assistance offered to lawyers from the organisation for the nature of their 

work, it did not address the routine and continuous nature of the potentially traumatic 

material. I have hope through the recognition by legal scholars that this is an area requiring 

sustained attention and evaluation, that in future, lawyers will work in a more informed and 

supportive work environment. I conclude my coda with a quote:  

In September 2006 Karen J. Mathis, president of the American Bar Association, 

commented:  

Ultimately, lawyering is a delicate balancing between a constantly evolving world and 

the fundamental principles that define our legal system. It calls upon your compassion 

as well as your intellect, your heart as well as your head. . .. [C]aring is as much a part 

of the legal profession as intelligence. . .. [I]t is every lawyer’s responsibility in every 

setting to serve others. 
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Appendix A 

The effect of traumatic material on lawyers 

 

INFORMATION SHEET 

 

Who is conducting the 

research 

Associate Professor Liz Jones 

Menzies Health Institute and School of Applied 

Psychology, Griffith University  

Contact Phone: (  

Contact Email:  

 

Patricia Weir 

Menzies Health Institute and School of Applied 

Psychology, Griffith University  

Contact Phone:  

Contact Email:  

 

Dr Nicola Sheeran 

School of Applied Psychology, Griffith 

University  

Contact Phone:  

Contact Email:  

 

This participant information sheet contains detailed information about the research 

project.  Its purpose is to explain to you as openly and clearly as possible all the 

procedures involved in this project before you decide whether to take part. Please read 

this information sheet carefully.   

 

Why is the research being conducted? 
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This project is looking at the working environment of lawyers who work with clients or 

cases that present traumatic material or situations that the lawyer has to deal with on 

a regular basis. 

 

This research will form the basis of Pat Weir’s thesis for the degree of Doctor of 

Philosophy.  

 

What you will be asked to do 

  

You will be asked to participate in a face-to-face interview that will last approximately 

an hour. Your responses will be digitally recorded and transcribed. The interview will 

be at a time and place of your choice. 

 

The basis by which participants will be selected or screened 

  

All lawyers working at The Office of the Coroner or Legal Aid are eligible to participate. 

These organisations have been selected as their clients and cases often present 

difficult or traumatic material or situations that lawyers must work with on a regular 

basis.  

 

If you are currently undergoing treatment for PTSD, we recommend that you discuss 

your participation with your treating professional prior to participating. 

 

The expected benefits of the research 

  

It may be helpful to express your feelings, thoughts, and ideas about your work 

experiences. In addition, this research will provide important information to increase 

our theoretical and practical understanding of how traumatic material affects people 

working with it.  

 

Risks to you 

  

It is possible that while you are answering questions during the interview you may 

become upset due to talking about your experience working with specific clients. If 
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you experience distress of any kind, we can first stop the interview, and continue only 

when you feel comfortable.  If you continue to feel distressed, we can put you in touch 

with appropriate support or counselling services such as Lifeline Counselling (ph.: 

13 11 14). We would also recommend that you contact your employee assistance 

program. Alternatively, we recommend that you contact your General Practitioner for 

possible referral to a psychologist. Low-cost psychological assistance is also 

available through the Griffith University Psychology Clinics at Mt Gravatt (ph.: 3735 

3301) or the Gold Coast (ph.: 1800 188 295).  

 

Your confidentiality 

  

Any information that we collect in connection with this project and that can identify 

you, will remain confidential.  Your interview with the researchers will be digitally 

recorded; however only the research team will have access to these recordings, 

and these recordings will be erased following transcription and analysis. To protect 

your identity, we will also ask you to nominate a pseudonym that we can use to de-

identify your interview.  

 

All data collected will only be accessed by members of the research team and will be 

stored on a secure data storage service, in a locked filing cabinet, or on a secure 

computer system. Documents will also be secured electronically with password 

protection. The period of data retention is five years. 

 

Your participation is voluntary 

 

Participation in any research project is voluntary.  This means that if you do not wish to take 

part you are not obliged to.  If you decide to take part and later change your mind, you are 

free to withdraw from the project at any stage. 

 

Questions / further information 

 

If you have any questions or require any further information regarding this project, 

please contact Pat Weir at the Griffith University School of Psychology on (07)  

  

 

 

The ethical conduct of this research 
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Griffith University conducts research in accordance with the National Statement on 

Ethical Conduct in Human Research.  If you have any concerns or complaints about 

the ethical conduct of the research project they should contact the Manager, Research 

Ethics on  

 

Feedback to you 

 

No individual feedback will be provided to participants. However, you may request 

that the research team sends you a summary of the research once the project is 

completed. If you would like to receive a summary of the results, please notify a 

member of the research team.  

 

 

Privacy Statement  

 

“The conduct of this research involves the collection, access and/or use of your 

identified personal information. The information collected is confidential and will not be 

disclosed to third parties without your consent, except to meet government, legal or 

other regulatory authority requirements.   A de-identified copy of this data may be used 

for other research purposes.   However, your anonymity will at all times be 

safeguarded.   For further information consult the University’s Privacy Plan at   

http://www.griffith.edu.au/about-griffith/plans-publications/griffith-university-privacy-

plan or telephone (07)  

 

GU Human Research Ethics Approval 2016/270  
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Appendix B: Consent Form 

 

 

The effect of traumatic material on lawyers 

 

CONSENT FORM 

 

Research Team Associate Professor Liz Jones 

Menzies Health Institute and School of Applied Psychology, 

Griffith University  

Contact Phone:  

 

 

Patricia Weir 

Menzies Health Institute and School of Applied Psychology, 

Griffith University  

Contact Phone:  

Contact Email:  

 

Dr Nicola Sheeran 

School of Applied Psychology, Griffith University  

Contact Phone:  

Contact Email:  

 

 

By signing below, I confirm that I have read and understood the information package 

and in particular have noted that: 

 

● I understand that my involvement in this research will include participating in an 
interview that will take approximately 1 hour. 

● I understand that the interview will be digitally recorded.  
 



213 
 
 

 

 

● I have had any questions answered to my satisfaction. 
 

● I understand the risks involved. 
 

● I understand that there will be no direct benefit to me from my participation in this 
research. 

 

● I understand that my participation in this research is voluntary. 
 

● I understand that if I have any additional questions, I can contact the research team. 
 

● I understand that I am free to withdraw at any time, without explanation or penalty. 
 

● I understand that I can contact the Manager, Research Ethics, at Griffith University 
Human Research Ethics Committee on    

 If I have any concerns about the ethical conduct of the 
project; and 

 

● I agree to participate in the project. 
 

 

☐ I agree to participate in the project. 

 

 

 

Name 
 

 

Signature 
 

 

Date 
 

 

 

GU Human Research Ethics Approval 2016/270  
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Lawyer Research Study Recruitment Invitation 

 

Invitation: You are invited to take part in a research study about lawyers and their working environment. Your participation is entirely 

voluntary and taking part in this study is greatly appreciated. 

Description of the Research Project 

This project is looking at the working environment of lawyers with clients or cases that present difficult emotional material or situations 

that are present on a daily basis.  

Why have you been asked to participate? As a lawyer working in an organisation that presents a challenging work environment your 

input is sought because you are working directly in the area of the research issue. 

What will happen if I take part? You will be asked to participate in a face-to-face interview that will last approximately an hour. Your 

responses will be recorded and transcribed for the project under a pseudonym of your choice assuming your preference for anonymity. 

The interview will be at a time and place of your convenience which is private and relatively quiet, (for example, a public library meeting 

room). 

Project Risks: Participation in the interview has the slight risk of discomfort when talking about difficult aspects of your work. Should this 

occur, material on support services will be provided to you from Griffith University Psychology Clinic and your organisations EPA, to assist 

you. Also, at the time of interview, you are free to choose to withdraw from this study for any reasons and your recorded interview will be 

erased from the tape by the Researcher upon request. 

How we protect your privacy: All information provided to the project will be treated confidentially and kept securely physically and 

electronically under password protection for five years. 

I am happy to answer any questions about the research project on the contact details below. Thank you for considering this invitation. 

Please reply to Patricia Weir’s contact details if you would like to participate. 

This research project has been approved by Griffith University Ethics (Approval 2016/270). 

Project Team for Further Information:  

Associate Professor Liz Jones 

Menzies Health Institute and School of Applied Psychology, Griffith University: Telephone:  or email: 

 

Patricia Weir (Student Researcher and main contact for participation) 

Menzies Health Institute and School of Applied Psychology, Griffith University:  

 

 




