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“ The awful, disgusting and repugnant things that are bound up inside our clients’ stories in criminal law, family law, and immigration law can carry over to become a source of significant distress in our personal lives.” 


 

Aversion is the key. It is the telephone call that you do not want to return, or the appointment that you put off making. It is the not wanting to explain to the client why you do not want to talk about some particularly difficult part of her case. It is seeing a hearing date approaching but not being able to bring yourself to prepare for it. It is suddenly realizing that you have been looking at autopsy pictures for 20 minutes and not being able to remember what you have been looking at, or why. 

 

The awful, disgusting and repugnant things that are bound up inside our clients’ stories in criminal law, family law, and immigration law can carry over to become a source of significant distress in our personal lives. We probably became lawyers with the thought that we might be able to do some good for others, might be able to make the lives of others a little more bearable and a little less painful. The difficulty in criminal, family and immigration law is that the legal problems we get asked to solve often contain these horrifying elements that we can’t fix. Our clients have problems and pasts that the law, and their lawyer, will be unable to repair. 

 

Whether the criminal charge is murder, or the child apprehension case deals with the sexual destruction of a child, or the refugee claim exposes the wounds of physical torture, these kinds of cases have as their centerpiece an act of significant and continuing emotional harm; often vividly visual. True and complete avoidance is not possible. Although the physical event that created the harm is historic, it is not going to go away. As a result, lawyers who march in to provide effective and useful counsel in these cases can expect to endure significant levels of personal distress as they attempt to manage some beneficial outcome for their clients. In the health care field, this kind of distress has come to be described as vicarious trauma. 

 

It has become apparent that lawyers who immerse themselves in even small numbers of these kinds of cases will be infected with a range of unpleasant psychological, and sometimes physical, symptoms. If unacknowledged, or deliberately ignored, these symptoms can lead all the way to the loss of the desire and ability to practice law at all. Avoidance is only one of the instinctive, self-protective symptoms of vicarious trauma. Other job symptoms include things such as: 


 

· Low motivation to perform work 
· Obsession about detail 
· Setting perfectionist objectives 
· Increasing dissatisfaction with quality of performance 
· Decrease in quantity of work accomplished. 

 

The lawyer begins to act as though he/she is afraid of the work. 

 

As the lawyer’s antagonism toward the job tasks grows, his/her confidence that he/she will eventually be able to provide helping services to the client evaporates. His/her professional sense of competence weakens, and the lawyer may develop a negative attitude towards the case, the client, and the profession. The lawyer then may 1) withdraw from colleagues, 2) become impatient with others and 3) communicate poorly with her client, colleagues, staff, and even family. Absenteeism, tardiness, frequent job changes, and substance abuse often follow. 

 

There are strategies that lawyers can employ to escape being overwhelmed by the horrible cases that come to them. Lawyers need to realize that they are affected by these traumatic and disturbing cases, as are social workers, health care workers, paramedics and other crisis workers. 

 

Strategies include: 

  

· Regular self-evaluation of one’s professional functioning. 
· Maintain a balance between the kinds of cases handled at work 
· Maintain a balance between work and play in one’s whole life 
· Set boundaries and establish reasonable expectations with clients and others – in advance 
· Maintain and use a peer support system for ventilation of stressful thoughts 
· Engage in a non work related hobby or activity to gain a sense of worth and accomplishment distinct from and not dependent on professional life. 

 

Remember that to look after yourself and be aware of the pitfalls and challenges of the traumatic aspects of law practice will make you a stronger lawyer and a healthier person. 
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