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Judicial Role as unemotional, 
with impersonality and dispassion central to 

neutrality, legal authority, and legitimacy.



Emotion is viewed as inherently irrational, 
disorderly, impulsive, and personal and therefore 

inconsistent with the legitimate exercise of 
judicial authority.



The neglect of the emotional and interactive 
components of being a judge may have several 

potential consequences for how judges view and 
perform their work…

The Emotions and Judging Project
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STRESS
Stress is a condition or feeling experienced 
when a person perceives that demands 
exceed the personal and social resources 
the individual is able to mobilize BUT  
stress can be helpful when it motivates 
people to accomplish more - increased 
productivity – up to a point, after which 
things go rapidly downhill. That peak 
differs for each of us, so you need to be 
sensitive to the early warning signs that 
suggest a stress overload is starting to 
push you over the hump. Such signals also 
differ for each of us and can be so subtle 
that they are often ignored until it is too 
late. Others are aware that you may be 
headed for trouble before you are.

www.stress.org/what-is-stress/



The Impact of Our Work

• BURNOUT - physical and emotional exhaustion experienced with low job 
satisfaction and feeling powerless and overwhelmed at work.

• COMPASSION FATIGUE - profound emotional and physical erosion when 
helpers are unable to refuel and regenerate

• VICARIOUS TRAUMA - shift in world view that occurs in helping 
professionals when they work with clients who have experienced trauma –
change in fundamental beliefs about the world are altered and possibly 
damaged by being repeatedly exposed to traumatic material

www.tendacademy.ca/what-is-compassion-fatigue/

https://www.tendacademy.ca/what-is-compassion-fatigue/


We start out as idealists

“Justice for All”





What Happens to Us? 





Traumatic Cases for Judges & Court-Related 
Professionals
• Domestic violence

• Sexual assault

• Child abuse

• Homicides

• Abductions



Vicarious (Secondary) Trauma

a) Short - and long-term consequences of working with trauma 
victims/survivors 

b) Effects may be in all of the following areas -- physically, emotionally, 
behaviourally, cognitively, interpersonally, and spiritually -- can 
persist for months and sometimes years 

c) Experience of the professional parallel those experienced by trauma 
survivors.

d) Wide range of normal feelings and reactions.



Factors that Influence a Person’s Vulnerability 
to Vicarious Trauma

Individual
Factors

Life Situation
Factors

Organizational
Factors



Physical:
• Eating problems
• Fatigue
• Feeling sick to your stomach
• Sweating or chills
• Sleeping disturbance
• Shock
• Dizziness
• Chest pains
• Trouble breathing

Common Reactions to Violence & Trauma 1

Difficulties in Thinking:
• Difficulty remembering 

things
• Trouble making decisions
• Confusion
• Difficulty concentrating
• “Flashbacks”
• Nightmares
• Too many thoughts at once
• Thinking about suicide

Adapted material from Cambridge Hospital Massachusetts



Types of Feelings:
• Fear
• Grief
• Depression
• Hopelessness
• Helplessness
• Anger/Irritability
• Feeling overwhelmed
• Guilt
• Vulnerability
• Loss of Common Sense
• Nervousness
• Feeling not yourself

Common Reactions to Violence & Trauma 2

Behaviours:
• Changes in how you usually act
• Withdrawing from other 

people
• Clinging to other people
• Silence
• Talkativeness
• Not eating/overeating
• Acting as if you were much 

younger
• Substance abuse:  alcohol, 

drugs, food, medications
• Dangerous behaviours

Adapted material from Cambridge Hospital Massachusetts



• Female judges scored higher on the internalizing factors than male 
judges 

• Judges on the bench 7 or more years of experience scored 
significantly higher on the externalizing factors

Jaffe, P.G., Crooks, C.V, Dunford-Jackson, B.L., Town, M.A. Judge (Fall, 2003). 
Vicarious trauma in judges: The personal challenge of dispensing justice. 

Juvenile and Family Court Journal, 1-9.

Research on Judges



Short-term
• Flashbacks

• Angry

• Sad, depresses

• Helplessness

• Withdrawal

• Sleeplessness

• Anxiety

Major Symptoms of Vicarious Trauma

Long-term
• Cynical
• Fearful
• Loss of faith in humanity
• Alcohol abuse
• Inability to maintain intimate 

relationships



“Justice policies and procedures are trauma-informed when they establish—
at every level in the organization—a culture that

1) recognizes the adverse effects of trauma on youth, families, and    staff;

2) that requires and supports operational practices that consistently prevent further 

traumatization; and

3) that supports healing and recovery of all trauma-affected individuals in the 

organization.”

The National Child Traumatic Stress Network
www.NCTSN.org

Trauma-Informed Courts

http://www.nctsn.org/


Interaction of Judges’ & Litigants’ Trauma

If the judge is If the litigant 

is

The Process

Will Be... 

The Outcome 

Will Be…

Angry Angry Highly 

Conflictual 

Controversial 

Depressed Depressed Slow and 

Ineffective 

Poor

Inadequate 

Angry Depressed Quick Meaningless 

Re-victimize 



Where to Start?
“There is only one corner of the universe you can be certain 

of improving, and that's your own self.”

Aldous Huxley



• Primary Prevention – before it starts

• Secondary Prevention – early identification

• Tertiary Prevention – treatment

Coping & Prevention Strategies



• Awareness of needs, limits, emotions and resources

• Balance amongst activities of work, play and rest

• Connection to oneself, others and something larger

The ABCs of Successful Coping with Vicarious Trauma 
at Professional, Organizational & Personal Level

Adapted material from Cambridge Hospital Massachusetts



• What strategies work for you (or what ideas have you learned from 
others)?

• How do you help colleagues who aren’t reaching out for support (but 
need help)?

• What advice would you give new judges when they are starting out?

Reflections on Effective Coping Strategies for 
Judicial Officers



• Eat regularly

• Limit consumption of sugar and caffeine as they can increase your
overall stress level 

• Extreme stress can lead to increased use of alcohol, cigarettes, 
sleeping pills which can create even more agitation

• Drink lots of water to cleanse you of built-up toxins

Nutrition

Adapted material from Cambridge Hospital Massachusetts



Exercise is one of the best ways of reducing stress. 
• aerobics, 

• lifting weights, 

• jogging, 

• playing sports 

• walking

(Be sure to check with your physician if you do not usually exercise.)

Physical Activity

Adapted material from Cambridge Hospital Massachusetts



• Maintain a regular schedule that allows for adequate amounts of 
sleep and relaxing, stress-reducing activities. 

• Practice relaxation techniques -- meditation, deep breathing 
exercises.  

• Other strategies that help you relax -- listening to music, reading, 
going to church, sitting in the park, playing with your children.

Rest and Relaxation

Adapted material from Cambridge Hospital Massachusetts



Talking about your own reactions to a violent event does help:

• choose people you trust and people who will really listen to how you feel.  

• Supportive listeners may be friends, family, clergy members, teachers, or self-
help groups, professional counsellors.

• Judicial Assistance Program  

Support Systems

Adapted material from Cambridge Hospital Massachusetts



• Keep in contact with your family, friends, and co-workers -- and 
others who have gone through similar experiences 

• Isolating yourself from those who know and care about you may 
make matters worse  

• Children may need the attention and close, physical contact of their 
parents and other relatives

Social Contacts

Adapted material from Cambridge Hospital Massachusetts



• Offer support to others – can help in recovering from the emotional 
impact of violence

• Support peers, mentor new colleagues - build in mechanisms for 
addressing the issue

• Participate in special events, rituals, or community activities which 
honour victims or offer support to their loved ones  

• community discussion and support groups, 

• public ceremonies or memorials, 

• domestic violence death review committee

Support to Others

Adapted material from Cambridge Hospital Massachusetts



Professional Strategies
• Balance

• Boundaries/limit setting

• Getting support/help

• Plans for coping

• Professional training

• Evaluation of own healing

• Job commitment

• Replenishment

Preventing Secondary Traumatic Stress 
Disorder

J. Yassan, 1992



Suggestions from Other Judges 
• Balance

• Exercise

• Humor

• Church/spiritual life

• Positive community activities

• Professional development

Coping Strategies 



• “The first day on the job ensure that coping strategies are in place.” 

• Peer support (seek experienced peers)

• Limit work hours

• Don’t take work home

• Find alternative community groups involved with young people

Prevention Strategies from Judges 



How to Avoid Burnout & Compassion 
Fatigue?

Be a life-long learner and enhance personal 
and professional  effectiveness

“Burnout isn’t related to caring too much but 
continuing to care ineffectively” 

(Miller, Huble & Mathieu, 2015)



King County Superior Court, Seattle WA



• February 2014 site visit to Juvenile Court in order to assist in 
efforts to create trauma-responsive environments, practices, 
and policies.

• Recommendations included:  (1) training all staff on trauma, 
traumatic stress, and interpersonal skills; (2) addressing the 
organizational trauma history of the court; (3) developing 
trauma-specific policy and protocols.

NCJFCJ Juvenile Court Trauma Audit



• Survey across the court asking about what mattered, what 
changes were desired to improve the system and the work 
environment.

• Result:  Strategic Agenda included a priority to commit to 
address the cumulative toll of trauma on each person 
working within the court.

KCSC TraumaCare Project



A volunteer team was formed to learn a new way of 
navigating trauma in our work with the hope of 

collectively creating an opening through which we 
could truly begin to address the rising pressure of 

vicarious trauma and systematic oppression.



• Transforming Trauma Symposium with Laura van Dernoot
Lipsky:  1000 attendees

• Follow-up Forums
• Have you made any changes or implemented any new practices 

to care for yourself and to help manage the impact of trauma 
exposure?  81% yes

• Have your feelings/perspectives change in any way as a result 
of trauma education and stewardship efforts?  81% yes



• Brown bag meetings across the court;

• Implement meeting strategies within specific high-trauma 
impact departments;

• Identified quiet rooms in all courthouses;

• Included discussions in hiring about trauma stewardship and 
trauma care.



• We acknowledge that we are all individually and collectively 
affected by trauma through the work we do each day, which 
for many is also compounded by the experience of trauma in 
our personal lives.

• This is an opportunity to create deeper compassion and 
greater ability.  The magnitude of our collective suffering 
demands this response.  We all need to meet that demand.



• Compassion is a “feeling of deep sympathy and sorrow for 
another who is stricken by misfortune, accompanied by a 
strong desire to alleviate the suffering.”  We can be a 
compassionate court…  

• What we do for others is profound---what we need to do for 
ourselves is essential.



Globe and Mail, August 23, 2002



Making a Commitment 
to Yourself & Court Staff…

Starting Today?




