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By Molly Ranns

t was 3 p.m. on a Friday after-
noon. It had been a busy day.
Snow was falling softly outside.

Jolting me out of a rare state
of quiet was the ringing of the helpline for
the Lawyers and Judges Assistance Program
(IJAP). I took a calming, deep breath and
readied myself to offer whatever assistance
the person on the other end of the line
needed. The caller, it turned out, was an at-
torney seeking help for a most common
concern—one I hear about regularly and
yet, a trouble most don’t recognize or ac-
knowledge. The problem is one that arises
when caring takes a toll.

The caller started out with hesitancy,
as many do, unsure if the confidential na-
ture of the program can be trusted (author’s
note: it can). After feeling more at ease,
this person expressed uncertainty about the
reason for contacting LJAP; it seemed the
telephone number leapt out from the Bar
Journal. The attorney had just won a big
case, an important case, and was being cele-
brated by the firm, colleagues, family, and
friends. The positive outcome validated many
hours of hard work, but the caller described
feeling exhausted, numb, and irritable and
was experiencing headaches and having
trouble sleeping.

The case, it turned out, involved abuse
and neglect. The attorney had spent hours
looking through photographs and hearing
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testimony of distressing events. Those in-
volved had struggles with mental illness and
substance abuse. This case was just one in
a sea of similar cases. Having to delve into
clients’ trauma had become routine.

The American Bar Association defines
compassion fatigue as “the cumulative phys-
ical, emotional and psychological effect
of exposure to traumatic stories or events
when working in a helping capacity, com-
bined with the strain and stress of every-
day life.”! Some researchers refer to this as
secondary trauma or vicarious trauma.’ It
seems our emotional demands can, in fact,
outweigh our resources. While those in a
helping capacity can be impacted by com-
passion fatigue, those with individual vulner-
abilities—poor social support, poor self-care
practices, difficulty controlling work stress-
ors, or low job satisfaction—can be partic-
ularly affected.?

Whereas most research on compassion
fatigue has been done with therapists, the
impact this has on legal professionals is
now being recognized, acknowledged, and
explored. A State Bar of Wisconsin study
examined the prevalence of compassion
fatigue among state public defenders.! Not
surprisingly, it found that public defenders
reported significantly higher rates of com-
passion fatigue than administrative staff, and
higher rates than the general population. The
higher the caseloads, the greater the impact
of compassion fatigue’

Does this sound at all familiar? How
much is on your plate?

Speaking with Michigan lawyers through
my work with LJAP, it seems that there are
a number of unrealistic expectations placed
upon attorneys that contribute to compas-
sion fatigue. These expectations come from
clients and fellow legal professionals. Cli-
ents are often distressed, sometimes with

their own struggles and mental-health is-
sues. They may have unrealistic expecta-
tions about the outcome of their case,
wanting results immediately and in a spe-
cific way. Stress mounts, and the difficulty
of the cases or material being reviewed is
not expected to result in an emotional re-
sponse from the lawyer. Continued expo-
sure to others’ traumatic stories can result in

Try This Tip From LJAP:
Fact Check Your
Negative Thoughts

Has 2021 begun differently than you
expected? Many dreamed of closing
the door on 2020 and starting fresh in
the new year. This has been easier for
some than others, especially with many
of last year's stressors not yet fully re-
solved. Has ongoing stress impacted
the way you think, feel, or even be-
have? Try this helpful tip from the Law-
yers and Judges Assistance Program—
fact check!

When negative thoughts seem difficult
to control, acknowledge that thoughts
are not necessarily fruths. Thoughts are
not facts. While a thought such as “I
failed the test” is factual in nature, “I'm
not smart” is simply an opinion. This
simple exercise can help us discern be-
tween thoughts that are truths and emo-
tionally charged thoughts that are merely
harmful opinions we have about our-
selves. The next time negative thinking
gets you down, take out a sheet of pa-
per and write down your thoughts. Are
they facts or just opinions?2



our own shattered assumptions about the
world and a heightened awareness of vul-
nerability.® The assumption that the world is
benevolent, for example, becomes altered.
What happens when we do too much, for
too long, with too few resources?

Oftentimes, our bodies tell us we're strug-
gling with compassion fatigue long before
our minds recognize or comprehend it. Phys-
ical indicators, much like the difficulties de-
scribed by the aforementioned caller, can
include exhaustion, difficulty sleeping, head-
aches, gastrointestinal disturbances, or even
cold or flu-like symptoms.” Emotional symp-
toms of compassion fatigue could include
depression, anxiety, irritability, guilt, or a
sense of hopelessness.? If this sounds all too
familiar, a simple self-assessment with ex-
ercises from Compassion Fatigue Solutions
can help create awareness of how compas-
sion fatigue may be impacting you and how
you can better manage it

We know that compassion fatigue im-
pacts everyone in a helping profession, and
it affects some more than others. By car-
ing for ourselves, we can reduce the nega-
tive impact of compassion fatigue. To avoid
burnout—an advanced state of physical,
emotional, and mental exhaustion related
to the stresses of the job—work toward de-
veloping strong self-care strategies.”” They
may include:

e Asking yourself, what’s on my plate? Is it
too much? What contributes to it being
too full and can I make small changes to
reduce it?

e Creating time for yourself during the
workday. This may be a 10-minute cof-
fee break in the morning, a 30-minute
walk at lunch, or an afternoon yoga ses-
sion. Be creative!

e Learning to ask for help. Are there things
at work you are willing to let go of or
shift responsibility for that others with
more time can handle?

e Identifying your vulnerabilities. Do you
have a history of depression or anxiety
or is your own trauma resurfacing? Are
these difficulties contributing to compas-
sion fatigue? Are you meeting these needs
and caring for your own well-being?
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e Learning to say no! Many of us in helping
professions have a great deal of empa-
thy. We care for others and want to help.
Many times, we take on too much. It's
okay to say no to others in order to say
yes to yourself.

As always, if you or someone you know
is struggling with the toll caring takes, con-
tact the Lawyers and Judges Assistance
Program to learn about resources available
to you. |

Molly Ranns is director of
the State Bar of Michigan
Lawyers and Judges Assis-

tance Program.
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