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Is Judicial Stress the right term?

• What does this term mean exactly?

• Magistrate, David Heilpern’s theory is the term 
hides the true meaning and origin of the problem, 
which leads to focus on the stressed judicial officer 
as an individual and not on the nature of the work 
and systemic issues. I agree with him. This leads to 
“blaming the victim” so no-0ne comes forward and 
nothing changes



We already know the law has the highest incidences 
of mental illness, substance abuse and suicide

• And lawyers become judges and magistrates, so it follows, judicial officers 
arrive in the job with risk factors that the pressures of judicial responsibility 
lay ready to exacerbate



What are the risk factors?

• Pre-existing mental illness

• High drug & alcohol use

• Personal & family stress

• Being a white, professional male over 40

• Being a lawyer



From the work

• Workload

• Dealing with distressing material

• Isolation

• Perfectionism

• A system that punishes mistakes

• Community & media scrutiny

• Heavy responsibly, particularly in decision making, bail and sentencing



Nature of the work

• Trauma

• Child Abuse

• Violent crime 

• Family dispute

• Terrorism

• Immigration



The changing nature & format of evidence

• Crimes filmed & recorded in real time

• Masses of graphic images

• Internet porn images



And there is the particular issue of:

Vicarious Trauma, which is the trauma you get from other people’s trauma , 
giving you the same symptoms as PTSD.  The UK Bar, the AFP, & the CDPP are 
all beginning to see this as a real issue. It is the officers doing due diligence 
that are most likely to suffer



And the elephant in the room

• Distressed or unwell judicial officers can 
become unintentional bullies to all 
those around them in the court and at 
home. This leads to others being injured 
in their workplace and home and 
withdrawing. This further exacerbates 
the isolation of the officer and increases 
the likelihood of mistakes & increased 
unwellness



We already know

• That you sentence more harshly before a meal 
break than after you’ve eaten. So how much 
more would distress and impairment lead to 
bad decisions?



Possible remedies

Training for all judicial officers (indeed all lawyers) in:

• Recognising the early warning signs of mental illness & where to go to get 
help

• PTSD & Vicarious Trauma and strategies that will help mitigate it

• Resilience 

• Managing relationships



Support

• Mentoring programs

• Easy access to metal health professionals

• Support for the families of judicial officers

• Wellbeing checks

• EAP

• Being able to self report & have relief from 
certain matters



System wise

• Full recognition & validation of the problems

• Push for more judicial officers to deal with workloads

• Flexibility & being able to take leave or be relieved of the triggering matters 
for a while

• More opportunities to meet with other court staff & other judges

• Wellbeing policies in the courts



Personal Strategies

• Increase self awareness, by using self reflection & 
seeking feedback

• Engage in self care & self soothing activities (legal, 
consenting & safe ones)

• Engage social supports



More

• Exercise

• Be aware of posture when reading or 
listening to distressing material

• Get good sleeping patterns

• Eat healthily

• Drink only moderately



Be active

• Do something about the problem as soon as you recognise it

• Do stress inoculation & resilience training

• Seek counselling 

• Mentor others & seek a mentor for yourself



Over coming the reluctance to self report

• Do you need to revisit the statuary obstacles to self reporting?

• How would this be done?



Magistrates & Judges are Human

• Expecting invulnerability from our  
judicial officers, dehumanises, isolates 
and injures them.

• That leads to the injury of those around 
them and

• Bad decisions

• Which is bad for all of us



Where to begin

• At this conference gather together a working party 
from amongst you, review the studies and work 
already being done out there, set your priorities and 
work towards implementation of some of the 
suggestions in this program.  I and others stand ready 
to assist.



Finally

• Thank you for the incredibly 
important work each & 
everyone of you do every day 
on my behalf & for the benefit 
of the whole community. We 
need you & we need you well, 
happy & supporting each 
other.



Resources

• Bradey, R. The Resilient Lawyer.

http://www.lawcover.com.au/personal-wellbeing/

• Heilpern, D. Lifting the Judicial Veil Vicarious Trauma, PTSD and the 
Judiciary: a personal story

http://www.judicialcollege.vic.edu.au/sites/default/files.Helipern%20(2017)20
TJMF%20Lifting%20the%20Judicial%20Veil.pdf

http://www.lawcover.com.au/personal-wellbeing/
http://www.judicialcollege.vic.edu.au/sites/default/files.Helipern%20(2017)20TJMF%20Lifting%20the%20Judicial%20Veil.pdf


Resources continued

• https://www.counselmagazine.co.ok/articles/secondary-traumatic-stress

• www.wellbeingatthebar.co.uk

https://www.counselmagazine.co.ok/articles/secondary-traumatic-stress
http://www.wellbeingatthebar.co.uk/

