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Active judges are likely to face numerous work-related experiences (e.g., traumatic cases) that affect performance
of their occupational duties. Three occupational experiences (secondary traumatic stress [STS], safety concerns,
and burnout) are outlined and applied to the judiciary. Results from nine case study interviews conducted in a single
jurisdiction among a homogeneous cohort suggest that judges are at risk of having these experiences. Although no
judge demonstrated extreme symptoms, all had low levels of symptoms associated with STS, safety concerns,
and/or burnout. Several recommendations are proposed to prevent or minimize these occupational experiences.
Recognizing and addressing the problem are essential for the protection of our nation’s judges and the integrity
of our judicial system.
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Judges play an essential role in upholding the ideals
of the American justice system. Inextricably linked
with the judicial occupation are many experiences
that judges regularly encounter. Long hours, sub-
stantial workloads, occasional traumatic cases, the
making of important decisions, and recent violent
incidents involving judges1–4 highlight some of the
potentially traumatic occupational experiences of the
judiciary. Further, judges may experience negative
physical (e.g., becoming overweight) and emotional
(e.g., boredom, burnout) outcomes from sitting on
the bench for countless hours. It is important that we
begin to understand and account for these experi-
ences, as they have the potential not only to affect
judges’ personal lives negatively, but also to impede
them from performing their duties to the best of their
abilities.

It is worth noting that many of these occupational
pressures and conflicts are not unique to the judi-
ciary. For instance, many businessmen, doctors, and

professors presumably work long hours, handle large
caseloads, and make important decisions on a regular
basis. However, we argue that judges face a unique
combination of occupational experiences that may
be overly burdensome.3,4 Further, given that judges
make important decisions that often determine the
fate of parties involved (and, more generally, affect
entire jurisdictions, states, or countries), the occupa-
tional experiences of judges have a large societal im-
pact and are thus important to study.

There are several ways in which judges’ occupa-
tional experiences may lead to negative outcomes for
the justice system.1 For instance, occupational burn-
out (i.e., physical and emotional stress stemming
from occupational factors) may negatively affect a
judge’s ability to consider relevant evidence. Judges’
experiences can also affect jurors who may be unable
to perform their duties properly if they are not ade-
quately instructed by a judge who is experiencing
high levels of stress.3 For example, a judge who is
experiencing secondary traumatic stress (STS; i.e.,
stress incurred from helping another person through
a traumatic event) may not recognize that jurors are
unable to understand complicated instructions that
are crucial in deciding a verdict. Similarly, occupa-
tional experiences may affect judges’ abilities to pro-
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tect jurors, plaintiffs, and defendants from potential
stressors, such as those presented by the media.

Finally, experiences in the judicial occupation may
influence the decisions that judges make, with obvi-
ous negative implications for the legal system. For
instance, a judge may (perhaps subconsciously) mod-
ify a decision based on a perceived threat from one of
the parties in a case, even though measures (e.g.,
motions for recusal) are in place to avoid such influ-
ences. In sum, judges play a crucial role throughout
the trial process and it is therefore important to un-
derstand and attempt to alleviate the occupational
experiences that may impede their decision-making
capacities.

Although these propositions have not been tested
directly and are purely speculative, there is some ev-
idence that stress (which presumably stems from
these experiences) affects the occupational perfor-
mance of judges. Research in the field of occupa-
tional stress suggests that stress lowers one’s memory
capacity,5– 8 undermines one’s decision-making
processes,6,9,10 and increases social stereotyping, thus
leading to biased judgments.11,12 High cognitive de-
mand (i.e., cognitive load) can influence the ability
to recall facts and make impartial judgments.13,14 In
sum, research suggests that these occupational expe-
riences (i.e., STS, safety concerns, and burnout) may
lead to negative outcomes for members of the judi-
ciary and the judicial system in general. Coupled
with sparse existing research,15 the current study pro-
vides some initial evidence about the impact of these
experiences on the judiciary.

It was our goal in this research to draw attention to
three classes of occupational experiences that judges
face (STS, safety concerns, and burnout) and to
present recommendations to alleviate them. First,
anecdotal evidence will be examined to determine
judges’ susceptibility to each of the experiences. The
evidence will include a discussion of the theoretical
and empirical foundations of each experience, and
the specific implications that these experiences have
for judges’ health. Second, the results of an explor-
atory qualitative analysis of case study interviews will
be presented to provide evidence that judges are at
risk of having these experiences. Results were taken
from nine in-depth case study interviews with judges
in a medium-size city in the western United States.
The reason for including these data was not to
present a representative picture, but simply to ex-
plore the experiences of some judges and what they

mean for the judiciary and the justice system in gen-
eral. Finally, preliminary recommendations will be
presented to highlight the role that judges, policy
makers, officials, and researchers can play in prevent-
ing or curbing these experiences among judges. It is
important to note that the recommendations are
largely based on results of a survey in a single juris-
diction and that they may not be relevant or novel in
other jurisdictions in the United States.

Secondary Traumatic Stress

It is not uncommon for judges, especially those in
family or criminal courts, to be exposed to cases in-
volving traumatic events. Throughout the trial pro-
cess, they are often exposed to gruesome evidence
and disturbing family circumstances. Recent high-
profile cases exemplify the traumatic situations en-
countered by judges. For instance, the trial of Dena
Schlosser, a mother accused of mutilating and killing
her baby, certainly contained evidence that was
deeply disturbing for those involved in the trial.16

Theories of STS indicate exposure to such evidence
may be stressful for many judges who hear these
cases.

STS generally refers to stress incurred from help-
ing another person through a traumatic event.17 Re-
search on secondary trauma18 –20 has focused on
identifying and treating stress in individuals (e.g.,
emergency workers, counselors, and therapists) who
consistently encounter significant levels of secondary
trauma. These studies provide a reasonable basis for
the theory that judges experience secondary stress;
however, lacking any empirical evidence, claims
about STS in the judiciary are purely speculative.
There are several different perspectives on secondary
trauma, each of which suggests that judges are sus-
ceptible to secondary stress. Vicarious traumatization
(VT), a particular type of STS, focuses on transfor-
mations that occur in trauma workers as a direct
result of empathic engagement.21,22 VT can lead to
changes in self-identity, spirituality, and psychologi-
cal needs of the affected individual and may also
disturb an individual’s sense of safety, trust, and con-
trol.23 Although typically applied to therapists and
other caregiver occupations, judges may experience
VT to the extent that they act as caregivers. A survey
conducted by the National Center for State Courts24

revealed that judges believe it is their duty to protect
jurors from stress, suggesting that judges do care for
courtroom actors. Similarly, Flores and colleagues2
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found that judges felt that the court has a moderate to
high level of responsibility for addressing the needs of
jurors in their courtrooms. Judges might also experi-
ence VT from exposure to evidence of violence
against a plaintiff or stories about a defendant’s trau-
matic childhood. Thus, although judges may not act
as caregivers in the same way as counselors or thera-
pists, aspects of their job (e.g., ensuring fairness in the
courtroom) appear to be tied to caretaking.

Safety Concerns

Violence and threats of violence against judges and
their families have become prominent media topics
in recent years. For instance, on June 28, 2006, a
family court judge was shot and wounded in a Reno,
Nevada, courthouse, where he had presided over his
attacker’s divorce trial.25 This incident exemplifies
the growing number of cases involving violence
against judges.1,4 Recent incidents of hostility have
presumably created a tangible source of stress for
many judges, as each incident is brought to light by
considerable media coverage. Violence aimed at
judges is likely to create a sense of vulnerability and
insecurity for anyone entering the judiciary. Con-
cerns about safety may even extend to family, as vio-
lence against family members of some judges has oc-
curred in recent years.26

Safety concerns stem from threats of violence that
judges encounter both inside and outside the court-
room. A survey of Pennsylvania judges revealed that
52 percent had received one or more threatening
messages.15 Seventy percent of the judges who re-
ceived threats stated that they occurred inside the
courtroom, while 44 percent reported threats occur-
ring outside the courthouse. In addition, active
judges, compared with senior judges, were more
likely to report that they had been threatened, sug-
gesting that judges who serve full time may experi-
ence more threatening situations. In-depth inter-
views found that the judges shared several anxieties
about courtroom violence. They believed that at-
tacks, threats, and harassment are common occur-
rences. In addition, they unanimously expressed the
belief that courtroom protection is not now and
never will be sufficient to curb potential attacks.15

Taken together, these findings suggest that judges
experience anxiety and stress from threats of
violence.

It seems that policy makers have begun to recog-
nize that violence and threats of violence against

judges are potentially serious problems. For instance,
judges in some jurisdictions have recently been given
the right to carry a concealed gun while on the
bench.27 Given the increase in incidents of court-
room violence against judges in recent years, the im-
plementation of such a measure may be appropriate.
The reported prevalence of threats further bolsters
the need for measures to protect judges’ safety. Al-
though allowing them to carry guns is only one po-
tential (and perhaps extreme) solution to a much
larger problem of judicial stress, it may grant a sense
of control to judges who are concerned about their
safety in the courtroom.

Work-Related Burnout

The third major stressor that judges may experi-
ence is work-related burnout. The judicial occupa-
tion can demand long hours and thus the ability to
cope with a consistently heavy workload. Because of
long working hours and the plethora of cases, judges
are faced with challenges that inevitably add stress to
an already demanding job. Unprepared lawyers, un-
cooperative defendants, and conflicts with other
judges are some examples of job-related stressors.
Judges also may experience difficulties when they are
forced to make decisions that will have a major im-
pact on the lives of the parties involved in the case.
One study28 revealed that some of these claims have
empirical merit, as judges reported experiencing sig-
nificant amounts of stress when dealing with poorly
prepared or disrespectful counsel and when exercis-
ing judicial discretion. Judges may also experience
pressures apart from their primary occupational du-
ties. For example, elected judges have the additional
demand of preparing for (i.e., campaigning) and
worrying about being elected. Similarly, publicity
surrounding judges’ decisions can be a contributing
source of stress.28

The occupational stressors already mentioned are
potential contributors to work-related burnout.17

Burnout may result from workplace conflict, an
overload of responsibilities, and the perception of
inequity or inadequate rewards.29 As discussed,
judges are routinely given responsibilities (e.g., de-
ciding a case) that carry important consequences and
are commonly exposed to the trauma of others.
Workplace conflict is also a prominent aspect of the
judicial occupation, given the nature of the adver-
sarial system and the subsequent threats of violence
that many judges receive. Safety concerns stemming
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from workplace conflict may contribute to work-
related burnout. Notions of occupational inequity
may be a common sentiment among judges, as the
job requires long hours and intense emotional invest-
ment with relatively small rewards. Prospective
judges certainly play an active role in seeking judicial
appointment or election and should thus be aware of
the long hours, heavy workloads, and important re-
sponsibilities that the position demands. However, it
is plausible that some judges do not fully understand
the nature of the position before entering it. All of
these factors suggest that judges are highly suscepti-
ble to work-related burnout and its resulting detri-
mental physical and emotional consequences.

Some common physical and emotional responses
to burnout include headaches, hypertension, depres-
sion, insomnia, and disillusionment.30 Burnout may
also cause a negative self-perception and negative at-
titudes toward work and others in general.31 Thus,
occupational stress research suggests that judges who
suffer from work-related burnout can experience a
variety of negative physical and emotional outcomes.
However, these suppositions lack direct empirical ev-
idence, and further research is needed for accurate
assessment of the prevalence of burnout among
judges. In the current study, we attempted to assess
occupational stressors in a single jurisdiction in a
homogeneous sample of judges.

Overview of the Study

Methods

This research protocol was approved by the Uni-
versity of Nevada, Reno Social Behavioral Institu-
tional Review Board. Nine judges, all Caucasians
(two women and seven men) serving in a district
court in a midsized city in a western state, agreed to
undergo semistructured interviews. They had been
on the bench ranging from a few months to over 15
years. Although it is unlikely that judges who have
been on the bench for only a few months would
exhibit symptoms of occupational burnout, they
could experience STS and safety concerns. Thus,
these judges were included in the study. One was a
family court judge, and eight were general jurisdic-
tion judges. In addition, all of them were in close
proximity (physically and professionally) to the
shooting of family court judge Chuck Weller.25 In-
terviews were conducted by a female PhD-level psy-
chologist and lasted between 45 and 90 minutes. All

participants were asked several standardized ques-
tions about stress they had experienced, their reac-
tions to safety concerns, their occupational experi-
ence, and relationships with family. The questions
were designed to be broad; the interviewer did not
prime the judges with direct questions, such as “have
you experienced burnout?” Instead, the questions al-
lowed the judges to bring up experiences on their
own. The interviewer allowed the judges to speak at
length without interruption and probed for more
information as needed. The basic research question
that we hoped to answer in conducting these inter-
views was: when judges describe their work experi-
ences, do they make comments that indicate that
they experience STS, safety concerns, and burnout?

Transcripts from the nine interviews were ana-
lyzed for content that would suggest that they were at
risk of STS, burnout, and stress related to their safety
concerns. Thus the coding scheme used was based on
the researchers’ expertise and understanding of the
aforementioned concepts.

Two researchers coded the messages. Both were
well trained in relevant research methods (i.e., con-
tent analysis) and were familiar with the concepts of
interest. One was a female PhD-level psychologist;
the other was a male MA-level psychologist pursuing
a PhD in social psychology. The researchers dis-
cussed what types of comments would be considered
evidence of STS, burnout, and safety concerns and
developed a coding scheme that was based on the
definitions of the concepts established in previous
research. In collaboration, researchers discussed the
parameters of the concepts until they felt comfort-
able that they were generally in agreement about the
coding categories and definitions. For instance, to be
an indicator of work-related burnout, a comment
had to include a direct or indirect mention of one or
any combination of the following stressors: overload
of responsibility, workplace conflict, and perception
of inequity.

Results and Discussion

The researchers identified 54 responses that were
germane to these purposes. The responses were ap-
proximately equally divided among judges, although
one judge offered more usable quotes than others,
and another judge offered fewer than the rest. The
two authors separately analyzed all of the messages
for specific relevance to each of three proposed occu-
pational experiences to determine intercoder reliabil-
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ity. The researchers agreed that 45 (87%) of the 52
messages were properly categorized as indicators of
STS, burnout, or safety concerns. Disagreements be-
tween the coders were resolved through discussion.
The results generally indicated that the judges were at
risk of experiencing stress from these three sources.
The quotations were taken directly from the
messages.

Secondary Traumatic Stress

Thirteen messages were identified as potential in-
dicators of STS in the judges. The researchers agreed
that 10 of the 13 messages showed that the judges
were at risk of STS, yielding a 77 percent agreement
rate.

Several themes emerged from the analysis of com-
ments relevant to STS. First, the judges noted that
the courtroom can be a very emotional setting. In
response to a question about courtroom interaction
among courtroom actors one family court judge said:
“We send people away here because, mostly of their
own making, they don’t get along together, they hate
each other, and they come to family court and have a
stranger tell them what’s going to happen; there are a
lot of emotions.” Another judge specifically com-
mented on the emotions common to family courts,
stating, “We know that family cases are the most
emotional cases in the world.”

These comments provide an indirect connection
to VT, the theory that emotion is an important com-
ponent of secondary stress. Although these com-
ments do not suggest that the judges exhibit empathy
(i.e., care for legal actors), they imply that they may
be prone to experiencing STS because the events in
their workplace are inherently emotional.

The judges commonly described the anxiety and
trauma experienced by plaintiffs or defendants. One
mentioned the various types of trauma that judges
experience vicariously: “[Judges] deal with death,
paraplegia, burning, [and] infant trauma.” The same
judge also noted the trauma and anxiety inherent in
divorce: “Anybody who has been through a divorce
knows that that is among the most traumatic experi-
ences of their life.” Another judge also indicated that
evidence heard in the courtroom can be traumatic,
stating that judges “deal with people being horribly
hurt or. . .murdered.” These comments suggest that
these judges were affected by the traumatic experi-
ences of others, indicating that the courtroom may
foster the development of some degree of STS.

Several of the participants also indicated that they
had become emotionally involved in trials, suggest-
ing that some may experience empathy for those who
have been traumatized. For instance, one judge ex-
plained that he sometimes struggles “to keep [his]
emotions in check” and that he has “let [his] emo-
tions go because of [his] experiences and [his] per-
sonality.” The same judge also expressed some con-
cern for victims, stating, “I find myself having to
watch myself from striking out [in response to] what
I perceive to be a personal attack. . .on the victim.”
Another judge conveyed similar concerns for victims,
explaining that the court was “able to provide [a vic-
tim] with some counseling.” These comments seem
to provide support for the argument of STS among
judges—namely, that judges feel empathy for plain-
tiffs and defendants and sometimes even act as
caregivers.

The judges also appeared to assume the role of
caretaker by ensuring the well-being of their jurors.
One stated, “Years ago I had a murder trial. . . . One
of the jurors stayed in the jury room for three or four
hours, and we were able to provide her with some
counseling and so on. . . . Nobody in a case really
wants to be here.” One judge even sympathized with
a defendant who expressed feeling out of place and
stressed by the court proceedings, stating that “This
is an alien place for most people to be who are parties
and witnesses, and in some cases even lawyers.”
Thus, the judges recognized the toll that the court
process takes on those involved in the proceedings.
Although a judge may not act as a caretaker in the
same way as a counselor or therapist, these comments
suggest that some judges assume the responsibility of
caring for the well-being of courtroom actors.

These analyses indicate that the judges may be at
risk for STS given the nature of their work environ-
ment. First, the judges indicated that trials were often
emotional and traumatic for the parties involved.
Second, they exhibited emotional responses to vic-
tims, which included empathy for traumatized vic-
tims, jurors, and defendants. Although the judges did
not explicitly state that they had experienced stress
from others’ traumas, the findings suggest that they
may be at risk of STS.

Safety Concerns

Twenty-three statements were identified as possi-
ble signs of stress due to safety concerns, with re-
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searchers agreeing on 22 (96%). Several key themes
emerged.

First, the judges were very much aware of the
safety concerns involved in being a judge. The ma-
jority of them mentioned that they knew of, or were
troubled by, incidents in which judges or their fam-
ilies were injured. In response to the recent act of
violence against his colleague, one judge said, “This is
an extremely emotional and stressful environ-
ment. . . . It doesn’t surprise me that people act out
and we have to expect [violence].” Another expressed
a similar sentiment: “[Violence] is a recognized pos-
sibility, but the possibility turning into an actual [act
of violence] is more than the postal experience; any-
body, an employee, could go off and try and get you.”
As a result, the judges feared for personal safety and
their family’s safety. Several indicated that they were
afraid for older parents and children who might be
exposed to violence. For instance, one judge stated,
“I have this thought or belief I could probably protect
myself but my kids can’t.”

Second, many of the judges gave examples of
threats they had personally received. Some had re-
ceived threatening letters; others had been ap-
proached in public by disgruntled individuals. One
indicated that if he was shot, he could immediately
think of four or five suspects. One judge admitted
being concerned about a specific individual in a case
who was “calling the house and stuff like that for a
while. That was sort of unnerving because. . .he’d sit
across the street. . .and watch the garage at night.”

The third theme that emerged involved the effect
of safety on legal decision-making. Nearly half of the
judges indicated a fear that violence could affect a
judge’s decision. Several indicated that they some-
times suspect that a defendant might be dangerous or
might retaliate, and they must be very careful not to
let that affect their decisions. One said, “The institu-
tion needs to provide an environment where the
judges are free to issue appropriate sentences under
the law. Not to have something where any decision is
influenced out of physical harm [or threat].”

Finally, most of the judges indicated that they had
specifically done things to prevent individuals in
their courts from becoming angry. One said, “I’ve
always believed that the amount of patience you
show to the litigants and the way you treat them will
put you in a better situation with regard to retalia-
tion.” Another commented:

I think it is important for litigants to understand why a
judge makes a decision, I think it is important for a judge to
make a decision as quickly as possible, because delay causes
frustration. . .and a feeling of helplessness, [that] is one of
the things that causes incidents like this. When people feel
like they’ve been pushed to the edge and they don’t have
any other recourse, that’s when they take totally illogical
and irresponsible steps, like getting a gun.

Another judge stated that he expects a high level of
formality, respect, and decorum in the courtroom.
He feels this encourages individuals to respect the
legal system and can reduce the chance that someone
would want to strike out.

As this analysis indicates, the judges had experi-
enced a variety of stressors related to their safety con-
cerns. They were concerned about threats they had
personally received and potential threats to their
family. They were aware that the threats could affect
their decision-making and had taken steps to prevent
harm to themselves and their families.

It is important to note that safety concerns were
likely to be fresh in the judges’ minds because the
interviews were conducted shortly after another
judge (not included in this study) was shot and in-
jured, allegedly by a man who was unhappy with his
ruling. Nevertheless, all of the judges indicated that
they had been taking steps to ensure their safety since
becoming a judge. Many had been taking precau-
tions for many years and had become accustomed to
the safety concerns that accompany their occupation.
All exhibited concern about their safety or the safety
of those around them. These stressors, among others,
could lead to work-related burnout.

Work-Related Burnout

Sixteen comments were originally identified as
signs of burnout in the sample. Coders agreed that 15
of the 16 comments suggested that the judge was
vulnerable to burnout. Thus, intercoder reliability
was relatively high at 94 percent. Comments in this
category were grouped into themes according to how
they relate to the concept of burnout.

The analysis revealed that the judges exhibited
each of the burnout symptoms: overload of respon-
sibility, workplace conflict, and perception of ineq-
uity. Most notably, they described stress related to an
overload of work-related responsibilities. They ex-
plained that large caseloads and other responsibilities
were major contributors to stress. One judge ex-
plained that some judges were “killing themselves”
by working “50 to 60 hours a week.” Another judge
commented that “[The work] never goes away. . .it’s
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not deciding the case, but it’s writing the decision-
. . .that causes stress.” A different judge explained
that “there is constant pressure to hear the cases.”

One type of occupational responsibility that was
particularly stressful was the task of making decisions
in court. When asked to explain the causes of work-
place stress, one judge said:

It (making a decision) is not altogether so clear and some-
body usually benefits by your decision and somebody is
usually harmed by it in some way: it costs them money, or
they lose property, they go to jail, or are on probation. And
so it’s stressful to me to make those decisions because I tend
to go out of here and think about them for a day or two, or
wake up in the middle of the night and wonder if it’s the
right thing.

Another judge stated, “Most of the stress in the office
is from difficult decisions, and trying to figure out
what the appropriate ruling is on a given issue.”
These statements suggest that judges experience a
great deal of stress from an overload of decision-
making responsibilities.

The public nature of the occupation also seemed
to contribute to an overload of responsibility. One
judge stated:

The judge represents the legal system in the eye of society.
How we conduct ourselves. How we conduct our court-
room. How we are attentive to anger and irrationality in the
courtroom, and deal with it, and try to minimize it so that
the courtroom, and the legal process, is efficient and or-
derly.

This comment suggests that judges may experience
the added pressure of being perfect exemplars be-
cause they often face public scrutiny. Several of the
judges explained that public scrutiny is especially
high when running for office. One judge noted that,
“Campaigns can be very stressful. . . . If you have a
campaign your whole year is entirely devoted to the
campaign.” Another judge found the fundraising
process to be particularly burdensome, stating, “I
don’t want to have to go through the fundraiser pro-
cess. It’s tough for judges because you’re making de-
cisions and people that are involved in the process are
trying to make campaign contributions.” In short,
the judges, especially those who had to run for office,
experienced an overload of responsibility stemming
from the public nature of the occupation. There was
some indication that the elected judges face the task
of balancing their public and private interests when
campaigning.

Another commonly discussed symptom of burn-
out was workplace conflict. Several of the judges in-
dicated that they had experienced conflict (or per-

ceived conflict) with legal actors, staff, and
colleagues. As a byproduct of the traumatic court-
room environment, judges may experience conflict
via violence within the cases. As one judge explained,
“people [can] find criminal cases very stressful be-
cause you see man’s inhumanity to man, and it’s very
ugly.” In addition, violence against other judges has
seemingly created a source of conflict. For instance,
one judge stated, “[The possibility of violence] is
always on our minds. . . . I think anybody who does
the kind of work we do over a period of time [be-
comes] hypervigilant.” The judges also experienced
more direct forms of workplace conflict through con-
tact with staff and other judges. For instance, one
judge said:

I have my own staff so I have personnel issues that always
cause [me] anxiety and stress. . . . Dealing with other
judges within the framework that we have is kind of stress-
ful; sometimes we aren’t as kind to one another as perhaps
we should be, and I find that very stressful. Disrespecting
each other is very hard on me.

This analysis suggests that judges may experience oc-
cupational conflict from a variety of sources. The
reporting of indirect and direct workplace conflict
from courtroom experiences, perceived threats of vi-
olence, and contact with colleagues and staff suggests
that the judges may be vulnerable to burnout.

Transcript analyses also revealed that some of the
judges perceived occupational inequities. Specifi-
cally, they indicated that courthouse safety concerns
were not being properly addressed by officials and
citizens. One expressed frustration about the lack of
action in regard to safety measures:

Nothing is really getting done; there is more talk about it
but nothing is really happening. We have been talking
about having an order about guns in the courthouse since
December, but as we speak now, July, still no order has
been signed.

Another judge expressed frustration with the system,
stating that the sheriff’s office had originally planned
to conduct safety surveys with judges and court per-
sonnel but had failed to take action. He explained
that the survey “had been distributed to no one.” The
judges also expressed a lack of public support for the
cause. In discussing changes that needed to be made
at the courthouse, one judge said:

Voters don’t really care about the courthouse. . . . [I]t
makes [me] somewhat jaded about the people, your fellow
humans, who you work with. . . . I do think it has a lot
broader effect on people where you just seem resigned that
it’s just going to happen again.
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These comments suggest that the judges may feel
underappreciated by the officials and, more gener-
ally, the public. Given the demands of the occupa-
tion and the sacrifices that the judges make for their
work, it is plausible that they perceived an inequity in
the lack of public and private support for their pro-
tection in the courtroom. Frequent mention of this
problem seems to suggest that they did not believe
they were receiving adequate support.

Similar to STS, burnout is a form of stress that is
not easily recognized among those it affects. Thus, it
is often necessary to assess the symptoms of burnout
to determine its presence. As discussed by Maslach
and Leiter29 symptoms of burnout may include
workplace conflict, an overload of responsibilities,
and the perception of inequity. Although the judges
did not explicitly state that they were suffering from
work-related burnout (probably because they were
not directly asked whether they were), there were
several indications that they were at risk. First, they
experienced an overload of responsibilities stemming
from large caseloads, decision-making pressures, and
public scrutiny. Second, they indicated that there
was a great deal of workplace conflict from indirect
(e.g., trauma in the court cases, violence against
judges) and direct (e.g., conflict with colleagues and
staff) sources. Finally, there was some indication that
they perceived occupational inequities in dealing
with individual citizens and public officials. Taken
together, these comments suggest that they are at risk
of work-related burnout. It is worth mentioning that
they experience symptoms of both case-related burn-
out (unique to the judiciary) and administration-
related burnout (common to many professions).
Thus, the results presented herein indicate that the
judges in this small, homogeneous sample have had a
unique combination of occupational experiences.
Future research, with more representative samples,
should further assess the prevalence of burnout in the
courtroom.

Recommendations

As discussed, judges encounter a trio of occupa-
tional experiences: secondary traumatic stress, safety
concerns, and work-related burnout. A variety of
measures are proposed in this section, many of which
have been derived from the judges’ comments in the
current study. Because these recommendations are
based on the experiences of judges in only one juris-
diction, they may not be relevant or novel for judges

in other jurisdictions in the United States. Thus,
these recommendations are merely intended to pro-
vide a basis for addressing the negative impacts of
STS, safety concerns, and work-related burnout for
judges who have similar occupational experiences
and working environments.

First, judges should be trained to recognize the
effects of these occupational stressors. As one judge
noted, it is important for judges “to seek help from
physicians, counselors, and psychologists if neces-
sary.” Although some judges may be able to recog-
nize when they are experiencing STS, safety con-
cerns, or burnout, it is likely that many judges are too
busy to acknowledge the physical and emotional
manifestations of these experiences. Leaders in judi-
cial workplaces should promote an environment that
accepts stress prevention and stress relief as a natural
part of the trial process. This culture would encour-
age judges to take the necessary steps to recognize
symptoms of these stressors and prevent their nega-
tive consequences.

Second, judges should be encouraged to take time
off to relieve the effects of difficult occupational ex-
periences. As discussed, judges often experience an
overload of responsibility. For instance, one judge
explained:

And the calendar can be very stressful in that there is con-
stant pressure to hear the cases. . . . How do I get those 10
cases heard? And then I’ve got the lawyers waiting that want
to start. And you’re a little bit late starting on that hearing
because you finished the first hearing, and how do you
juggle all of that? That can get kind of stressful at times.

Anxiety stemming from occupational responsibilities
can be remedied by an occasional break from work.
Even an extra day off to engage in a favorite hobby
can help a judge come back to the bench refreshed
and relaxed. Longer-term sabbaticals should also be
encouraged from time to time to allow judges to get
away for a few weeks or months. Having a break from
the constant stream of work can help give them re-
newed focus. For instance, having a break could help
prevent the long-term damage of vicarious trauma.

Third, safety should be a primary concern for all
courthouses. As the Pennsylvania survey15 indicated,
judges do not feel that courthouses are safe enough.
The judges in the current study expressed concerns
about safety as it related to judicial decision-making.
For example, one judge explained that “the institu-
tion needs to provide an environment where the
judges are free to issue appropriate sentences under
the fact of the law. . .not where any decision is influ-
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enced out of [fear of] physical harm.” It is impossible
to prevent every kind of harm that a judge can expe-
rience at work or in his personal life. However, strict
safety measures can make great strides in helping
judges feel safer. Professionals who are trained to rec-
ognize weaknesses in safety should assess courthouses
on a regular basis. The experts’ recommendations
should be followed to ensure that courthouse em-
ployees (and visitors) are as safe as possible. Further,
judges can be more vocal about safety concerns than
they might have. For instance, one judge explained
that he had once called ahead to make sure an armed
bailiff was present “because the person on the other
side had made threats.”

Fourth, judges should be provided with the op-
portunity, information, and skills needed to protect
themselves. The need for such protection was con-
firmed by the judges who expressed doubt that they
could protect themselves from violence in the court-
room. For instance, personal safety programs can
help judges be more vigilant and defend themselves
against a personal attack. Safety devices such as car
and personal alarms should be provided for judges
who want them. While many jurisdictions already
have such measures in place, they should be a stan-
dard feature of every jurisdiction.

Fifth, steps should be taken to preserve profession-
alism within the courtroom. As a means of protecting
the integrity of the courtroom, several judges sug-
gested that it was important to establish positive rap-
port with legal actors. For instance, one judge
stressed the importance of patience and courtesy, ex-
plaining that a “higher level of decorum is expected
in the courtroom.” Another judge stressed the im-
portance of “letting people know why you [made
that] decision” so that “everyone [can] walk away
from the court feeling like they were heard.” Individ-
uals who do not respect the courtroom and court
procedure will be more likely to strike out at judges,
as suggested by one: “If you’re rude to a defendant
they’re more likely to send their family members af-
ter. . .your family members.” In contrast, individuals
who respect the authority of the court and feel it is a
legitimate governing body will follow the court’s rul-
ings and will be less likely to retaliate. Such individ-
uals obey court orders, not because they have to, but
because they believe that the court, as a legitimate
authority, should be obeyed.32 Most judges presum-
ably understand the importance of courtroom pro-
fessionalism; however these comments serve as an

important reminder that positive courtroom rapport
conveys legitimate authority and encourages respect
among the courtroom actors.

We also recommend that research be conducted to
get a better understanding of the occupational expe-
riences that lead to stress for judges. Researchers
should develop measures to identify stress so that
prevention and treatment programs can be devel-
oped. The stress theories discussed herein have not
been tested on judges to the extent that would be
necessary to get a full understanding; thus, little is
known about judges’ reactions to the stressors of
their jobs.

Finally, the findings presented in this article indi-
cate that government funding is needed to assess and
address the experiences of judges. In discussing the
lack of funding for the prevention of violence in the
courtroom, one judge stated, “You sort of seem re-
signed that it is just going to happen again and it is
going to keep happening until we get some leader-
ship in the executive branch.” Courthouses need
funds to make safety improvements, court adminis-
trators need funds to provide safety programs, and
researchers need money to study stress. More em-
ployees are needed to take some of the heavy load off
of judges and allow them to take time off when
needed. Ultimately, the government should provide
greater funding to protect this important branch of
government.

Limitations

A few limitations of the survey are worthy of note.
First and foremost, in the current research, the judges
were not directly asked if they had experienced STS,
safety concerns, or burnout. Instead, more general
questions about stressful and anxiety-provoking ex-
periences were asked to avoid introducing a response
bias. Future research should be more direct and use
more specific measures (e.g., closed-ended measures)
to ensure reliability and objectivity in analysis. A re-
lated limitation is that judges may be unwilling to
disclose their symptoms and experiences. It is likely
that the judges did not explicitly state that they had
encountered some experiences because such an ad-
mission would imply weakness in judicial decision-
making, an outcome that is presumably undesirable
for all judges. There was evidence of this in the inter-
views, as some of the judges were hesitant to say that
they had personally suffered and were more likely to
state that other judges and employees at the court-
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house had experienced trauma. Thus, the fact that
they did not explicitly reference STS, safety con-
cerns, and burnout does not imply that they do not
encounter them; rather, it may simply suggest that
they are wary of the consequences of admitting these
experiences. Our experience shows the challenges
that future researchers face in accurately gauging the
experiences of judges.

Another limitation of the current research is the
restricted generalizability of the results due to the
small and homogeneous sample. All of the interview-
ees were Caucasian and most were men. Further-
more, only one judge was a family court judge; the
remainder were judges of general jurisdiction. Thus,
it is impossible to determine if these results generalize
to the population of judges as a whole. For instance,
it is possible that the safety concerns of those inter-
viewed were inflated because of the proximal (in
terms of time and location) nature of the recent
shooting of a fellow judge. On the other hand, vio-
lent acts perpetrated against judges and their families
may increase safety concerns among judges across the
country, given the wide media coverage garnered by
these occurrences. In short, the current exploratory
study provides a picture of judges’ experiences in a
limited context and does not provide a broad picture
of the judiciary as a whole.

Conclusion

As legal gatekeepers, decision-makers, caretakers,
and disciplinarians, judges play a fundamental role in
the American justice system. Inherent in the judicial
occupation are several experiences that can negatively
affect judges’ decisions. This research has outlined
three broad experiences that judges should under-
stand and attempt to account for. Secondary trau-
matic stress, which includes vicarious trauma, refers
to trauma stemming from helping another through a
traumatic event. Results from this qualitative inter-
view study suggest that judges are vulnerable to STS,
as they are regularly exposed to trauma and often feel
empathy for victims. Safety concerns stemming from
acts of violence and threats of violence against judges
and their families also may contribute to judicial
stress. Results revealed that judges often experience
safety concerns. Violence against judges is likely to
create a sense of vulnerability and insecurity for any-
one assuming the bench. Finally, there was evidence
that judges are at risk of burnout, as many of the
judges in the current study exhibited some of the

primary symptoms of burnout, such as workplace
conflict and an overload of responsibilities. Although
no judge demonstrated extreme symptoms, all had
low levels of symptoms associated with STS, safety
concerns, and burnout.

There are several recommended steps that judges,
policy makers and officials can take to prevent or
minimize the impact of these occupational experi-
ences. Judges should be trained to recognize symp-
toms of STS in themselves, and officials in judicial
workplaces should foster an environment that ac-
cepts STS prevention. Judges should also take breaks
(e.g., retreats, sabbaticals) from work to minimize
work-related burnout. They should be provided with
the necessary opportunities, information, and skills
needed to protect themselves. To address judges’
safety concerns, courthouses should be properly
equipped with the necessary technology and person-
nel to stop acts of violence. The integrity of the court-
room should be protected by establishing mutual re-
spect among judges, attorneys, plaintiffs, and
defendants. Research should also be conducted to
better our understanding of judicial stress. Perhaps
most important, government funding is necessary to
ensure that judges have the resources to employ the
aforementioned recommendations. These steps are
essential in protecting our nation’s judges and the
integrity of our judicial system.
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