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Keeping it Professional: 
Effective Communication, De-escalation and Self-Care in Law Practice





Difficult

Work/Population
Rule Against Perpetuities:
The rule that provides that certain 

future interests must vest, if at all, 

within 21 years after the death of a 

life in being at the time that the 

interest is created.



“Why do you do this work?” 





Sound Familiar?



Vicarious Trauma refers to the cumulative effect of trauma that 

someone’s story has on the helping listener. It is defined as indirect 

exposure to trauma through a first hand account or narrative of a 

traumatic event. 
http://www.vicarioustrauma.com/affected.html

“Compassion Fatigue is a state experienced by those helping 

people or animals in distress; it is an extreme state of tension and 

preoccupation with the suffering of those being helped to the degree 

that it can create a secondary traumatic stress for the helper.”

- Dr. Charles Figley, Director, Tulane Traumatology Institute

http://www.compassionfatigue.org/

See also: Secondary Trauma

Secondary Traumatic Stress

And for those attempting to protect, assist,  

or represent them…

http://www.vicarioustrauma.com/affected.html
http://www.compassionfatigue.org/


https://www.americanbar.org/groups/child_law/resources/child_law_practiceonline/child_law_practice/vol-34/september-

2015/understanding-secondary-trauma--a-guide-for-lawyers-working-with/

January 10, 2018

Understanding Secondary Trauma: A Guide for Lawyers Working with Child Victims

Christina Rainville

February 6, 2019

How to Identify and Address Secondary Trauma

William C Silverman

https://www.natlawreview.com/article/how-to-identify-and-address-secondary-trauma

https://www.americanbar.org/groups/lawyer_assistance/resources/compassion_fatigue/

August 23, 2017

Compassion Fatigue

https://www.wispd.org/attachments/2015Conference/pdf/Albert_%20Short%20bio-BBEoutline-articles%20permissions.pdf

2011

Understanding & Mitigating Compassion Fatigue for Legal Professionals 

Linda Albert, LCSW, CSAC

For more information on VC/CF:

https://www.americanbar.org/groups/child_law/resources/child_law_practiceonline/child_law_practice/vol-34/september-2015/understanding-secondary-trauma--a-guide-for-lawyers-working-with/
https://www.natlawreview.com/article/how-to-identify-and-address-secondary-trauma
https://www.americanbar.org/groups/lawyer_assistance/resources/compassion_fatigue/
https://www.wispd.org/attachments/2015Conference/pdf/Albert_%20Short%20bio-BBEoutline-articles%20permissions.pdf


“A burning passion coupled with absolute 

detachment is the key to all success.”

— Mahatma Gandhi

Detachment



Those that chronically 

endure the effects of 

secondary trauma 

without... treating it may 

experience debilitation that 

forces them to stop working 

or leave the field of law.
Lawyers Are at Risk for Secondary Traumatic Stress

New Mexico Bar Bulletin - February 15, 2017 - Volume 56, No. 7 

In order to effectively 

advocate for your client—

you need to effectively care 

for yourself first.



A partial list of symptoms and conditions associated with secondary traumatic 

stress:

Hypervigilance Hopelessness 

Inability to embrace complexity Inability to listen

Avoidance of clients Anger and cynicism 

Sleeplessness Fear

Chronic exhaustion Physical ailments

Minimizing Guilt 
National Child Traumatic Stress Network

Secondary Traumatic Stress A Fact Sheet for Child-Serving Professionals

http://www.nctsn.org/sites/default/files/assets/pdfs/secondary_traumatic_tress.pdf

Bottom Line

http://www.nctsn.org/sites/default/files/assets/pdfs/secondary_traumatic_tress.pdf


Secondary Trauma / Compassion Fatigue

The work you’re doing is tough.

Take care of you!  



One way to minimize the effects 

of trauma exposure and stress:



As attorneys it can sometimes feel as if we’re 

in the “Bad News” business.



Reactions – other attorneys



Reactions – clients

No?!?



Rarely, if ever

(see also: Rainbow Unicorn)



The %@#! Phone



Generally not:
• Good News

• Just saying “Hey!”

• Convenient

• Simple

Frequently:

• Multiple / Complex 

Issues

• Less than pleasant

• Traumatic



Sending/Posting/Linking/Sharing…

“Written” Communication



So we’re clear:



Situational Awareness



Be Prepared
Hope for the best

Plan for the worst





Good things to keep in mind:



Know yourself



Know your team



Know your audience

The best predictor of 

future behavior is . . . 

That includes your behavior.



Gender Issues



Cultural Issues 

Does your behavior or language change based 

on audience?  If so, how/why? Based on what?



https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/faqs.html#faq1About 

Take a test https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/takeatest.html

Implicit Associations (see also: Biases)

• Unconscious

• “Hardware”

• Automatic

• Reciprocity

https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/faqs.html#faq1
https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/takeatest.html




Educate yourself. 

Educate your team. 



Mindset, Getting Centered, Etc



Considerations:



; Logistics Be Intentional

Safety

“Space” 

Perception

Resources

Privacy

*  “We” are the    s  



Be Intentional; Time

Begin

End

Be respectful of 

others’ time

Respect / honor 

your time and 

other obligations 



Be Intentional; Listen



Be Intentional; Nonverbal Communication



What are these 

people saying?



Are words even necessary here? Meaningful?



From a non-verbal communication standpoint what 

do we think of this? 

Is standing OK?

What about standing over?

How about the pointing?

Is the stance necessary?



Nonverbal Communication; even on the phone

Limit 1 per

customer

Your expressions can 

be “heard”



Be Intentional; Word Choice and Tone

Choose your next words wisely...  

you may seem them in court



; VolumeBe intentional 

Client/Opposing Counsel

If their volume increases, 

instead of trying to speak 

over them, decrease yours.

Nobody is winning here



Avoid Reacting (especially over-reacting)

Their behavior should not dictate yours. 



Remember:

You are the 

professional 

in the room

A certain level 

of decorum is 

expected 



If/When you need help:



Colorado Lawyer Assistance Program (COLAP)

What: Confidential, Independent program 

Created by CO Supreme Court Rule 254

Where: Location:  I-25 & Speer, West Side

When: By appointment 

Call or email anytime

How: Assistance with personal and professional 

issues, referrals to therapy/treatment, 

presentations, articles, volunteers



Why Contact COLAP?

• Presentations

• Stress management issues

• Relationship issues  - family, co-workers, difficult 
clients, etc.

• Concern for a colleague

• Grief issues

• Referrals for therapy/treatment

• Mental health or substance use issues

• Transitions - job/career change, retirement

• “Just need to talk”



COLAP Services Are:

Confidential

Voluntary

No Charge

COLAP services are available to ALL

lawyers, Judges, and law students

COLAP IS NOT ATTORNEY REGULATION

“Broadbrush” services 



For Confidential Assistance:

www.coloradolap.org

For More Information:

303.986.3345

or


