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Distinguish fatigue, trauma exposure, and
burnout

Recognize key signs of strain
Practice benevolent detachment

Learning Use clear boundary language
Objectives Commit to one sustainability action




The emotional weight of pro bono legal work is real and
cumulative

Caring deeply is not the problem; carrying every client
outcome alone is unsustainable

Burnout and compassion fatigue are not personal failures;

they are signals that the work, systems, and support
structures need attention

This session names the pressure honestly while focusing on
practical tools advocates can use immediately




The Reality of the Work

Legal advocates often meet clients during
moments of crisis, trauma, instability, or
profound loss

Funding cuts, limited resources, high
caseloads, and urgent client needs create
pressure that individual resilience alone
cannot solve

Advocates may feel responsible for outcomes
shaped by systems far beyond their control

Sustainability requires both individual
practices and organizational cultures that
make support normal, timely, and accessible




Advocates bring
diverse histories
and thresholds

Stay within role:
listen, assess,
respond

Client trauma is
theirs; avoid
projection

Practice humility.
Check values
and rescue
Instincts




Professional Grounding Point

There is no single correct way to feel after difficult
client contact

Some legal professionals may feel depleted; others
may feel steady; both are valid starting points

This training is not a judgment of anyone’s
commitment, competence, or compassion

The purpose is to move from awareness to action:
naming what is happening, choosing appropriate
interventions, and protecting long-term capacity




The Attorney-Specific Risk
Profile

Attorneys carry dual identity: paid
practice standards AND moral
obligation to pro bono clients

Legal training reinforces stoicism,
self-sufficiency, and performance
under pressure

“I chose this” can become a barrier
to seeking support

Unaddressed strain eventually
affects competence, judgment, and
client outcomes




Self-Assessment: Pulse Check

Rate yourself 1-5 in the past two
weeks:

| feel emotionally present when
meeting with clients

| can set limits without guilt or shame

| have a reliable way to decompress
after difficult client contact

| feel hopeful that my work makes a
difference

| am not carrying client stories into my
personal life




The Numbers
Behind the Feeling

* 63-83% of legal professionals report symptoms of
secondary trauma

* Attorneys show higher trauma and burnout rates than
many helping professions

* Ongoing exposure to client trauma is a primary driver of
strain

* The strain is common, predictable, and requires
Intentional support




Competence,
Ethics & Your Pro
Bono Clients

* The connection is direct

* Professional responsibility is
priority

* Pro bono clients bear the
greatest risk

* Self-care is a professional
obligation
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Understanding the Spectrum

* Compassion fatigue, vicarious trauma, secondary traumatic stress,
and burnout are related but not identical

* Each condition has a different source, different warning signs, and
different intervention points

* Mislabeling the problem can lead to the wrong solution, such as
recommending rest when the issue is trauma exposure or
recommending mindset shifts when the issue is workload structure

* Clear naming leads to better support



Compassion Fatigue

Gradual erosion of empathy from
sustained exposure

Early signs: numbness, flatness,
dread, reduced satisfaction

Shift to autopilot vs. full presence

Restore through boundaries,
recovery, reflection, and support




Vicarious Trauma

Deep shift in worldview from
repeated trauma exposure

May see the world as less safe,
just, or trustworthy

Impacts relationships,
community, and sense of
purpose

Warning sign: feeling changed in
meaning, trust, safety, or identity




Burnout

Chronic exhaustion driven by
systemic pressures

Drivers: workload, low control,
limited resources, unclear
expectations, urgency

Signs: persistent fatigue, cynicism,
disengagement, reduced
effectiveness

Not fixed by resilience

Requires structural change




Why Benevolent Detachment Matters

Care deeply without absorbing trauma or owning
outcomes

Protects clarity, ethics, and professional
boundaries

Too little: over-identification, overwork, blurred
roles

Too much: detachment, dismissal, reduced
presence




Benevolent
Detachment:

What It Is




Benevolent
Detachment:

What It Is Not




CASE SCENARIO

Scenario: During a consultation, a client recounts severe domestic
violence and traumatic events. While the client remains composed,
you notice emotional and physical signs of activation within yourself.

Discussion Questions:
* What does benevolent detachment look like in this situation?

* What would over-identification look like, and what would over-
distance look like?



Practice professional boundary setting to
Mmaintain presence

Communicate with compassion, clarity, and
scope

Strategy 1:

. Close with clear next steps
Emotional

Name limits early, before strain builds

Boundary-
Setting

“| hear you, | do. I'll focus on what | can do
today.”




Transition rituals signal closure between client
Interactions

Keep it brief: breathe, stand, reset, walk, shift
environment

Strategy 2: Purpose: create a deliberate pause before re-
engaging

Transition
Rituals Reflect: “What am | still carrying?”




Strategy 3:
Peer Support

and Debriefing

Normalize debriefing as routine and not just
for crisis

Use peer support to reality-check, process
emotion, and reduce isolation

Mentors model honest, boundaries, and
reflection

Create a culture where it's safe to say, “That
stayed with me...”

Focus on structured support and reset, not
gossip or uncontained venting



Strategy 4:
Navigating

Systemic
Pressure

Structural limits (funding, staffing, referrals) #
individual failure

Clarify what’s yours, the organization’s, and
the system’s to hold

Naming system pressure reduces shame and
overextension

Sustain advocacy with referrals, realistic
workloads, leadership support, clear role
lImits



CASE SCENARIO #2

Scenario: You represented a client in a lengthy legal matter. Despite
strong advocacy, the outcome is unfavorable. The client says you
were their “only hope” and asks you to keep fighting. You feel
responsible and reluctant to disengage.

Discussion Questions:
*What does benevolent detachment require of you in this moment?

*How do you hold the client’s grief with compassion while being
honest about options?



When to Escalate: Seeking Support
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Persistent intrusive thoughts
about a specific client or
case

Noticeable Ch_anées In sleep,
appetite, or withdrawal from
relationships

Avoiding a matter you know
needs attention

Deep cynicism about
vv|r|1ether the work matters at
a

Using overwork or
distraction to manage client-
related feelings



For Staff Mentors and Supervisors

Mentors hold dual
emotional load

Culture follows what
mentors model

Monitor early signs of
strain

Supervision = skKill,
support, clarity, referral

Who supports you?
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Your Personal Sustainability Plan

Choose one emotional
boundary to practice this week

Commit to a realistic transition
ritual after difficult client
Interactions

ldentify a trusted colleague,
mentor, or supervisor for
proactive debriefing

Recognize one early sign of
strain—and define the support
you Wwill seek if it persists




Seven Takeaways for Managing The
Work

Recognition is the first act of self-protection

Benevolent detachment is a necessary professional skKill,
not a lack of care

Three minutes between cases can change how you enter
the next interaction

Boundaries protect capacity, clients, and quality of
advocacy

Assumptions must be noticed before they become
decisions

Teams protect against burnout when debriefing and
supervision are structural

The goal Is sustained engagement, not heroic depletion
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