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ABSTRACT 
 
 

This project focuses on the Superior Courts of California and the concept that 

state trial court employees are at risk of suffering from Vicarious Trauma based on the 

types of information presented in courtrooms.  High profile cases are often given media 

attention, however it is the courtroom dramas which have an impact on staff who handle 

graphic photographic evidence and/or hear highly emotional testimony on a day to day 

basis. This can lead to a silent type of emotional suppression that can ultimately have 

physical consequences to employees. 

Vicarious Trauma can cause a variety of unhealthy symptoms, such as recurrent, 

upsetting thoughts, thinking about the traumatic event, loss of sleep, flashbacks, 

difficulty concentrating, confusion and forgetfulness.   

 This paper reviews previous studies and articles regarding Post-Traumatic Stress 

Disorder (PTSD) and Vicarious Trauma (VT) that focus on the helping professions, 

soldiers, law enforcement, emergency personnel and psychiatrists.  It also reviews 

studies of lawyers, judges and jurors and the impact of the stress of hearing traumatic 

cases on a continuous basis.  These reviews will provide the basis to research the 

current practices of California Courts in relation to responding to employees needs 

when dealing with graphic and/or disturbing subject material. 

 My review included researching 58 counties in California, and I found that there 

were some informal procedures in place to work with court employees through 

Employee Assistance Programs.  Further education about these services, as well as a 

research directly related to the stress due to Vicarious Trauma with trial court 

employees is needed.   
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INTRODUCTION 

 
Photographs of a three-month old baby with burn marks on its body; a speech 

from a mother who lost her son to a drunk driver discussing the loss her family has 

endured; a police officer on the stand discussing an interview with an eight-year old girl, 

who had been touched by her baby sitter‟s boyfriend; Facebook entries from a porn star 

who had “friended” a 13-year old son of a party in a divorce case; all these events can 

be heard within the courthouses in California.  These cases did not make the evening 

news, Dateline, or TMZ.  These are regular types of court proceedings the courtroom 

staff are exposed to on a daily basis.   

The California judicial system consists of the Supreme Court, the Courts of 

Appeal and Superior Court.  The majority of cases in the California court system are 

held within the 58 superior courts, or trial courts, one in each county in the state. (see 

Appendix A for a list of courts).  In these courts, the trier of fact (judge or jury) hears 

witnesses‟ testimony and other evidence and decides cases by applying the relevant 

law to the relevant facts.  With facilities in more than 450 locations, the courts hear both 

criminal and civil, as well as probate, family and juvenile cases.  Overall, the California 

judicial system employs approximately 20,000 staff and the superior courts handle 

approximately 10 million cases a year (California Courts, 2012).   

The courtroom clerk position may have some variations of duties within each 

county; however there are some basic functions that fall to all court clerks. Courtroom 

clerks attend court sessions and are required to record minutes of the court 

proceedings; swear in witnesses; mark and maintain exhibits; and file and process 

documents as required by law.  
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  The problem of listening to and working with extreme topics arises due to the 

nature of the position of courtroom clerk.  As they are consistently in the courtroom, they 

will be exposed to graphic disturbing testimony and/or evidence during the course of 

their employment.   

In 2011, the Riverside County‟s District Attorney has filed to seek the death 

penalty on 10 pending cases.  These cases are often high profile, subject intense media 

exposure and can either reach the local or national news level.  Public perception of trial 

courts is shaped by mass media.  Often it is television shows depicting crime, the legal 

community and courts that provide the basis for how the public views the court 

(Rottman, 1998, pg. 20).    

However, criminal courtrooms are not the only venue where disturbing details are 

revealed about incidents involving acts committed against another human being.  

Dependency courtrooms hear cases ranging from neglect of minor children to physical 

and emotional abuse.  Family Law courtrooms handle divorce proceedings, which 

involve highly emotional testimony.  Family Law also deals with temporary restraining 

orders involving domestic violence and elder abuse.  Civil cases include personal injury, 

medical malpractice cases and wrongful death cases.  Each of these case types can 

have hearings at any stage of the case that include vivid, detailed, graphic descriptions 

by the victims, witnesses, first responders, as well as photographic and/or videotape of 

actual incidents.  It is this type of information that is detailed during court proceedings 

which makes courtroom staff vulnerable to Vicarious Trauma.  This paper will show how 

Vicarious Trauma is an unaddressed issue for employees of the court.  
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Those exposed to trauma may develop physical symptoms, as a result of this 

exposure.  Why should courts be concerned?   Unplanned absences and high rates of 

turnover are of major concerns during these hard financial times.  Ultimately, employers 

should be concerned about the safety and welfare of their employees.  Vicarious 

Trauma can be considered a type of occupational hazard in settings where there are 

high levels of graphic or disturbing evidence/material.  How much of the information 

being presented in our courts of law is harmful or hazardous to staffs well-being?   This 

paper is a primer to assist the reader in answering that question.   

 This paper will define Vicarious Trauma and examine research concerning 

trauma in other professions, and its impacts.  Job stress will be defined an analyzed 

within the context of working environments.  Data will be compiled regarding crime at 

the state and county level(s) to understand the categories of crime that are processed 

through the court system.  This paper also reviews job specifications of courtroom 

clerks across the state of California to discuss the type of requirements needed to attain 

those positions and determine what, if any, experience staff have coming into the 

courtroom.  Results from a survey of Human Resource managers will be analyzed from 

each of the superior courts regarding best practices on how to handle circumstances 

when staff encounters graphic and/or disturbing material.  These results will show the 

need for better awareness of Vicarious Trauma within the court system and to address 

inevitable consequences of Vicarious Trauma. Lastly, this paper will cover strategies 

identified for coping with traumatic stress on the job. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

Background 

There are a wide range of professions affected by both Post-Traumatic Stress 

Disorder and Vicarious Trauma, commonly they are known as the Helping Professions 

– soldiers, police, first responders to medical incidents, and psychologists.  First 

responders, such as police, fire, Emergency Medical Technicians (EMTs) and nurse 

practitioners are often used as case studies due to the nature of their work.  It is 

believed those who witness traumatic stress in others over prolonged periods of time 

may develop symptoms similar to or associated with Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder. 

Soldiers are trained to be able to respond to the unforeseeable, but war can have 

an obvious impact.  Stress due to war has been documented as early as the sixth 

century BC.  While it was called a variety of things, (exhaustion, war fatigue, shell-

shock), it wasn‟t until the 1970‟s that the actual term PTSD was created.  Soldiers 

returned home with PTSD is defined as an anxiety disorder that can develop as a result 

of exposure to a terrifying event or ordeal.  The traumatizing event is usually followed by 

a “period of emotional numbness and denial that can last for months or years.  After that 

period, symptoms such as recurring nightmares, „flashbacks,‟ short-term memory 

problems, insomnia, or heightened sensitivity to sudden noises may begin” (Columbia 

Encyclopedia, 2008, para.1). 

Vicarious Trauma is an off shoot of PTSD and the term was coined in the 1980‟s.   

It is defined as “a transformation in the self of a trauma worker or helper that results 

from empathic engagement with traumatized clients and their reports of traumatic 

experiences” (Figley, para. 9).  While PTSD is recognized as a clinical disorder, 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Empathy
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Psychological_trauma
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Vicarious Trauma is not.  Vicarious Trauma is nearly identical to PSTD, except it affects 

those emotionally affected by the trauma of another (Figley, 2011).  

The National Institute of Mental Health identifies symptoms of PTSD:  insomnia, 

irritability, depression and emotional numbing. Other common reactions to Vicarious 

Trauma include feelings of fear, sadness, horror, helplessness, anger, mood swings, 

grief, guilt, and anxiety.  A person‟s thoughts can also reflect symptoms of Vicarious 

Trauma, such as recurrent, upsetting thoughts, ruminative thoughts about the traumatic 

event, nightmares, flashbacks, difficulty concentrating, confusion and forgetfulness.  

Finally, behaviors that can also be associated with Vicarious Trauma are changes in 

appetite, loss of energy, withdrawing socially, increased use of alcohol and/or drugs, 

restlessness, agitation, and/or difficulty relaxing, gastrointestinal distress, nausea, 

dizziness, rapid heartbeat, trembling, muscle tension, increased startle response, and 

difficulty meeting school, work, social responsibilities  (National Institute of Mental 

Health, 2010).   

Beth Stamm (2010) defines Secondary Traumatic Stress Disorder or Vicarious 

Trauma, as one segment of Compassion Fatigue, with burnout. Compassion Fatigue is 

described as the overall lessening of compassion for the human condition, and is used 

to identify the mental conditions of nurses, psychotherapists and caregivers.  The 

dictionary meaning of compassion is a "sympathetic consciousness of others‟ distress 

together with a desire to alleviate it.”  The difficulty comes when the individual‟s 

empathy is exposed at length to other‟s pain, so that they themselves start to feel the 

trauma or disconnect from others (Figley, 2011).  As a component of Compassion 

Fatigue, Vicarious Trauma occurs as an after-effect of being around the psychological 
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trauma of others.  While burnout may be a result of working long hours with few rewards 

and general emotional drain, Vicarious Trauma is linked to work-related trauma.  (Kyer, 

2012).  Symptoms can manifest themselves in a variety of ways (see Figure 1 for a list 

of symptoms).                 

  

Figure 1 – Symptoms of Compassion Fatigue / Vicarious Trauma 

While the symptoms themselves can be problematic, it‟s the long term effects of 

stress that can ultimately have an impact on any individual.   Some of the associated 

risks of stress are identified as: 
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 Eating Disorders 

 Job Dissatisfaction 

 Low Moral 

 Low Job Performance 

 High Absenteeism 

 Staff Conflicts 

 Depression 

 Poor Self-care 

 Chronic Physical Ailments (like colds or stomach issues) 

 Substance Abuse 

 Heart Failure or Stroke 
 

Personal Trauma 

In 2007-2008, the Rand Corporation did a study on Afghanistan and Iraq 

veterans (Jaycox, 2008).  It was determined that approximately 300,000 soldiers 

suffered from PTSD or major depression out of 1.64 million after dealing with prolonged 

exposure and multiple deployments.  Deployed soldiers reported exposure to traumatic 

events ranging from being injured themselves, to witnessing a friend get wounded or 

killed, or seeing dead or seriously injured individuals.  The Rand Corporation‟s report 

states, “(u)nlike the physical wounds of war that maim or disfigure, these conditions 

remain invisible to other service members, to family members, and to society in 

general,” and while the “conditions affect mood, thoughts, and behavior” these 

psychological “wounds often go unrecognized and unacknowledged” (2008, p. 5).  The 

study goes on to report the cost of soldiers who do not get treatment after returning from 

war can pay.  Individuals with PTSD can have impaired “future health, work productivity 

and family and social relationships.  They have higher rates of physical health problems 

and mortality.  Individuals…also tend to miss more days of work or report being less 

productive” (Jaycox, 2008, p.45).  The report identified the single best predictor of PTSD 
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after military personnel returned home was the amount of exposure to combat trauma 

while deployed (Jaycox, 2008).    

Law enforcement is considered a “first responder” to major incidents and often 

see and handle tragic events.  One study found that the rate of PTSD among police 

involved in the 9/11 response was 8.3%, twice as high as the rate for the general US 

population (Bible, 2010).  Unfortunately, if PTSD goes undiagnosed or unaddressed the 

most tragic outcome is suicide.  The suicide rate for law enforcement officers is more 

than double the rate for the general population in New York City (Brown, 2003).   

Paramedics and emergency medical technicians are considered the primary 

caregiver to an ill or injured person before they are able to be transported to a hospital.  

They are often times first on the scene of accidents and deal daily with severely injured, 

dying and/or deceased individuals.  These crisis workers absorb the traumatic stress of 

those they help. By doing so, they are at risk for experiencing their own personal 

trauma. Among the negative consequences that are often not linked to their work 

include substance abuse and relationship conflicts. 

Vicarious Trauma 

Studies have shown that there can be trauma of a secondary nature as well.   

While armed forces, law enforcement and emergency personnel may be dealing with 

trauma first hand, many researchers have discussed emotional impact of traumatic 

material as contagious and can be transmitted through the process of empathy.  

Psychotherapists assisting traumatized patients put the therapists at risk for mental 

health problems (Boscarino, Adams & Figley, 2010).    
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Brian Bride (2007), assistant professor at the University of Georgia, School of 

Social Work, conducted one of the first studies in relation to social workers and the 

types of cases they handle.  He states, “(i)n addition to working with disaster victims, 

social workers hear from children who have been sexually abused, victims of incest, 

rape, and people who have experienced the horrors of combat and community 

violence.‟  Bride went on to further explain that “(h)earing these stories over and over 

can produce thoughts and images that can be traumatic” (2007, para. 4). 

In the courtroom, many incidents of the world are relived.  The effects are seen 

on attorneys, judges, and jurors.  Linda Albert (2009) discusses Compassion Fatigue as 

it relates to government attorneys.  Lawyers at risk of compassion fatigue work in 

criminal or family law, since they daily hear stories of human-induced violence, read 

traumatic materials over and over again, and are dealing with clients/victims in long 

term relationships as cases move through the system (Albert, 2009). 

Recognizing the need to address the issue of stress stemming from the job 

duties of their bench officers, the Trial Court of Massachusetts prepared a guide entitled 

“Judicial Wellness:  A Stress Management Guide for and by Judges.”  The guide offers 

reasons for stress as it relates to judicial officers and the various issues they face and 

identifies one of the stressors faced by judicial officers as the realities of the type of 

work:   

The depressing nature of many of the cases that come before the court is itself a 

stressor that affects many judges.  The judge typically is faced with a range of 

cases replete with conflicts and disputes, criminality and violence, dissolution of 
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marriages with all their attendant acrimony, and a myriad of other antisocial 

behaviors (Trial Court of Massachusetts, 1996, p. 16). 

The guide for judicial officers also identifies the physical signs of stress as, “tension, 

agitation, physical disorders (such as ulcers, headaches, allergies, asthma, nausea and 

vomiting, and high blood pressure), sleep disorders, fatigue, increased consumption of 

alcohol, frequent colds and infections, reduced sexual drive”  (p. 9).  Less obvious, but 

significant emotional signs of stress were indicated as:  

a lessening of sensitivity and empathy, impatience, cynicism, isolation, a feeling 

of overwork and boredom, excessive preoccupation, apathy, a lessening of 

confidence, over anticipation, a reluctance to make decisions, racing thoughts, 

excessive fantasizing, compulsiveness, working inappropriately in a given 

situation, a feeling of loss of control, anxiety, diminished recall, inappropriate 

anger, and an inability to concentrate (p. 9). 

In 2003, Peter Jaffe conducted a study regarding the effects of vicarious trauma 

on judicial officers.  He grouped the symptoms from the stress of vicarious trauma into 

three categories:  Internal, External/Hostility and Unique Trauma (Jaffe, 2003).  He 

surveyed 105 judges who presided over Criminal, Family Law, Civil and Juvenile cases.  

Female judicial officers scored higher rates on internal factors than the male judicial 

officers.  Judges with more seven years or more experience on the bench scored higher 

in external/hostility category, and they also scored higher in regards to the internal 

factors than those with less than seven years (Jaffe, 2003).  This study indicates that 

the length of time on the bench does not lessen the possibility of VT.  It concluded that 
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the longer and more exposure to courtroom proceedings caused more internal and 

external levels of stress than their younger counterparts. 

The majority of the research focuses the effect of highly charged, graphic 

testimony and evidence on the nation‟s jurors.  The focus is on the stress caused by 

high profile cases, rather than vicarious trauma. In 1998, the National Center for State 

Courts authored “Through the Eyes of the Juror:  A Manual for Addressing Juror 

Stress.”   The manual identifies areas some of the causes of stress in jurors.  The 

NCSC‟s study,  

(s)upported commonsense notions that stress is higher for jurors sitting on cases 

involving capital offenses and gruesome evidence.  In general, the more severe the 

offense and the longer the trial, the more jurors reported stress… (J)urors serving on 

lengthier and more serious cases reported more severe symptoms such as nightmares, 

feelings of detachment, and disturbing memories (p. 4,5) 

The paper “A Study of Stress from High Profile Trials among Jurors and Court 

Staff” from a graduate of the National Center for State Court‟s Fellows program focused 

on the stress from high profile trials among both jurors and court staff.  This paper 

surveyed both jurors and employees regarding the impact of high profile trials in the 

North Dakota Court System (Woolf, 2011).  Woolf‟s survey was sent to 482 jurors who 

sat during the time frame of January 2008 to September 2010 on felony trials (Appendix 

B).  Woolf (2011) also surveyed 185 employees, including court clerks, court reporters, 

and court recorders.  The survey asked questions to establish the impact the trial 

experience had on the individual (see survey in Appendix C). 
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Responses indicated that 42% of the 280 jurors and 59% of the 38 employees 

who returned the survey were “having concerns with reviewing disturbing/grisly 

evidence during the trial process” (Woolf, 2011, p. 37).  Woolf (2011) showed that court 

staff rated higher stress levels after a high profile trial than the jurors.  One difference 

was based on the amount of time the jurors spent in a trial versus the longer exposure 

incurred by the courtroom clerk.    

Stress and Coping Strategies 

  Job stress can be seen as the negative physical and emotion responses that 

occur when the requirements of the job do not match the abilities, resources and needs 

of the worker.  According to the National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health‟s 

(n.d.) booklet “Stress…at Work”, there is a risk that “exposure to stressful working 

conditions can have a direct influence on worker safety and health” (p. 8).  Stress itself 

is not unhealthy.  However, it does set off triggers in the brain, which causes the 

biological fight or flight response.  Stressful situations that are not resolved, will keep the 

body in a constant state of agitation.  This eventually will cause wear and tear on the 

internal systems, eventually ending in fatigue or damage (NIOSH, n.d.). 

There are a variety of ways professionals can cope with stress in the work place.  

The study of Vicarious Trauma in judicial officers suggests that the judicial officers 

follow the ABCs of compassion fatigue prevention and avoidance:  (1) awareness; (2) 

balance; and (3) connection in dealing with the pressures they often face while 

presiding over traumatic cases (Jaffe, 2003).  Woolf (2011) also suggests in her paper 

that debriefing after a high profile case is not only beneficial to jurors, but employees as 

well. 
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Based on the literature, Vicarious Trauma is a real disorder.  Three main 

concepts emerge from the review of the studies and literature regarding Vicarious 

Trauma.  First, the trend is the concentration of studies around Vicarious Trauma within 

helping professions.  This makes sense as they are often dealing with other people‟s 

trauma directly.  However, studies on the legal profession are limited and discussions 

regarding courtroom staff have rarely been addressed.  The second concept is that one 

of the criteria for Vicarious Trauma is prolonged exposure.  A commonality in the 

studies identified in the literature review is exposure; repeatedly dealing with traumatic 

events on a daily basis can provide a basis for symptoms of Vicarious Trauma.   Finally, 

because stress can cause long term physical and emotional issues, monitoring or 

identifying the likelihood of stress before it becomes an issue is of great importance. 

In order to see how Vicarious Trauma impacts court staff, this paper provides 

contextual background for the types of hearings brought before the court and the 

requirements needed to obtain the position of court clerk.  This paper will also explore 

whether courts have mechanisms in place to provide support to employees 

experiencing Vicarious Trauma. 
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METHODOLOGY 

To gain a deeper understanding of the types of hearings and case types 

courtroom staff work with, data was collected from a statistical report generated by the 

Office of Attorney General (2011).  The report chronicles all crimes in California 

reported to law enforcement agencies, the number of arrests made and the disposition 

of those arrests, which includes dispositions through the court system.  As this paper is 

concerned with graphic and/or disturbing material, statistical information regarding 

violent felony crimes was pulled from the report.   The Attorney General also gathers 

information regarding calls for assistance as reported to law enforcement on domestic 

violence incidents with or without a weapon.  In order to break down the data even 

further, information from the Office of Attorney General‟s preliminary crime report for 

selected jurisdictions identified violent crime reported in the larger cities within Riverside 

County.  Riverside Superior Court‟s case filing information regarding felonies and 

domestic violence was gathered from the court‟s case management system for 2010.   

The numbers regarding the amount of cases, and therefore, trials through the 

system provides a general understanding of how often a courtroom clerk may be 

required to hear unsavory details of cases.  Further analysis would be needed to identify 

specific charges and whether or not graphic material was presented at each hearing.  

Limitations regarding internal resources of the courts are often cited as the reason why 

data cannot be collected down to this granular level. 

In order to determine the job requirements of individuals who hold the job 

position of courtroom clerk, data was collected from the 58 Superior Court Websites.   

This information is important to gain an understanding of how much experience is 



16 
 

needed prior to working in a courtroom setting, where the individual may be exposed to 

graphic and/or disturbing material. The Judicial Branch of California‟s website provides 

a listing and contract information for Superior Courts in California.   Research was 

conducted on the Superior Court‟s webpages within their Human Resources and/or 

Employment Opportunities links.   The data was compiled in November, 2011, regarding 

the courtroom clerk job descriptions and/or requirements, as they were posted online.   

Information was gathered via survey on best practices within the state of 

California regarding how to address court employees‟ emotional issues.  It is important 

to understand the current methods in place, in order to draw a best practice on how to 

work with employees who are potentially impacted by traumatic material.  Therefore, a 

survey was distributed via a single email to the Human Resources manager for each of 

the Superior Courts within the 58 counties in the state of California in November 2011 

(see Appendix D).   The group was given two weeks to return the information.  All 

responses from the survey were gathered electronically.  Nineteen counties replied 

which resulted in a response rate of approximately 33%.  An initial assessment of the 

survey was conducted with the assistance of Nicole Waters of the National Center for 

State Courts and three local court managers.  Based on the pre-survey feedback, some 

minor changes were made to the survey questions to improve clarity.   

Surveys regarding employees‟ perception of their own stress were reviewed and 

were originally going to be used as part of this study. However, the author was unable 

to acquire the local superior court‟s stakeholder‟s approval in time to utilize it for this 

research paper. The author also encountered concerns surrounding the issue of asking 

employees directly whether or not they are having difficulties because of the work place 
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environment.  Questioning employees‟ stress from the job was seen as a potential 

liability to the court.   One way to mitigate this would have been to create a survey 

designed to measure employee job satisfaction.  This would have provided a basis to 

determine if there was job stress present, which in turn, could then be further delved 

into as to the causes of that stress. 
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FINDINGS 

Data Collection 

In 2010, California‟s population was almost 39 million.  According to the Attorney 

General‟s Crime Trends in California, 163,957 violent crimes were reported to law 

enforcement agencies.  Violent crimes are identified under four categories:  homicide, 

forcible rape, robbery, and aggravated assault (see Appendix E for a listing of 

corresponding California penal codes).  The crimes identified under aggravated assault 

involved the use of a firearm, knife, or other dangerous weapon and involved serious or 

aggravated injuries to only the victims and are not counted as “simple” assaults. The 

average is approximately 422 violent crimes reported per 100,000 citizens.  These 

numbers do not include property crimes, such as burglary, motor vehicle theft or 

larceny/theft over $400 or arson.   

Table 1 - Crimes:  Number of Violent Crimes and Crime Rate in California, 2010  
 

Type of Violent Crime 
Number of Violent Crimes 

Reported 
Rate of Crime per Population 

of 100,000 

Homicide   1,809   4.7 

Forcible Rape   8,325 21.4 

Robbery 58,100                    149.6 

Aggravated Assault 95,723                    246.5 

Total 163,957                    422.3 

 

The Attorney General‟s report also indicated how many domestic violence 

incidents were received by law enforcement in 2010.  A total of 166,361 phone calls to 

law enforcement agencies were made, with 65,865 of the incidents reported citing 

involvement with a weapon.    
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A preliminary report of the crime reported in large jurisdictions within the state of 

California was also conducted.  A jurisdiction is classified as “large” by the population 

size 100,000 or more.  The following statistics were compiled from law enforcement 

agencies in Riverside, California.    

Table 2 - Crime, 2010 Reported for Riverside cities with population >100,000 

Law Enforcement Agency Homicide 
Forcible 

Rape 
Robbery 

Aggravated 
Assault 

Corona Police Dept.           2        15        90           92 

Moreno Valley (Riverside 
Sheriff‟s Dept.) 

        15        33      373         303 

Murrieta Police Dept.           1        10        33           55 

Riverside Police Dept.           9        78      502         859 

Riverside Sheriff‟s Dept.         21        50      247         700 

Temecula Police Dept.           2          3        42           27 

Total         50      189   1,287      2,036 

 

In 2010, Riverside Court had 95 courtrooms operating, with 120 courtroom staff 

working those courtrooms.  The court received 14,328 filings on felony cases and 6,375 

Domestic Violence / Temporary Restraining Orders.   The amount of criminal jury trials 

heard by the court in 2010 was 951.   

The numbers regarding the amount of cases, and therefore, trials through the 

system provides a general understanding of how often a courtroom clerk may be 

required to hear unsavory details of cases.  Further analysis would be needed to find 

out specific charges and whether or not graphic material was presented at each 

hearing.  A constraint the author encountered was the case management system did 

not have a report that could easily generate the information regarding specific charges. 
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The courtroom clerk position is considered one of the highest levels of 

employment in the courts without going into supervision and/or management.  There is 

a prestige that comes with the position, in that the person is now involved in the actual 

courtroom proceedings.  In analyzing the position of courtroom clerk across the state of 

California, the job is broken down by levels of experience, the two general levels, Court 

Clerk I and Court Clerk II, are “entry” and “passing probation” respectively.   However, 

some courts distinguish the more advanced levels (Court Clerk III, and IV) as those with 

more experience in a variety of case types, as well as longer periods of experience in 

the lower levels.  Finally, the top levels are a “lead worker” position, similar to a 

supervisory role, but without having disciplinary authority.  In order to determine the 

California Courts‟ job requirements for the position of courtroom clerk, data was 

gathered from 58 court websites.   A review of every website uncovered that 18 had 

specific links to their human resource or employment opportunities pages.  Only 18 

websites defined their requirements in order to become a courtroom clerk, a percentage 

of 31%. 

Job requirements ranged from one year of basic clerical experience for entry 

level positions to two years‟ worth of experience in a legal or court setting.  This 

indicates that there is minimal experience and exposure to the courts needed to 

become a Court Clerk I.  The increase in levels (Court Clerk II, III, and IV) requires 

additional court experience and therefore have either had been exposed to graphic 

and/or disturbing material, likely be exposed to this material (see Appendix F for job 

descriptions for court clerk).  
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The Superior Court of California, County of Calaveras County is the only court 

that provided a special requirement for those intending on applying for the position of 

courtroom clerk:    

Tolerate exposure to: evidence and testimony that may be disturbing, such as 

photographs of murder scenes and victims; evidence that may include syringes, 

drugs, weapons and blood; defendant and witnesses who may potentially be 

verbally or physically abusive; allergens, such as perfumes and dust, and 

unpleasant odors, such as unwashed clothing, chemicals offered into evidence 

and unwashed people. 

This information allows for individuals who may not have much knowledge of the courts 

to make a determination if they are able to handle such items.  

Data collected from the survey (Appendix  D) emailed to the Superior Court 

Human Resources managers resulted in 19 responses out of 58 courts, which is 

approximately a 33% return rate.  Eighteen out of the 19 courts (95%) who responded 

stated they currently have an Employee Assistance Program (EAP) through an outside 

provider.   

The goals and purposes of EAPs as described by the 18 courts were centered on 

giving employees a way to deal with life‟s challenges in a variety of areas, by offering 

confidential counseling sessions free of charge.  The variations of the responses came 

while discussing the types of services offered.  Eight courts (42%) said their EAP 

provided “financial planning /guidance,” which was the top service, listed aside from 

general counseling.  The second most identified service from six responders (32%) was 

“dealing with family issues.”   In other areas, the EAP vendors provided counseling for 



22 
 

subjects to include: grief or bereavement; marital and family problems; emotional 

issues; coping with change; alcohol/substance abuse; addictions; legal concerns; child 

care; elder care; parenting issues; stress; burnout; funeral planning; estate guidance; 

lay off assistance; and work/life balance.  Two courts (11%) identified their EAP 

providers as offering wellness and health promotional programs, such as weight control, 

nutrition, exercise or smoking cessation.   

Almost half of the courts (9 out of 19), identified some form of procedure in place 

to assist court staff after a critical workplace incident, a one-time traumatic event.  Two 

courts (11%) responded that their procedure is to contact their EAP provider after a 

critical workplace incident.  Seven courts (37%) responded that they did not have a 

formal policy or procedure in place; however they had on previous occasions contacted 

an outside agency or used another agent, such as a mediator, to discuss an internal 

incident with staff.  Out of those seven courts, five courts (26%) would contact their EAP 

provider, while one court used mediators after a courthouse shooting and one court 

contacted a local chaplain when one of their staff members passed away suddenly.    

Six courts (32%) identified that they would refer employees to their EAP provider 

if employees are having issues as a result of a particular case or disturbing 

evidence/testimony.  

The possibility of violence is a reality for those who work in courthouses. As 

evidence by one response to the survey, Riverside Superior Court had a shooting occur 

outside a facility and a bomb threat called into another within a month of each other.  

Most courts have installed airport style security with weapon screening stations at their 

entrances, decreasing the likelihood of having a violent incident occur within the 
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courthouse.   Courtroom staff may feel safer coming to work when screening stations 

are in place.   However, they do not protect staff from viewing evidence, which may be 

just as traumatic as any incident that could occur. 

Surveying the courts for the policies and procedures dealing with a one-time 

event shows the understanding that as an employer; the court has a responsibility to 

check on the emotional well-being of staff.  Nine out of the 19 courts (47%) identified a 

procedure, but upon closer examination seven (37%) described their procedure as 

contacting EAP to provide assistance on site.   

Two courts (11%) identified using other alternate means to assist employees 

during the one-time events. Within the 58 counties of California, the largest county is 

San Bernardino and covers 20,105 square miles and the smallest county is Alpine, 

which is 743 square miles.  Smaller courts may not have the resources available to 

handle critical incidents at the time they occurred, either due to their staffing size or 

where they are located.  Even courts with larger geographical areas may have 

difficulties in securing assistance for staff.  This may account for the responses 

regarding utilizing in-house mediators to work with staff after a shooting or in one 

instance, the court called on the local chaplain to work with staff when a co-worker 

passed away suddenly.   

As reported in the survey of Human Resource managers, the usage of EAP for 

ongoing court staff‟s emotional issues usually arises when a supervisor notices a 

performance issue and finds out the person is struggling with life outside the work 

environment.  The court personnel subjected to traumatic material are not as likely to be 

offered services.  Nine of 19 courts (47%) surveyed responded they would remind the 
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staff of the availability of EAP, but only if the employee came to them upset from the 

court proceedings. 

A modified version of the survey used in Woolf‟s (2011) paper originally was 

going to be used this study.  However, the author was unable to acquire the local 

superior court‟s stakeholder‟s approval in time to utilize it for this research paper.  

Utilizing self-assessment surveys would be appropriate to provide a valuable insight into 

how employees perceive their own stress levels (See Appendix G for a sample 

compassion fatigue survey.)  After this initial self-assessment is done, a determination 

will need to be made whether or not the traumatic material handled in courtroom is a 

factor of that stress.   
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CONCLUSIONS/RECOMMENDATIONS 

Conclusion 1:  Vicarious Trauma is a psychological disorder that can affect 

courtroom personnel who are attendees of court proceedings, due to the severity 

of the charges, graphic nature of evidence and length of the trial. 

 For courtroom staff, Vicarious Trauma is like second-hand smoke.  The staff is 

not considered a party to any of the court cases, yet being in the courtroom exposes 

them to a dangerous side effect.  Vicarious Trauma is similar to Post Traumatic Stress 

Disorder; however instead of the individual having the anxiety over a traumatic incident 

that occurred first hand, they are reliving it through another person.  VT can result in 

symptoms that resemble the post-traumatic stress reactions, which may come in the 

form of flashbacks, nightmares, insomnia, or emotional numbness.   The literature 

review revealed that helping professionals, such as social workers, therapists, and even 

judicial officers, whose primary function is to listen to other peoples‟ traumatic stories, 

are at risk of Vicarious Trauma.   Studies show length of time a judicial officer is at his or 

her job can also impact the amount of stress caused by the work that they do (Jaffe, 

2003). 

Recommendation 1:  Further studies are required pertaining to the true impacts 

of Vicarious Trauma on court staff.   

This paper looked at crime statistics in California in 2010, and more specifically, 

crime reported in Riverside County.  In 2010, there were 951 criminal trials heard in the 

Superior Court of California, County of Riverside.  Undoubtedly, staff had been exposed 

to some type of graphic material, but how much?  Time constraints did not allow for 

delving into those trials to determine the severity of the charges, the length of the trial 
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and whether or not disturbing evidence was introduced.  While criminal cases were 

discussed in this paper, the author recommends they are not the only case type 

analyzed.  It is the business of courts to provide justice in all areas of the law:  civil, 

family and juvenile law.  Detailed studies should be conducted within each of these 

areas to determine how often court staff are exposed to graphic, disturbing exhibits 

brought before the court and/or vivid, detailed, graphic testimony provided by victims, 

witnesses, or law enforcement.  Identifying the likelihood of exposure, would enable 

courts to determine to prioritize needed assistance for staff.   

Woolf‟s study (2010) was the only one found in the literature review to identify the 

stress court clerks encounter on the job due to their trial experience while sitting on 

felony trials.   The courts should also consider utilizing assessment tools (see Appendix 

G for example) that gauge the level of stress staff encounters to determine whether or 

not the traumatic material handled in courtrooms has an impact on them.  This is 

important since there is indication that allowing court staff to suffer silently from 

Vicarious Trauma is more dangerous than if the courts did nothing.  According to the 

literature, unchecked stress could lead to a lower morale, physical ailments, 

absenteeism, and eventually, a higher turnover rate in employees.  The US National 

Institute for Occupational Health and Safety states,  

(j)ob stress can be defined as the harmful physical and emotional responses that 

occur when the requirements of the job do not match the capabilities, resources, 

or needs of the worker. Job stress can lead to poor health and even injury” 

(NIOHS, p. 6). 
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Conclusion 2:  The job descriptions of court clerks in California do not routinely 

provide information regarding the possibility of handling difficult material, such 

as graphic evidence as presented via photographs or testimony. 

 The position of courtroom clerk is considered somewhat prestigious, as it is the 

highest level before supervisor and management, and the workstations are in the 

courtroom, allowing staff to work closely with the judicial officers.  Some people may 

want to work on high profile cases, due to media glamorization of the courtroom. 

However, review of the California court‟s websites, revealed that at least 31% of the 

courts only require a minimal amount of experience needed to work in the courtrooms.  

The minimal standard seems to be one year clerical experience either in the legal field 

or through working a clerical position in the courts.  The limited experience does not 

give much exposure to the actual duties of a courtroom clerk, which could be of concern 

once they are forced to handle unsavory material. 

Recommendation 2:  California Courts should provide information to those 

interested in the position.   

In order to inform individuals of what the job entails, the Superior Court of 

California, County of Calaveras has posted on the internet a special requirement for 

courtroom clerks regarding the possibility of viewing disturbing and/or graphic material.  

Aside from creating a pre-application disclaimer, courts could also use supplemental 

questions on their applications regarding whether or not they have had experience in 

handling disturbing material.  The job interview process is another way to inform 

individuals of the tasks required for the job.  It would be proper to ask applicants how 

they would handle working with graphic and/or violent evidence.  In the Superior Court 
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of California, County of Orange, there are no questions regarding the candidate‟s ability 

to handle disturbing or graphic material in the court clerk interviews, but there was for 

the position of Capital Case Coordinator.  The interview question specifically asks about 

the individual‟s capability to work with cases involving the death penalty.  This position 

does not require the individual to attend court proceedings, but instead requires the 

Coordinator to review every capital case in detail to ensure accuracy.  One aspect of 

this review involves going through possibly hundreds of exhibits (paper, photographs, 

etc.) as noted in the court minutes.  Having some form of information in place prior to 

employment would give the individual the ability, prior to actually working in the 

courtroom, to make the determination whether or not they want to be accountable for 

handling, viewing, or processing disturbing, grisly material. 

 

Conclusion 3:  California Courts have minimal policies/procedures in place for 

staff specifically designed to assist with the aftermath of sitting in trials with 

graphic materials. 

As reported in the survey of all California Human Resource managers, one-third 

acknowledged minimal to no policies/procedures in place to assist staff after working on 

a particularly disturbing case.  Most of these courts identified Employee Assistance 

Programs as a way to work with employees who struggle with both work and life outside 

the work environment.  Almost half of the courts who responded to the survey stated 

they would inform their staff of the availability of the internal EAP, but only if the 

employee came to them upset from the court proceedings.  Court personnel subjected 

to traumatic material are not as likely to be offered services.   
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Locally, there are approximately 120 courtroom personnel (courtroom assistants) 

working throughout Riverside Superior Court.  Courtroom assistants are trained through 

an internal program, where they are given an overview of the different case types.  They 

are also taught rules, regulations, laws and statutes as they pertain to the day to day 

operations of the court.  Once the new hires complete the lecture-based training, they 

receive “on the job” training with more experienced courtroom assistants.   At this time, 

there is minimal training and information regarding the graphic material new clerks may 

have to work on.  Orange County Superior Court has a similar training program. 

Recommendation 3:  California Courts should create an awareness campaign 

regarding Vicarious Trauma, at the state and local levels in court administration.   

Courts should be proactive in disseminating relevant training to employees and 

gathering information regarding the likelihood that employees will encounter graphic 

material, in order to avoid having to be reactive and resolve stress-related issues after 

exposure.  As previously stated, unchecked stress could lead to higher absenteeism, 

lower morale and possibly worker compensation claims due to overall job stress.  

In California, the ability is there to spread the word about Vicarious Trauma 

throughout court professionals. The state Administrative Office of the Courts has a unit 

devoted to the training and education of court staff.  The California Court Clerk 

Association also develops curriculum and educational training for court staff for yearly 

conferences.  The “Beyond the Bench” conference in California is geared towards 

Family Law and Juvenile Court judicial officers and administrators.  In 2011, the Kyer 

Group presented “Compassion Fatigue Awareness and Recovery Training:  Managing 

the Effects of Secondary Stress” at the conference.   This was the first time this topic 
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had been offered.  All of these groups have mechanisms in place to reach out to a large 

number of court professionals and share information on VT.  As this topic is of concern 

for all courts within the United States, VT should also be addressed at the national level 

as well.  The National Center for State Courts and the National Association of Court 

Managers are organizations that should provide education on VT to top court 

administrators, as well as court managers.   

At the local level, a component could be designed to cover the various types of 

disturbing material courtrooms can and will hear and incorporate this within the court 

clerk‟s training upon hiring.  This component could then be used for staff currently 

assigned to work in courtrooms, as a separate on-going training.   Periodic training 

would help staff stay informed and remind workers of how to get help, if needed.  

Managers and supervisors should be made aware of VT, either through a special 

training program or as a special topic at a court-wide meeting.  The focus of this training 

would give managers and supervisors the knowledge to recognize the signs of VT and 

to give ideas on how to assist staff.  One way would be to develop and implement 

procedures that allow for staff to be rotated out of the assignment to more serious trials, 

in order to ensure staff is not being exposed for lengthy periods of time.   

From this research, length of exposure is an obvious concern for courts.  The 

literature review revealed that judicial officers who presided over Criminal, Family Law, 

Civil and Juvenile cases with seven years or more experience on the bench had more 

symptoms from the stress of VT than those with less than seven years (Jaffe, 2003).   

Awareness at the state and national levels is just the first step in creating an 

overall understanding of VT.  The next arena on which to focus awareness is at the 
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local court level.   Local courts should provide two levels of training on how to prevent or 

mitigate VT.  First, they should target specific groups most likely to encounter potentially 

traumatic material, such as court clerks working with capital cases, complex civil 

litigation regarding wrongful death, juvenile, or domestic violence and provide examples 

of the types of exhibits and testimony they will be hearing.   This will help prepare the 

individuals before they are faced with handling the graphic material in open court.   

This initial training should also focus on how to identify any symptoms arising 

from working with such material.  Individuals suffering from VT may experience anxiety, 

insomnia, hyper-vigilance, withdrawal, anger, or several other symptoms (see Figure 1 

for examples).  The levels of stress courtroom clerks are experiencing can be 

determined by using a survey, similar to the one done by Woolf (2011) (Appendix D).  

Finally, the training should provide strategies for staff to alleviate or prevent VT.  Coping 

mechanisms identified for VT are very similar to those that are used to alleviate stress.  

They are: spending time with other people, limiting exposure to media coverage of 

events, talking about feelings, listening to others talk about their feelings, taking time to 

feel, using your support system, accepting your feelings as normal reactions to trauma, 

using strategies that you have used in the past that have positively helped you cope, 

avoiding additional stress, following a usual routine, exercising regularly, eating healthy, 

getting enough sleep, engaging in typical leisure activities, and seeking 

counseling/consultation. 

The second level of training should be for court clerk‟s superiors.  This would be 

beneficial to keep the supervisors and managers informed of what their staff is going 

through, as well as help them work through their symptoms.  Supervisors and managers 
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should be informed of appropriate responses to both long-term stress and acute 

incidents and be prepared with appropriate resources for addressing the employee‟s 

needs.  Being proactive in combating the issues surrounding Vicarious Trauma will help 

reduce the liability of having employees suffer silently with stressors compiling daily. 
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Appendix A  List of the California Superior Courts by County   
 
 

Alameda Marin San Joaquin 

Alpine Mariposa San Luis Obispo 

Amador Mendocino San Mateo 

Butte Merced Santa Barbara 

Calaveras Modoc Santa Clara 

Colusa Mono Santa Cruz 

Contra Costa Monterey Shasta 

Del Norte Napa Sierra  

El Dorado Nevada Siskiyou 

Fresno Orange Solano 

Glenn Placer Stanislaus 

Humbolt Plumas Sutter 

Imperial Placer Tehama 

Inyo Plumas Trinity 

Kern Riverside Tulare 

Kings Sacramento Tuolumne 

Lake San Benito Ventura 

Lassen San Bernardino Yola 

Los Angeles San Diego Yuma 

Madera San Francisco  
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Appendix B – Survey to North Dakota Jurors (Survey used in Woolf, 2011) 
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Appendix C Survey to North Dakota Court Employees 
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Appendix D  Survey sent to Human Resource managers 
 
 

1. Does your court have an employee assistance program?  Yes or No 
 
2. If so, what is the goal/purpose of the program? 
 
3. Do you have any policies/procedures in place to assist court staff after a  
 

critical workplace incident (any specific one-time traumatic event)?   
 
4. If so, would you be willing to share those procedures? 
 
5. Do you have any policies/procedures in place to assist court staff after  
 

handling high profile cases or cases with particularly graphic/disturbing  
 

evidence or testimony?   
 
6. If so, would you be willing to share them? 
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Appendix E  Attorney General‟s Report California Penal Codes, Violent Crimes 
 
Homicide 
128, 187(a), 189, 192(a), 192(b), 193(a), 193(b), 273ab, 399, 12310(a) 
 
Forcible Rape 
220, 220(a), 220(b), 261, 261(a)(1), 261(a)(2), 261(a)(3), 261(a)(4), 261(a)(4)(a), 
261(a)(4)(b), 261(a)(4)(c), 261(a)(4)(d), 261(a)(5), 261(a)(6), 261(a)(7), 262(a)(1), 
262(a)(2), 262(a)(3) 262(a)(4), 262(a)(5), 264.1, 266c, 269(a)(1), 269(a)(2), 288.7(a), 
288.7(b), 664/261 
 
Robbery 
212, 212.5(a), 212.5(b), 212.5(c), 213(a)(1)(a), 213(b), 214, 215(a), 278.5(a), 662/211, 
664/212.5(a) 
 
Assault  
69, 71, 76(a), 95.1, 139(a), 140, 140(a), 146e(b), 148(b), 148(c), 148(d), 148(d)(1), 
148.1(a), 148.1(b), 148.1(c), 146.1(d), 148.3(b), 148.4(b)(1), 148.4(b)(2), 148.10(a), 
149, 151(a)(2), 186.26(a), 186.26(c), 203, 205, 206, 217.1(a), 217.1(b), 218, 218.1, 219, 
219.1, 219.2, 222, 21\41.1, 241.4, 241.7, 242, 242/243, 243(c), 243(c)(1), 243(c)(2), 
243(d), 243.1, 243.3, 243.6, 243.7, 243.9(a), 244, 244.5(b), 244.5(c), 245(a)(1), 
245(a)(2), 245(a)(3), 245(b), 245(c), 245(d)(1), 245(d)(2), 245(d)(3), 245.2, 245.3, 
245.5(a), 245.5(b), 245.5(c), 246, 246.3(a), 247(a) 247(b) 247.5, 273a(a), 273d(a), 
273.5(a), 273.5(e), 347(a), 347(b), 368(a), 368(b)(1), 375(d), 401, 405a, 405b, 417(b), 
417(c), 417.1, 417.3, 417.6(a), 417.8, 422, 422.7(a), 588a, 6019a)(1), 601(a)(2), 625c, 
664/187(a), 664/189, 1768.8(b) 1768.85(a), 1808.4(d), 4131.5, 4500, 4501, 6254.21(b) 
GC, 11412, 11413(a), 11418(a)(1), 11418(a)(2), 11418(b)(1), 11418(b)(2), 11418(b)(3), 
11418(b)(4),  11418(c), 11418(d)(1), 11418(d)(2), 11418.1, 11418.5(a), 11419(a), 
12303, 12303.1(a), 12303.1(b), 12303.1(c), 12303.2, 12303.3, 12303.6, 12304, 12305 
HS, 12308, 12309, 12310(b) 12312, 12355(a), 12355(b) 15656(a), 21464(c) VC, 
23110(b) VC, 38318(b) VC, 38318.5(b) VC 
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Appendix F  Job requirements for courtroom clerk positions I-IV 
 

NUMBER OF 
COURTS 

MINIMUM EXPERIENCE REQUIRED FOR 
COURT CLERK I  

6 1 year or less clerical or office duties 

2 1 year clerical duties in a legal or court 
environment 

3 2 years clerical in a legal or court 
environment  

1 3 year clerical duties 

4 3 years clerical in legal or court 
environment 

 
 
 
 

NUMBER OF 
COURTS 

MINIMUM EXPERIENCE REQUIRED FOR 
COURT CLERK II  

1 Proficiency in order to advance 

1 6-12 months in Court Clerk I position; 
Proficiency in order to advance 

6 1 year in Court Clerk I position 

2 2 years clerical in legal environment 

1 2 years in Court Clerk I position 

1 4 years clerical duties with 2 years in court 
environment 
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NUMBER OF 
COURTS 

MINIMUM EXPERIENCE REQUIRED FOR 
COURT CLERK III  

1 1 year as a Court Clerk II 

2 2 years as a Court Clerk II 

1 5 years as a Court Clerk 

1 5 years as a Court Clerk II, plus additional 
course work required 

 
 
 

NUMBER OF 
COURTS 

MINIMUM EXPERIENCE REQUIRED FOR 
COURT CLERK IV  

1 1 year as a Court Clerk III 

1 2 years as a Court Clerk III 
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Appendix G – Compassion Fatigue Test from ACE (American Continuing 
Education)   
 

Copyright 1994, Florida State University Psychosocial Stress Research Program 
This self-test is not intended to provide medical advice or diagnosis. Consult a physician or mental health 

professional if you think you might be suffering from Compassion Fatigue. 

 

Consider each of the following characteristics about you and your current situation. 

Write in the number for the best response. Use one of the following answers: 

1 = Rarely/Never 

2 = At Times 

3 = Not Sure 

4 = Often 

5 = Very Often 

 

___ 1. I force myself to avoid certain thoughts or feelings that remind me of a frightening  

experience. 

 

___ 2. I find myself avoiding certain activities or situations because they remind me of a 

frightening experience. 

 

___ 3. I have gaps in my memory about frightening events. 

 

___ 4. I feel estranged from others. 

 

___ 5. I have difficulty falling or staying asleep. 

 

___ 6. I have outbursts of anger or irritability with little provocation. 

 

___ 7. I startle easily. 

 

___ 8. While working with a victim I thought about violence against the person or persons who  

  victimized. 

 

___ 9. I am a sensitive person. 

 

___ 10. I have had flashbacks connected to my clients and families. 

 

___ 11. I have had first-hand experience with traumatic events in my adult life. 

 

___ 12. I have had first-hand experience with traumatic events in my childhood. 

 

___ 13. I have thought that I need to “work through” a traumatic experience in my life. 

 

___ 14. I have thought that I need more close friends. 

 

___ 15. I have thought that there is no one to talk with about highly stressful experiences. 
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Compassion Fatigue Test from ACE (American Continuing Education) 
Copyright 1994, Florida State University Psychosocial Stress Research Program 

 

Consider each of the following characteristics about you and your current situation. 

Write in the number for the best response. Use one of the following answers: 

1 = Rarely/Never 

2 = At Times 

3 = Not Sure 

4 = Often 

5 = Very Often 

 

___16. I have concluded that I work too hard for my own good. 

 

___ 17. I am frightened of things that traumatized people and their families have said or 

done to me. 

 

___ 18. I experience troubling dreams similar to a client of mine and their family. 

 

___ 19. I have experienced intrusive thoughts of sessions with especially difficult clients 

and their families. 

 

___ 20. I have suddenly and involuntarily recalled a frightening experience whiel 

working with a client or their family. 

 

___ 21. I am preoccupied with more than one client and their family. 

 

___ 22. I am losing sleep over a client and their family’s traumatic experience. 

 

___ 23. I have thought that I might have been “infected” by the traumatic stress of my 

clients and their families. 

 

___ 24. I remind myself to be less concerned about the well-being of my clients and their 

families. 

 

___ 25. I have felt trapped by my work as a helper. 

 

___ 26. I have felt a sense of hopelessness associated with working with clients and their 

families. 

 

___ 27. I have felt “on edge” about various things and I attribute this to working with 

certain clients and their families. 

 

___ 28. I have wished that I could avoid working. 

 

___ 29. I have been in danger working with some clients and their families. 

 

___ 30. I have felt that some of my clients and their families dislike me personally. 
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Compassion Fatigue Test from ACE (American Continuing Education) 
Copyright 1994, Florida State University Psychosocial Stress Research Program 

 

Consider each of the following characteristics about you and your current situation. 

Write in the number for the best response. Use one of the following answers: 

1 = Rarely/Never 

2 = At Times 

3 = Not Sure 

4 = Often 

5 = Very Often 

 

___ 31. I have felt weak, tired, run down as a result of my work as a helper. 

 

___ 32. I have felt depressed as a result of my work as a helper. 

 

___ 33. I am unsuccessful at separating work from personal life. 

 

___ 34. I feel little compassion toward most of my coworkers. 

 

___ 35. I feel I am working more for the money than for personal fulfillment. 

 

___ 36. I find it difficult separating my personal life from my work life. 

 

___ 37. I have a sense of worthlessness/disillusionment/resentment associated with my 

work. 

 

___ 38. I have thoughts that I am a “failure” as a helper. 

 

___ 39. I have thoughts that I am not succeeding at achieving my life goals. 

 

___ 40. I have to deal with bureaucratic, unimportant tasks in my work life. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Compassion Fatigue Test from ACE (American Continuing Education) 
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Copyright 1994, Florida State University Psychosocial Stress Research Program 

 
 

 

 
 

SCORING INSTRUCTIONS: 

 

Make sure you have responded to ALL questions. 

 

Next, circle the following 23 items: 1-8, 10-13, 17-26, and number 29. 

 

Now, ADD the numbers you wrote next to the items circled. 

 

This is your risk of Compassion Fatigue: 

26 or Less = Extremely LOW risk 

27 – 30 = LOW risk 

31 - 35 = Moderate risk 

36 – 40 = HIGH risk 

41 or More = Extremely HIGH risk 

 

ADD the numbers you wrote next to the items NOT circled. 

 

This is your risk of Burnout: 

19 or Less = Extremely LOW risk 

20 - 24 = LOW risk 

25 – 29 = Moderate risk 

30 – 42 = HIGH risk 

43 or more = Extremely HIGH risk 
 

 

 


