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Law is moral ordering system
2

• Balances competing interests;
• Balances rehabilitation/punishment;
• Balances truth & justice/efficiency & 

finality;
• Balances predictability/equity.



The legal system is built on conflict
3

• Conflict with clients (ethical rules);
• Conflict with other attorneys;
• Conflict with judges;
• Success is often measured in 

win/loss.



We aren’t built 
for constant 
conflict

• 20% REPORT PROBLEMATIC 
DRINKING (2X NATIONAL 
AVERAGE)

• 28% REPORT SOME LEVEL OF 
DEPRESSION

• 19% REPORT ANXIETY
• 12% REPORT SUICIDAL IDEATION

KRILL, JOHNSON, ALBERT, THE PREVALENCE OF 
SUBSTANCE USE AND OTHER MENTAL HEALTH 
CONCERNS AMONG AMERICAN ATTORNEYS, 
JOURNAL OF ADDICTION MEDICINE 10(1) PP. 46-
52 (JAN/FEB 2016).
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Trauma can play a role
5

• We see trauma (from clients, victims, 
witnesses, law enforcement, etc.);

• Many legal disputes represent worst days in 
people’s lives;

• We see/experience trauma from the 
system.



But so can moral injury
6

• It can come from betrayal by someone 
in authority in a high-stakes situation; 

• It can come from our own acts (or 
others) that transgress deeply held moral 
beliefs;

• It can from from a systemic inability to 
act  in line with our values/beliefs.



Can be a continuum
7

• Moral distress:  might be situational;

• Moral injury: persistent, continuing, 
maybe ongoing.



How does it show up?

8Dr. Wes Fleming, Chaplain at Syracuse 
VA Medical Center



How does it relate to trauma?
9

Battles, Jinkerson, Kelly, Mason, Structural Examination of Moral Injury and PTSD and Their Associations with Suicidal Behavior Among 
Combate Veterans, Journal of Community Engagement and Scholarship, 13(4), Jan 2021.



How might it show up in the law?
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• Expectation versus reality (law as justice);
• Dehumanization—clients, AI, offenders;
• Legislative mandates/politics;
• Outcomes-based valuation of 

self/system.



What about perceived roles in injustice?

• Exonerations;
• Taking advantage of 

others’ mistakes;
• Making own mistakes;
• Participation.
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We have resources available
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Texas Lawyers Assistance Program
Tlaphelps.org

1-800-343-8527
Completely confidential



What can TLAP do?
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• Peer support;
• Professional referrals;
• Lawyers Concerned for Lawyers;
• Treatment funding;
• Education.



What can we do?
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• Ask for help;
• Find/build community;
• Look at the system/events;
• Build resilience.



It can be a warning light for the system

• Attorneys are front-line;
• We see the cracks before 

the breaks;
• When we know what to 

look for we can help 
ourselves and others.
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Look at the system critically
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• Find agency in seeking change;
• Help reform/eliminate root causes;
• Use knowledge/expertise to speak up;
• It’s ok to not be ok.



Reevaluate our view of selves
17

• Reconsider what/why we believe;
• Redefine success outside of win/loss;
• Find meaning in new and different ways;
• Give yourself kindness and grace.


