
Asylum 
Attorney 
Burnout & 
Secondary 
Traumatic Stress 

Professor Lindsay M. Harris 

February 12, 2021 

Wake Forest Law Review 
Symposium 



§

§

§

§

§

§

§

§

§

§

§



§

§

§

§

§

§

§

§

§

§



What does all 
of this mean 
for advocates? 
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“I think this administration 
has created a generation 
of public service workers 
with serious PTSD from 
the absolute chaos and 
horror of the changes in 
the immigration system. It 
feels like we are all 
drowning and there is no 
one to save us.” 
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Secondary Traumatic Stress Scale (1-5)  
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Attorney 
Characteristics: 
Gender,  
Race/Ethnicity  & 
Age 

§ Average scores for  female-
identifying attorneys higher for 
both burnout and STS 

§ Every non-White group of 
attorneys measured higher on the 
burnout and STS scales than the 
White attorneys

§ Higher age – reflected in lower 
stress levels 



Attorney 
Characteristics: 
work environment 
& hours 

§ Solo practitioners responding to the 
survey reported higher levels of 
Secondary Traumatic Stress than any 
other attorneys – those in small, 
medium firms, non-profits, or 
academia.

§ Having no support staff made a 
difference 

§ Weekly hours worked predictive of 
higher STS score (but not statistically 
significant for higher burnout) 



What do we 
do with this 
information?


