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Executive summary 

What this report examines 

In November 2017 the Collaborative Services Planning Group of Western Australia 

(CSPG), convened under the National Partnership Agreement on Legal Assistance 

Services 2015–20, identified a shared interest in exploring staff resilience and wellbeing 

issues for frontline staff. A CSPG Resilience Sub-group, with representatives from across 

the Western Australian legal assistance sector was subsequently formed. This group 

investigated how legal assistance services in other Australian jurisdictions were tackling 

staff resilience and decided that empirical research would help to better inform planning 

and other decisions with respect to frontline staff resilience initiatives. 

In the human services context, resilience is the ability of an individual, team or service to 

cope with and recover from day-to-day demands, or following more substantial adversity 

such as traumatic, stressful events, critical events and crisis. ‘Wellbeing’ is widely used to 

means a good or satisfactory state or condition, such as a person who is comfortable, 

contented, happy, healthy, prosperous or successful. 

The resilience and wellbeing of frontline legal assistance staff is increasingly being 

recognised as a factor affecting service performance and sustainability, and, in turn, 

affecting client service. 

Specifically, the CSPG Resilience Sub-group sought to ‘take the pulse’ of the legal 

assistance sector, to explore the work and workplace pressures faced by frontline legal, 

paralegal and administrative support staff, and canvass views about initiatives staff thought 

would be most beneficial. 

Research questions 

This report addresses the following research questions: 

1. How are things going in the Western Australian legal assistance sector? Are the 

pressures faced changing? 

2. What are the main work and workplace pressures and causes? 

3. What sort of initiatives would work to address the pressures and improve staff 

resilience? What should priorities for short and longer-term action be? 

Methods 

The findings and conclusions in the report are drawn from a mix of quantitative and 

qualitative sources of data, including focus groups, interviews and an online survey of legal 

service managers. These methods are relevant and appropriate for eliciting views about 

staff resilience and wellbeing. While the research methods provide many important and 

useful insights, as with all research, they have limitations. Time and resource factors 

necessarily constrained participation, and alternative research designs may well have 

yielded further views. The views of participants may not be representative of all views. In 

particular, note that while some private practitioners who do legally aided and/or pro bono 
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work were invited to participate in a dedicated focus group, private practitioners were not 

included in the online legal service Manager Survey. 

While the methods successfully captured the views of a wide range of participants, from 

different types of legal assistance service providers, and in different positions and roles, the 

views reported are of those who participated in focus groups and interviews, and legal 

service managers who were targeted and invited to participate in the online survey. 

It is also possible that analysis of additional data sources, such as legal assistance service 

data, may have added further empirical context to the analysis and conclusions. The 

findings therefore need to be interpreted in the context of their methodological strengths 

and limitations.   

Major findings 

Taking the pulse 

The focus groups, interviews and Manager Survey indicate frontline staff resilience and 

wellbeing is under pressure. The majority of participants expressed the view that work and 

workload pressures in Western Australia were ‘getting worse’, although a small minority 

indicated that things were ‘getting better’ due to increased awareness and recognition of 

staff mental health, resilience and wellbeing issues. 

There was also a strong view among participants that while the Western Australian legal 

assistance sector had got better at ‘talking the talk’, more needed to be done to ‘walk the 

walk’ with respect to the resilience and wellbeing of frontline staff. Participants widely 

pointed to legal assistance funding and resources as both ‘cause and solution’ of work-

related stress. 

In particular, escalating demand for legal assistance and a constrained funding and 

resource environment was identified as having a toll on the resilience and wellbeing of 

frontline staff. Complexity of client legal and related needs was another factor contributing 

to work and workload pressures, and further threatening the resilience and wellbeing of 

frontline staff. 

The findings also point to variation by area of legal practice, type of service provider and 

geographic location. Regional and remote areas of Western Australia were also widely 

reported to face additional work and workload pressures due to isolation, remoteness, local 

community legal and related needs and nature of the local legal and other service 

environment and infrastructure. 

Legal assistance system impacts were also identified, with the funding and service 

environment identified as having wider ripple effects affecting the workload and operation of 

the wider justice system. 

Key sources of work and workload pressure 

The focus groups, interviews and survey canvassed participant views of the main or most 

pressing sources of work pressure. While some variation was reported, the main pressures 

reported were factors associated with: 
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– Client and community service demand and expectations 

– Nature and complexity of clients, legal and related needs of legal assistance work 

– Insufficient service capacity (funding, resource, time etc.) relative to client demand 

and complexity 

– Legal assistance service environment 

– Work and workplace environment, including concern with job insecurity 

– Staffing issues and relationships 

– Lack of availability of other human assistance and social support services for clients 

– Relations with and actions of key justice system players 

– Justice system environment and change 

– Personal factors. 

Sources of work and workload pressures mirrored the role and service environment of 

different service providers and participants. For example, administrative staff often bore the 

brunt of abusive, aggressive and threatening clients. Legal staff often bore the brunt of high 

caseloads and duty lawyer lists. 

The Manager Survey specifically canvassed the main pressures faced by frontline legal 

and administrative and other support staff. The most frequently identified sources of 

pressure for both legal staff and administrative and other support staff included clients with 

complex legal and other needs (e.g. cognitive impairments, drug and alcohol, mental health 

etc.), not enough staff to meet client demand and insufficient resources to cover staff illness 

and leave. Legal staff frequently faced pressures associated with the complexity and 

severity of clients’ legal matters, while administrative and other support staff frequently 

faced abusive, aggressive, threatening or difficult clients (e.g. to others or to self-harm etc.) 

The Manager Survey also canvassed the work pressures and stresses that legal service 

managers faced. Surveyed managers commonly reported pressures and stress due to 

being ‘squeezed’ and ‘sandwiched’ between the volume of legal assistance work their 

service faced and the gamut of their other responsibilities. In particular, those who were 

both lawyers and managers appeared to be particularly ‘squeezed’ by their responsibilities 

and conflicting demands on limited time and resources. 

Of particular note was the finding that frontline service demand tended to trump efforts, 

strategies, time and resources to manage the pressures and stresses faced by frontline 

staff. Other sources of pressure and stress faced by legal service managers reflected the 

reality and challenge of managing frontline legal assistance services within a pressurised 

and under-resourced service environment. The most commonly reported challenges to 

building staff resilience concerned insufficient time and resources for training, to debrief 

staff and provide other supports. For example, finding the time to build staff resilience and 

wellbeing was characterised as a ‘catch-22’, whereby any activity that took time and 

resources away from frontline service delivery tended to exacerbate frontline workload 

pressures. Several respondents also reported that there was no ‘resilience deficit’ among 

their staff as they were as resilient as could realistically be expected in the circumstances.  

Another key theme raised by focus group, interview and survey participants concerned 

geographic aspects of work pressures and stress faced by frontline legal assistance staff 

and managers. Differences between the Perth metropolitan and regional and remote areas 

of the state were identified. For example, appropriate referral in the Perth metropolitan 

area, ‘thick’ with legal and other human assistance services, was source of difficulty and 
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concern. The Perth metropolitan area was also described as having greater competition for 

employment. By comparison, participants identified those working in regional and remote 

areas as facing a wide set of pressures and stress associated with the remoteness of the 

area, the justice system infrastructure and environment, the work, workplace and 

community environment, staffing issues and relationships, heightened client needs and 

expectations, lack of availability of other legal and support services, as well as personal 

factors such as the distance from family and friends. 

What would work 

Participants were asked about what initiatives they thought would work to address the 

identified work and workload pressures and to improve staff resilience and wellbeing. 

Priorities for both short and longer-term action were canvassed. 

Given the nature of the work-related pressures and stress widely attributed to frontline 

service demand and the constrained resource environment, it is unsurprising that 

participants overwhelmingly identified improved funding and resources as the ‘solution’ and 

a priority for both short and longer-term action. 

Reported priorities for short and longer-term action also tended to vary by type of legal 

assistance service provider, and tended to reflect the nature of the legal assistance 

services provided, as well as their size, resources and funding circumstance. 

Manager Survey participants identified a mix of primary and secondary interventions for 

both immediate and longer-term action. Again, the most frequently prioritised initiatives for 

short and longer-term action concerned funding, including funding matched to client 

demand and funding certainty. Other priorities, which would potentially improve workload 

and staffing issues included increased provision of support services for clients (e.g. mental 

health, drug and alcohol, early intervention) along with collaboration or partnering with other 

service providers. 

A number of secondary interventions that would potentially help to ameliorate and improve 

individual capacity to respond to work-related stressors were also prioritised for short and 

longer-term action by survey participants. These included training resources for frontline 

staff and regular opportunities to debrief and mentor staff. Respondents also prioritised 

dedicated strategies for regional and remote areas. This speaks to the unique challenges in 

these areas and further suggests that one-size-fits-all solutions to building staff resilience 

and wellbeing are potentially ill-suited to some of the geographic aspects of work-related 

pressures and stress within Western Australian legal assistance sector. 

Implications and conclusion 

Several key findings, and their implications, are discussed in the report. 

The key findings include the dominant and widespread view among participants that work 

pressures in the Western Australian legal assistance sector are getting worse and that 

funding and resource circumstances are both the cause and solution. Variation by service 

provider, geographic location and service role suggests that initiatives to improve staff 

wellbeing and build resilience may need to be multifaceted. The findings also make clear 

that unless there is provision of additional and/or dedicated resources to support staff 
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wellbeing and resilience initiatives, frontline service pressures are likely to continue to 

‘squeeze out’ and trump staff resilience and wellbeing. Not investing in staff resilience and 

wellbeing could incur access to justice costs for Western Australians by negatively affecting 

the efficiency, effectiveness and sustainability of its legal assistance services. 

Notwithstanding some examples of improvement, there was a strong, widespread view that 

more needed to be done to move the Western Australian legal assistance sector on from 

‘talking the talk’ on staff resilience and wellbeing to ‘walking the walk’. 

Although funding and resources were identified as the key cause and solution for work-

related pressures and stress among each service provider, there was also variation that 

mirrored participants’ respective role and type of service provider. Notably, frontline 

administrative staff appeared to bear the brunt of frustrated, abusive, aggressive and 

threatening clients, while staff in regional and remote locations also faced certain work 

pressures and stress stemming from the local community, work and service environment. 

Those responsible for managing legal assistance services reported facing a range of 

conflicting demands and competing challenges that were exacerbated by frontline service 

demand and resource circumstances. Managing work pressures and stress also tended to 

be ‘squeezed out’ due to insufficient resources, competing demands and expectations and 

associated with the frontline service expectations and environment. 

One implication of a legal assistance sector under pressure from frontline service demand 

is that dedicated strategies and resource streams may be required to drive change and 

support preventative action. Consistent with previous research, participants typically 

identified several primary interventions as key priority initiatives. While it is likely secondary 

interventions would be beneficial for some people, participants tended to prioritise primary 

interventions which would directly ameliorate the main identified causes of staff pressure 

and stress. 

The discussion examines implications of the findings associated with the policy efforts to 

reshape legal assistance services, develop sustainable client-centric service, the nature of 

frontline legal assistance work, legal assistance sector culture, regional and remote issues, 

wider justice system impacts, and collaborative legal assistance service planning. 

In particular, the findings make clear that an important aspect of effective and efficient 

client-centric legal assistance services, is service sustainability. One way forward is through 

collaborative service planning efforts. Such efforts, however, like staff wellbeing and 

resilience efforts more broadly, must be resourced or else they are likely to be ‘squeezed 

out’ by client demand for frontline legal assistance.  
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1. Introduction 

Background 

The Collaborative Services Planning Group of Western Australia (CSPG) is convened 

under the National Partnership Agreement on Legal Assistance Services 2015–20 (NPA).1 

In November 2017 the CSPG identified a shared interest in exploring staff resilience and 

wellbeing issues within the Western Australian legal assistance sector. Several issues 

affecting resilience and wellbeing were identified by the CSPG, including: 

• Impacts of funding cuts on service capacity. 

• Increased pressures on frontline staff resulting in overwork, particularly for very needy 

and complex needs clients. 

• Rise in unrepresented litigants in the Magistrates Court, increasing timeframes and 

delays in matters and listings. 

• Changes to court jurisdictions, with some matters being transferred from the Supreme 

Court to the District Court, and from the District Court to the Magistrates Court, placing 

further pressure on District Court and Magistrates Court timeframes and listings. 

• Short-term funding cycles creating ongoing employment uncertainty among staff, with 

staff stability and turnover issues increasing pressures on remaining staff and negatively 

impacting service delivery. 

 

A CSPG Resilience Sub-group, with representatives from across the Western Australian 

legal assistance sector (AFLS, ALSWA, CLCAWA, LAWA and Law Access), was 

subsequently formed to explore resilience issues for frontline legal and administrative staff. 

Following investigation of how legal assistance services in other Australian jurisdictions 

were tackling staff resilience, the CSPG Resilience Sub-group decided that it would be 

useful and informative to conduct some empirical research to better inform planning and 

other decisions with respect to staff resilience initiatives. The CSPG Resilience Sub-group 

specifically sought to ‘take the pulse’ of the legal assistance sector, to explore the work and 

workplace pressures faced by frontline legal, paralegal and administrative support staff, 

and canvass views about initiatives staff thought would be most beneficial. 

The Law and Justice Foundation of NSW was engaged by Legal Aid Western Australia to 

conduct a series of focus groups and interviews with legal assistance sector staff, private 

practitioners along with a survey of managers of public legal assistance services.  

This report details the findings of those focus groups, interviews and survey. 

                                                   

1 The CSPG has representatives from Aboriginal Family Law Services (AFLS), Aboriginal Legal Service of Western 

Australia (ALSWA), Community Legal Centres Association of Western Australia (CLCAWA), Legal Aid Western 

Australia (LAWA) and the Law Society of Western Australia’s Law Access pro bono scheme (Law Access), along 

with representatives from the Australian Government’s Attorney-General’s Department and the Western Australia 

Department of Justice. 
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Terminology 

For ease of reference this report uses the terms ‘legal assistance service’ and ‘public legal 

assistance’ interchangeably as these terms are commonly used by the legal assistance 

sector to refer to legal services provided with public funding, including grants of legal aid 

where services are provided by private practitioners. It also includes legal pro bono 

schemes, such as schemes where applications or requests for pro bono legal assistance 

are received from the community, and referred to private practitioners willing to take on the 

matter. Note also that ‘legal assistance’ potentially covers several levels or intensities of 

assistance - from legal information, education and advice, through to minor or task 

assistance, and casework or representation services.   

Service, policy and funding context 

Successive access to justice inquiries and reports in Australia have identified public legal 

assistance services as bedevilled by rising demand and funding constraints.2 Other access 

to justice and legal needs research has found inequity in the experience of legal problems 

across the Australian community.3 It is therefore critical that legal assistance services are 

appropriate to meet community need and that they are sustainable. 

Access to justice and legal need 

Legal needs research demonstrates clear inequity in legal problem vulnerability and 

problem-solving across the Australian community. The Legal Australia-Wide (LAW) Survey 

found that less than 10 per cent of respondents accounted for nearly two-thirds of legal 

problems4 Australians experience (Coumarelos et al. 2012a). The figures for Western 

Australia show that, 9 per cent of respondents experienced 63 per cent of legal problems 

and that 23 per cent of respondents experienced 85 per cent of legal problems 

(Coumarelos et al. 2012b). 

Those experiencing heightened social and economic disadvantage tend to not only have 

the greatest vulnerability to legal problems but are also at the greatest risk of inaction or 

otherwise acting without the benefit of legal information and advice unless they are able to 

successfully obtain assistance from a public legal assistance service.5  

Legal problems do not exist in isolation, tend to cluster, often coexist with other complex 

social problems, particularly among disadvantaged people and groups (Coumarelos et al. 

2012a; Pleasence et al. 2014). Legal problems can cascade, triggering additional legal and 

social needs and entrenching disadvantage (Coumarelos et al. 2012a). 

                                                   

2 See, for example, the Productivity Commission’s (2014) Access to justice arrangements and Law Council of Australia’s 

(2018) The Justice Project.  

3 See the Legal Australia-Wide (LAW) Survey reports for Australia (Coumarelos et al. 2012a) and Western Australia 

(Coumarelos et al. 2012b). 

4 In legal needs survey research and analysis, the term ‘legal problem’ is used to refer a problem that is ‘justiciable’ in 

that it raises legal issues with the potential for legal resolution, regardless of whether the respondent recognised 

this or took any action involving the justice system (cf. Genn 1999). See Coumarelos, Macourt, People, McDonald, 

Wei, Iriana and Ramsey (2012a) for further discussion of the concept of legal need. 

5 See Coumarelos et al. (2012a), McDonald and Wei (2016, 2018) and Pleasence, Coumarelos, Forell and McDonald 

(2014). 
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Accordingly, legal assistance services for disadvantaged people are potentially more 

effective and beneficial when they are client-centric, targeted to those in most need, joined-

up with other services likely to be used or needed, timely to minimise the impact of legal 

problems and maximise the utility of services, and appropriately matched to the legal needs 

and capabilities of intended users.6 

Service environment 

Mix of service providers 

In Australia, a mix of providers — namely, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander legal 

services (ATSILS), community legal centres (CLCs), family violence prevention legal 

services (FVPLS) and legal aid commissions (LACs) — provide a mix of legal assistance 

services. These services are principally, but variously, funded by national, state and 

territory governments. They form a ‘safety net’ intended to extend access to justice to 

vulnerable and disadvantaged members of the community and support rule of law.  

Legal assistance services also support efficient operation of the justice system. For 

example, duty lawyer services increase court efficiency by assisting the progress of 

matters, and self-represented litigants who have access to legal advice are better equipped 

to handle their matter themselves (Buckley 2010; Forell & Cain 2011, 2012; McDonald et 

al. 2017). 

Tightly-coupled system 

As Pleasence et al. (2014) has explained, the operation, location and mix of public legal 

assistance services is constrained by past decisions, current funding arrangements and 

available resources. Legal assistance is also a tightly-coupled system. Change in the 

service capacity of one provider, or part of the system, is likely to affect the level of demand 

experienced in other parts of the system. For example, when a particular legal assistance 

service provider opens or closes an office, changes the type of services it provides at 

particular locations, or changes priority clients, matters and service eligibility, legal need 

and service demand is likely to be displaced. 

There is also a tightly-coupled relationship between demand for legal assistance, service 

capacity and justice system impacts. Quantum of upstream funding has direct impacts on 

service capacity and is likely to have further downstream impacts in terms of operation of 

the justice system. For example, legal assistance providers that tighten service eligibility 

and provision in order to balance the budget can displace legal need and lead to a rise in 

the number of self-represented people in court. 

Demand for public legal assistance is also tightly coupled with social and policy drivers, 

especially within the criminal justice system. For instance, population growth, criminal 

justice policy, changing policing practices and community attitudes can all be expected to 

affect demand for criminal legal assistance (see McDonald et al. 2017). Social security 

system reforms can increase demand for legal assistance associated with payment of 

government benefits. Economic and financial circumstances can affect demand for legal 

assistance concerning mortgage, tenancy and other payment default, while change in 

                                                   

6 See Pleasence et al. (2014). 
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community attitudes for particular types of issues, such as family and domestic violence, 

can also affect demand for legal assistance. 

‘Upstream’ policy and funding decisions can therefore have ‘downstream’ consequences 

for legal assistance services which ripple through the legal assistance sector and the wider 

justice system. 

Policy and funding environment 

National legal assistance policy 

National legal assistance policy affects how legal assistance services operate. The National 

Partnership Agreement on Legal Assistance Services 2015-20 (NPA) and Indigenous Legal 

Assistance Program 2015–20 (ILAP) are two of the main funding programs for ATSILS, 

CLCs and LACs. 7 The National Strategic Framework for Legal Assistance 2015–20 

(National Strategic Framework) provides an overarching umbrella strategic policy 

direction.8 

The National Strategic Framework sets out a vision for high quality, culturally appropriate 

and complementary legal assistance services provided in accordance with access to justice 

principles of accessibility, appropriateness, equity, efficiency and effectiveness. Five 

aspirational principles guide legal assistance policy development, service delivery and 

sector planning (see Box 1.1).  

Box 1.1: Principles, National Strategic Framework for Legal Assistance 2015–20 
 

1. Focus service delivery on people facing disadvantage 

Legal assistance services focus on, and are accessible to, people facing disadvantage. 

 

2. Appropriateness of service 

Legal assistance services are appropriate, proportionate and tailored to people’s legal needs and 

capabilities. 

 

3. Collaboration 

Legal assistance services, government services and other services collaborate to provide joined-up 

services to address people’s legal and other problems. 

 

4. Timely intervention 

Legal problems are identified and resolved in a timely manner before they escalate. 

 

5. Empowerment and resilience 

People are empowered to understand and assert their legal rights and responsibilities and to 

address, or prevent, legal problems. 

 

National legal assistance policy prioritises legal assistance to those facing disadvantage. 

                                                   

7 See Council of Australian Governments (2015). Note that the NPA and ILAP have recently been the subject of review 

and that new arrangements may be implemented in 2020, and that in addition, state and territory governments also 

have separate funding programs and policies. 

8 See further Attorney-General’s Department (2015). 
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Funding circumstance 

As noted above, successive inquiries and reports point to underfunding of public legal 

assistance relative to demonstrated demand and need. The Productivity Commission 

(2014) and Law Council of Australia’s (2018) The Justice Project both examined the 

adequacy of the public legal assistance arrangements and found, based on the level of 

legal needs across the Australian community, and notwithstanding significant public 

expenditure, that public legal assistance services were unable to meet pressing community 

needs due to underfunding. 

The Productivity Commission (2014) recommended an additional $200 million per year in 

funding for the Australian public legal assistance sector was required to adequately meet 

family and civil legal needs. It further recommended that this be split 60-40 per cent 

between the federal and state and territory governments, commensurate with federal and 

state and territory areas of legal responsibility. Note further that the Productivity 

Commission’s analysis did not examine adequacy of the funding arrangements for criminal 

legal matters and assistance. Other research also points to funding for criminal legal 

assistance services as also failing to keep pace with demand (see McDonald et al. 2017).   

More recently, the Law Council of Australia’s (2018) The Justice Project estimated that a 

minimum of $390 million additional funding per year was required to adequately meet 

family, civil and criminal legal needs in Australia. 

Service priorities, tensions and challenges 

The relationship between legal assistance funding, demand and service provision is well 

understood. In the face of increasing demand, but circumscribed resources, providers have 

relatively ‘blunt’ levers. One way to manage increasing demand is to increase productivity. 

This means that services see more clients and have to work harder. Inevitably though, 

there are limits to how much harder services can work, and what they can reasonably do 

without jeopardising service sustainability and staff wellbeing. 

Another option is to tighten service provision, such as contracting the scope of services, or 

otherwise restricting service provision to certain types of legal matters, client groups, or 

locations. These decisions, however, also have several well understood consequences.  

Where scope and provision of public legal assistance is tightens, such as prioritising 

assistance to those experiencing greater disadvantage, or facing more severe legal 

problems, one consequence is that services residualise. This means servicing higher 

concentrations of priority clients. Where legal assistance is prioritised to more highly 

disadvantaged clients, this, in turn, is likely to mean higher concentrations of clients with 

more complex legal and related needs. This is also likely to have service workload 

consequences where priority clients are more difficult and complex to service, as they are 

likely to require additional time and effort. 

Another consequence of service prioritisation and restriction is that, as noted previously, 

legal need will either be displaced onto other providers or unmet. Where legal needs are 
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unmet, the ‘justice gap’ will increase.9 This is the gap between those who are ineligible for 

legal assistance services due to means or not being sufficiently disadvantaged, yet who 

cannot afford to pay for legal assistance privately. The ‘justice gap’ is likely to increase 

when demand for legal assistance outstrips supply and will manifest as either unmet legal 

or a rise in legal self-help, such as self-representation. 

ATSILS, CLCs, FVPLS, and LACs report having to turn people seeking assistance away 

due to eligibility or service capacity, or else that those seeking assistance have to try to 

make do with the more limited forms of legal assistance such as legal information.10 

Resilience and wellbeing 

Psychological and medical literature on work-related stress and wellbeing sees exposure to 

stressors as potentially leading to distress that that may cause adverse short-term and 

enduring health outcomes. Work-related stress is a complex process, resulting from an 

interaction between an individual and the work environment. Stressors and ability to cope 

are both shaped by psychological, organisational and environmental factors.  

‘Resilience’ refers to the ability to recover readily to original form. It is commonly seen as 

the capacity to cope with and recover from difficulty, like an elastic band that springs back 

to shape after being stretched. In the human services context, resilience is the ability of an 

individual, team or service to cope with and recover from day-to-day demands, or following 

more substantial adversity such as traumatic, stressful events, critical incidents and crisis. 

‘Wellbeing’ commonly means a good or satisfactory state or condition, such as a person 

who is comfortable, contented, happy, healthy, prosperous or successful.  

Staff resilience and wellbeing are increasingly recognised as critical factors affecting 

performance and outcomes. Ambulance and police officers, child care workers, emergency 

department staff, welfare officers and other frontline human service staff are often faced 

with stressful and traumatic events that negatively impact wellbeing. Different professional 

disciplines, notably, have different cultural and professional expectations, and different 

situational contexts, which affect the nature of work-related pressures and stresses. As 

such, workplace stressors, resilience and wellbeing tend to vary across the roles within 

organisations and professions, as well as varying across professions. 

Emotional labour 

‘Emotional labour’ is a term describing the process of managing feelings, emotions and 

behaviour to meet the emotional requirements of employment (Hochschild 1983). For 

example, doctors typically put on a ‘professional mask’ when they break bad news to 

patients. Most customer and client-facing roles require emotional labour, as does 

interpersonal interactions with sub-ordinates, colleagues and superiors. One of the 

recognised ways people cope with the demands of emotional labour is though ‘surface 

acting’. This means exhibiting the emotions required to perform a job by often supressing 

how they truly feel. Particularly in organisations and professions with strong cultural or 

                                                   

9 See, for example, Price Waterhouse Coopers (2009) discussion of legal aid commission policy levers and the 

consequences of adjusting service eligibility. 

10 See further Productivity Commission (2014) and Law Council of Australia (2018). 
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professional expectations of ‘coping’, surface acting is a common strategy. Consequently, 

those experiencing workplace pressure may be reluctant to disclose or show it to others. 

Research also suggests that staff in professions with heightened demands of emotional 

labour are more vulnerable to experiencing burnout. Psychological and medical studies 

show how the emotional demands of work affect its psychological impact, with more 

emotionally confronting work found to have greater psychological impacts. This means that 

repeated exposure to emotionally confronting and traumatic events can accumulate and 

manifest in reduced wellbeing and increased burnout. 

Burnout 

Burnout is the erosion of a person’s engagement in their job, a response to chronic 

emotional and interpersonal work-related stressors. Burnout is commonly defined by the 

three dimensions of exhaustion, cynicism and inefficacy (Maslach & Leiter 1997; Maslach, 

Schaufeli & Leiter 2001). It is conceptualised as a mismatch between people and their work 

situation, in terms of some or all of their perceptions of workload, control, reward, fairness 

and values. 

For example, a workload mismatch occurs where there is ‘excessive overload’ and when 

workload demands ‘exhaust an individual’s energy to the extent that recovery becomes 

impossible’ (Maslach, Schaufeli & Leiter 2001, p. 414). Emotionally demanding work is 

particularly draining. 

If resilience is likened to an elastic band springing back to its original form, then burnout is 

like the elastic band that has been stretched too far, too often and has lost elasticity. 

Burnout is increasingly understood as a syndrome, that is, a group or pattern of symptoms 

that are characteristic of a condition or pattern of behaviour or action. This means burnout 

is more likely to occur under certain circumstances. 

Personal, situational and organisational factors 

Research indicates that resilience, wellbeing and burnout are affected by an interaction of 

individual and organisational or system factors, rather than personal factors alone. 

Personal factors include educational achievement, personality, prior experience, attitude to 

work, and established coping behaviours, while organisational or system factors include 

factors such as workload, shift length, training and access to psychological support etc. as 

well as situational factors such as relative level of exposure to trauma. This means that a 

complex interplay between individual and social psychology often effects and shapes 

resilience and wellbeing. With respect to burnout, research indicates a link between 

burnout and the type of work and environment of professional service employees and that 

situational factors have a stronger effect size, suggesting ‘that burnout is more of a social 

phenomenon than an individual one’ (Maslach, Schaufeli & Leiter 2001, p. 409; Schaufeli, 

Leiter & Maslach 2009). 

While individual factors and the context in which work occurs are important, because work 

typically takes place within larger organisations, hierarchies, operating rules and resources 

can have far-reaching and persistent influence on resilience and wellbeing. Organisational 

processes and structures are also ‘shaped by larger social, cultural and economic forces’ 

beyond the organisation (Maslach, Schaufeli & Leiter 2001, p. 409). In circumstances 
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where employees having to ‘give more in terms of time, effort, skills, and flexibility’, yet they 

‘receive less in terms of career opportunities, lifetime employment, job security, and so on’ 

the situation is likely to affect wellbeing and produce burnout. 

At an organisational level, a continuum concerning the relationship people have with their 

jobs has been conceptualised. Burnout sits at the opposite end of this continuum to 

engagement (Maslach, Jackson & Leiter 1997). Engagement is characterised by feeling 

energised, involved and effective. Burnout occurs when ‘energy turns into exhaustion, 

involvement turns into cynicism, and efficacy turns into ineffectiveness’ (Maslach, Schaufeli 

and Leiter 2001, p. 416). It is marked by depersonalisation (i.e. disconnection from caring 

for clients, family and colleagues), emotional exhaustion and compassion fatigue (i.e. 

feeling that have nothing ‘left to give’, ‘emotionally depleted’, unable to ‘open-up’ to 

empathise etc.), and lack of feeling professional accomplishment.  

Legal profession, services and wellbeing 

Studies of the legal profession and legal assistance services demonstrate that lawyers and 

legal assistance service staff experience workload and other pressures that challenge 

resilience and wellbeing. 

Australian research  

For more than a decade, a stream of empirical research in Australia has pointed to higher 

prevalence of mental health and wellbeing issues among the Australian legal profession 

compared to other professions and the general population.11 In 2006, Beaton Consulting 

included a series of questions to assess mental health on behalf of beyondblue in its 

Annual Professions Survey. This survey found higher levels of moderate to severe 

symptoms of depression among legal professionals compared to the general population.12  

In 2009, the Brain and Mind Research Institute published Courting the blues: attitudes 

towards depression in Australian law students and lawyers (Courting the blues), a study of 

nearly 2,500 lawyers and law students, conducted in conjunction with the Tristan Jepson 

Memorial Foundation.13 This study found, once again, that compared to the general 

population and other tertiary student groups, lawyers and law students exhibited higher 

levels of psychological distress and risk of depression. 

Courting the blues listed the causes of depression among lawyers as including: a culture of 

competitiveness, pessimism, learned helplessness, disillusionment and perfectionism. Of 

further concern were findings that study participants also exhibited attitudes and behaviour 

indicating reluctance and barriers to seeking help for mental health issues. Those ‘who fail 

to recognise their personal distress, who refuse to seek help or treatment, or who have 

negative views about treatment methods or mental health professionals’, were, 

                                                   

11 Parker (2014) and Poynton et al. (2018) provide a summary of this research. 

12 Note that ‘professionals’ were defined for the purposes of the survey as individuals working in professional services 

firms (beyondblue, 2007, p. 1). The proportion of respondents with depression scores in the moderate to severe 

range across different professional group were: law (16%), patent attorney (13%), accounting (10%), IT services 

(10%), insurance underwriters (10%), architects (9%), engineers (8%), actuaries (8%), consultants (7%) and 

insurance brokers (6%). 

13 See Kelk et al. (2009). 
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unsurprisingly, ‘very unlikely to gain much benefit from even the most effective, confidential 

and well-advertised services’ (Kelk et al. 2009, p. 2-3). 

Among its recommendations, Courting the blues found that law students and legal 

professionals needed to be made aware of, and prepared for, the normal forms of stress in 

the normal workplace. The report also recommended legal educational and professional 

organisations prioritise increasing awareness of issues of mental health and illness in legal 

workplaces and educational settings. 

The Beaton Consulting and Courting the blues surveys have been followed by several 

other studies of both legal practitioner, and more frequently, law student, wellbeing.14  

While all of these studies (like all survey research) have important methodological 

limitations15, Poynton et al. (2018, p. 586) recently surmised that ‘the presence of a 

sizeable proportion of lawyers suffering from depression or other mental illness is still a 

problem that cannot be ignored.’ 

While teaching individual coping mechanisms is likely to help build individual resilience, and 

changing culture is likely to help to remove shame and barriers to help-seeking and 

treatment, Parker (2014) cautioned against relying only on interventions that individualise 

lawyer mental health and wellbeing, as this approach risks disconnecting the phenomena 

from broader social and economic circumstances and drivers.16 

Public legal services 

Most of the research examining mental health and wellbeing among legal professionals in 

Australia has not specifically examined public legal assistance services, nor compared 

private and public practitioners. One notable exception is the recent study by Poynton et al. 

(2018) who examined mental health and wellbeing in a large Australian public legal 

assistance agency. This study is discussed further below in the context of the drivers of 

stress, anxiety and depression and the effectiveness of health and wellbeing initiatives. 

Poynton et al. (2018) also noted that while some studies suggest public or community 

lawyers may have greater scope to derive job fulfilment and satisfaction from helping public 

clients, other studies have found no significant difference between depression, anxiety and 

stress symptoms for lawyers in different workplaces.17 Other research, however, indicates 

that public legal assistance services face many unique sources of workplace stress, and 

that strategies to redress this are constrained by the resource and funding environment and  

inherent access to justice implications. Some Australian research is outlined below.   

                                                   

14 See Parker (2014) and Poynton et al. (2018) for a review of these studies.   

15 Parker (2014) identifies three methodological issues that need to be considered when interpreting the findings of 

these surveys. First, the use of different psychological measures and instruments. Second, use of non-

representative, self-selected convenience samples that undermine the basis for comparison to the general 

population and other sub-populations. Third, difficulty establishing a causal link between being a legal professional 

or law student and psychological distress.   

16 See, in particular, Parker (2014) and Poynton et al. (2018). 

17 See Chan, Poynton and Bruce (2014). 
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Duty lawyer services 

Evaluation of Victoria Legal Aid’s summary crime program recently examined workload 

pressures faced by duty lawyer services. This study found that while Victoria Legal Aid had 

successfully implemented changes to its summary crime services to increase service 

sustainability, external drivers of service demand and workload had threated service 

appropriateness and sustainability. 

Other than further restricting service eligibility, Victoria Legal Aid had little control over 

external drivers of service demand. While Victoria Legal Aid had several options to try to 

improve sustainability, each would have consequences in terms of access to justice and 

wider justice system costs, while doing nothing risked both service and staff sustainability.18  

The situational demands of duty lawyer work, coupled with lack of resources to help defray 

and manage escalating client demand, was widely considered by evaluation participants to 

be a threat to staff wellbeing. An increasing volume of matters, in the face of complex 

clients’ lives, was, at times, overwhelming. As one duty lawyer put it: 

I worry about compassion fatigue and feeling like I am only a quick fix solution to a legal 

problem which is underpinned by extensive social/drug/mental health issues. (McDonald et 

al. 2017, p. 204) 
 

Duty lawyers also reported feeling pressured by having to work through matters quickly, 

especially when dealing with complex matters and clients. Staff identified a ‘churn and burn’ 

phenomenon, stemming from the negative impact of constant workload pressures, with 

some lawyers looking for alternative employment due to what they ascribed to excessive 

and unsustainable workloads. Observing colleagues ‘burn out’ was another factor that had 

a particularly negative impact on staff wellbeing: 

It’s very unrelaxing as an observer. Is that what I’m going to become? But it is such a worry 

though, to see your colleagues deteriorate. It’s really very, very bad … It’s very stressful. It’s 

very bad for morale and yeah, it is very concerning when you see other people following 

along that path as well. That is the biggest worry. (Victoria Legal Aid Lawyer, McDonald et al. 

2017, p. 206) 
 

One important source of concern among duty lawyers was tension between the volume of 

work they faced and the quality of service it was practical to provide in a duty service 

context. Other factors associated with workload pressures and burnout were lack of staff 

resources and backup which further exacerbated workloads and pressures when staff were 

sick, on leave or had resigned (McDonald et al. 2017).  

Administrative staff, often people’s first and sometimes only point of contact with legal 

assistance services, experienced work pressure and stress from frustrated, abusive and 

threatening clients, several of whom were not aware of service eligibility requirements, had 

unrealistic expectations about the level of service provided and waiting times, or were 

                                                   

18 Options included reallocating funds for other service programs to meet the increased demand for summary crime 

services, further tightening service eligibility, replacing more intensive forms of service with less intensive services 

(e.g. replacing in-court advocacy with legal advice, and legal advice with legal information only), introducing service 

caps at court locations where service demands were excessive, or making no changes and hoping that demand 

eased off (McDonald et al. 2017). 
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highly emotional, fearful and appeared to require higher levels of service than they were 

eligible to receive. 

The study also reported a widespread view that while limiting service eligibility and 

provision was one way to reduce workloads and improve staff sustainability, further service 

tightening would be a ‘false economy’ and ultimately ‘self-defeating’ for the wider system 

(McDonald et al. 2017, p. 201). For example, tightening service eligibility further was 

predicted to: 

…necessarily reduce the capacity to service courts, it’s going to put more pressure on those 

lawyers that remain, and probably lead to burnout and disenfranchisement … That’s how it’s 

going to play out. I think it’s a real concern … [a] balance has to be struck … the government 

needs to understand that it’s a question of maintaining service, rather than a reduction of 

service, I think. (Magistrate, McDonald et al. 2017, p. 201) 
 

Not only were there service sustainability risks for Victoria Legal Aid’s services, but also the 

wider criminal justice system, other legal assistance services and access to justice.19 

Grants of legal aid 

Several inquiries and reviews have examined issues affecting the sustainability of private 

practitioners taking on legally aided work in a funding environment where the fees paid by 

Australian legal aid commissions have either declined in real terms or there has been an 

increasing gap in remuneration level between legal aid and market fees.20 For example, 

survey research has found that private practitioners typically perform legally aided work at a 

below market discounted rate. They typically do this out of a sense of professional and 

moral obligation as well as commitment to access to justice. Lack of resourcing for legal aid 

and the financial pressures of taking on such work have been identified as key drivers of 

private practitioners ceasing to do legal aid work (TNS Social Research 2006, 2007, 2013).     

The evaluation of Victoria Legal Aid’s summary crime program also examined the 

sustainability of private practitioners providing legal assistance under a grant of legal aid. 

The quantum of fees and administrative burdens associated with Victoria Legal Aid’s 

panels and compliance procedures were identified as threats to the viability and 

sustainability of private practitioners continuing to perform legally aided work. In some rural 

and regional areas there were few or no practitioners on panels or prepared to do legal aid 

grants, and other practitioners were considering withdrawing because ‘it sounds terrible, 

but it’s not commercial’ (McDonald et al. 2017, p. 214). 

While fees were not the single determining factor, as several practitioners reported doing 

legally aided work ‘for love, not money’, in real terms the fees paid were said to be about 

half of what was paid 10 years previous, and as such, doing legal aid work was becoming 

increasingly less viable due to financial pressures (McDonald et al. 2017, p. 213). 

                                                   

19 These included, for example: those working in the wider criminal justice system, in terms of staff burnout and fatigue; 

other parts of the system, with displacement of legal need onto other, more expensive, parts of the justice system 

(e.g. courts), or other legal services (e.g. CLCs) already faced with funding constraints and little or no additional 

service capacity; clients and services, with the increase in the number of self-represented defendants who are 

facing more serious charges, given that Victoria Legal Aid had already limited the scope of service eligibility and 

had little or no scope to further do so.  

20 See, for example, Productivity Commission (2014) and Victorian Department of Justice and Regulation (2016). 
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Rural, regional and remote (RRR) areas 

One New South Wales (NSW) study has examined factors affecting the recruitment and 

retention of community sector lawyers across the state (Cain & Forell 2011).21 The authors 

found variation in the characteristics of solicitors attracted to working in RRR areas, and in 

their decisions to move to, stay and leave an area. 

Solicitors in the more remote areas of NSW were generally younger and less experienced, 

while those in inner and outer regional areas were both older and more experienced than 

the solicitors elsewhere in the state. Cain and Forell (2011) highlighted an overlap between 

the generally younger, less experienced lawyers in remote and very remote areas and the 

high level of disadvantage in these areas and the associated difficulties faced by 

community lawyers. These included: 

• Challenging clients 

• High-volume and stressful work 

• Adverse work environments 

• Being remote from supervision and support 

• Being distant from social and family networks. 

 

Personal and family reasons, the nature of the work and professional development 

opportunities, and financial and lifestyle factors all affected decisions to take up and leave 

positions in RRR areas. Remote offices were found to be ‘difficult, isolated and lonely 

places to work’ and the authors concluded that long-term staff retention was likely to remain 

an ongoing challenge in many areas (Cain & Forell 2011, p. 280). In stressful and high-

volume work environments, limited office assistance and support appeared to wear 

solicitors down. 

In general, the more remote the area, the greater the level of disadvantage, the more 

difficult the working conditions and the greater the difficulty of attracting and retaining 

lawyers, and especially experienced lawyers (Cain & Forell 2011). 

Drivers of stress, anxiety and depression 

Some recent empirical studies have sought to investigate the extent to which stress, 

anxiety and depression among Australian legal professionals is linked to the legal working 

culture and environment.  

In their 2012–13 national survey of 965 legal practitioners, Chan, Poynton and Bruce 

(2014) found high levels of stress and negative emotional states among study 

participants.22 The combination of excessive jobs demands, minimum control over workload 

                                                   

21 The community sector agencies examined included the Aboriginal Legal Service ACT/NSW, NSW community legal 

centres and Legal Aid NSW. 

22 Note that while the reported levels of depression, anxiety and stress symptoms were high, the authors note that the 

levels were only a few percentage points higher than the general population Stress and Wellbeing in Australia 

Survey using the same measures (Chan, Poynton & Bruce 2014, p. 1098). The authors further note that due to a 

very low response rate (1–11%) for legal practitioners and having to conduct a self-selected survey rather than the 

planned random sample, the survey findings should be treated with caution and cannot be generalised to the 

general population of Australian legal practitioners (Chan, Poynton & Bruce 2014, p. 1069). 
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and its impact on personal life were related to poorer mental health. The authors also found 

that what really mattered to respondents’ depression, anxiety and stress symptoms were 

factors associated with ‘perceived job demands’, suggesting that better health and 

wellbeing among legal practitioners could be achieved by: 

• Increasing job satisfaction – job substance, responsibility, control, security, relationships, 

social value remuneration and opportunities for advancement 

• Striking a balance between effort and reward in a job 

• Minimising overcommitment to work (often at the expense of family and social life) 

• Promoting an ethos that does not regard working long hours as a ‘badge of honour’ or 

leave lawyers to ‘sink or swim’.  

 

As noted above, Poynton et al. (2018) have recently reported the findings of a study of a 

large Australian public legal assistance service that examined drivers of work stress among 

its employees. It also examined the previously neglected area of stress, anxiety and 

depression among paralegals and administrative support staff. They set out a general 

explanatory model of work stress underpinned by the view that difficult working conditions 

contribute to stress. Stress can, however, be mediated or moderated by organisational 

culture and personal characteristics. Where work demands outstrip ability to cope, 

wellbeing will be negatively affected. Figure 1.1 sets out the model. 

Figure 1.1: Poynton et al. (2018) general explanatory model of work stress 

 

Poynton et al. (2018) further outlined three main types of wellbeing interventions that have 

been implemented within the Australian legal sector: 

1. Raising awareness of, and reducing stigma related to, mental health and wellbeing 

issues 

2. Equipping students and lawyers with the skills and resilience necessary to manage 

stressors and ensure their wellbeing 

3. Identifying and addressing underlying structural or cultural issues, such as inflexible 

working arrangements and inadequate management systems. 
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Drawing on the wider health literature about responses to work stress and mental health 

issues, Poynton et al. (2018) further distinguished three levels of intervention: 

1. Primary interventions: proactive initiatives intended to eliminate or reduce job 

stressors within the organisation or work environment, such as reducing job 

demands, improving employee job control and improving social support. 

2. Secondary interventions: initiatives intended to ameliorate, alter and improve the 

ways individuals perceive and respond to stressors, such as screening for stress 

symptoms, training programs for relaxation, anger management and cognitive 

behavioural therapy. 

3. Tertiary interventions: reactive initiatives that are intended to treat, compensate and 

rehabilitate those with stress-related illness or mental health issues, such as 

medical care, counselling and managing stressors in return-to-work plans.23 

The authors note that the wider work-related stress and wellbeing literature advocates a 

systems approach be adopted with initiatives across primary, secondary and tertiary levels.  

As might be expected, and consistent with the literature, Poynton et al. (2018) found that 

previous mental health history was one of the main drivers of experience of depression and 

anxiety-related symptoms. Critically, their analysis also showed that workload and 

workplace factors also had a strong, independent and significant effect (i.e. over and above 

personal characteristics and previous mental health history). Expending a very high level of 

work effort (e.g. higher work and workload demands) compared to the rewards they 

received (e.g. remuneration, promotion prospects, job security); tending to cope with work 

demands though overcommitment (i.e. working harder and longer to meet demands), and 

receiving lower levels of support from their immediate manager were all associated with 

significantly higher depression and anxiety symptoms. 

Some differences between legal and administrative support staff were found. Previous 

depression and anxiety and overcommitment to work were predictors of the mental health 

symptoms of both legal and administrative support staff. However, workload and reward 

factors were stronger predictors of the mental health of lawyers than administrative support 

staff, while level of immediate manager support was only a predictor of the mental health of 

administrative support staff (Poynton et al. 2018). 

The authors concluded that their findings about the drivers of work stress indicated the 

importance of tailoring initiatives to particular work circumstances. Primary interventions 

aimed at reducing workload and increasing perceived rewards may be beneficial across the 

whole organisation, and particularly for lawyers, while improved managerial support may be 

more beneficial for administrative support staff. 

 

                                                   

23 Primary interventions seek to change the service environment, such as workload or aspects of culture, secondary 

interventions seek to improve an individual’s level of resilience, and tertiary interventions seek to directly reduce 

stress and increase the wellbeing of those experiencing work-related stress, anxiety and depression. 



Taking the pulse of the Western Australia legal assistance sector: The resilience project  

Law and Justice Foundation of New South Wales October 2019 24 

Effectiveness of health and wellbeing initiatives 

Awareness and use 

We respect to awareness and use of health and wellbeing initiatives, Poynton et al. (2018) 

found that while there was strong awareness of initiatives among survey participants, their 

use varied.24 The most commonly used initiatives were: regular staff meetings (83%), 

flexible working practices (73-6%) and leave provisions (69%). Workshops on building 

resilience (63-8%) and demystifying mental illness (46%) were also commonly used. Only a 

minority had accessed the EAP (25-33%) and health and wellbeing information on the 

intranet (34-7%). An even smaller percentage had accessed health check-up sessions (11-

21%) and discounted gym membership (1-2%). 

A range of reasons were provided for not accessing the initiatives provided. Key reasons 

included: feeling unable to do so due to heavy workload and time commitments; the time 

required to access some initiatives; and the need to catch up on work during any time 

away, which would, perversely, increase stress (Poynton et al. 2018).  

Difficulty accessing and making use of health and wellbeing initiatives was also commonly 

reported by those in regional offices, attributed to lack of availability or provision at regional 

offices and also difficulty travelling to initiatives provided in city offices (Poynton et al. 

2018). 

Another reason for not using the health and wellbeing initiatives cited by some participants 

was fear or perceived risks of stigmatisation. This was attributed to a workplace culture in 

which some study participants thought that their career may be disadvantaged if it became 

known that they had needed mental health support (Poynton et al. 2018).   

The authors concluded that notwithstanding awareness of health and wellbeing initiatives, 

legal assistance staff may experience both organisational and cultural barriers to accessing 

and using them. 

Perceptions of effectiveness 

In the 2012–13 national survey reported by Chan, Poynton and Bruce (2014), participants 

were asked about their perception of the effectiveness of various mental health and 

wellbeing initiatives available to legal practitioners to help them to manage stress. The 

initiative most frequently rated as ‘highly effective or quite effective’ was time off work 

(76%). This was followed by sport and exercise classes (74%), redistribution of work to 

other colleagues (70%), extra time to complete work (70%) and mentoring programs (60%). 

The initiative least frequently rated as effective was Employee Assistance Programs 

(EAPs). In fact, less than one-third (30%) of respondents rated EAPs as highly or quite 

effective.25 Other health and wellbeing initiatives rated as effective by only a minority of 

respondents included health check-ups (41%), stress management training (43%), 

counselling (43%), breaks from working with clients (43%) and time management training 

(44%). 

                                                   

24 Note that surveys were conducted across three years and that percentages for the use of particular initiatives may be 

drawn from results across surveys. 

25 Given this finding, it is unsurprising that EAPs were also the health and wellbeing initiative most frequently rated as 

‘not very effective or not at all effective’.   
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The 2012–13 national survey also asked participants a series of open-ended questions. 

Chan, Poynton and Bruce (2014) found considerable dissatisfaction and cynicism among 

respondents regarding the introduction of health and wellbeing initiatives. They also found 

doubts concerning their effectiveness for tackling systemic issues and drivers of stress, 

depression and anxiety, such as workload. The authors highlighted dissatisfaction and 

cynicism stemming from respondent observations that: while ‘everyone was now more 

aware of the issue’, mental health and wellbeing did not seem to be improving; and also 

views that any acknowledgement of experiencing mental health issues was likely to be 

‘fatal’ to career prospects: 

…There is a lot of people ‘talking the talk’ now about these issues, but I think the issues are 

systemic and will not be fixed by vague employee assistance programs and ‘wellness’ 

initiatives.    

… 

Although the firm I work for has addressed depression through seminars etc with a view to 

helping overcome the high rate in legal firms, I believe that it would strongly prejudice my 

promotion chances if I admitted that I took anti-depressants… this is particularly the case for 

women as we are already seen as having less tolerance to stress and so it is fatal to your 

career chances to reveal any such ‘weakness’. (Chan, Poynton & Bruce (2014, p. 1090)) 
 

Poynton et al. (2018) similarly examined user perceptions of the effectiveness of wellbeing 

initiatives implemented by the public legal assistance service they studied. While many 

survey participants observed that the organisation had improved its approach to staff health 

and wellbeing, there was a common view that there was still ‘a long way to go’ (Poynton et 

al. 2018, p. 611). Some saw the organisation as providing only surface-level, tokenistic and 

superficial support, rather than a more meaningful actions to address the primary driver of 

workload, and that lack of organisational and cultural change meant that initiatives had not 

yet been integrated into ongoing practice. 

Perception of effectiveness also varied by initiative. More than 90 per cent of participants 

identified leave provisions and flexible working practices as effective (Poynton et al. 

(2018)). Again, however, while these initiatives were perceived as effective, practical 

challenges were a barrier to making use of them, including: high workloads, understaffing, 

and the need for staff to meet service commitments. 

Views about the effectiveness of other interventions were mixed. Workshops on building 

resilience (73-5%) and demystifying mental illness (85%) were rated as effective by high 

proportions of participants. The EAP was viewed positively by two-thirds of the participants 

who had used it (Poynton et al. 2018). The EAP was said to be useful when incidents 

generating high stress occurred, and that access by telephone from any location and at any 

time was also useful, as were the links provided to further help from private providers 

(Poynton et al. 2018).  

Among those who viewed the EAP negatively, was criticism that users did not ‘get a lot out’ 

of the counselling, that some felt worse after accessing it, that the counsellors were unable 

to give advice tailored to users experiences, and also that the counsellor appeared 

unsympathetic to the issues or was unaware of what the nature of the work was like 

(Poynton et al. 2018, p. 613). 
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Poynton et al. (2018, p. 618) concluded that the overall findings pointed to the importance 

of primary interventions as a means ‘for staff to reduce their experience of stress, rather 

than simply responding to stressors’. They further concluded that where funding and 

resource considerations restrict the use of primary interventions to redress workload 

pressures, other secondary and tertiary interventions may still be beneficial. 

Like Parker (2014), Poynton et al. (2018) also pointed to risks inherent in approaches which 

individualise mental health and wellbeing and distract from wider social, economic and 

political factors affecting workload and stress. 

Thus, in addition to personal and situational factors that affect staff resilience and 

wellbeing, factors external to legal assistance services, such as the legal service, policy 

and funding environments, as well as the operation of the wider justice and human service 

systems, are also likely to have impacts when and where they impact demand and 

resourcing.  

The legal assistance service, policy and funding environment suggests that implementing 

primary interventions to manage work-related stress stemming from workload pressures 

and stressors may be difficult to implement within public legal services. Such efforts will 

almost certainly have legal need and access to justice implications, particularly for the 

disadvantaged people and groups relying on legal assistance services, other legal 

assistance services, and the efficient and effective operation of the justice system. 

Report overview 

The next section details the methods and information sources used to address the research 

questions. The findings are then reported in the following three sections: 

• Taking the pulse 

• Key sources of pressure 

• What would work? 

 

Finally, the findings are examined and discussed. Key implications for the operation of the 

Western Australian public legal assistance and justice system are also identified. 
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2. Method 

Research questions 

The following research questions are addressed in this report: 

1. How are things going in the Western Australian legal assistance sector? Are the 

pressures faced changing? 

2. What are the main work and workplace pressures and causes? 

3. What sort of initiatives would work to address the pressures and improve staff 

resilience? What should priorities for short and longer-term action be? 

Data sources 

The data for this project comprised focus groups, interviews and a survey of legal 

assistance service managers. In total, there were 160 participants and respondents across 

the three data sources. 

Focus groups and interviews 

A series of focus groups and interviews were conducted in Perth and Kalgoorlie from 

Monday 18 March to Friday 22 March 2019. In total, 101 people participated in 11 focus 

groups and 7 interviews. The focus groups and interviews canvassed the topics set out in 

the Interview and focus group schedule (see Appendix A). Focus groups were 

approximately 55 minutes in duration, while interviews ranged from 30–60 minutes. Due to 

their nature there was greater opportunity for individual participants to raise and discuss 

issues in greater depth in interviews compared to focus groups. 

Focus groups 

To maximise participation within available resources, the focus groups were organised to 

occur in conjunction with the March Quarterlies Meeting of Community Legal Centres 

Association (WA) (CLCAWA) members. Participation in focus groups was also maximised 

using video conferencing technology of host agencies, which facilitated participation of staff 

in their regional offices. The way focus groups operated was modified depending upon 

whether or not participants were attending in-person or by videoconference.26 Focus 

groups included a poll of participant views on the nature of the current work pressures 

faced, and whether things were ‘getting worse, ‘about the same as always’ or ‘getting 

better’ (but see footnote regarding limitations to this approach).27 

                                                   

26 ‘Post-it notes’ and ‘coloured sticky dots’ were used to identify and prioritise work and workplace pressures, and what 

would work to address those pressures, when focus groups were conducted in person. This was not possible when 

focus groups occurred via videoconference, and the format was modified to canvass these issues orally. While it is 

possible, it is nevertheless unlikely the format will have substantially impacted the analysis and overall findings.     

27 Each focus group is normally the independent unit of analysis. Given the limited time and resources available for this 

work, a participant poll was included in the focus group. It is inappropriate to report the information collected in this 

way at the individual participant level (and thus quantitatively), it nevertheless allowed for the range of participant 

views to be observed. Note that the reason such a poll cannot properly yield a quantitative assessment is because 
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To facilitate participation of paralegal and other support staff, that is administrative, court 

officer, reception and support staff, arrangements were made for their participation in either 

joint or separate focus groups with legal practitioners and service managers. For instance, 

separate focus groups for community legal centre (CLC) administrative and support staff, 

and legal practitioners and managers, were conducted at the March Quarterlies Meeting of 

CLCAWA members.        

The following focus groups were undertaken with Western Australian legal services: 

• Aboriginal Family Law Services (AFLS) – participants included administrative, 

executive, legal and senior legal staff from the Perth Office, as well as legal and 

managing lawyers from five of the AFLS’s six regional offices.28  

• Aboriginal Legal Service of Western Australia (ALSWA) – participants included 

administrative, court officer and legal staff at ALSWA’s head office in Perth.29  

• Community Legal Centres (CLCs) – participants included administrative and frontline 

support staff from Western Australian CLCs who were attending the March Quarterlies 

Meeting of Community Legal Centres Association of WA (CLCAWA).30   

• Legal Aid Western Australia (LAWA) – participants included administrative, frontline 

support staff, legal staff and managers.31  

                                                   

focus group samples aren’t intended to be representative and because it is possible, even likely,  that the views of 

any one participant may have been influenced by those of others. 

28 AFLS is a not-for-profit organisation providing free legal services, community education and early intervention and 

prevention programs to assist Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people live free from violence (see 

https://www.afls.org.au). AFLS is one of 14 Family Violence Prevention Legal Services (FVPLSs), and the largest 

in Western Australia, with offices in Broome, Carnarvon, Geraldton, Kalgoorlie, Kununurra, Perth and Port 

Headland. Other FVPLSs in Western Australia located in Albany and Fitzroy Crossing were invited to participate in 

the online Manager Survey. On 1 July 2019 the National Indigenous Australians Agency took over the 

administration of FVPLSs from the Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet. 

29 ALSWA provides advice, duty and representation services for criminal matters, and legal advice for family, civil and 

human rights matters. Representation services are also provided for parents in care and protection proceedings, 

along with referral to other service providers for matters where ALSWA is unable to help. ALSWA’s head office is 

located in Perth and 12 regional offices in Albany, Broome, Bunbury, Carnarvon, Fitzroy Crossing, Geraldton, Halls 

Creek, Kalgoorlie, Kununurra, Meekatharra, Northam and South Hedland (see further https://www.als.org.au). 

30 CLCs provide free or low-cost legal services, which may include legal information, education, advice, minor 

assistance and casework services, as well as policy and law reform. Western Australia has 28 CLCs located in the 

Perth metropolitan area and across the regional and remote areas of the state (see further 

https://www.communitylaw.net). Services vary depending on the needs of the communities that CLCs serve. 

Some CLCs are ‘specialists’ and provide legal assistance for certain types of clients or for particular types of legal 

matters, others are ‘generalists’ and provide legal assistance for a mix of legal matters, although generalist CLCs 

often specialise in certain areas of law or prioritise services to particular client groups. CLCs often also provide 

legal services on an outreach basis at certain geographic locations and communities. In addition to the opportunity 

provided at the CLCWA March Quarterlies Meeting, each member CLC was also invited to participate in the online 

Manager Survey. 

31 LAWA provides free and low-cost legal assistance services across criminal, family and civil areas of law (see further 

https://www.legalaid.wa.gov.au). LAWA provides legal information and referral services, and depending upon 

service eligibility, legal advice, minor assistance and representation services. In addition to its head office in Perth, 

LAWA has eight regional offices located in Albany, Broome, Bunbury, Christmas Island, Geraldton, Kalgoorlie, 

Kununurra and South Hedland. LAWA provides representation services under a grant of legal aid through either its 

in-house legal practitioners or private practitioners who are eligible to receive grants of aid as a member of LAWA’s 

criminal, family or civil matter panels.   

https://www.afls.org.au/
https://www.als.org.au/
https://www.communitylaw.net/
https://www.legalaid.wa.gov.au/
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• LAWA regional offices – participants included administrative and managing lawyers 

from four of LAWA’s nine regional offices.32  

• Private practitioners – including private practitioners who provide legal assistance 

under a LAWA grant of legal aid, involved in administering the Law Society of Western 

Australia’s Law Access Pro Bono Referral Scheme33, as well as practitioners who take 

on Law Access referral or provide other pro bono legal assistance through their own 

firms or practices. Note that due to time and resource constraints the focus group was 

limited to those private practitioners who were invited and able to attend the session 

convened after business hours at LAWA’s offices.34    

Focus groups were also conducted with the following four legal assistance service 

providers located in Kalgoorlie: 

• Goldfields Community Legal Centre – participants included administrative/reception 

staff. 

• LAWA – participants included administrative/reception, office managers and legal staff. 

• AFLS – participants included administrative/reception, court officer and legal staff. 

• ALSWA – participants included field officer and legal staff.  

 

For the purposes of analysis and reporting, the focus groups with staff from legal 

assistance services located in Kalgoorlie have been grouped together with their respective 

types of legal services providers. Where regional issues were raised in these focus groups, 

they are noted as such in the text. 

Interviews 

A limited number of interviews were also offered to a select number of magistrates and 

senior managers of Western Australian public legal assistance services. These interviews 

were conducted on a confidential basis. In the analysis and reporting of interview material 

insights from magistrates are attributed as such, while interviews with senior managers are 

included along with those of Manager Survey participants.  

In addition to the focus groups and these interviews, wider discussions with members of the 

Western Australian Collaborative Services Planning Resilience Sub-group also occurred 

via teleconference and in-person. Members of the Resilience Sub-group included 

representatives from AFLS, ALSWA, CLCAWA, LAWA and Law Access.   

Manager Survey 

To maximise the participation of public legal assistance service managers across Western 

Australia, a targeted, online Manager Survey was also conducted (see Appendix B). The 

                                                   

32 Staff from LAWA’s other five regional offices were unable to participate in the focus group due to unavailability on 

leave or at court, or due to difficulties connecting to the videoconference. In addition, LAWA’s regional offices were 

also invited to participate in the online Manager Survey.   

33 The Law Society of Western Australia’s Law Access scheme coordinates provision of pro bono (either free or at 

reduced cost) legal assistance by the Western Australian legal profession. Pro bono legal assistance is available to 

individuals and not-for-profit organisations and in genuine need able to satisfy means and merits requirements (see 

further https://www.lawsocietywa.asn.au/law-access). 

34 And thus cannot be assumed to be representative of all of the relevant private practitioners. 

https://www.lawsocietywa.asn.au/law-access
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CSPG Resilience Sub-group identified the legal service managers to be invited to 

participate in the survey. In total, 59 managers, drawn from AFLS, ALSWA, CLC, LAWA 

and Law Access were invited. 

The Manager Survey was available for a two-week period from 6 May to 20 May 2019 on 

the SurveyMonkey platform. Out of the 59 Manager Survey invitations, there were a total of 

52 respondents which equates to a response rate of 88 per cent.  

The Manager Survey was targeted to public legal assistance service managers with 

knowledge, experience or responsibility for frontline staff. Invitations were sent to people in 

and service locations across metropolitan and regional Western Australia who were 

nominated by the CSPG Resilience Sub-group. Note also that private practitioners did not 

participate in the Manager Survey. 

Questions 

The survey employed a mix of closed and open-ended questions. Given the focus on 

identifying the main pressures legal assistance staff face, as well as priorities for short-term 

and long-term action, respondents were asked to select pressures or priorities from lists 

informed by preliminary analysis of the focus groups and interviews.35 Specifically, 

respondents were asked to select ‘the top 5 pressures’ faced by legal staff and also 

administrative and support staff, from a list of 20 options plus opportunity to specify 

anything else not on the list.36  

To explore dominant factors underpinning respondent views, some closed questions were 

followed with an open-ended question asking to explain the reasons for the previous 

answer (e.g. see questions 8 and 9, and questions 10 and 11 in Appendix B). 

A series of open-ended questions was also used to explore manager views about: 

challenges to successfully managing work pressures and stresses (question 14), building 

staff resilience (question 15), particular types of clients (question 16), particular types of 

legal matters (question 17), the pressures and stresses faced in their role/position (question 

18), and by staff in the Perth metropolitan area (question 19) and regional and remote 

areas (question 20; see Appendix B). 

To explore respondent views of priorities for short-term and longer-term actions, 

respondents were asked to select ‘up to 5 priority initiatives’ from a list of 20 options, and 

again also had opportunity to specify any other suggestions.37  

Respondents 

Invitations to participate in the Manager Survey, along with two reminders, were sent by 

email to managers of AFLS and other Western Australian FVPLSs, ALSWA, CLCs, Law 

                                                   

35 Specifically, the response categories used in survey questions 12 and 13, canvassing the main sources of pressure 

affecting, respectively, legal staff and administrative and support staff, and questions 21 and 22, canvassing 

respondent views about priorities for short-term and longer-term action, were based on preliminary analysis of the 

focus group and interview materials (see the survey instrument in Appendix B). 

36 See Q12 and Q13 in Appendix B. 

37 See Q21 and Q22 in Appendix B. 
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Access and LAWA head and regional offices, and practice areas. This included a mix of 

legal practitioners, centre or office managers, as well as managing lawyers, depending 

upon the way in which different public legal assistance services are organised. 

Table 2.1 provides a summary of the characteristics and experience of Manager Survey 

respondents. 

Perhaps as may have been expected, the majority (75%) of Manager Survey respondents 

had 6 or more years’ experience in public legal assistance, and half (50%) were in 

combined manager and lawyer roles, such as managing solicitor, solicitor-in-charge and 

principal solicitor positions (see Table 2.1). More than two-fifths (42%) of respondents 

indicated that they were in a manager role, and the remaining 8 per cent that they were a 

lawyer. Just over one-third (35%) of respondents had been in their current position less 

than two years, one-quarter (25%) between two and five years, and two-fifths (40%) for six 

or more years. 

Most respondents were from a legal service with civil (60%), family (62%) and domestic 

and family violence (52%) practice areas, and a sizeable proportion from a service with a 

criminal (42%) practice area (see Table 2.1). Respondents were most frequently from a 

CLC (40%), followed by LAWA (31%), AFLS or other FVPLS (17%) and ALSWA (12%). 

Exactly half (50%) of respondents were from a service providing legal services in a regional 

area, one-third (33%) from a service provided legal services in the Perth metropolitan area, 

with 15 per cent from a service providing state-wide legal services.  
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Table 2.1: Summary of Manager Survey respondents 

Personal and service characteristics n 

 

% 

Time working in public legal assistance services   

Less than 2 years 3 5.8 

2–5 years 10 19.2 

6–9 years 14 26.9 

10 or more years 25 48.0 

Type of agency   

FVPLS 3 5.8 

AFLS 5 9.6 

ALSWA 6 11.5 

CLCs 21 40.4 

LAWA 16 30.8 

Law Access 1 1.9 

Position or role   

Manager* 22 42.3 

Lawyer 4 7.7 

Both manager and lawyer 26 50.0 

Time in position/role   

Less than 2 years 18 34.6 

2–5 years 13 25.0 

6–9 years 10 19.2 

10 or more years 11 21.2 

General or specialist legal service   

Generalist** 27 51.9 

Specialist 22 42.3 

Other – legal support service 1 1.9 

Missing or not specified 2 3.8 

Main legal practice area of service^   

Civil 31 59.6 

Criminal 22 42.3 

Family 32 61.5 

Domestic and family violence 27 51.9 

Missing or not specified 2 3.8 

Geographic location of service(s)   

Perth metropolitan area 17 32.7 

Regional area 26 50.0 

State-wide 8 15.4 

Missing or not specified 1 1.9 
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Note: n=52 Manager Survey respondents. Due to rounding or multi-response variable, percentages may not sum to 

100. 

*Review of verbatim responses indicated three respondents who variously specified executive roles. These respondents 

have been included in the ‘Manager’ category. 

**Review of verbatim responses indicated three respondents who stated that the service specialised, but also provided 

or was considered to be generalist. These respondents have been included in the ‘Generalist’ category.  

^Multi-response variable. Respondents were asked to identify all of their service’s main practice areas.  

 

Analyses 

Standard qualitative and quantitative analytical techniques were employed. Field notes of 

focus group and interviews were analysed, along with materials generated by the exercises 

to ‘take the pulse’ and identify key pressures and priorities (see Appendix A). The Manager 

Survey dataset was downloaded from SurveyMonkey and analysed using Microsoft Excel 

and IBM SPSS Statistics 25.      

Qualitative analysis 

All qualitative data, including focus groups and interviews, and open-ended answering 

provided by Manager Survey respondents were analysed thematically. This material is 

reported by key themes. 

Manager Survey invitees were informed that their participation was voluntary and that their 

responses would be anonymous. Consequently, to minimise the likelihood of respondents 

being specifically identified, no analysis of survey responses using multiple categories is 

reported (e.g. by type of agency and geographic location etc.). 

Unless set out in a quotation block or double quotation marks, any words and expressions 

of interviewees reported in single quotation marks are paraphrased from field notes. 

Where respondents are quoted in a block in the thematic analysis, an in-text attribution is 

provided in the following form: (main legal practice area or generalist or specialist service; a 

Perth, regional or state-wide service; length of time working in public legal assistance 

services). Note that to preserve respondent confidentiality the legal assistance service the 

respondent manages is deliberately not reported.  

Note further, depending upon the nature of the services they managers, different 

respondents may have described their legal services and agency in different ways. The in-

text attribution provided therefore reflects the nature of the legal assistance services they 

manage, rather than the type of agency they work for. 

Quantitative analysis 

Views of Manager Survey respondents are described or reported in percentage terms, 

where appropriate. The main pressures faced by legal assistance staff, and the priorities for 

short-term and long-term action, are ranked and reported by respondent percentages. 

Limitations 

The methods used have several limitations to bear in mind when interpreting the analysis 

and findings. While focus groups and the Manager Survey were designed to provide broad 
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participation by frontline legal service and administrative staff, and public legal assistance 

service managers, the views and perspectives obtained are restricted to those who were 

invited and able to participate. Additional focus groups, interviews and a broader staff 

survey may have yielded further information. A broader survey would also have provided 

additional opportunity for private practitioners engaged in legally aided and/or pro bono to 

participate. A broader staff survey would also have allowed for more in-depth analysis by 

type of service provider, job specification and service location. 

Due to the structure of legal assistance services and resource and time limitations, focus 

groups were convened with different providers rather than by job specification. For 

example, an alternative approach would have been to convene separate focus groups 

composed of reception and administration staff, junior legal staff, senior legal staff, and 

managers and executive. It is possible this may have elicited different participant views. On 

the one hand, ‘junior’ staff may have spoken more about resilience and wellbeing issues 

associated management. On the other hand, participants may have been less likely to talk 

about systemic issues other legal service providers.   

One missing element of the study is the experiences and perspectives of legal assistance 

clients. There are undoubtedly many clients well placed to observe and report on the work 

and workplace pressures and resilience of legal assistance staff. Client satisfaction 

surveys, for instance, often reveal clients’ experience of busy legal assistance services, 

reflected in waiting times for legal appointments, to see the duty lawyer, the restricted 

nature of the level of legal assistance, and the restricted scope of legal matters that 

assistance is provided for. These limits both reflect legal assistance policy priorities, and 

the choices that have to be made when demand exceeds supply. 

Review and analysis of legal assistance service data may have further contributed to the 

empirical picture of the changing nature of client workload pressures.           

The analytical methods and depth of analysis are also necessarily limited by the project 

scope, timeframe and resources. For example, the study would have benefited from 

additional resources to examine the perspectives of wider justice system stakeholders, and 

to triangulate participant views and experiences concerning service demand and workload 

with administrative service and other legal need data. Such an approach may have also 

provided for more nuanced analysis of particular locations and services faced with higher 

relative demand, and lower relative staff capacity.  

The focus groups and Manager Survey, however, successfully captured a diverse range of 

participants from across the Western Australian legal assistance sector, including both 

frontline legal and administrative staff, those involved in providing legal assistance in the 

Perth metropolitan along with regional and remote areas, and from services with a mix of 

civil, criminal, family and domestic violence practice areas. Consistent with the high 

response rate from those invited to participate, the Manager Survey also successfully 

captured the mix of public legal assistance managers across the state.  

Together, the focus groups and Manager Survey provide a unique and valuable insight into 

the experiences of those involved in providing legal assistance services to communities 

throughout Western Australia. 
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3. Taking the pulse 

The interviews, focus groups and Manager Survey canvassed participant views about the 

nature of the work pressures currently faced by Western Australia legal services. 

Participants were asked to characterise the work pressures currently faced and whether 

they were ‘about the same as always’, ‘getting better’ or ‘getting worse’. They were also 

asked to explain their views.38 

Focus groups and interviews 

In each focus group and interview a poll was taken of participant views about the nature of 

the work pressures they currently faced. This gives an indication of the views of participants 

but may not be representative of all views. The majority of participants indicated that the 

work pressures they currently faced were ‘getting worse’.39 Only a small minority had the 

view that pressures were ‘getting better’ while the remainder indicated things were ‘about 

the same as always’. 

Getting better 

There were several dominant themes underlying the explanations provided by those who 

thought pressures were ‘getting better’. These were observations of: 

• Improved awareness and recognition of, and focus on, staff mental health and wellbeing 

• Examples of organisational and cultural and attitude changes to mental health and 

wellbeing, including some improved ‘openness’ in talking about workplace pressure and 

resilience, and a changing climate where it was increasingly ‘OK’ to ask for help 

• More training and support opportunities concerning resilience, wellbeing and client 

management strategies. 

 

Several participants further explained their view by observing that improved recognition of 

staff mental health and wellbeing was the ‘critical first step’ required to redress work 

pressures and develop effective strategies to build and support staff resilience. These 

participants were optimistic that ‘naming’ issues of resilience and wellbeing was a critical 

first step to ‘tackle’ it. 

Same as always 

Among those who thought that pressures were the ‘same as always’, the dominant 

explanations were: 

                                                   

38 See focus group and interview schedule (Appendix A) and Manager Survey (Appendix B). 

39 As noted above, while a poll of individual focus group participants was conducted, focus group participants are not 

necessarily representative of all views. it is also possible that the view of any one participant may have been 

influenced by those of others. Following the poll of views, the focus groups next explored the range of views and 

participant explanations.  
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• There have always been pressures providing public legal assistance, demand has 

always exceeded service capacity and ‘hard decisions’ have always had to be made 

• Burnout has been recognised for a long time in the legal sector, some people have 

always been affected, and the system just keeps on 

• While there may be more recognition and discussion of work pressures and resilience 

issues, the situation has not improved, and more action and resources are needed 

before things would get better. 

 

Many of these participants were ‘cynical and jaded’ about the legal service funding and the 

service environment, and several explicitly described themselves using those terms. The 

system had ‘worn them down’ and one way to cope was to accept the service environment 

for what it is.  

Getting worse  

Those indicating that work and workplace pressures were ‘getting worse’ provided a wide 

range of reasons. There were, however, several consistent and dominant overarching 

themes across the focus groups and interviews. They concerned the following: 

• Insufficient funding, resources and staff to meet rising client demand and workload 

• Increase in number and proportion of clients with complex legal and related problems 

• Increasing time pressures with increasing workload and client complexity  

• Insecure employment and lack of career progression, attributed to funding context 

• Deteriorating relationships across key justice system institutions (e.g. court staff, 

prosecutors, judicial officers, other legal assistance services etc.) 

• Insufficient social services for vulnerable and highly disadvantaged clients 

• Increase in workload and pressure due to the actions and changes of others (e.g. 

government, policy and law reform, courts and tribunals, other legal and human 

assistance services etc.) 

 

Similar to many who thought that things were ‘the same as always’, those who thought that 

things were ‘getting worse’ also shared a cynical view about the funding and service 

environment and resulting workload pressures. The funding circumstance was seen as the 

overriding cause of workload pressures and ‘burnout’ or withdrawing from public legal 

assistance, and that an improved funding circumstance was also necessary to ‘tackle’ staff 

resilience. 

More to do 

The overwhelming majority of focus group participants shared a common view that there 

was much more that needed to be done to redress workload pressure and build staff 

resilience. Although the legal assistance sector and wider legal and justice system was 

characterised as having got better at ‘talking the talk’ about resilience and wellbeing, there 

was a consistent, widely shared view that more needed to be done to ‘walk the walk’ and 

pay ‘more than lip service’. 
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A cross-section of participants in focus groups frequently pointed to funding and resources 

as both cause and solution’. Funding and resources were widely and consistently identified 

as necessary to both alleviate workload pressures and implement effective strategies to 

build and support staff resilience, and drive the substantive change required ‘to make 

things really get better’. There was a common and widespread view that much more than 

awareness raising was required to tackle resilience and wellbeing, and that there were 

inherent resource implications and requirements to actioning ‘real change’ (e.g. staff cover 

to allow ‘mental health days’, provision of legal assistance to ‘unclog the self-reps in the 

courts’, provide the ‘level of help vulnerable people require’, increase fees paid to private 

practitioners on grants of aid etc.).  

While there were several consistent and dominant themes in the focus groups, there was 

also, as might be expected, some variation by type of legal assistance service. 

Service type 

Aboriginal Family Law Services 

The focus group with AFLS staff, including staff from the Perth head office as well as its 

regional offices, explained that their service had recently undergone restructuring and that 

the program from which they were funded, the Family Violence and Prevention Legal 

Service program, had been reviewed and was likely to be changing.40 

Participants said that it was ‘too early to tell’ how the organisational reforms and had 

affected work pressures, but that FVPLS services were funded out of a smaller program 

and received less funding compared to other public legal assistance services. This was 

reflected in the wages paid to staff, which was, in turn reflected in high staff turnover as 

staff frequently leave for more lucrative positions. Staff recruitment and retention was 

consequently an ongoing source of work pressures for the AFLS. 

Reflecting the nature of the services it provides, participants explained that providing family 

law services in often ‘small-knit Aboriginal communities’ could be a source of conflict, with 

split community views, and staff threatened. Greater community recognition and willingness 

to seek assistance for interpersonal violence had also increased workload demands. 

Participants further explained that staff often faced ‘repeated graphic and traumatic 

exposure’ from dealing with ‘high end violence, day after day’.   

AFLS focus group participants also explained how the pressures on their services were 

affected by the actions and decisions of others. In particular, where LAWA and CLCs 

provide, and do not provide, family law services. In locations where LAWA no longer 

provided local family law services, the AFLS may be the only service doing family law and 

domestic violence work.  

AFLS pressures were also tied to whether or not local magistrates in regional and remote 

areas would hear family matters, notwithstanding that the court had jurisdiction to do so. In 

those areas where the local Magistrates Court did not handle family law matters, staff and 

clients had to negotiate communication challenges associated with matters being dealt with 

                                                   

40 At the time of the focus group the program was funded and administered by the Department of Prime Minister and 

Cabinet. Note that the program now falls under the umbrella of the National Indigenous Australians Agency. 
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from Perth. Participants further noted that the ‘rules and requirements’ of the Family Court 

of Western Australia appeared to be applied inconsistently, with the process and 

arrangements continually changing when representing clients remotely. 

Participants also highlighted a number of aspects of the family law and care and protection 

systems which increased pressures on staff, because of the way these matters tended to 

be handled for Aboriginal people. For example, participants noted that in some locations 

Department of Communities staff wield substantial power in child protection matters, had 

become more adversarial, and that judicial officers did not appear to be giving appropriate 

weighting to the circumstances of Aboriginal people and communities ‘as required by 

legislation’. 

Participants further explained that their services were ‘stretched’ and ‘working at capacity’ 

and that they ‘couldn’t do much more without injection of additional resources’. Staff 

training had to be carefully managed due to the high cost of travel to regional offices, and 

after the partnerships and projects that were currently underway there was ‘no fat’ to take 

on any new initiatives. There was also a view that the pressures on administrative staff had 

also increased, as they were increasingly ‘taking on more and more’ tasks and duties. 

Aboriginal Legal Service WA 

ALSWA focus group participants shared a strong, unanimous view that work pressures 

were ‘getting worse’. They explained this in terms of the ‘number of clients go up, but the 

staff and funding does not match’, ‘lawyers have to carry more files and do more duty’, 

there were ‘more Aboriginal people in the court lists’, ‘more of our clients in custody’, ‘more 

trials’, ‘more work for regional offices and everyone’, and ‘not enough lawyers and staff’. 

Participants reported that ALSWA had been forced to stop servicing some locations and 

courts to try to ‘manage the budget’. 

Administrative and support staff reported how the workload pressures also ‘fall on admin 

staff’ and ‘you feel like you are drowning’. The work:  

Stresses you out, you’re constantly thinking about what you have to do, it’s hard to detach 

and switch off because you are always worried about what you might have forgotten or 

missed and putting the lawyers and other staff ‘in it’. 
 

While there had been more ‘seasonable variation in the past, particularly in the regions’ 

which used to offer some respite, the ‘work just stays busy now’. Participants also reported 

that ‘as Aboriginal employees, we never switch off’ because ‘we are approached all the 

time by the community, at all times of the day’, ‘just walking down the street’.  

ALSWA participants reported that the service could no longer ‘go to all the places it used to 

go, and staff all the courts it used to staff’ and that it was ‘a hard pill to swallow when we 

can’t help our own mob’. Additional resourcing was therefore desperately needed ‘to go to 

the places we are needed’. Participants also explained that ALSWA’s criminal and civil 

teams faced different pressures. The criminal team ‘faces huge demand’ while the civil 

team ‘faces a huge variety of matters’. 

Participants explained that ALSWA staff ‘muck in and support each other as best we can’, 

and that it was a good place to work because ‘we know we are all making a difference’. 



Taking the pulse of the Western Australia legal assistance sector: The resilience project  

Law and Justice Foundation of New South Wales October 2019 39 

Community legal centres 

As detailed in the method, separate focus groups for CLC reception and administrative 

support staff and managers/lawyers and paralegals were conducted. 

Administrative staff 

The majority of participants in the administrative and support staff focus group thought work 

pressures were ‘getting worse’, although a couple thought they were ‘the same as always’. 

Participants said that funding cuts and changes to other social services in Western 

Australia had impacted community legal centres and had put more pressure on CLCs. 

Staff in reception and client intake roles explained that ‘the phone just doesn’t stop ringing’ 

and that ‘we bear the brunt of a struggling sector’ as the people seeking assistance ‘don’t 

understand or care that we don’t have the resources to help’. Participants further reported 

that pressures were ‘unrelenting’ and that not only ‘more and more work to do’ it was ‘hard 

to prioritise when everything is urgent or a priority’. There was also a view that 

administrative and support staff had increasingly had to take on ‘more and more tasks’ and 

that this meant that there was now ‘more balls to juggle’ and ‘increasing administration’. 

Although administrative and support staff were ‘receiving and making more referrals’, they 

also said that they ‘worry about whether I’ve done the right thing’ and whether referrals had 

been made to the ‘right’ destinations. 

Managers, lawyers and paralegals  

Participants in the focus group with CLC managers and lawyers had more mixed views 

about the character of the work pressures currently faced. While the overwhelming majority 

was of the view that things were either ‘getting worse’ or were ‘the same as always’ there 

was a minority who were strongly of the view that there were some things that were 

‘definitively getting better’ and that ‘a strength-based approach’ was important for the 

resilience of the sector and that all the ‘good news stories’ needed to be acknowledged and 

celebrated. This included the ‘better recognition’, ‘improved awareness’ and 

‘demystification’ and ‘destigmatisation’ of resilience and psychological health and wellbeing. 

Several participants cited the example of how the CLC sector had run a campaign to 

successfully overturn the Commonwealth ‘funding cuts and cliff’ they had recently faced, 

that the CLC sector has ‘repeatedly shown itself to be resilient’, and that CLCs have ‘good 

energy and standing in the community’.  

Several other CLC managers and lawyers said that there was more that needed to be done 

to tackle resilience. Again, the key pressing issue was how to meet service demand and 

mitigate workloads with insufficient resources. ‘Something has to give’, and it was ‘often 

ourselves’. Several participants said that it was also ‘extremely frustrating that the sector 

has to constantly prove itself’ when ‘inquiry after inquiry has shown that we do a good job’ 

and we should have ‘more resources to keep up with community need’. Demand for legal 

assistance had increased, while funding had not, meaning that CLCs faced an ‘increasing 

number of people that we can’t help due to service capacity’. 

Other participants explained that the nature of legal assistance work, and the ‘desperation 

of those seeking help’ had increased due to several social changes, and also that there 

was now ‘better understanding and recognition of legal and related needs’. More people 

were seeking help for family and domestic violence, there were more presenting with or 
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experiencing alcohol and other drug issues, as well as more frustration with the operation 

(or lack thereof) of the justice system. 

There was a widespread view that the number of ‘critical incidents’ had increased across 

CLCs, and that staff had to deal with ‘more violent incidents than ever before’ and that 

there had also been an increase in threats of ‘suicide and other self-harm’ from clients who 

were angry, frustrated and ‘in a state of despair’. Lack of provision of community mental 

health and drug and alcohol services was said to be a contributing factor for this. 

Several participants also cited concerns that ‘new, young staff’ are ‘cannon fodder’ for the 

justice system. Resilience training and support needed to come ‘earlier’, and sound 

strategies were needed before ‘people get ground down and leave the sector’. In particular, 

effective strategies were needed to deal with ‘vicarious and accumulated trauma’. Others 

noted that this had been recognised in new initiatives concerning CLC staff induction, 

improving referral information and new ways to for CLC staff to network and access shared 

resources through online technology. 

Legal Aid WA 

The focus group with LAWA staff was split roughly equally in terms of work and work 

pressures ‘getting better’, being the ‘same as always’ or ‘getting worse’. Participants 

reported that more resilience training had been provided, and that ‘it had been good’ 

because the LAWA staff involved ‘understood the issues’. Other training, concerning issues 

such as managing difficult clients, anger de-escalation strategies and working with client’s 

with mental health issues had also been beneficial. 

Some organisational and cultural change in terms of more openly talking about work 

pressures and resilience was also reported, although participant views were mixed. For 

instance, paralegal staff and those on LAWA’s telephone service reported that the ‘daily 

grind of being in a public facing role wore them down’, while ‘service expectations were 

increasing’. There was also a view that ‘legal aid work is often traumatic’ and that ‘we deal 

with horrible things every day’ and that effective strategies and approaches were needed to 

‘recognise and head off problems’. 

Several participants pointed to organisational factors and the wider funding circumstance 

as having created a situation where many staff are employed on short-term contracts and 

have to ‘reapply for their own position’. Those whose employment is tenuous were said to 

be reluctant to ‘ask for help’ with resilience and workload pressures, for fear of being seen 

as ‘failing’, ‘too much of a problem’ and jeopardising ongoing employment. Other 

participants highlighted the LAWA working environment as a source of work pressure and 

stress, as the open plan environment often ‘exacerbated’ pressure and stress. 

In the focus group with LAWA solicitors-in-charge of regional offices, most participants 

reported that work pressures were ‘getting worse’ with only a couple staying the ‘same as 

always’. There was a view that in regional areas seeking help for family and domestic 

violence had increased and that rising ‘meth use’ had consequently increased the 

complexity and difficulty of clients and their legal and related issues. Some regions reported 

that ‘ICE’ had not previously been an issue in their area, but had now ‘replaced weed’ and 

‘made things much harder’, particularly as ‘there is a lack of drug and alcohol services in 

the regions’. Another commonly cited source of work pressures in regional offices was 
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covering staff on leave and the time taken to fill vacant positions. Having ‘even one solicitor 

or staff member away’ increased the workload and pressures faced by the others. 

Private practitioners 

The focus group with private practitioners providing services under LAWA grants of aid as 

well as those involved in arranging and providing pro bono legal assistance were nearly 

unanimous in characterising the work pressures as ‘getting worse’. Lack of funding for 

public legal assistance meant that there is a ‘huge swath of unrepresented people in the 

Magistrate’s Court’ and there were ‘many people in Western Australia who do not have 

access to justice’. It was now ‘much harder to get a grant of aid than 20 years ago’ and the 

fees LAWA pay ‘haven’t kept pace with inflation or practice costs’ or increases in the fees 

for private clients.  

There were people ‘that would undoubtedly benefit from additional legal assistance’ and 

who invariably ‘take additional court time’. For example, unrepresented people ‘create a 

log-jam’ at the court, which ‘takes up everybody’s time’. Family law practitioners explained 

that it takes more time and there is more pressure from the court when the other party is 

unrepresented. This also means that ‘it is more difficult and takes more time’ to reach 

agreement and resolve matters. Criminal practitioners explained that jurisdiction reforms 

had ‘pushed matters down from the District Court to the Magistrates Court’ where it was 

‘harder to get a grant’, and thus the Magistrates Court was not only handling more 

unpresented people, but doing so while also having to handle more serious matters.   

Lack of public legal assistance funding meant the ‘fees Legal Aid pay for grants have 

remained stagnant’ and had increased financial pressures associated with undertaking 

legally aid work. Private practitioners said they had to do ‘more unpaid work’ for grants of 

legal aid and that legally aided work was ‘becoming less sustainable financially’. 

Participants said they understood the circumstances and ‘don’t want to be seen as 

attacking LAWA’ but there ‘was a desperate need for more legal assistance funding’. Some 

practitioners said that they didn’t expect to be paid at the same rate as for their private 

clients, but that it was increasingly difficult to justify. Some practitioners had said that there 

had been disquiet among the partners at their firm about continuing to undertake legal aid 

work, notwithstanding ‘the professional obligation’ and ‘ethical obligation to do the full work 

required’ when you do. For example, private practitioners said that legally aided clients 

were typically more ‘needy’ than private clients, and took up more resources as they were 

often more demanding in terms of tending to make ‘more frequent inquiries’ that ‘drive the 

admin staff bonkers’ as well as being more likely to ‘drop out of contact’. 

Those involved in pro bono legal assistance explained that ‘lack of funding and resources 

for public legal services’ meant that there was increasing community demand and more 

people seeking pro bono assistance. Those providing pro bono services in areas of law 

where there was little provision of public legal assistance, such as some areas of migration 

and immigration law, reported that this type of assistance tended to fall onto only a few 

practitioners. 

Magistrates 

Interviews with magistrates were undertaken to obtain further insight and perspective on 

the work pressures faced by the legal assistance sector. The magistrates interviewed were 
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of the view that there was much more awareness of work pressures and an improved focus 

on wellness. Magistrates were encouraged and supported to take ‘wellness days’ and 

make use of other supports to cope with workload pressures and build resilience. 

From their vantage point, the magistrates spoken to indicated that public legal assistance 

services and private practitioners doing legally aided work were diligent and played a vital 

role in facilitating access to justice and supporting effective resolution of matters. It was 

‘widely recognised’ that more funding for public legal assistance was required, and that 

there were ‘more and more’ self-represented defendants who would benefit from more 

access to legal assistance. While some legal practitioners were ‘better and more 

experienced than others’, public legal assistance services provided valuable assistance to 

both their clients and to the court.   

There was also a view that there had been legislative and policy reforms that had 

significantly changed the approach and expectations of the role of the Magistrates Court. 

On the one hand, reforms had increased the range of criminal matters that could be 

handled by the court. At the same time, the Magistrates Court, ‘the busiest of all the courts’ 

was now increasingly seen as a ‘problem-solving’ court that had adopted a ‘more 

therapeutic and holistic approach’. Magistrates may consequently appear to be more 

demanding of the legal practitioners and legal assistance services, as they want to ensure 

that appropriate arrangements are in place to enable matters to be resolved. One 

magistrate observed that what duty lawyers are expected to do now ‘far exceeds what used 

to be done’ when ‘today’s magistrates were duty lawyers’. 

Changes in the complexity of clients and matters were also highlighted, particularly the 

increase in family and domestic violence matters which can be harder to deal with due to 

evidentiary issues (e.g. tending to be far more complex ‘he said, she said’ issues). The 

magistrates interviewed also explained how the ‘ICE scourge’ and ‘meth’ had become a 

significant problem that had increased workloads on police, prosecutors, courts and legal 

assistance services. ‘Meth users’ were characterised as being much more difficult to work 

with when compared to many users of other types of drugs. For instance, ‘your garden 

variety heroin addict was a walk in the park compared to ICE users’.   

Magistrates also described how going ‘on circuit’ in regional and remote areas was ‘hard 

work’ and that ALSWA and LAWA played an important role in ‘wrangling people’ so that the 

court could efficiently deal with their matters. 

Manager Survey  

Survey participants were asked to characterise the work pressures that their services 

currently faced.41 Responses were broadly consistent with those of focus group 

participants. Only a small minority (7.8%) of respondents thought the work pressures faced 

were ‘getting better’ (see Figure 3.1). Nearly two-thirds (64.7%) thought that the work 

pressures were ‘getting worse’, and just over one-quarter (27.5%) that pressures were 

‘about the same as always’. 

                                                   

41 Q8 ‘Based on your experience, how would you characterise the work pressures currently faced by your service?’ (see 

Appendix B).  
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Figure 3.1. Characterisation of work pressures currently faced (%) 

 

Note: n=51 Manager Survey respondents. 

Examination of views by type of service revealed that respondents from LAWA (68.8%), 

CLCs (80.0%) and Law Access (100%) thought that work pressures were ‘getting worse’ at 

relatively higher rates, while FVPLS (i.e. including AFLS) respondents indicated work 

pressures were ‘about the same as always’ at a relatively higher rate (80.0%). ALSWA 

respondents were evenly split between characterising work pressures as ‘about the same 

as always’ and ‘getting worse’. 

Further examination of views by length of time working in public legal assistance suggested 

that the proportion of respondents who thought pressures were ‘getting worse’ tended to 

increase with years of experience. Those with six or more years of service tended to 

characterise pressures as ‘getting worse’ at elevated rates compared to those who had 

worked in the sector for less than six years (71.2% cf. 41.7%, see Figure 3.2). Notably, 

among those with six or more years’ experience, only a small minority thought work 

pressures were ‘getting better’ (2.6%). 
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Figure 3.2. Characterisation of work pressures currently faced by years working in public legal 
assistance services (%) 

 

Note: n=51 Manager Survey respondents. 

 

The Manager Survey also asked respondents to explain the reasons for their views.42 

Getting better 

Respondents who thought the pressures were ‘getting better’ tended to explain their view in 

terms of recent improvements in their service’s funding, resources or staffing, as illustrated 

by the following explanations: 

Improved resourcing and management of our service has eased internal sources of 

workplace anxiety and stress. Pressure from the external environment, including secondary 

trauma, is roughly constant. (Generalist service, regional area, 2–5 years in public legal 

assistance) 
 

We have attracted some secure funding for our existing programs for next year, which 

alleviates some pressure. There is still an issue with economy of scale, meaning there is 

pressure to diversify income streams and generate new program funding. (Generalist 

service, Perth metro area, less than 2 years in public legal assistance) 
 

We have been understaffed for the past 4 months and recently a new staff member 

commenced in our office. (Generalist service, regional area, 6–9 years in public legal 

assistance) 

 

Same as always 

Respondents who thought the work pressures their service faced were ‘about the same as 

always’ tended to explain their view either in terms of the consistent, ongoing, normal 

                                                   

42 See Q9, Manager Survey, Appendix B. 
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pressures that their service is faced with, or actions that had been taken to manage and 

cope with the service environment. The following statements are illustrative: 

There are always more clients that need assistance than we can service therefore there will 

always be work pressure. However effective self-management is important to contain this 

pressure. (Generalist service, Perth metro area, 6–9 years in public legal assistance) 
 

There is always an undercurrent of stress related to limited resources. (Generalist service, 

regional area, 2–5 years in public legal assistance) 
 

Uncertain and limited funding and unmet legal demand creates high pressure. This has been 

consistent over many years. (Civil service, Perth metro area, 10 or more years in public 

legal assistance) 

 

Getting worse 

Like the focus group participants, explanations provided by survey respondents who 

thought that work pressures were ‘getting worse’ evidenced several dominant themes. 

Again, funding, resource and staffing issues were frequently cited, as was the nature of 

legal assistance work in a context of rising demand and complex legal and other needs. 

Respondents outside the Perth metropolitan area also commonly cited issues associated 

with regional factors. 

Rising demand in a static or declining funding environment 

Often, the explanation simply boiled down to the relationship between funding and demand: 

Workload increasing, resources not increasing, administrative expectations from head office 

increasing. (Generalist service, state-wide, 10 or more years in public legal assistance) 
 

Demand for service increases, funding does not. (Specialist civil service, Perth metro 

area, 2–5 years in public legal assistance) 
 

Pressure to increase services continues despite resources not being increased. (Criminal 

service, regional area, 6–9 years in public legal assistance) 
 

Stagnant funding over several years and increased demand has resulted in an increase in 

services provided with fewer staff and resources. (Generalist service, Perth metro area, 6–

9 years in public legal assistance) 
 

Client complexity increasing 

Many respondents explained that work was getting harder and more complex, and that this 

was often bound up with client circumstances and resource issues: 

The clients that we are dealing with seem to be more desperate for assistance than ever 

before and there is pressure to do more with less resources. (Specialist civil service, Perth 

metro area, 10 or more years in public legal assistance) 
 

The people approaching us for assistance have more complex and multiple issues. Family 

violence is more prevalent in people seeking assistance. More people are or are facing 

homelessness. (Generalist service, Perth metro area, 10 or more years in public legal 

assistance) 
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Inadequate funding and resources, increased workloads, increased complexity of cases, 

additional pressure associated with acting for clients with substance abuse, mental health 

issues etc. (Generalist service, state-wide, 10 or more years in public legal assistance) 
 

Increasing pressure on staff to meet targets. Increasing risks to safety with increased 

presentation of drug affected clients and clients with mental health issues. (Criminal 

service, state-wide, 10 or more years in public legal assistance) 
 

Needs increasing - we are seeing a rapid increase in need. Our CLC, 10-15 years ago, dealt 

with neighbour disputes, debt recovery and divorce applications as a matter of course. Now, 

these [types of matters] are a form of stress relief, with massive and complex family law 

matters the norm, often involving drugs, abuse (child/partner) and urgent recovery orders. 

Alongside this we are seeing funding constraints - funding is slowly contracting with 

contracts not keeping up with costs. This leads to staffing pressures due to reducing staff 

FTEs … (Generalist service, regional area, 2–5 years in public legal assistance) 
 

Ripple effect of funding and service environment 

Some respondents explained how the funding circumstances of other legal assistance 

services had increased the demand and work pressures their service faced: 

Increased complexity of matters falling to the service given funding cuts elsewhere. 

(Generalist service, state-wide, 6–9 years in public legal assistance) 
 

Legal Aid cuts mean more clients are referred to our service, Legal Aid is our biggest referrer 

… yet (our) funding does not reflect this. (Generalist service, state-wide, 10 or more years 

in public legal assistance) 
 

More complex pro bono applications from applicants with multiple disadvantages. These 

types of applications are increasing due to unmet demand for funded legal aid and CLC 

[services]. (Generalist service, state-wide, 6–9 years in public legal assistance) 
 

Regional challenges 

Several respondents from regional areas explained how various challenges, including 

population growth, lack of local support services and staff recruitment and retention issues, 

contributed to work pressures ‘getting worse’. The following respondents provide insight 

into some of these issues and their impacts: 

A constantly and quickly growing population in the region resulting in a continual increase [in] 

demand for legal services [while] the resources to provide the services remain static. 

Demand is increasing, and the resources are not increasing. The percentage of people in 

crisis seeking assistance has doubled in the past few years and mental health, drugs and 

family violence has increased … (Generalist service, regional area, 10 or more years in 

public legal assistance) 
 

Increasing demand on our service but resources (and capacity to meet that demand) remain 

the same/limited. Difficulty in finding experienced and qualified staff (only law graduates are 

willing to come to the regional areas). Difficulty maintaining staff who become very tired and 

traumatised. (Generalist service, regional area, 10 or more years in public legal 

assistance) 
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The fact that 75 percent of our office are junior lawyers with restricted practice with very 

limited experience in their region. They need to learn the law, the people, the culture in a 

high-volume setting - it's very demanding. The mental health effect on young practitioners 

with the size and complexity of their file load is huge. Almost every file these days someone 

is facing imprisonment … The burnout factor for all staff is huge. (Criminal service, 

regional area, 6–9 years in public legal assistance) 
 

Awareness and recognition of staff resilience issues 

The Manager Survey also asked respondents whether they thought awareness and 

recognition of staff resilience issues had improved in recent years.43 

There was around a 60–40 split in participant views. A majority (58.8%) thought awareness 

and recognition had improved. A large minority (41.2%), however, indicated that there had 

been no improvement (see Figure 3.3). 

Figure 3.3: Do you think the legal assistance sector’s awareness and recognition of staff resilience 
issues has improved in recent years? (%) 

 

Note: n=51 Manager Survey respondents. 

Analysis revealed that there were no significant variations in respondents’ views by number 

of years’ experience in public legal assistance, position or role in service, regional location 

of services, legal assistance service provider type, or nature of the services provided.  

Once again respondents were asked to explain the reasons for their views.44 

Yes, improved awareness and recognition of resilience 

Several themes in the explanations of those who thought there had been improved 

awareness and recognition were identified. These included observations of: 

• Greater awareness and discussion of resilience issues 

• More information, education and training available 

• Greater ‘openness’ and ‘willingness’ to seek help  

• Improved ability to identify those at risk 

                                                   

43 See Q10, Manager Survey, Appendix B. 

44 See Q11, Manager Survey, Appendix B. 
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• Greater awareness and acknowledgement about mental health, stresses, trauma and 

vicarious trauma 

• Improved access to Employee Assistance Programs (EAP) and other counselling 

support. 

The following explanations further illustrate these views. 

… People speak more openly about mental health and the need for debriefing and taking 

breaks. I'm supported by my manager and encouraged to take time off and have better work-

life balance. (Civil service, regional area, 6–9 years in public legal assistance) 
 

Greater awareness about mental health more generally in society, greater focus upon 

vicarious trauma. (Generalist service, regional area, 2–5 years in public legal 

assistance) 
 

It’s more open to talk about pressure [and] what support the organisation can give, such as 

EAP. (Family service, regional area, 6–9 years in public legal assistance) 
 

Resilience related matters and staff support is talked about more frequently and a range of 

supports are in place to educate staff about potential issues and support for people. 

(Support services, Perth metro area, 10 or more years in public legal assistance) 
 

Celebrating positive outcomes in the face of adversity 

Some respondents explained that their service sought to celebrate the resilience of their 

staff in the face of adversity, and of successfully rising to the challenges: 

Our service has lost funding on multiple occasions and the staff have been creative, resilient 

and long serving throughout this time - we continuously acknowledge our staff resilience. 

(Civil service, Perth metro area, 10 or more years in public legal assistance) 
 

There is an element of necessity - if we had not become more aware, we would not exist. 

However, there is a more positive view that as the complexity of our matters have increased, 

we have also seen the need to improve our resilience capacity to continue to best serve our 

clients. (Generalist service, regional area, 2–5 years in public legal assistance) 
 

Mirror wider societal change 

Some respondents also explained that greater awareness and recognition of resilience 

issues in wider society was mirrored within the legal assistance sector: 

There has been a general societal shift towards a preparedness to openly discuss mental 

health issues and resilience. The same trend can be seen in the workplace. (Generalist 

service, state-wide, 6–9 years in public legal assistance)  
 

Greater awareness about mental health more generally in society, greater focus upon 

vicarious trauma. (Generalist service, regional area, 2–5 years in public legal 

assistance) 
 

Improved recognition, but still more to do 

Among those respondents who thought there had been improved awareness and 

recognition, it was also common for them to further explain that more needed to be done in 

terms of resourcing, action and cultural change to be effective:   
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I think there is more recognition of resilience but there is still a long way to go to ensure 

services are adequately staffed. (Generalist service, regional area, 6–9 years in public 

legal assistance) 
 

There is definitely more awareness of the issue from senior management but there is still a 

lot more that needs to be actually done. This work needs adequate resourcing to be 

effective. (Generalist service, state-wide, 10 or more years in public legal assistance) 
 

While we have an increased awareness, we have insufficient funding to do what is required 

to properly look after staff. (Generalist service, Perth metro area, 10 or more years in 

public legal assistance)  
 

Yes, awareness for the need is there however practical use and skills still seem to be very 

lacking. This is an area in great need of improvement … and it is difficult to get real 

engagement from lawyers - they just don't think it is relevant or necessary for them or their 

role. (Specialist service, Perth metro area, less than 2 years in public legal assistance) 
 

There is at least surface recognition that building resilience for frontline staff is important. 

Cynically I wonder if the disconnect between senior management and frontline services 

means that there is no real understanding of the pressures that frontline staff are under in 

today's pressurised environment. (Criminal service, Perth metro area, 10 or more years 

in public legal assistance) 
 

While I think we are better at 'resilience' speak I am not convinced we are genuinely 

implementing resilience practice. (Family service, state-wide, 10 or more years in public 

legal assistance) 
 

No improved awareness and recognition of resilience 

Among those who thought there had been no improvement in awareness and recognition of 

staff resilience issues, several dominant themes appeared to underpin their views. 

Talking the talk, but not walking the walk 

First, similar to those respondents who thought that notwithstanding improved awareness, 

greater action was still required, among those respondents who indicated there has been 

no improvement was a similar highlighting of a perceived lack of effective action. This view 

is perhaps best illustrated by the idiom ‘talking the talk … but not walking the walk’. The 

following explanations demonstrate this view: 

I think that the expectations of funding agencies and governments may 'talk the talk' about 

these issues but this does not flow through to action that allows services to structure 

services and meet client demands that provides a better environment for resilience. 

(Generalist service, regional area, less than 2 years in public legal assistance) 
 

Awareness is one thing, doing something to alleviate it, another. (Generalist service, 

regional area, 10 or more years in public legal assistance) 
 

There needs to be funds available to look after this but as funding is stretched so [too are] 

opportunities for staff to have down time away from clients, and to attend necessary training. 

(Generalist service, state-wide, 10 or more years in public legal assistance)  
 

I think the sector has a reasonable understanding of these issues, but I can't say that it has 

necessarily improved in the 3 years since I commenced in the sector. I think the sector still 
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has some way to go in professional management practices. (Generalist service, regional 

area, 2–5 years in public legal assistance) 
 

Too busy, overwhelming pressures 

Second, another group of respondents explained that their service was too busy trying to 

cope with frontline demand to deal with resilience. For some, this also stemmed from the 

‘superhuman’ cultural expectations of the legal profession:  

Everyone is too busy working to think about things like resilience. (Civil service, Perth 

metro, 2–5 years in public legal assistance) 
 

The legal profession seems to have the ideal that a lawyer must be almost superhuman.  

There is pressure on lawyers in terms of deadlines, client demands, staff demands, the 

demands of the judiciary and stakeholders, for which there is often not enough time to deal 

with adequately. (Criminal service, regional area, 6–9 years in public legal assistance) 
 

There is still a lot of pressure to achieve high outcomes which places ongoing pressure on 

staff. In this area there is also the stress that if we do not assist clients, they will not get 

alternative assistance … (Family service, regional area, 2–5 years in public legal 

assistance) 
 

Little or no awareness or recognition 

Third, there were also several respondents who explained that they thought there had been 

little or no improved awareness or recognition of staff resilience within their agency. Such a 

view was not limited to a specific legal assistance service provider. Again, this view 

appeared to also be bound up with dominant cultural norms and expectations, as illustrated 

by the following respondents:  

I think there is little acceptance, discussion or acknowledgement of the pressures associated 

with being a lawyer. There are very few if any programs or strategies in place at an 

organisational level to assist with either resilience or looking after your mental health. 

(Criminal service, regional area, 10 or more years in public legal assistance) 
 

The expectation has not changed and little attention is given to the health of workers in this 

sector. (Generalist service, Perth metro area, 10 or more years in public legal 

assistance) 
 

I think very little attention is given to staff resilience training. We have an Employment 

Assistance Program, but I suspect that very few people use it when dealing with stress.  

Staff that I have spoken to (and even encouraged to use it) are reluctant. I think work (and 

personal) pressures should be discussed more openly and acknowledged by the 

organisation as a whole. (Criminal service, regional area, 10 or more years in public 

legal assistance) 
 

Isolation of regional and remote areas 

Finally, several respondents working in regional areas explained that whatever improved 

awareness and recognition of staff resilience issues there might have been had not yet 

reached many regional areas, where professional isolation and the prohibitive cost of 

training and other strategies remained fierce barriers. 
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Because we are in the regions [we have] limited access to assistance through cost and 

availability. (Generalist service, regional area, 10 or more years in public legal 

assistance) 
 

I don't believe any attention is paid to these issues for those working in regional areas who 

can often be professionally isolated. (Criminal service, regional area, 10 or more years in 

public legal assistance) 
 

… regional areas are inherently isolated and therefore excluded from support or awareness 

training. I have recently submitted an application – independent of the legal agency – to fund 

a compassion fatigue forum for regional staff. (Generalist service, regional area, 6–9 

years in public legal assistance) 
 

We don't see any improvement in the contact and dealing we have with our central office … 

We have minimal dealings with them and limited support. In the regions you carry everyone 

in town on your shoulders in regard to legal representation … [it is] very different from the 

city. (Criminal service, regional area, 6–9 years in public legal assistance) 

 

The next chapter reports participant views about the main sources of work and workplace 

pressure. 
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4. Key sources of pressure 

Interviews, focus groups and the Manager Survey also canvassed participant views about 

the sources and nature of pressures faced by the legal assistance sector. 

Focus groups and interviews 

Analysis revealed several strong themes concerning the main work pressures experienced. 

As detailed in Chapter 2: Method, participants in each focus group were asked to identify 

the work and workplace pressures they faced.45 Participants were then asked to identify 

what they thought were the main or most pressing sources of the work pressures they 

faced.     

While there was variation across the focus groups, there were also several consistent 

themes identified. Many of these themes were interrelated and overlap. They include:   

• Client and community service demand and expectations 

• Nature and complexity of clients, legal and related needs and legal assistance work 

• Insufficient service capacity (funding, resource, time etc.) relative to client demand and 

complexity 

• Legal assistance service environment 

• Work and workplace environment 

• Staffing issues and relationships 

• Lack of availability of other human assistance and support services for clients 

• Relations with and actions of key justice system players 

• Justice system environment and change 

• Personal factors. 

 

An overview summary of key the pressures raised by interview and focus group 

participants, together with some additional detail concerning the nature of those pressures, 

is set out in Table 4.1. 

                                                   

45 See further focus group schedule, Appendix A. 
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Table 4.1: Key work and workplace pressures identified by interview and focus group participants 

Key sources of 

pressure 

Nature and source of work and workplace pressures 

Client and 

community service 

demand and 

expectations 

• Demand for service increasing 

• High and unrealistic expectations of service (e.g. level, wait time etc.) 

• Those on the ‘referral roundabout’ and ‘assistance shopping’ 

Nature and 

complexity of client 

legal and related 

needs 

• Emotional state: abusive, anger, frustration, threatening, violent 

• Affected by drug and alcohol, experiencing addictions 

• Destitute, homeless, living in extreme poverty 

• Delayed, ‘crisis-driven’ help-seeking – frantic, distressed, fearful 

• More family and domestic violence issues 

• High stakes, severe impact matters 

• Increasing complex, multiple, interrelated legal and other needs 

• Intergenerational disadvantage and trauma 

• Legally aided clients more ‘needy’ and time consuming than fee paying clients 

• Levels of indebtedness (e.g. larger fines, bigger debt, larger arrears etc.)  

• Low capability clients needing more help (e.g. form filling etc., repeated 

advice) 

• Mental health issues 

• Severe abuse or injustice (depressing, distressing, harrowing, traumatic etc.) 

Insufficient service 

capacity (funding, 

resources, time 

etc.) relative to 

client demand and 

complexity 

• Demand and workload exceeding resources 

• Increasing demand, but little or no increase in funds and resources 

• Insufficient staff to meet demand and workload 

Legal assistance 

service 

environment 

• More time at court means less office and preparation time 

• Complex and confusing legal and social environment 

• Confronting work, ‘day after day, year after year’ (e.g. police incident reports, 

emergency department notes, photos, victim impacts etc.) 

• Hard to say ‘no’ when level of client need is so great 

• Harder to reach service targets due to client and matter complexity 

• High need clients that can’t get assistance for ‘low level’ matters 

• Increased emotional and physical violence experienced by staff 

• Increasing ‘volume of work’, workloads, caseloads etc. 

• Insufficient time away from the frontline (to catch up, ‘stay-on-top-of-things’, 

prepare, regroup, recover  

• Language barriers - lack of access to and availability of interpreters 

• Legal matters that ‘don’t fit into service boxes’ 

• Funding uncertainty, insecure employment 

• Ongoing sector inquiries and reviews, but little change, having to ‘justify’ and 

‘prove’ value of services ‘over and over’ 

• Reporting and compliance requirements (e.g. service data, accreditation, 

Legal Practice Board, LAWA panels, complaints etc.) 

• Worry about making inappropriate referral 
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Work and 

workplace 

environment 

• Leadership and management turnover 

• Manager and team leader expectations 

• Poor management and leadership – lack of backing and support 

• Interpersonal conflict 

• Lack of career progression and pathways 

• Time poor, pressured duty service 

• Worry about colleagues’ wellbeing 

• Lack of opportunity or support to debrief, degrief  

• Open plan, noisy, busy, office environments 

• Lack of security and privacy at some courts, outreach  

• ‘Stressed out’ and ‘burnt out’ colleagues cause stress 

• Disorganisation due to pressures 

• Range of tasks, duties and expectations becoming more difficult 

• Risk management and OH&S frameworks 

Staffing issues and 

relationships 

• Staff recruitment, retention and turnover issues 

• Covering staff leave and vacancies 

• Lack of resources for training and support 

• Lack of staff to cover duty/courts in some locations 

• Lack of career development, access to mentors 

• Employment insecurity with short-term contracts 

Lack of availability 

of other human 

assistance and 

support services 

for clients 

• Lack of access and provision of translators, mental health services, drug and 

alcohol services etc. 

• Lack or unavailability of referral 

Relations with and 

actions of key 

justice system 

players 

• Change in what and where other services are available - displaces legal need 

• Poor communications across justice institutions 

• Tension between legal services providers 

• Frustration with police, prosecutors, courts, justice system etc. 

Justice system 

environment and 

change 

• ‘Judicial bullying’ 

• Inconsistent court processes and requirements 

• Inefficient legal and court processes 

• Lack of prosecutors, magistrates and judges – ‘grumpy and overburdened’ 

• Late transfers of matters to other courts, travelling to court but ‘not getting on’ 

• Magistrates Court lists are ‘too long’ – ‘too much waiting around’ 

• Mandatory sentencing – increasing matter severity 

• More adjournments requiring more work be done 

• More remands 

• More serious and complex matters in Magistrates Court, duty lists 

• More unrepresented at court – ‘clogging the courts up’ 

• Time pressures from court staff and judicial officers 

Personal factors • Personal expectations of being able to help 

• Prior experiences and stress ‘triggers’ 

• Wanting to help, get good outcomes but feeling hopeless and inadequate 

• Trying to get a good work-life balance 
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Main pressures faced by different service providers 

As noted above, there was some variation across focus groups which tended to mirror the 

role and service environment of different service providers. This section summarises the   

main work and workplace pressures by type of service provider.46 

Aboriginal Family Law Services 

Focus groups with the AFLS were conducted at the Perth and Kalgoorlie offices. The main 

pressures identified by staff were: 

• Lack of funding and other services to meet needs of client group 

• Traumatic nature of work (e.g. family and domestic violence, child protection) 

• Service capacity 

• Little or no resources for new initiatives 

• Staffing issues (i.e. training, turnover, retention - lose staff to other legal services) 

• Inconsistent court practices. 

 

Aboriginal Legal Service WA 

Focus groups with ALSWA were conducted at the Perth and Kalgoorlie offices with a mix of 

legal and administrative staff. Compared to focus groups with some other service providers, 

among ALSWA staff there was a strong consensus about the main pressures: 

• Increasing clients and workload relative to staffing 

• High legal and related needs of client group 

• Serious and traumatic legal matters 

• Systemic injustice. 

 

Community legal centres 

Administrative staff 

In the focus group for CLC administrative staff, participants identified the following as the 

main pressures faced: 

• High need clients 

• Demanding, difficult clients expecting service 

• Inappropriate referral (i.e. both receiving them and worry about making them)     

• Time pressure to complete all tasks 

• Service data management. 

 

                                                   

46 For focus groups conducted in person, after canvassing the range of work and workplace pressures, participants were 

asked to identify the main or most pressing pressures (see further Appendix A). 
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Managers, lawyers and paralegals 

CLC managers and lawyers identified the following as the main pressures faced: 

• Impact of insufficient and uncertain funding (e.g. service capacity, staff job security etc.) 

• Confronting and traumatic legal matters and client experiences 

• Clients with complex legal and related needs 

• Workloads 

• Lack of other services and referral options. 

 

Legal Aid WA 

The interviews and focus groups with LAWA staff included a mix of legal and paralegal and 

administrative support staff, from civil, criminal and family practice areas, located at both 

head and regional offices. 

The main pressures faced by LAWA staff were: 

• Resources/funding relative to service demands and workloads 

• High need and difficult clients 

• Time constraints 

• Traumatic legal matters and clients (e.g. abuse, violence, vulnerable etc.) 

• Staffing/employment issues (e.g. job security, short-term contracts, turnover, 

recruitment, vacant positions, backfill) 

• Work environment (i.e. open plan at head office, isolated in some regional and remote 

offices) 

• Court/Magistrate expectations (particularly at some locations) 

 

Private practitioners 

The focus groups with private practitioners adopted a broader perspective of both 

pressures and inefficiencies within the Western Australian justice system. This was, in turn, 

reflected in the main pressures identified: 

• Insufficient funding for LAWA and other public legal assistance services 

• Work under grants of legal aid (i.e. decline in work, decline in fees relative to costs and 

time; LAWA red-tape) 

• High need and time-consuming clients under grant of aid / pro bono 

• Justice system breaking down (e.g. more unrepresented people, longer lists at court, 

matters held-over, overworked prosecutors and court staff etc.) 

• Judicial expectation of work beyond what LAWA pays for (e.g. expect Independent 

Children’s Lawyer to case manage) 

• More and more people seeking pro bono assistance (due to insufficient public funding) 

• Increasing demand on those who provide pro bono assistance for legal matters that are 

unfunded. 
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Manager Survey 

The work and workplace pressures identified by interview and focus group participants 

were used to frame the questions in the Manager Survey. 

Respondents were asked to identify the main pressures faced by legal staff and 

administrative and other legal support staff in separate questions. Respondents were asked 

to indicate the top five pressures faced by staff from the list presented, and also had the 

option to specify any other main sources of pressure not included.47 The main pressures 

faced are reported in terms of the ten most frequently selected pressures. 

Main pressures faced by legal staff 

Results for the Manager Survey concerning the main pressures faced by legal staff are 

presented in Table 4.2. Factors concerning clients, resources and the complexity of the 

work were the dominant main pressures identified.   

Table 4.2: Main pressures faced by legal staff 

Main pressures  

% 

 

Top 

10 

rank 

Clients with complex legal and other needs (e.g. cognitive impairments, drug and 

alcohol, mental health etc.) 

72.6 1 

Not enough staff to meet client demand 56.9 2 

Complexity and severity of clients' legal matters 47.1 3 

Insufficient resources to cover staff illness and leave 41.2 =4 

Providing quality service within available time and resources 41.2 =4 

Traumatic nature of work (i.e. experiences of clients and colleagues) 35.3 6 

Abusive, aggressive, threatening or difficult clients (e.g. to others or to self-harm etc.) 33.3 7 

Tenuous job security (i.e. short-term contracts etc.) 29.4 8 

Under-resourced justice system (i.e. courts, legal assistance etc.) 23.5 9 

Limited referral and other service options (e.g. other legal and human assistance) 19.6 10 

Note: n=51 Manager Survey respondents. Percentages do not sum to 100 because respondents were asked to select 

the top five pressures faced by the legal staff in their service. 

 

Nearly three-quarters (73%) of respondents identified ‘clients with complex legal and other 

needs’ as one of the main pressures faced by legal staff, followed by ‘not enough staff to 

meet client demand’ (57%), and ‘complexity and severity of clients’ legal matters’ (47%).   

One-third or more respondents also identified ‘insufficient resources to cover staff illness 

and leave’ (41%), ‘providing quality service within available time and resources’ (41%), the 

‘traumatic nature of work’ (35%), and ‘abusive, aggressive, threatening or difficult clients’ 

(33%) as main pressures. 

                                                   

47 See Q12 and Q13, Manager Survey, Appendix B. 
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Rounding out the top 10 main pressures was ‘tenuous job security’ (29%), an ‘under-

resourced justice system’ (23%) and ‘limited referral and other service options’ (20%). 

Notably, the identified main pressures faced by legal staff stem from the nature of legal 

assistance work, clients and their matters, as well as the service context and operation of 

the wider justice system. Many of the main pressures therefore appear to be beyond the 

immediate control of any particular legal assistance service. 

Main pressures faced by administrative and other support staff 

Manager Survey respondents identified administrative and other support staff, as might be 

expected, as facing a different set of main pressures, although client and resource-related 

pressures were again the most frequently identified main pressures (see Table 4.3).  

Table 4.3: Main pressures faced by administrative and other support staff 

Main pressures  

% 

 

Top 

10 

rank 

Abusive, aggressive, threatening or difficult clients (e.g. to others or to self-harm etc.) 56.9 1 

Insufficient staff resources to cover illness and leave 54.9 2 

Clients with complex legal and other needs (e.g. cognitive impairments, drug and 

alcohol, mental health etc.) 

52.9 3 

Not enough staff to meet client demand 47.1 =4 

Inappropriate incoming referrals 31.4 =4 

Tenuous job security (i.e. short-term contracts etc.) 31.4 6 

Lack of opportunity for, or access to, training and support 29.4 7 

Providing quality service within available time and resources 29.4 8 

Unrealistic client expectations 27.5 9 

Limited career pathways/progression 23.5 10 

Note: n=51 Manager Survey respondents. Percentages do not sum to 100 because respondents were asked to select 

the top five pressures faced by the legal staff in their service. 

 

Nearly half or more respondents selected ‘abusive, aggressive, threatening or difficult 

clients’ (57%), ‘insufficient staff resources to cover illness and leave’ (55%), ‘clients with 

complex legal and other needs’ (53%) and ‘not enough staff to meet client demand’ (47%) 

as one of the main pressures. 

The next most commonly selected pressures faced by administrative and other support 

staff were ‘inappropriate incoming referrals’ (31%), ‘tenuous job security’ (31%), ‘lack of 

opportunity for, or access to, training and support’ (29%), ‘providing quality service within 

available time and resources’ (29%), ‘unrealistic client expectations’ (28%) and ‘limited 

career pathways/progression’ (24%). 
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Comparison of main pressures by role 

Comparison of the results in Table 4.2 and 4.3 suggests that legal and administrative and 

other support staff face many of the same main pressures concerning complex needs 

clients, lack of staff resources, providing quality services under time and resource 

pressures, and tenuous job security. 

Notably, administrative and other support staff appear to most commonly bear the brunt of 

abusive, aggressive and threatening clients. This includes those threatening or committing 

acts of violence and/or self-harm. This reflects the frontline role of administrative staff, often 

being both the ‘first point of contact’ with clients as well as having to perform a ‘gatekeeper 

role’ associated with client-intake and service eligibility. 

There were, however, also some differences between the main pressures survey 

respondents identified for legal and administrative and other support staff. Among the most 

commonly selected main pressures for legal staff was the complexity and severity of legal 

matters, the traumatic nature of the work, an under-resourced wider justice system and 

limited referral and other service options.  

Administrative and other support staff, by comparison, were identified as facing main 

pressures associated with inappropriate referral, lack of opportunity for or access to training 

and support, unrealistic client expectations, and limited career pathways and progression. 

Given that administrative and other support staff appear to bear the brunt of abusive, 

aggressive and threatening clients, their identified lack of access to training and support 

may be cause for concern. 

Work pressures and stress faced by managers 

Respondents were asked about the work pressures and pressures that they faced in their 

position or role.48 The main work pressures and stress faced reported concerned being 

‘squeezed’ and ‘sandwiched’ between the volume of legal assistance work their service 

faced and the wide gamut of their other responsibilities. All within an overarching context of 

time and resource pressures. 

Respondents who were both lawyers and managers, described as being ‘two jobs’, 

appeared to be particularly ‘squeezed’ by their legal service and management 

responsibilities. 

Analysis suggested three main overlapping themes: 

• Conflicting demands  

• Time and resource constraints 

• Regional factors. 

 

                                                   

48 See Q18, Manager Survey, Appendix B. 
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Conflicting demands   

A strong and consistent theme in respondent reviews was the conflicting demands and 

responsibilities of their role. The following respondents illustrate the challenges: 

Not having enough time to do all the legal work I am expected to do and provide support and 

supervision to a large administrative team and very junior lawyers. (Generalist service, 

Regional area, 6–9 years in public legal assistance) 
 

As a manager and lawyer, trying to balance management duties, sensitive staff issues and 

court work. (Criminal service, regional area, 6–9 years in public legal assistance) 
 

Too many varied responsibilities at both strategic and operational levels. Dancing between 

both all day every day. (Generalist service, Perth metro area, 10 or more years in public 

legal assistance) 
 

One of the ways legal assistance services have managed funding circumstances is through 

‘fusing’ senior legal and manager roles to head offices and teams. These roles have wide 

responsibilities and competing demands: 

Lack of funds has resulted in the manager's position being fused with the position of principal 

solicitor. The sheer amount of work, especially regulatory compliance and reporting is very 

time consuming … (Generalist service, Perth metro area, 6–9 years in public legal 

assistance) 
 

Respondents from CLCs reported a wide range of tasks and issues that they were 

responsible for and which was exacerbated by the funding and resource environment, as 

the following respondents explained: 

I often have to cover for operational staff if we are short-staffed. So will often do 

administrative roles and see clients, when I am required to do my own position as well. I 

have pressure from the board about producing results, the onerous reporting that is required 

by funders. The stress from staff who are 'over worked' and want salary increases when the 

money isn't there. (Generalist service, Perth metro area, 10 or more years in public legal 

assistance) 
 

Huge workload as I manage finances, HR, IT, office admin, premises, funding, policies and 

procedures, OHS, etc. etc. Funding uncertainty and constant juggling of the budget. 

(Specialist service, Perth metro area, 6–9 years in public legal assistance) 
 

Managing multiple roles and responsibilities which in other organisations would have an 

identified role e.g.: human resources, financial, volunteer management, IT, service planning, 

lobbying, law reform, education, media and publicity etc. (Civil service, Perth metro area, 

10 or more years in public legal assistance) 
 

Time and resource constraints 

Again, a common theme concerned how resource circumstances exacerbated the pressure 

and difficulty of managing conflicting demands and responsibilities, and particularly those 

associated with client demand and workloads. Several respondents explained the key 

pressures and stress they faced in terms of the challenge of trying to balance competing 

demands on time and resources.  



Taking the pulse of the Western Australia legal assistance sector: The resilience project  

Law and Justice Foundation of New South Wales October 2019 61 

Respondents reported that they often had to focus on frontline service provision, such that 

other issues tended to be ‘squeezed out’ or left till they escalated in urgency, as the 

following respondents explained: 

Constant and necessary supervision of junior solicitors, while trying to manage operations 

and deal with own casework - simply not enough hours in the day to deal with everything that 

needs to be dealt with. (Generalist service, regional area, 10 or more years in public 

legal assistance) 
 

There is more work than I can keep up with. There is no one else in the service who has the 

capacity for me to pass some responsibilities to … I manage by dealing with [what’s] urgent. 

Important work gets popped in when there is a break in the traffic, or it becomes urgent. 

(Generalist service, state-wide, 10 or more years in public legal assistance) 
 

Constantly working in a ‘crisis-driven’ way also impacted personal health and wellbeing: 

Feeling like I am never on top of my files, so I wake up at 3:00am most mornings thinking 

about work that is urgent. (Family service, regional area, 10 or more years in public legal 

assistance) 
   

Funding and resource circumstances were widely seen as the cause of the pressures and 

stress that respondents faced, and consequently, that little could be done to improve things 

without additional resources. Insecure funding was identified as its own source of pressure 

and stress: 

Insecurity of funding can add stress and having agreements extended in one-year 

instalments does not help the CLC sector as a whole or the staff employed in the sector. 

(Civil service, Perth metro area, 10 or more years in public legal assistance) 
 

Extremely limited resources [and] no sustainable ongoing core funding means that I am 

under pressure to provide a sense of sustainability and security to staff. (Generalist service, 

state-wide, 6–9 years in public legal assistance) 
 

Additional funding, however, was also dual-edged as it typically came with both additional 

service and reporting requirements: 

…Go for funding applications, get them, lovely. But how do I fit the management of another 

project/service/grant into my already full schedule … (Generalist service, state-wide, 10 or 

more years in public legal assistance) 
 

Regional factors 

Respondents from regional offices also commonly explained how the service environment 

in regional areas brought its own challenges, and that being distant from decisions and 

expectations of ‘head office’ was an additional source of pressure and stress. 

Managing staff and staffing in small regional offices was identified by several respondents 

as source of pressure and stress: 

Managing staff workloads, arranging for relief where staff are unwell etc, recruitment and 

retention especially in regional and remote areas, maintaining regular contact and 
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meaningful lines of communication and support with busy staff in regional and remote areas. 

(Generalist service, state-wide, 10 or more years in public legal assistance)   
  

It is difficult to manage staff in small offices where you need to maintain a healthy working 

relationship yet address issues when they arise. (Specialist service, regional area, 2–5 

years in public legal assistance) 
 

Arranging to take any leave could be difficult: 

Getting someone to cover leave for myself is very difficult. As the only lawyer in a regional 

office even a day off can be difficult to arrange. (Specialist service, regional area, 10 or 

more years in public legal assistance) 
 

Several respondents also explained how funding uncertainly and the flow-on staff impacts 

particularly affected services in regional areas:   

…my staff rely on me for their work & livelihood. This is particularly notable in a regional 

context where there is limited other opportunities for work in a similar sphere. The short-term 

nature of funding, as well as many contracts not being indexed or appropriately indexed 

leads to annual contractions in staffing levels, which is unreasonable in light of increasing 

need in the community. (Generalist service, regional area, 2–5 years in public legal 

assistance) 

 

Main challenges to managing work pressure and 

stress 

The Manager Survey asked respondents to specify the main challenges to successfully 

managing work pressures and stresses.49 Given the strong theme concerning respondents 

feeling ‘squeezed’ and ‘sandwiched’ in their role, it is perhaps unsurprising that one of the 

main challenges to managing work pressure and stress was that it also tended to be 

squeezed out by frontline service and other competing demands. 

Analysis indicated that several of the main challenges that respondents identified reflected 

the reality of providing and managing frontline legal assistance within a pressurised service 

environment. Again, several overlapping and interrelated key themes were identified, which 

reflect both the nature of the management challenges and the main pressures identified in 

Table 4.2 and 4.3 above. Key themes were: 

• Insufficient resources 

• Competing demands and expectations 

• Managing the service and working environment 

• Leadership and support from senior leaders. 

 

                                                   

49 See Q14 and Q23, Manager Survey, Appendix B. 
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Insufficient resourcing 

Resourcing was an overarching, omnipresent challenge to successfully managing 

workplace pressures and staff resilience. Respondents pinpointed resources as the ‘core 

issue’ at the heart of difficult choices that had to be made: 

At the core of all the issues is the need for increased resources, without it there will always 

be a deficiency … (Generalist service, Perth metro area, 6-9 years in public legal 

assistance) 
 

Resilience and workplace pressures can only be successfully managed with adequate 

resourcing and not being faced with having to do more with less. (Criminal service, 

regional area, 6-9 years in public legal assistance) 
 

Lawyers need to be able to identify when they have taken on too much vicarious trauma; to 

identify when their caseload is too onerous. To do so in the context of targets and stats, is 

even more difficult. (Generalist service, regional area, 10 or more years in public legal 

assistance) 
 

Another recurrent theme was how being ‘overworked and understaffed’ affected job 

satisfaction and staff resilience, and how funding security was directly linked to employment 

security and service provision: 

It is clear across all community legal services that we are overworked and understaffed. If we 

had appropriate and long-term funding, we would have better staff retention and would be 

able to offer better services which may result in less legal issues overtime for our clients. 

(Family service, regional area, 2–5 years in public legal assistance) 
 

Staff resilience is directly related to their job satisfaction. Certainty of long-term employment 

is a major component of job satisfaction. (Generalist service, Perth metro area, 6-9 years 

in public legal assistance) 
 

Successfully managing staff resilience was said to, ultimately, depend on having adequate 

resources to do so: 

Recognition of the importance of managing resilience related issues [requires] adequate 

resourcing so that resilience related issues can be appropriately addressed. (Generalist 

service, state-wide, 10 or more years in public legal assistance) 
 

Several respondents also explained how the public legal assistance sector, by its very 

nature, tended to prioritise resources to meeting frontline service demand. This often 

resulted in the demands of frontline service being prioritised over other issues, including 

staff resilience. The following respondent explained the wider consequences of such an 

approach: 

… like all not for profits, [we] prioritise the client-facing services and siphon all available 

resources into manpower to help meet demand. This leaves very little in corporate services, 

who could support and resource the teams … [we need] resources to support our team's 

resilience, success and development. (Family service, Perth metro area, less than 2 

years in public legal assistance) 
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Competing demands and expectations 

In the face of frontline service demand, management of work pressures and staff resilience 

as well as other issues can be ‘squeezed out’.  

Insufficient resources to meet genuine client demands. Insufficient importance and resources 

directed towards supporting staff in a resilience framework. (Generalist service, state-wide, 

10 or more years in public legal assistance) 
 

The demands on the service … ensuring staff have clear direction overall in what they are 

doing. Planning can get lost when trying to provide ongoing service delivery. Also, the 

constant expectation from the Government that we need to do more with less. (Specialist 

service, Perth metro area, 10 or more years in public legal assistance) 
 

A challenge frequently described by respondents was the scope of the service demand, 

and how to tackle the equation of ‘too much work, and not enough staff’. The following 

respondent explained how client caseload pressures affected management of work 

pressure and stress: 

1. To find the time in an era of increasing caseload pressure to have regular structured 

meetings with other staff members to debrief and seek others' views. 2. Turnover of staff due 

to uncertainty of employment caused by short-term contract means finding the resources to 

repeat training and ensure that staff have attended relevant training … (Generalist service, 

Perth metro area, 6–9 years in public legal assistance) 
 

In addition to service demand, ‘bureaucratic requirements’ can further erode time and 

resources available to manage work pressure and stress: 

Main challenges - increasing amount of clients with complicated legal matters and 

intersecting factors of disadvantage (i.e. mental health issues, drug use, family violence, 

homelessness, etc.) … increasing amount of bureaucratic requirements (evaluation, acquittal 

reports, accreditation, etc.) (Generalist service, regional area, 2–5 years in public legal 

assistance) 
 

Several respondents explained how when faced with competing demands ‘something had 

to give’ and how often that was personally working harder and harder. This challenge of 

managing workplace pressure and stress and competing demands is illustrated by the 

following: 

Trying to financially balance the organisation but still take care of staff needs. Having stability 

of staff. (Specialist service, state-wide, 10 or more years in public legal assistance)  
 

As a sector, we are balancing the needs of our community with our staff and staffing levels. 

With low staffing levels and high targets … we struggle to find time to undertake appropriate 

staff development … (Generalist service, regional area, 2–5 years in public legal 

assistance) 
 

Historical expectations of not for profits that they meet funders and client expectations and 

KPIs at the expense of realistic workloads and targets… (Generalist service, regional area, 

less than 2 years in public legal assistance) 
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Managing the service and working environments 

Several respondents pinpointed the related challenge of managing workplace pressure and 

stress and the reality of the service and work environments. For example, lack of time and 

‘space’ to manage staff and teams, and to invest in building resilience, can negatively affect 

the working environment. 

These factors further highlight the relationship between the service and working 

environment and how pressures from one can exacerbate the impact of pressures in the 

other. For example, the physical office environment was one factor respondents sometimes 

had little scope to manage, but which they said could negatively affect the working 

environment: 

Open plan offices have placed additional stress on staff with the increase in noise levels 

generally, causing disruption to workflow and staff ability to focus. (Criminal service, state-

wide, 6–9 years in public legal assistance) 
 

Several respondents also explained how taking any ‘time away’ from dealing with frontline 

service demand, including any time taken to deal with staff pressures and build staff 

resilience, inevitably further exacerbates work pressures: 

The workload itself - time away to "manage" these stresses and pressures, only adds to the 

stress and pressure. (Family service, regional area, 6–9 years in public legal 

assistance) 
 

Leadership and support from senior leaders 

Another challenge to successfully managing workplace pressure and staff resilience 

identified by a cross-section of respondents was support of senior management and 

leaders. This not only concerned resource issues, but also where senior leaders send 

‘mixed-messages’ about staff wellbeing and resilience. For example, respondents indicated 

that senior management needed to be seen to be supportive of staff resilience initiatives to 

prioritise action, such as the time and ‘space’ for staff to debrief and engage in resilience 

building activities:  

Recognition from higher management and a "space" i.e. built into targets to debrief and for 

team resilience and team building exercises. (Criminal service, state-wide, 6–9 years in 

public legal assistance) 
 

Senior leadership was also identified as essential for a strong organisational culture that 

was ‘open’ to raising and dealing with staff resilience: 

[We] need to be open to having an uncomfortable conversation about what resilience looks 

like in the workplace - which requires us being open to feedback without taking it personally. 

(Family service, state-wide, 10 or more years in public legal assistance)    
 

Leadership and culture were identified as essential for setting organisational approach and 

expectations, such as views about taking a mental health sick day: 
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Acceptance of taking a mental health sick day would go a long way to building better mental 

health for staff. (Criminal service, regional area, 10 or more years in public legal 

assistance) 
 

Lack of recognition or discussion of work pressures by management in general is a 

challenge. (Civil service, Perth metro area, 10 or more years in public legal assistance) 
 

Another theme in respondent views concerning the key challenges to successfully 

managing work pressures and stresses were geographic issues. This factor is reported in 

more detail below in the section Geographic aspects of staff pressure and stress. 

Main challenges to building staff resilience 

The Manager Survey also asked respondents what they thought were the main challenges 

to successfully building staff resilience.50 

The most commonly reported challenges again concerned insufficient time and resources 

for training, to debrief and provide other support, particularly given client service and other 

competing demands. 

Several respondents stated that there was not any ‘resilience deficit’ among their staff, as 

they were already as resilient as could be realistically expected in the circumstances: 

Our staff are constantly at breaking point - they can't be any more resilient they're as hard as 

they come. (Criminal service, regional area, 6–9 years in public legal assistance) 
 

Other respondents, however, noted how the legal assistance sector culture was one where 

frontline staff tend to ‘self-sacrifice’ in the face of competing demands, and that ‘self-care’ 

was often relegated as it was: 

Hard to prioritise self-care against demands of court hearings, client appointments, casework 

and demands of other lawyers. (Generalist service, regional area, 10 or more years in 

public legal assistance) 
 

A number of respondents also explained that the type of people who were attracted to 

public legal assistance were ‘vulnerable to workplace pressures’ stemming, first, from the 

quantum of the service demand, and secondly, a tendency to ‘want to help as many people 

as much as possible’ and to do so by just taking on ‘more and more’ work: 

 … the reality is everyone is in the sector because they want to create positive change for 

vulnerable individuals, saying 'no' goes contrary to that. (Generalist service, Perth metro 

area, 10 or more years in public legal assistance) 
 

Staff who seek employment in our organisation are very conscientious and client focussed. 

These traits mean that they find it harder to leave work at work and are more prone to 

feelings of [being] overwhelmed and never being able to do enough. (Generalist service, 

state-wide, 6–9 years in public legal assistance) 
 

                                                   

50 See Q15, Manager Survey, Appendix B. 
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Several other key themes were identified in survey respondent views, including: 

• Time and resource factors 

• Barriers to preventative action and willingness to ask for help 

• Management support and organisational culture 

• Resilience training and support appropriate to staff needs. 

 

Time and resource pressures ‘squeezing out’ staff resilience 

Similar to the dominate theme in other open-ended questions, a cross-section of 

respondents explained that when staff were all ‘thinly stretched’, finding time to try to 

redress staff resilience, determining needs and what was available to assist, was a key 

challenge. Time and resource pressures put a cap on ‘organisational bandwidth’, and what 

could realistically be done to build staff resilience in the circumstances (Generalist service, 

regional area, 2–5 years in public legal assistance). 

Time spent dealing with resilience issues was by definition time away from frontline service 

delivery. This only increased frontline service pressures. This was characterised as a 

‘catch-22’ situation: 

Time needs to be put aside for debriefing regularly, and team building, but it is a catch-22 

situation with the pressures of the daily running of a short-staffed legal practice. (Criminal 

service, regional area, 6–9 years in public legal assistance) 
 

Again, a cross-section of respondents said that time and resource constraints mean that 

staff resilience issues are ‘squeezed out’ by frontline client workload demands. For 

example, simply finding time to debrief can be a challenge: 

Having the time to 'debrief' after a particularly stressful or long day or dealings with difficult 

clients. (Criminal service, regional area, 10 or more years in public legal assistance) 
 

Lack of time and resources also affected supervision and staff development: 

Time and money to allow proper supervision, development and work allocation. Ability to 

provide staff with career/role development and progression. Funding to staff the service to 

the level to more realistically meet community demand. (Generalist service, regional area, 

less than 2 years in public legal assistance) 
 

Respondents from regional areas commonly explained that they often had junior, 

inexperienced staff to manage and supervise, many of whom were ill-prepared and ill-

equipped for the trauma attaching to the work done in the regions. Combined with 

unrelenting client demand, complex legal and social issues, and the lack of resources to 

give staff ‘down time’ and ‘days off’, all contributed to staff leaving for ‘less demanding’ 

environments. There was also a widespread view among regional respondents that building 

resilience for regional and remote staff was significantly more difficult due to higher costs of 

‘quality training’, the short-term nature of many staff contracts and associated staff 

turnover. 
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Barriers to preventative action and willingness to seek help 

Lack of time and resources to build staff resilience were also described by many 

respondents as key barriers to timely and preventative action. For example, some 

respondents indicated that ‘debriefing’ tended to occur more after ‘incidents’ rather than in 

an ongoing, preventative way. Several respondents also explained that it was much easier 

‘to stay on top’ of staff resilience matters when staff were aware of the ‘accumulative 

effects’ of trauma and workload pressures and had strategies to identify ‘trigger’ factors. 

Notably, several respondents also explained how they were better able to respond to staff 

wellbeing and resilience when staff were willing to raise issues and ask for help. However, 

maintaining ‘good open communication’ and a ‘safe environment’ for staff to ‘talk about 

issues’ and ‘look at potential solutions’ was difficult in the service and working environment: 

Resilience is a point in time thing. There isn’t one issue that impacts on resilience. And 

sometimes issues impact on resilience and sometimes they don’t. Impact of personal life/ 

wellbeing/ health on work [and] willingness of staff to raise resilience type issues [are also 

challenges]. (Support services, Perth metro area, 10 or more years in public legal 

assistance) 
 

Breaking down ‘pre-existing’ negative or cynical staff attitudes to ‘resilience building’ 

initiatives was also reported as a key barrier to building staff resilience (Family service, 

regional area, 6–9 years in public legal assistance). This was particularly so when efforts 

were regarded as ‘token’.  

Management support and organisational culture 

Once again, another theme in respondent views was the need for support and leadership 

from senior management to ‘carve out’ adequate time and resources to build supportive 

organisational cultures to effectively tackle staff resilience. This view of the challenge of 

building staff resilience is summarised by the following respondents: 

Genuine buy-in from high level management. Lack of time and recognition of the time 

needed to deal with resilience related issues. Culture! (Criminal service, Perth metro area, 

10 or more years in public legal assistance) 
 

Buy-in from senior management including adequate resourcing and appropriate recognition 

of the importance of this type of work. (Generalist service, state-wide, 10 or more years in 

public legal assistance) 
 

Organisational and workplace culture was described as a ‘key ingredient’ that could either 

help to build resilience, or act as a barrier to building resilience, as suggested by the 

following respondent views: 

The culture - we talk about resilience, we have basic resilience training, but it is not 

implemented. There is also a fear by staff to have tough conversations due to repercussions 

- not a lot of time is set aside for resilience work .... (Family service, state-wide, 10 or more 

years in public legal assistance) 
 

Leadership from senior management was also identified as vital to break the dominant 

legal sector culture that tends to cast those feeling workplace pressure and needing 

support as ‘failing’ and unable to cope due to ‘personal inadequacies’. Leadership was 
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therefore also seen as a key factor to help make it ‘safe’ for staff to ask for help, and make 

it ‘OK’ to have ‘offline time to reflect and debrief’ (Family service, Perth metro area, 10 or 

more years in public legal assistance).    

Some respondents were also of the view that organisational strategies to deal with issues 

such as staff mental health and welling, vicarious trauma and compassion fatigue needed 

to go beyond staff resilience: 

I think resilience is the wrong goal. I think we need to create work environments where we 

discuss mental health and debrief. I also think we need to accept that sometimes you won’t 

or can’t recover quickly from some work incidents and sometimes the only answer in this 

profession is to have some time off to regroup. Compassion fatigue is a real issue and not 

something I am sure you can actually be resilient against repeatedly. (Criminal service, 

regional area, 10 or more years in public legal assistance) 
 

Resilience training and support appropriate for staff needs 

Several respondents reported that staff resilience training and support services needed to 

suit the needs of staff working in legal assistance services, and the nature of the pressures 

and stressors faced. This was described as vital to successfully engage those who had 

seen little benefit or had negative experiences from previous staff resilience training: 

Getting staff to engage in appropriate training and professional development - would help if 

this was provided by people with a lived experience of the types of issues staff are facing. 

(Generalist service, state-wide, 10 or more years in public legal assistance)  

 

Client types that cause staff pressure and stress 

Survey respondents were also asked to specify the types of clients that caused staff 

pressure and stress.51 The cross-section of respondents identified a broadly consistent set 

of client demographics, circumstances and expectations as the cause of pressure and 

stress for staff. Identified factors are summarised in Table 4.4. These findings were also 

consistent with and expanded further on the views of focus groups and interview 

respondents reported above in Table 4.1.  

Table 4.4 Types of clients that cause staff pressure and stress  

Factors Client types 

Client demographics  • Alcohol and other drug problems 

• Anger control/management issues 

• Cognitive impairment 

• Foetal alcohol spectrum disorder (FASD) 

• Intellectual disability 

• Mental health issues / personality disorders 

• Multiple disadvantage / low capability clients 

• Non-English speaking / need interpreter services 

                                                   

51 See Q16, Manager Survey, Appendix B. 
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Client personal and 

presenting 

circumstances 

• Abusive, aggressive, angry, frustrated, threatening, violent 

• Anxious, emotional, fearful, terrified clients 

• Desperate clients seeking help ‘in crisis’  

• Drunk and drug affected clients 

• Experience of trauma 

• History of neglect and experience of child abuse 

• Homeless or at risk of homelessness 

• Intergenerational poverty 

• Juveniles with traumatic lives 

• Low capacity to issue instructions, or to understand and action legal advice 

• Suicidal and threatening self-harm 

• Victims and/or risk of family violence 

With certain legal 

matters 

• Client with urgent or pressing matters (e.g. child abduction, children taken 

into care, eviction) 

• Clients with multiple legal issues 

• Legal matters beyond the scope of service provided 

• Sex and violent offenders 

Client expectations • High/frequent service users expecting immediate assistance 

• Ill-informed and unrealistic expectations of service or outcomes 

• Vexatious, querulant, serial complainers and disputants 

 

Analysis of respondent views again indicated several key themes, including: 

• Complex legal and other needs 

• Feeling helpless to help highly disadvantaged, high need clients 

• Low capability clients 

• Those frustrated with the justice system 

• Sense of entitlement and service expectation. 

  

Complex legal and other needs 

Respondents explained that it was the nature of public legal assistance that high 

proportions of clients had complex legal and other needs that often made it difficult and 

stressful to try to provide them with the type of assistance they require. 

I am always surprised when I refer a client to a colleague in private practice only to be told 

the client had complex needs. All my clients have complex needs. Making sure they are all 

provided a quality service is difficult … Trying to ensure they get quality legal advice that 

they understand and are not simply encouraged to plead guilty is stressful, requires 

commitment and time and compassion. (Criminal service, regional area, 10 or more years 

in public legal assistance) 
 

It was also the nature of public legal assistance clients with complex needs that some were 

demanding, frequent service users. 
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… there are some clients that contact our office constantly and are very demanding. They 

can consume a lot of time and cause stress to staff. (Generalist service, regional area, 6–9 

years in public legal assistance) 
 

The clients who don't stop calling and harassing – the persistence is commendable but 

stressful! (Generalist service, regional area, 6–9 years in public legal assistance) 
 

Those with cognitive impairments were also identified as sources of pressure for frontline 

administrative staff, particularly where they make frequent inquiries or attempts to obtain 

assistance: 

Clients with cognitive impairments as they can't remember if they have rung, and repeatedly 

then ring requesting the same information. (Criminal service, regional area, 10 or more 

years in public legal assistance) 
 

Feeling helpless to help highly disadvantaged, high need clients 

Highly disadvantaged clients can trigger feelings of helplessness among legal assistance 

staff. Particularly when the nature of their related needs extends beyond staff experience 

and ability. Feelings of ‘helplessness’, ‘inadequacy’ and just not being able to ‘do enough’ 

were a common source of the pressure and stress caused by these clients: 

From my experience the biggest pressures come from the feeling of helplessness associated 

with the reality of client's lives and not being able to do enough to help. Clients with mental 

health and/or addiction issues cause a lot of pressure - particularly given we are not trained 

to deal with these clients. (Criminal service, Perth metro area, 10 or more years in public 

legal assistance) 
 

Clients with complex and often diagnosed mental health issues - most staff are not trained to 

deal with clients who have complex mental health issues. (Family service, regional area, 

2–5 years in public legal assistance) 
 

Cognitive and other impairment 

Several respondents also explained that the justice system was ‘inept’ or otherwise was 

poor at dealing with the legal matters of some types of clients. This included clients with 

cognitive impairments, intellectual disability and other issues affecting comprehension, as 

illustrated by the following respondents: 

Clients with intellectual disabilities - not because of the clients’ behaviour towards their 

lawyer, but because of [how] inept the system is at dealing with these people, and therefore 

the internal pressure placed on the lawyer to navigate the system for their client ... (Family 

service, regional area, 6–9 years in public legal assistance) 
 

Juveniles with FASD and other challenges with no capacity that the Police and courts seem 

to pressure to be plead guilty when many of these kids can't even write their own name. It's 

inhumane. (Criminal service, regional area, 6–9 years in public legal assistance) 
 

Drug affected clients who become abusive and aggressive. Clients with significant mental 

health illnesses who have difficulty understanding the process and accepting legal advice. 

(Criminal service, regional area, 10 or more years in public legal assistance) 



Taking the pulse of the Western Australia legal assistance sector: The resilience project  

Law and Justice Foundation of New South Wales October 2019 72 

Frustration with the justice system 

The nature of the justice system and legal assistance often contributed to the emotional 

state of those seeking assistance. This is illustrated by the following respondents: 

When clients are frustrated and at times aggressive due to the legal outcome/advice we give 

them … or the time to get through to our service, or that we are only able to offer one-off 

advice/service (Specialist civil service, Perth metro area, 10 or more years in public 

legal assistance) 
 

We provide quite a comprehensive family and domestic violence service for women victims, 

including a duty lawyer service. Male perpetrators of FDV (who sometimes see themselves 

as victims, especially when they are ejected from the family home) have no one to hear their 

side of the story and this causes them to be very bitter and they take it out on our duty 

lawyer staff. (Generalist service, Perth metro area, 6–9 years in public legal assistance) 
 

Sense of entitlement and service expectation 

Another source of pressure and stress, particularly for frontline staff, were those with a 

sense of entitlement and expectation of service: 

As a sector, due to [resource] constraint and the triage nature of our practice, we prioritise 

need over noisy clients. This means that we do deal with unhappy clients … These clients 

are stressful and do cause significant pressure to our legal team. (Generalist service, 

regional area, 2–5 years in public legal assistance) 
 

… Many do not put any value on our services because they are free, or those who feel that 

we are available at the drop of a hat and are sitting here waiting for their call … (Specialist 

service, Perth metro area, less than 2 years in public legal assistance) 

 

Legal matter types that cause staff pressure and stress 

The Manager Survey also asked respondents about the types of legal matters that cause 

staff pressure and stress.52 As may be expected, there was overlap between the type of 

clients and the types of legal matters that cause staff pressure and stress, and again, 

respondent views were broadly consistent with views of focus group and interview 

participants. While different legal practice areas tend to have particular types of legal 

matters that case staff pressure and stress, respondents also identified service scope and 

eligibility, timing, complexity and severity, procedural aspects and personal circumstances 

as key factors affecting staff pressure and stress. Table 4.5 provides a summary.  

                                                   

52 See Q17, Manager Survey, Appendix B. 
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Table 4.5 Types of legal matters that cause staff pressure and stress by area of law 

Area of law and 

other issues  

Matter types 

Civil  • Bankruptcy 

• Child criminal compensation claims 

• Financial abuse of older people 

• Fines and fines enforcement 

• Large debts 

• Social security 

• Tenancy (eviction) matters - potentially leading to homelessness   

Criminal • Abuse and violence against children 

• Child pornography 

• Child sexual abuse 

• Matters where clients are in custody 

• Offences against vulnerable victims (e.g. child, animal, disabled person, etc.)  

• Superior court criminal matters 

Family • Care and protection matters (family violence, child sexual abuse, drug and 

alcohol, crime victimisation etc.) 

• Child recovery matters 

• Family and domestic violence matters – especially those requiring extensive 

social support; in CALD communities 

Service scope and 

eligibility 

• Assisting with complex matters in a duty context not eligible for a grant of aid  

• Frequent users/clients (e.g. keep seeking help, but service unable to provide 

the assistance required)  

• Matters ineligible for a grant, but clients who are unable to comprehend and 

action advice 

Timing of matter • Matters where client seeks help late, shortly before a pending deadline 

• Matters requiring urgent action and high risk of harm (e.g. child recovery) 

Complex, severe, 

high conflict matters 

• Complex matters (e.g. circumstances, facts, legal, evidentiary) 

• Matters involving high levels of conflict 

• Matters that are ‘high states’ and potentially have severe impacts if client 

isn’t assisted (e.g. imprisonment, homelessness, unemployment, deportation 

etc.) 

• Multiple legal and related needs in need of ‘crisis’ service 

Matters involving 

certain types of 

clients and other 

parties 

• Clients and others who are unpredictable 

• Abuse of vulnerable people (e.g. children, disabled, older people etc.) 

• Matters involving abusive, aggressive people 

• Matters involving controlling, threatening or abusive other party 

• Matters with highly disadvantaged and vulnerable clients 

• Those in need of extensive other human assistance service 

Procedural aspects • Matters raising client capacity and fitness to plead issues 

• Matters where imprisonment would not result without mandatory sentencing 

• Tight time limitations (e.g. unfair dismissal) 

Personal 

circumstances 

• Some matters can be ‘triggers’ for trauma and stress stemming from 

previous and personal experiences 
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While a wide range of legal matters and circumstances were potential sources of staff 

pressure and stress, there were a number of strong themes in respondent views, including 

matters involving: 

• Client/victim trauma 

• Severe consequences 

• Service eligibility and environment 

• Mandatory sentencing 

• Personal triggers. 

 

Client/victim trauma 

Matters involving a client or victim that has suffered abuse, exploitation, neglect, trauma or 

violence were widely identified by respondents at matters that cause staff ‘vicarious 

trauma’. In particular, matters involving family and domestic violence, sexual offences, 

abuse, neglect and offending against children were commonly and widely cited. While 

these issues were most commonly cited by respondents involved in criminal and family 

legal assistance, those involved in providing civil services similarly pointed to matters 

involving family and domestic violence, financial abuse and those with abusive and 

controlling other parties.  

The following provides some further insight into respondent views. 

Family and domestic violence and child protection matters are often the most challenging, in 

terms of high stakes / secondary trauma. (Generalist service, regional area, 2–5 years in 

public legal assistance) 
 

… in criminal law, most offending causes some kind of pressure or stress. Lawyers are 

consistently dealing with violent offending. Sex offences cause a higher level of stress. 

Clients in custody or vulnerable clients cause additional pressure and stress to staff. 

(Criminal service, state-wide, 6–9 years in public legal assistance) 
 

Crime - child sex, pornography, extreme violence. Child protection - appalling life 

circumstances of children. Civil - deaths in custody and care, coronial inquests. (Generalist 

service, state-wide, 10 or more years in public legal assistance) 
 

Family law matters that are in the early stages of separation and one party is often trying to 

control the other party or the process … (Generalist service, state-wide, 10 or more years 

in public legal assistance) 
 

Severe consequences 

Another widely cited aspect of legal matters causing staff pressure and stress were those 

that were ‘high stakes’ or potentially involved considerable adverse consequences for the 

client. Examples included matters that can result in a dramatic change of circumstances for 

the client, such as children being taken into and remaining in care, deportation, 

homelessness, and imprisonment. 
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Service eligibility and context 

One of the ways public legal assistance services manage and cope with the demand for 

public legal assistance is through service eligibility requirements. Some respondents 

explained that some of the complex matters handled in a duty lawyer context previously 

would have been eligible for a grant of aid. Having to deal with such matters in the duty 

lawyer context could be stressful: 

In the duty lawyer role - taking on matters that are complex, and in the past would have 

attracted a grant of aid … (Criminal service, Perth metro area, 10 or more years in public 

legal assistance) 
 

Other respondents pointed to family and domestic violence matters and service 

environment as often stressful for staff. 

Mandatory sentencing 

Several respondents explained how mandatory sentencing provisions could ‘increase the 

stakes’ of matters: 

Mandatory sentencing provisions - resulting in a client who would not otherwise be 

imprisoned, being imprisoned … (Criminal service, regional area, 6–9 years in public 

legal assistance) 
 

Some respondents also explained that while the nature of offences with mandatory 

sentencing have changed over time, community awareness and understanding has not 

kept paced. Consequently, it often falls to frontline legal staff to explain this to clients after 

offending has occurred, which is often confronting and stressful due to ‘sense of injustice’.  

Personal triggers 

Some respondents also explained that different types of matters could also be a ‘trigger’ for 

staff pressure and stress, depending upon personal experiences and circumstances. Some 

respondents further explained how they attempted to manage this: 

Many areas of law can cause pressure to different members of staff, due to personal 

experience, trauma or just unease. We seek to minimise this by sharing matters appropriate 

to someone’s emotional capacity. Obviously, some areas are more traumatic, however there 

is no single key area. (Generalist service, regional area, 2–5 years in public legal 

assistance) 
 

Every staff member has clients or legal matters that are triggers. I find in our office the best 

way to deal with this is to pick the right advocate for each client and/or legal matter. 

Domestic violence, sexual offences can be difficult for some people in particular. (Criminal 

service, regional area, 10 or more years in public legal assistance) 
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Geographic aspects of work pressures and stress 

This section consolidates reporting of dominant themes concerning geographic dimensions 

of work pressures and stress reported in the Manager Survey. 

Manager Survey respondents were asked about the pressures and stresses faced in the 

metropolitan Perth area and also in regional and remote areas of Western Australia.53 Key 

challenges to managing work pressures and stresses and successfully building staff 

resilience in different geographic areas were also reported in response to other questions.54  

Due to the nature of the public legal assistance sector, many survey respondents had 

experience of different geographic areas, and some respondents reported how pressures 

and stresses associated with varied service and community environments differed. 

Metropolitan Perth area 

Respondents identified a number of pressures and stresses faced by staff in the Perth 

metropolitan area. Key issues concerned challenges associated with the nature of the legal 

and other human assistance services available. 

Competition between services and inappropriate referral 

While the Perth metropolitan area was ‘thick’ with legal and other human assistance 

services, several respondents reported that ‘competition’ between some services, as well 

as ‘lack of trust’ and ‘lack of awareness’ of what different types of service providers do (and 

do not do), resulted in clients sometimes not being referred to appropriate services. This 

was said to work to the detriment of both clients and other services, as well as the 

efficiency of the wider legal assistance sector (Generalist service, Perth metro area, 10 or 

more years in public legal assistance). Those on the ‘referral roundabout’, along with other 

ongoing service changes, was identified as one source of work pressure and stress: 

The referral roundabout - inappropriate referrals from LAWA, other CLCs, the Court and 

other community legal centres … (Generalist service, Perth metro area, 10 or more years 

in public legal assistance) 
 

Inappropriate referral increased frontline workload, and was associated with disgruntled 

and upset clients who had expectations that they would be able to be assisted by the 

service they had been referred to: 

The ability to deal with incorrect referrals which come from a range of other service 

providers. (Specialist civil service, Perth metro area, 10 or more years in public legal 

assistance) 
 

Employment environment 

Several respondents also identified employment-related issues that were a particular 

source of work pressure and stress in the Perth metropolitan area. These were associated 

with the number of law graduates seeking employment, the short-term nature of contracts, 

uncertainty of and increased competition for career progression, and heightened pressures 

                                                   

53 See Q19 and Q20, Manager Survey, Appendix B. 

54 This included respondent responses provided for Q14, Q15 and Q23 (see further, Appendix B). 
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in seeking to avoid being seen as ‘struggling’, ‘failing’ or ‘trouble’ for fear of being easily 

replaced. These sentiments are illustrated by the following: 

Job uncertainty for those on contracts, lack of opportunity for career progression, heavy 

workloads. (Criminal service, Perth metro area, 10 or more years in public legal 

assistance) 
 

The Perth metropolitan area is awash with unemployed law graduates seeking employment. 

This is always a source of stress for those currently employed who are most often on short-

term contracts and do not see a career path within the sector. (Generalist service, Perth 

metro area, 6–9 years in public legal assistance)  
 

Legal assistance service environment 

Respondents pointed to work pressures and stresses in the Perth metropolitan area 

associated with heavy workloads, busy courts as well as poor interpersonal relationships 

with some difficult court staff, magistrates and judges.  

Compared to regional areas, the Perth metropolitan area was ‘more impersonal’ and 

tended to have less interpersonal and professional rapport across legal institutions when 

compared to some regional areas. There were, however, also some advantages associated 

with increased ‘anonymity’. The following respondent explained why this is so: 

I found that in Perth there is a very fast pace. Less understanding of personal issues and 

less compassion. Having said that the anonymity of being a lawyer in Perth, along with less 

personal accountability, perhaps makes up for this. (Criminal service, regional area, 10 or 

more years in public legal assistance) 
 

The denser population and higher numbers of people seeking legal assistance in the Perth 

area was also identified as factor that heightened work pressure and stress. 

Some respondents from state-wide services also reported that while they were located in 

Perth, they provided services to regional and remote areas of the state, most usually by 

telephone. However, they reported that telephone assistance ‘creates pressure’, due to the 

nature of assistance that can be provided by telephone, and feeling inadequate because of 

a reduced ‘ability to assist’ when compared to in-person assistance. 

Regional and remote areas 

Manager Survey respondents cited a wide range of pressures and stresses faced by staff 

in regional and remote areas. Table 4.6 summarises the key pressures and stress in 

regional and remote areas cited by respondents.  
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Table 4.6: Pressures and stress faced by staff in regional and remote areas  

Key sources 

of pressure 

Nature of those pressures 

Remoteness  • Additional cost of travel 

• Distance, travel time to outreach and on circuit, extreme temperatures 

• Limited external supports and resources in regional and remote areas 

Justice system 

infrastructure 

and 

environment 

• Appearing before the same magistrates, small set of professional associates 

• Lack of access to specialist courts and programs (e.g. Drug Court, Intellectual 

Disability Diversion Program Court etc.) 

• Lack of justice system infrastructure in many regional and remote areas (e.g. 

criminal justice and family court services) 

• Lack of training and support for judicial officers new to regional and remote areas 

• Pressure to deal with criminal matters by way of guilty plea rather than put matter 

off to allow for negotiations  

• Staff held more personally accountable for progress and resolution of client legal 

matters by magistrates and court staff in some regional and remote areas 

• Varied judicial practices in some regional and remote areas 

Work, 

workplace and 

community 

environment 

• Always being ‘on the clock’; difficulty finding time and space away from work 

pressures in a small town 

• Lack of access to professional networks 

• Lack of collegiate support, training and continuing professional development 

opportunities  

• Lack of internet connectivity, ongoing issues with information technology 

• Lack of resources to provide equal access across the region serviced 

• Professional isolation, difficulty accessing timely guidance and mentoring support 

Staffing issues 

and 

relationships 

• Closer, more frequent contact with colleagues 

• Lack of admin and support staff  

• Staff shortages and turnover, lack of cover, relief and backfill 

Client needs 

and 

expectations 

• Clients without easy access to the service or communications (e.g. lack of access to 

transport, telephone etc.) 

• Heightened and diverse legal and other needs, many very disadvantaged people 

and areas 

• High service delivery expectations and high caseloads 

• Staff held more personally responsible for legal outcomes by client and community 

in some regional and remote areas 

Lack of 

availability of 

other legal and 

support 

services for 

clients 

• Inability to make appropriate referrals, inaccessibility of support services  provided 

in metropolitan areas 

• Lack of accessible support services (e.g. mental health, interpreters etc.) 

• Lack of referral options, private lawyers doing legally aided work, experienced 

practitioners 

• Limited alternative legal assistance services and referral options 

• Shrinking community, government and other social services 

Personal 

factors 

• Higher cost of living (e.g. housing, food, travel etc.) for some areas 

• Living in small town, more contact with clients and professional associates 

• Personal isolation from family and friends for those from Perth  

• Relocating to regional or remote area – new culture and environment 
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The following provides further insight into survey respondents views about regional and 

remote pressures and stress. 

Remoteness 

The remoteness of many service locations was a strong and widely cited theme. Several 

respondents highlighted additional work pressures and stress associated with increasingly 

remote service environments:  

Regional staff are relied on to deliver in many different areas of law. The remoteness means 

that there is very limited opportunity for a break from service delivery and high staff turnover 

means there is a relentless pressure. There is a lot of travel involved in remote locations, 

which puts a lot of pressure on staff. If a staff member in a remote location takes leave there 

is even more pressure on the rest of the staff. (Criminal service, Perth metro area, 10 or 

more years in public legal assistance) 
 

Limited resources; promises for additional staff that aren’t delivered; inconsistent workplace 

safety considerations and responses between city and regions; lack of understanding of 

pressures from decision makers; inconsistencies with the application of human resource 

policies; geographic location and leave limitations [that don’t] allow staff to regularly get out. 

(Criminal service, regional area, 6–9 years in public legal assistance) 
 

A number of respondents also explained that the legal service environment in regional and 

remote areas was often more stressful due to less availability of other legal and social 

services:   

The limited services in RRR areas exacerbate the pressures and stresses. (Specialist 

service, Perth metro area, 10 or more years in public legal assistance) 
 

Remoteness factors overlapped, both affecting and being affected by the local justice and 

legal service environments as well as local community service needs and expectations.  

Justice system environment 

Respondents also explained how regional and remote areas typically less justice system 

resources and infrastructure had compared to what was provided and available in Perth. 

Lack of support services were frequently reported to increase pressure and stress: 

Regions not having the same resources in both the criminal justice system and family court 

compared to Perth. (Generalist service, regional area, 10 or more years in public legal 

assistance) 
 

Another key source of pressure and stress in regional and remote areas was the nature 

and heightened importance of interpersonal and stakeholder relationships. The smaller, 

tighter set of people filling the key justice sector roles (e.g. magistrate, registrar and other 

court staff, prosecutors, public legal lawyers and administrative staff, private lawyers etc.) in 

regional and remote areas means this is often a pivotal factor affecting work pressure and 

stress.  

Positive interpersonal relationships, for example, supported and facilitated effective and 

efficient service environments. While examples of ‘judicial bullying’ in the Perth 

metropolitan area were reported, fractious, poor interpersonal relationships could be an all-

encompassing and ‘constant’ source of pressure and stress in some regional and remote 
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areas, exacerbated by having to deal with the same institutional players over and over, 

‘without escape’: 

… appearing in front of the one judicial officer constantly (particularly if that judicial officer is 

not particularly pleasant to appear in front of). (Criminal service, regional area, 6–9 years 

in public legal assistance) 
 

Respondents further explained that this was often a key issue for junior staff, who often 

take up positions in regional and remote areas and who typically need additional 

supervision, mentoring and support. 

Legal assistance services in regional and remote areas were also described as having a 

much more prominent role in resolving and managing client legal and related matters as 

compared to the Perth metropolitan area. A number of respondents explained that there 

were often strong community and justice system expectations about service provision. For 

example, 

In regional areas, lawyers in community legal settings such as LAWA and ALSWA are held 

more closely and personally accountable for ensuring work is completed on matters. We are 

also part of the local community which means you’re more accountable to your clients as 

well as the court - less anonymity. (Criminal service, regional area, 10 or more years in 

public legal assistance) 
 

Consequently, staff in regional and remote areas were often expected to ‘do more’ to help 

dispose of matters. This included expectations of availability and higher levels of service on 

duty lawyers (e.g. availability to handle ‘late custodies’). In areas where court support 

services and programs are not available or accessible, legal assistance services were also 

often expected to do more to make arrangements to facilitate disposal of matters: 

Smaller regional locations do not have the access to Court ordered services - this can be 

time consuming for staff to organise alternative services. Client expectations can also cause 

staff stress. (Family service, regional area, 2–5 years in public legal assistance) 
 

A related issue was also increased pressure to quickly and immediately dispose of matters: 

There’s also pressure to deal with matters (by way of a plea of guilty) in remote locations 

simply because it’s easier than putting a matter off for negotiations or trials. (Specialist 

service, regional area, 6–9 years in public legal assistance) 
 

Legal assistance service environment 

The service and community environment were also sources of pressure and stress for staff 

in regional and remote areas. One stark difference in regional and remote areas was a 

greater sense of professional isolation as well as staff recruitment and retention issues: 

Lack of access to other lawyers to talk over matters is stressful. Trying to plan to meet client 

demand versus available staff. Lack of a backup lawyer is stressful. Lack of communication 

from head office. (Criminal service, regional area, 10 or more years in public legal 

assistance) 
 

The fluid nature of the employment and retention of lawyers. This has not been assisted in 

the past by the lack of availability of Perth based lawyers to provide relief to regional offices. 

(Criminal service, regional area, 6–9 years in public legal assistance) 
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Limited access to ‘relief’ and ‘backup’ staff further exacerbated heightened workload 

pressures caused by staff leave, turnover and positions remaining unfilled. The difficulty 

and time required to fill both expected and unexpected vacancies, increased the workload 

and pressures on the other staff. 

Relief arrangements for planned and unexpected leave or vacancies and insufficient staffing 

levels. (Criminal service, state-wide, 10 or more years in public legal assistance) 
 

Staff retention is an important challenge. This places stress on the remaining employees to 

undertake 2 and sometimes 3 roles during their normal course of work. (Family service, 

regional area, 2–5 years in public legal assistance) 
 

 

As the nature of legal assistance infrastructure varies by location, the availability and mix of 

LAWA, ALSWA, AFLS and FVPLS, and CLC services also varies. Provision of other 

human assistance services also varies geographically. This in turn affects how legal and 

related needs can be met from location to location. In particular, lack of access to mental 

health and drug and alcohol services was widely cited as a source of pressure and stress 

on legal assistance staff: 

Lack of resources and access to services. Mental health services are non-existent for 

example. (Specialist service, regional area, 6–9 years in public legal assistance) 
 

The working environment for circuit and outreach work, especially in some remote and very 

remote areas, and associated concern about the legal assistance able to be provided, was 

another source of pressure and stress: 

Travel to outreach and the work environment at other locations. Staff worry that they are 

unable to provide a service to all areas of the region. Public transport access for clients - if 

follow-up needed … outreach clients often can’t access the office, and outreach may not be 

scheduled for another month. (Generalist service, regional area, less than 2 years in 

public legal assistance) 
 

Staff in regional and remote areas can also find it more difficult to separate the 

‘professional and personal’, and find it harder to ‘switch off’ due to the frequency of 

encountering clients, colleagues and others they frequently encounter during the course of 

work (e.g. on the street, at the supermarket, at clubs, doing recreation etc.):   

Staff cannot pretend that they are not part of the community when they knock off from work 

and therefore see clients and colleagues more readily, which can interfere with them being 

clocked off from work. (Generalist service, regional area, 10 or more years in public 

legal assistance) 
 

… difficulties in finding space from work pressure in places so small that you often encounter 

clients and/or the social issues underlying client's lives when going about one’s daily life … 

(Criminal service, regional area, 6–9 years in public legal assistance) 
 

Respondents explained factors associated with the legal assistance service environment, 

along with other community and personal factors, contributed to staff turnover in regional 

and remote areas. 
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Client and community needs 

Another common theme was the level of legal and related needs in some regional and 

remote areas. The nature of client needs, such as lack of access to transport and 

telecommunication in many regional and remote areas can make communication difficult 

and make effective and efficient legal assistance more of a challenge: 

Lack of available referrals. Transport issues - cost of fuel, distance etc. Lack of mobile phone 

service makes communication with clients difficult. (Generalist service, regional area, 10 

or more years in public legal assistance) 
 

Other related issues that increased staff pressure and stress stemmed from lack of 

availability of and access to interpreters for local community languages, which, again, made 

effective client communication challenging and time consuming. 

The next chapter reports participant views about priorities to address the identified 

pressures and improve staff resilience. 
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5. What would work? 

The final issue canvassed in interviews, focus groups and the Manager Survey was 

participant views about what sort of initiatives would work to address the identified work 

and workplace pressures and improve staff resilience (see Appendix A and B). 

Participants were also asked to prioritise initiatives for short-term and immediate action, as 

well as those that would be the most beneficial but may require longer-term action. 

Given the nature of the work-related pressure and stress identified, widely attributed to 

funding and resource circumstances, it is perhaps unsurprising that participants widely 

identified funding and resources as the ‘solution’, and priority for action.    

Focus groups and interviews 

This section reports priority initiatives identified by participants by type of service provider.  

Aboriginal Family Law Services 

The short and longer-term priority initiatives identified in the focus groups with AFLS 

centred on the funding environment faced by the organisation, and the impacts that had on 

staff employment, retention, training and development. There was a view that not much 

could be done in either the short or longer-term without additional resourcing. 

Priority initiatives were: 

• Increased funding 

• Longer-term funding  

• Longer employment contracts for staff 

• Provision of more training and support 

• More competitive employment packages 

• Defined funding for staff training and resilience. 

Aboriginal Legal Service WA 

The focus groups with ALSWA staff had a strong consensus that given it was a lack of 

funding and resources that was the cause of the work and workload pressures staff face, 

improved funding was the solution. This would enable more, and improved client services. 

Short-term priorities 

Priorities for immediate short-term action mainly focussed on nurturing and sustaining 

workplace culture and investing in relationships and collaboration, as well improvement to 

workplace amenity. Prioritised initiatives included: 

• Fostering workplace culture (e.g. social activities, bonding) 

• Improving workplace amenities (e.g. facilities, vending machine) 

• More collaborative practice 

• Regular supervision.    
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Longer-term priorities 

The identified priorities for longer-term action were: 

• More funding and resources: 

– More lawyers 

– More administrative support 

– More services for clients 

• More diversion and support services for clients: 

– Drug and alcohol services 

– Mental health services 

– Help with intergenerational trauma  

• Employ social workers to help clients with non-legal issues. 

Community legal centres - administrative and support staff 

CLC administrative staff identified several priorities for immediate, short-term action. These 

priorities reflected both the nature of the pressures and stress they faced and their role in 

legal assistance services. 

Short-term priorities 

Identified priorities for immediate action were: 

• Access to training delivered in-person 

• CLC administrative staff network  

• Referral network – meetings/liaison across frontline staff in legal assistance sector 

• Improved capacity to refer clients to private practitioners who can help. 

 

These initiatives were seen as being beneficial in terms of reducing the number of inbound 

inappropriate referrals, as well as increasing confidence about the appropriateness of 

outward referrals. 

Longer-term priorities 

The most beneficial initiatives, that participants thought should be priorities for longer-term 

action, covered similar matters, but saw a stronger role for online technology as well as 

streamlining of administrative and reporting practices. 

Identified priorities for longer-term action were: 

• Use of online technology to support: 

– Referral 

– Legal sector information resources 

– Streamline data entry and service reporting 

– Streamline administrative tasks 

• Provision of training to support: 

– Induction of new staff 

– Uniform training for frontline and administrative staff 

• A network of private practitioners who will charge low fees for advice.   
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Some participants said CLCWA had already taken up some of these initiatives and they 

understood that further developments were expected. 

 

Community legal centres – managers, lawyers and paralegals 

Short-term priorities 

In the focus group with CLC managers and lawyers several priorities for immediate action 

were identified. These included: 

• Shared databank of resources (template forms, CLE resources, staff resources etc.) 

• Resilience training for frontline staff 

• HR training for managers to identify and build staff resilience 

• Improved staff induction programs, to include resilience issues 

• ‘Soft skill’ training for legal staff (diverse/difficult clients, difficult conversations, non-legal 

referral etc.) 

• Staff secondment / pool of temporary staff. 

 

Longer-term priorities 

Identified priorities for longer-term action, which would be most beneficial to address work 

pressures and staff resilience centred on the following: 

• Improved funding circumstances: 

– More funding 

– Sustainable funding 

– Longer-term funding certainty 

– To manage staff wellbeing 

– To measure/evaluate client outcomes 

• Resources for improved partnering/collaboration 

• Revised service targets 

• Structured approaches to staff wellbeing 

• Streamlined administration, reporting, compliance 

• Positive workplace cultures. 

 

CLC managers and lawyers saw funding circumstances and available resources as the key 

issue for any actions to deal with staff workload and resilience issues. 

 

Legal Aid WA 

Like the focus groups with other public legal assistance providers, LAWA staff pinpointed 

funding and resources as priorities for action to address work pressures and staff 

resilience. 

Short-term priorities 

The LAWA focus groups also identified a range of actions as priorities for immediate, short-

term action. These priorities tended to by multifaceted. They were: 
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• Health and wellbeing initiatives 

– Access to psychologists 

– Resilience/mental health days 

– Some ‘no client’ days 

– Access to additional leave 

• Staff management and staffing initiatives 

– Flexible work hours / flexi-time 

– Debriefing and degriefing sessions 

– Longer-term employment / improved job security 

– Pool of permanent relief staff / position backfill strategies 

• Training 

– Time management 

– Working with difficult clients / threatening self-harm 

– Working in open plan 

– Dealing with stress 

– Team building 

• Improved support for referrals, stakeholder referral networks. 

 

Longer-term priorities 

With respect to longer-term action, the initiatives prioritised by LAWA participants were: 

• Funding and resources 

– More funding, staff and service capacity 

• Staff development and job security 

– Improved career development and progression 

– More permanent positions 

– Team building  

• More social support services for clients 

– mental health services 

– drug and alcohol services 

• Improved security and safety at court. 

 

Private practitioners 

The private practitioner focus group identified several priority initiatives concerning ‘what 

would work’ for work and workplace pressures and resilience.55 

There was a strong consensus view that funding for legal assistance services lay at the 

heart of any initiatives that ‘would work’. Improved funding was required for LAWA, to 

relieve pressure on pro bono services, and to improve access to legal assistance for legal 

matters such as migration where public funding is either limited or unavailable. 

                                                   

55 Note that due to time constraints this focus group did not identify short-term and longer-term priorities. 
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Several participants questioned ‘just what had to be done’ to make the government 

understand the situation and improve the operation and sustainability of LAWA and pro 

bono work. There was a view that while circumstances had deteriorated ‘all these things 

are mendable’ and many reforms could be made to make things work better. 

Beyond legal assistance funding, the suggested initiatives largely concerned improved 

access to legal advice, system reforms, and LAWA practices and information. These 

initiatives included the following:  

• Initiatives to increase access to early legal advice and advice for specific 

processes/tasks 

– Funding for low-cost one-off advice could have large downstream justice system cost 

savings (reduce matters that don’t have to be in court) 

– Use technology to facilitate access to lawyers 

• Systemic reforms 

– Streamline processes through use of modern technology 

– Federal and other courts are under-resourced (e.g. registry, some long delays) 

– Improve court triage to streamline lists 

– More prosecutions staff to speed-up the progress of matters 

– Align court expectations of work with what LAWA funds private practitioners to do 

• LAWA practices 

– Streamlined grant provision 

– Improved transparency and predictability of timelines, extensions and guideline / 

merit decisions 

– Improved access to information from grant assessors 

– Clearer information to allow better advice to clients about likelihood of grant 

application being successful. 

 

Manager Survey 

In the Manager Survey respondents were presented with a list of 20 initiatives and were 

asked to identify which ones they thought were most achievable in the short-term and 

should be priorities for immediate action. They were also asked to identify initiatives they 

thought would be most beneficial and should be priorities for longer-term action. 

Respondents were asked to select up to five priority initiatives for each question.56   

Most achievable in short-term 

The initiatives respondents identified as most achievable in the short-term and which 

should be priorities for immediate action are reported in Table 5.1. Half or more of the 

respondents selected ‘funding matched to client demand’ (64%) and ‘longer-term funding 

certainty’ (50%) as priority initiatives. More than one-third of respondents selected ‘frontline 

staff training and resources’ (42%), ‘regular opportunity to debrief, degrief and manage 

trauma’ (34%) and ‘strategies for regional and remote areas’ (34%). The next most frequent 

                                                   

56 See Q21 and Q22, Appendix B. 
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selected initiatives were ‘provision of more client support services’ (30%), ‘improve 

collaboration across service providers’ (28%), ‘more early intervention and support services 

for clients’ (22%), ‘partner/secondments to backfill positions’ (22%) and ‘staff mentoring’ 

(22%).    

Table 5.1: Most achievable in short-term, priorities for immediate action 

Initiatives  

% 

 

Top 

10 

rank 

Funding matched to client demand 64.0 1 

Longer-term funding certainty 50.0 2 

Frontline staff training and resources (e.g. difficult clients/conversations, conflict de-

escalation etc.) 

42.0 3 

Regular opportunity to debrief, degrief and manage trauma 34.0 =4 

Strategies for regional and remote areas 34.0 =4 

Provision of more client support services (e.g. mental health, drug and alcohol etc.) 30.0 6 

Improve collaboration across service providers 28.0 7 

More early intervention and support services for clients 22.0 =8 

Partner/secondments to backfill positions 22.0 =8 

Staff mentoring 22.0 =8 

Note: n=50 Manager Survey respondents. Percentages do not sum to 100 because respondents were asked to select 

up to five priority initiatives. 

 

The identified priorities for immediate action are a mix of primary and secondary 

interventions, and a mix of factors internal and external to the organisation. In addition to 

action concerning funding, staff training and support initiatives, and improved client support 

services and service collaboration/partnering initiatives were ranked among the top ten 

priorities. Notably more than one-third of respondents saw strategies for regional and 

remote areas as achievable and a priority for immediate action. These findings are 

discussed in further detail in the final section of this chapter. 

It is also informative to note the initiatives that were not as commonly selected, and which 

fell outside the top ten. While ‘better management of client expectations’ (20% of 

respondents), ‘dedicated resources for staff resilience’ (18%), ‘drive cultural change 

concerning seeking help with work pressures’ (18%), ‘regular mental health breaks’ (18%) 

and ‘team building’ (18%) fell marginally short, only a smaller minority of respondents 

selected the other initiatives: ‘improve client referral training and support’ (12%), ‘staff 

induction and resources about other available legal human assistance services’ (8%) 

‘online staff resilience resources and training’ (4%) and ‘time and resources to manage 

third party relationships’ (4%). 

Most beneficial in longer-term 

Initiatives identified as the most beneficial and priorities for longer-term action are reported 

in Table 5.2. The initiative most frequently selected by respondents was ‘longer-term 

funding certainty’ (67%), followed by ‘funding matched to client demand’ (45%) and more 

‘early intervention services for clients’ (43%). Between one-third and one-quarter of 

respondents identified ‘provision of more client support services’ (33%), ‘regular opportunity 
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to debrief, degrief and manage trauma’ (31%), ‘improve collaboration across service 

providers’ (29%), ‘strategies for regional and remote areas’ (29%), a ‘clearing house of 

shared resources’ (25%), ‘frontline staff training and resources’ (25%) and 

partnering/secondments to backfill positions’ (25%). 

Table 5.2: Most beneficial, priorities for longer-term action 

Initiatives  

% 

 

Top 

10 

rank 

Longer-term funding certainty 67.4 1 

Funding matched to client demand 44.9 2 

More early intervention and support services for clients 42.9 3 

Provision of more client support services (e.g. mental health, drug and alcohol etc.) 32.7 4 

Regular opportunity to debrief, degrief and manage trauma 30.6 5 

Improve collaboration across service providers 28.6 =6 

Strategies for regional and remote areas 28.6 =6 

Clearinghouse of shared resources (e.g. training, resilience, referral etc.) 24.5 =8 

Frontline staff training and resources (e.g. difficult clients/conversations, conflict de-

escalation etc.) 

24.5 =8 

Partner/secondments to backfill positions 24.5 =8 

Note: n=49 Manager Survey respondents. Percentages do not sum to 100 because respondents were asked to select 

up to five priority initiatives. 

 

Again, it is also informative to examine the initiatives falling outside the top ten. ‘Dedicated 

resources for staff resilience’ (20% of respondents), ‘time and resources to manage third 

party relationships’ (20%), ‘drive cultural change concerning seeking help with work 

pressures’ (16%) and ‘regular mental health breaks’ (16%) were the next four most 

frequently selected initiatives,  while only a small minority of respondents selected 

initiatives concerning ‘better management of client expectations’ (8%), ‘improve client 

referral training and support’ (6%), ‘team building’ (4%), ‘online staff resilience resources 

and training’ (2%) and ‘staff induction and resources about other available legal human 

assistance services’ (2%). 

What would work: priority initiatives 

It is notable that respondents prioritised a similar set of initiatives for immediate and longer-

term actions. While more variation may have been expected, this finding may not be 

surprising given the nature of the work and workload pressures and challenges to building 

staff resilience previously identified in the survey. 

Comparing Tables 5.1 and 5.2, the only difference in terms of the top ten ranked initiatives 

is that ‘staff mentoring’ was only a priority for immediate action and a ‘clearing house of 

shared resources’ was only a priority for longer-term action. While there were some 

differences in rank order for some initiatives, the percentage of respondents selecting them 

as a priority were broadly similar.  

These findings have several implications. First, the findings indicate that respondents view 

a similar set of priorities as being both most achievable in the short-term and most 
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beneficial in the long-term. This most likely stems from the funding and resource 

circumstances being widely regarded as both the cause and solution for workplace 

pressure and stress. 

Second, respondents identified a mix of primary and secondary staff health and wellbeing 

interventions for both immediate and longer-term action. In the face of reported work and 

workload pressures it is unsurprising that respondents prioritised funding issues given their 

direct impact on workload and job demands. This likely reflects the perceived needs of their 

own service and the pressing workload demands faced. It may also be that any move to 

demand-based funding and increased funding certainty would be beneficial. This would, 

presumably, help to address work pressures and stress stemming from job insecurity and 

better enable services to engage in longer-term planning, and invest in training and 

resources.  

It is also notable that several of the other prioritised initiatives concern provision of other 

services to support clients (e.g. mental health, drug and alcohol, early intervention) along 

with collaboration or partnering with other service providers. Again, such initiatives would 

potentially directly improve workload and staffing issues.  

Third, provision of client support services, however, is external and beyond the control of 

legal assistance services. Thus, one of the perceived and prioritised ways to alleviate 

workload pressures is through improving client access to other human assistance services. 

Although improved collaboration and potentially partnering with other providers to backfill 

positions is within the control of legal assistance services, it is likely that such initiatives will 

need the time, opportunity and resources necessary to do so. 

Fourth, in addition to primary interventions that potentially directly reduce workload and job 

stress, a number of secondary interventions that potentially ameliorate and improve 

individual capacity to respond to work-related stressors. Training and resources for frontline 

staff and regular opportunities to debrief and staff mentoring were among the top ten most 

commonly prioritised actions for immediate and longer-term action. 

Several other secondary initiatives, however, were prioritised by only a small minority of 

respondents. In particular, there was little support for prioritising online staff resilience 

resources and training and improving client referral training and support. 

Finally, around 30 per cent of respondents prioritised strategies for regional and remote 

areas for immediate and longer-term action. This speaks to the particular challenges of the 

regional and remote service environment, and the unique nature of the service and work 

environment. It also points to one-size-fits-all initiatives being ill-suited to some of the 

geographic aspects of work-related pressures and stress and challenge of building staff 

resilience.  
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6. Discussion 

The findings indicate a dominant and wide view that work pressures in the Western 

Australian legal assistance sector are getting worse and that funding and resource 

circumstances are both the cause and solution. Variation by service provider, geographic 

location and service role also indicates that initiatives to improve staff wellbeing and build 

resilience may need to be multifaceted. The findings, however, also make clear that unless 

there is provision of additional and/or dedicated resources to support staff wellbeing and 

resilience initiatives, any reallocation of resources to improve staff wellbeing and resilience 

is likely to incur access to justice costs for Western Australians. 

Alternatively, not investing is likely to come at the cost of staff wellbeing and resilience as 

well as the efficiency, effectiveness and sustainability of legal assistance services. 

This chapter first provides a birds-eye review of the key findings and then discusses their 

implications. In doing so it draws out legal assistance policy consequences and examines 

service sustainability. Challenges associated with legal assistance service culture and 

norms and geographic factors are also discussed. Finally, systemic impacts and 

implications for collaborative service planning are examined. 

Findings 

Taking the pulse 

Analysis of the interviews, focus groups and Manager Survey indicates a number of 

pressing workplace pressures affecting the resilience of staff in the Western Australia legal 

assistance sector. 

There was a strong majority view that current work and workplace pressures were ‘getting 

worse’. Among the minority who thought work pressures were ‘getting better’, this view was 

principally attributed to improved recognition of staff wellbeing and resilience issues and 

some perceived change in professional and organisational norms. This included, like the 

identified change in wider society more broadly, more ‘open’ discussion of mental health 

issues. 

Notwithstanding some examples of improvement, there was a strong, widespread view that 

more needed to be done to deliver substantive improvements and that further action was 

needed to move the Western Australian legal assistance sector beyond ‘talking the talk’ on 

staff resilience and wellbeing and onto ‘walking the walk’. 

Key sources of pressure 

Funding and resource issues were consistently identified as the overarching source of 

workload pressure and stress. Other related pressures were associated with community 

service demand and expectations, the nature and complexity of client’s legal and related 

needs, the legal assistance service environment, the work and workplace environment and 
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staffing issues. Particular pressures and stress associated with certain types of clients and 

particular types of legal matters were also identified. 

Beyond organisational funding and resources were pressures stemming from the lack of 

availability and access to other human assistance services for clients, the justice system 

environment and staff personal factors.  

Although funding and resources were identified as the key cause of workload pressures 

and stress for each service provider, there was also some variation in the nature of the 

main pressures and stress which tended to mirror the service environment, and also 

variation within service providers by role within the organisation. 

Legal and administrative staff shared a number of common workplace pressures and stress 

due to staffing levels and availability, however there were also some important differences. 

Frontline administrative staff appeared to bear the brunt of frustrated, abusive, aggressive 

and threatening clients. Staff in regional and remote locations also face particular work 

pressures and stress due to the community, work and service environment. 

Those responsible for managing legal assistance services reported facing a range of 

conflicting demands and competing challenges that were exacerbated by resource 

circumstances. There were at least two aspects to this. 

First, frontline service demands tended to trump and overshadow other demands. Legal 

service managers widely reported the main pressures and stress they faced in role as 

being ‘squeezed’ and ‘sandwiched’ between demands from the volume of legal assistance 

work their service faced and the competing, and at times conflicting, other demands. 

Consequently, frontline service demands tended to dominate and limit time and resources 

for managing other demands.  

Second, managing work pressures and stress also tended to be ‘squeezed out’ due to 

insufficient resources, competing demands and expectations and the service and working 

environment. Leadership from senior managers and regional factors also tended to be 

pivotal in terms of carving out the time, space and resources to manage work pressure and 

stress. Similarly, the identified main challenge to building staff resilience was insufficient 

time and resources. Legal service managers again explained how time and resource 

pressures ‘squeezed out’ staff resilience issues, and how there were barriers to taking 

preventative action such as staff willingness to ask for help. Of particular concern, however, 

was the situation described by several legal service managers whereby they are so 

pressured and constrained by competing demands that ‘crisis management’ is a common 

day-to-day reality. This means staff wellbeing and resilience issues may have to escalate to 

‘crisis state’ before being actioned. 

Thus, one consequence of a legal assistance sector under pressure from frontline service 

demand is that dedicated strategies and resource streams may be required to drive change 

and support preventative actions. For example, one identified reason staff were often 

unwilling to ask for help with the work pressures they faced was attributed to the insecurity 

of their employment. A consequence of short-term funding cycles for legal assistance 

services is that staff are often employed on short-term contracts, and consequently may not 

want to be seen as ‘struggling’, ‘not coping’ or just being ‘too much trouble’ if they seek help 

out of fear it may jeopardise future employment or career progression. 



Taking the pulse of the Western Australia legal assistance sector: The resilience project  

Law and Justice Foundation of New South Wales October 2019 93 

Geographic aspects of work pressures and stress were also identified, with pressures 

faced in the Perth metropolitan area tending to differ from those in regional and remote 

areas of the state. Staff working in regional and remote areas faced various pressures and 

stress associated with remoteness, justice system infrastructure and environment, the work 

and community environment, staffing issues and relationships, client needs and 

expectations, lack of availability of other legal and support services, and personal factors 

related to living in the area. 

What would work 

Given funding and resources issues were identified as the principal cause of work and 

workload pressures and stress, it is unsurprising that they were also widely and strongly 

seen as the solution to ameliorating work pressures and stress and building staff resilience. 

Legal service managers prioritised funding matched to client demand and provision of 

longer-term funding certainty as priority initiatives. Improved funding was also widely 

pinpointed as the key priority initiative by other participants. There was some variation in 

other short-term and longer-term priorities by organisational role and type of service. For 

instance, improved access to training delivered in-person and improved support for 

referrals was cited by administrative staff. 

Improved access to and provision of other human assistance services for clients, 

particularly mental health services, drug and alcohol and other social support services was 

another commonly cited factor that would help to reduce staff pressure and stress.  

Consistent with previous research, participants typically identified several primary 

interventions as key priority initiatives. Primary staff health and wellbeing interventions are 

ones intended to directly eliminate or reduce job stressors, such as reducing job demands, 

improving employee job control and improving social support. Participant views about 

several secondary interventions – that is, initiatives to improve the ways individuals 

perceive and respond to stressors – were more mixed. In particular, legal service managers 

identified regular opportunities to debrief and manage trauma and frontline staff training 

and resources among the most beneficial priorities for longer-term action. While it is likely 

other secondary interventions would be beneficial for some people, participants tended to 

prioritise primary interventions which would address the perceived systemic causes of staff 

pressure and stress. 

Previous research by McDonald et al. (2017) and Poynton et al. (2018) has, however, 

noted how public legal assistance services face significant challenges to taking steps to 

reduce workload demands and improve service sustainability. These issues are considered 

in more detail below. 

Reshaped legal assistance services 

The findings presented here suggest that national legal assistance policy has been 

successful in prioritising legal assistance to those who are most disadvantaged. 

Participants frequently described how many of the clients they assisted were 

disadvantaged and vulnerable, and often had complex legal and other related needs, and 

how this made them more difficult and time consuming to work with. This is in keeping with 
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the Australian access to justice and legal needs evidence base (see Coumarelos et al. 

2012a; Pleasence et al. 2014). 

However, where funding for legal assistance is dislocated from need and growth in demand 

outstrips supply, legal assistance services face insidious choices. Legal assistance 

services are equipped with a limited set of ‘blunt’ policy instruments. Any decisions to 

tighten service scope and eligibility in the interest of managing service demand and 

increasing service sustainability will, typically, have access to justice consequences. 

Whenever legal assistance services tighten service scope and eligibility to focus on priority 

client groups and/or make service workload more sustainable, legal need is likely to be 

displaced onto other service providers, onto other justice system institutions such as courts, 

or else may go unmet. While many in the community are able to effectively self-help, and 

many others are able to purchase legal assistance privately, tightening service scope and 

eligibility is likely to increase the size of the ‘justice gap’. 

One of the consequences of prioritising legal assistance to people facing disadvantage in a 

context of circumscribed funding is that the complexity and difficulty of legal assistance 

work will increase. As legal assistance services increasingly tighten service scope and 

eligibility, legal assistance tends to residualise as increasingly disadvantaged people 

comprise larger and larger proportions of those eligible to receive services.  

The finding here, that there is a widespread perception that pressures in the Western 

Australian legal assistance sector are ‘getting worse’ not only signals escalating staff 

wellbeing and resilience issues but also possible service sustainability challenges. 

Sustainable client-centric services 

Another implication of the findings is the nexus between legal assistance service resources 

and service sustainability. Legal service managers described a situation where services 

that were ‘thinly stretched’ by frontline service demand faced a catch-22 situation with 

respect to staff resilience issues. Resources and time away from the frontline were needed 

invest in, monitor and build staff resilience. However, any time and resources away from 

frontline service only increases the demand-side workload pressures that remain, at least in 

the short-term. 

Given that frontline service demand tends to ‘squeeze out’ other competing demands, 

including staff resilience issues, the findings suggest that dedicated and resourced 

strategies are needed to address legal assistance work pressures and build staff resilience. 

As service demand outstrips supply and legal assistance is residualised, there are 

workload impacts. Increasingly disadvantaged and complex clients are likely to consume 

increasing time and resources, and particularly where there is insufficient access to other 

human assistance support services that may be able to assist in meeting complex client 

needs.  

Client-centric legal assistance services are potentially more responsive, effective and 

efficient when they mirror and appropriately match the legal need and capability of the 

intended users (Pleasence et al. 2014). Workload pressures and staff burnout not only 

jeopardises staff wellbeing but also threatens service sustainability and community access 
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to justice. Service efficiency and effectiveness is also potentially eroded when there is ‘staff 

churn’. The findings here suggest a vicious cycle of escalating frontline service pressure 

and staff wellbeing (see Figure 6.1). 

Figure 6.1: Vicious cycle of frontline service pressure and staff wellbeing 

 

Figure 6.1 depicts the circumstance where increases in frontline service pressure squeeze 

out time and resources to invest in monitoring and building staff resilience, and to meet or 

engage with other competing demands (e.g. collaboration and ‘joining’ with other legal and 

human assistance services etc.). Lack of investment in staff resilience potentially 

undermines staff wellbeing and ability to cope with frontline service pressures, potentially 

exacerbating staff work pressures, burnout and turnover. This then potentially further 

exacerbates frontline work pressures. 

The challenge of making client-centric services sustainable is therefore one of turning a 

vicious cycle into a virtuous circle. Dedicated investment in staff wellbeing and resilience, in 

learning more about ‘what works’, for whom, what services and under what service 

challenges, may not only help to support service sustainability, but also returns on legal 

assistance funds. 

The findings suggest that service sustainability is a pressing legal assistance policy issue 

for Western Australia. Other information, such as analysis of service inputs and outputs is 

necessary to draw a more complete and more nuanced picture of the legal assistance 

service workloads, and to identify which and where services are under most pressure. The 

findings here, however, paint a clear picture of legal assistance services that are under 

pressure, and a widespread perception that things are ‘getting worse’ and that there is 

more that needs to be done to address staff wellbeing and resilience issues. 

One way to improve service sustainability is needs-based funding. Service sustainability 

and staff wellbeing challenges are likely to be an important ongoing issue for the legal 

assistance sector so long as legal assistance funding is dislocated from need. Otherwise, 

dedicated resources and effective strategies are required to ensure that staff wellbeing and 

resilience issues are not ‘squeezed out’ by frontline service demands. 
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Frontline legal assistance work 

The work and workload pressures reported here also point to change in the nature of 

frontline legal assistance work. One of the common workload pressures and stress that 

staff face were clients with mental health and drug and alcohol issues. A cross-section of 

participants from different service providers and geographic areas identified lack of client 

access to mental health and drug and alcohol services as a source of workplace pressure 

and stress. 

There was also a clear theme suggesting that, over time, the level of client frustration, 

aggression and threatening behaviour had increased. This had not only necessitated some 

actions to increase security, but report of increased numbers of ‘critical incidents’ 

associated with threats or violence directed at staff, and people threatening self-harm. 

These incidents can be traumatic and stressful for staff.   

Several participants also described how the ‘day-to-day grind’ of legal assistance work, and 

high repetition of exposure to horrifying matters can accumulate and have spill over effects 

for the individual staff involved. 

While the drivers of stress, anxiety and depression in the legal assistance sector are 

increasingly understood, and the impact of secondary and vicarious trauma and other risk 

factors for staff burnout are increasingly recognised, there is more to learn about how 

pressures on frontline staff may be changing and what initiatives are most effective for 

mitigating pressures and supporting staff resilience. 

Legal assistance sector culture 

The findings also point to challenges in building staff resilience stemming from legal 

assistance sector culture and norms. Those in public legal assistance services tend to put 

client needs ahead of their own, while private practitioners doing legally aided and pro bono 

work similarly tend to put professional obligation and commitment to access to justice 

ahead of personal financial considerations. Both public and private legal assistance 

providers tend to cope with the service environment so long as the ‘overall package’ of the 

job and work demands are not too disproportional. 

Where they become too disproportional for too long, there is risk that public legal service 

providers will ‘burnout’ and seek alternative employment, and risk that private practitioners 

will withdraw from legal aid work. 

The findings here demonstrate a wide range of work pressures and stressors associated 

with the legal assistance service environment. Many of these factors are systemic and 

beyond the immediate control of any particular service provider or manager. This means 

that the scope of primary interventions to relieve work-related stressors may be limited, and 

particularly so given the nature of the funding and resource issues as both cause and 

solution. 

It also means, however, that secondary interventions to improve personal capacity to 

recognise and seek assistance for work-related stress are even more vital in the legal 

assistance work and service environment. In lieu of primary interventions to relieve work-

related stressors, secondary interventions may be the first and only line of defence. If they 
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fail, reactive tertiary interventions will be left to try to pick up the pieces. This means that 

organisational culture and norms must support staff willingness to ask for help, rather than 

act as barriers. 

Where ability to carry a heavy file load, to ‘smash out’ a duty list and to effectively handle 

and cope with difficult clients and matters is carried and celebrated as a ‘badge of honour’, 

there is a risk this may be a dominant culture that inhibits those who are stressed and 

burning-out from seeking assistance. Job insecurity was another commonly identified issue 

that was a barrier to seeking assistance for work-related stress for fear of potentially 

jeopardising employment renewal and career progression. 

Accordingly, strategies to build supportive workplace cultures may be essential to drive the 

use and utility of secondary staff health and wellbeing interventions. Like the dominant 

culture and norms in all organisations, leadership of senior management will therefore play 

an important role in driving organisational culture and norms with respect to staff resilience. 

Regional and remote issues 

This study provides some further information concerning the unique nature of work-related 

pressures in regional and remote areas. Consistent with previous research, participants 

described a range of pressures and stressors in regional and remote areas. There are 

several service challenges in such areas, particularly given the often-heightened level of 

community disadvantaged and legal and other related needs as well as higher proportions 

of new and less experienced staff. Staff turnover and positions remaining unfilled for 

extended periods was a widely cited source of work-related pressures as workload falls 

onto other staff. 

Strategies to manage work pressures and staff resilience in regional and remote areas was 

one initiative that legal service managers prioritised for immediate and longer-term action. 

In may also be useful to know more about what happens to legal assistance staff who only 

work in regional and remote areas for a short period of time. For example, do they leave 

the public legal assistance and perhaps legal work? Do they take up other legal positions in 

metropolitan or perhaps less remote areas? Does a stint in regional and remote areas build 

resilience and/or accelerate career progression? 

Development of dedicated strategies for regional and remote areas would be better 

informed by further understanding of factors that influence decisions to take up, remain and 

leave public legal assistance positions (see Cain & Forell 2011). The geographic dimension 

of the Western Australia legal assistance sector, with many isolated and remote areas, and 

relatively greater tyranny of distance compared to some other Australian jurisdictions, may 

well present relatively heightened work-related pressures and stress. Further 

understanding of these factors may be essential to crafting effective strategies.        

Justice system impacts 

Another implication of the findings concerns the interrelated nature of legal need and 

downstream consequences of upstream policy and funding decisions. Legal assistance 

services are tightly coupled with other human assistance services and other parts of the 

justice system. 
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Potential system efficiencies are undermined by insufficient resources that limit timely 

access to legal assistance. Where one legal assistance service acts to restrict service 

scope or eligibility, legal needs will be displaced onto other legal assistance services and 

parts of the justice system. For instance, there was a common view from a cross-section of 

participants that there were now more unrepresented people in the magistrates and family 

courts in Western Australia, which has negatively impacted waiting times. 

Similarly, participants also commonly pinpointed LAWA decisions and actions as impacting 

and having ‘ripple effects’ on both other public legal assistance services as well as private 

practitioners who do legally aided and pro bono work. Likewise, where ALSWA is unable to 

provide legal assistance to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people at particular court 

locations, this is likely to increase service demand on LAWA services. Both CLC and pro 

bono services attributed service demand increases, to LAWA tightening service scope and 

eligibility. 

Justice system inefficiency is likely to be increased whenever policy and funding decisions 

shift costs from a less expensive to more expensive part of the justice system. For 

instance, private practitioners identified a range of potential cost savings for the overall 

justice system through increased investment in the provision of early and timely legal 

assistance services. Such services potentially facilitate quicker, cheaper matter disposal, 

ward-off ill-conceived and ill-informed action, help to connect people with appropriate legal 

assistance and set them off on suitable resolution paths (see Pleasence et al. 2014). 

Collaborative service planning 

The findings also potentially have several implications for collaborative service planning. 

Again, improved collaboration across service providers was one of the initiatives prioritised 

for both immediate and longer-term action by legal service managers. 

Collaborative service planning is one of the actions envisaged by both national legal 

assistance policy and the legal needs evidence base as potentially supporting the more 

effective and efficient use of existing legal assistance resources (see Pleasence et al. 

2014). The recent reviews of the NPA 2015–20 and ILAP 2015–20, however, point to the 

need for leadership and resources to more effectively support collaborative service 

planning.57 

As the findings of this study clearly demonstrate, where collaborative service planning 

makes additional and unfunded demands of participants, there is a risk that it will be 

‘squeezed out’ or ‘sandwiched’ between other competing service demands. 

Developing and driving collaborative service planning projects that potentially increase 

legal assistance service efficiency and effectiveness is likely to require commitment of time 

and resources. 

Several initiatives to address work-related pressures and stress suggested by the 

participants in this study could be tackled collaboratively. Examples include: 

                                                   

57 See Cox Inall Ridgeway (2019) and Urbis (2018). 
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• Shared staff induction and legal assistance sector information 

• Efforts to support more effective client referral, such as referral network 

• Collaboration and partnering to develop and coordinate a pool of relief staff 

• Regionally-based legal assistance networks and collaborative service initiatives 

• Efforts to better understand, monitor and tackle work-related pressures and staff 

resilience. 

 

Conclusion 

This study provides evidence of a widespread perception that work-related pressures and 

stress in the Western Australian legal assistance services is ‘getting worse’. 

Notwithstanding some indications of improved awareness of and ‘openness’ towards 

mental health and staff wellbeing issues, there was a widespread view among participants 

that more needed to be done. 

Participants in the interviews, focus groups and Manager Survey detailed a wide range of 

main work-related pressures and stress, as well as suggestions concerning priorities for 

action. Unsurprisingly, participants prioritised primary interventions that centred on service 

funding and resources as the means to ameliorate work-related pressures and stress. 

These interventions go directly to the perceived systemic cause and solution of increasing 

work-related pressures. 

Beyond funding and resource issues, the findings also point to the potential utility of 

secondary interventions to change the way individuals perceive and respond to work-

related stressors. In lieu of additional funding and resources, secondary interventions may 

be easier to achieve in the legal assistance sector, especially given likely access to justice 

consequences of tightening service scope and eligibility. 

As others have noted, however, although secondary and tertiary interventions may be 

beneficial, they risk individualising work-related pressure and wellbeing at the expense of 

wider systemic and policy drivers (see Parker 2014; Poynton et al. 2018). 

The findings also make clear that an important aspect of effective and efficient client-centric 

legal assistance services, is service sustainability. One way forward is through collaborative 

service planning efforts. These efforts, however, like staff wellbeing and resilience efforts 

more broadly, must be appropriated resourced or else they are likely to be ‘squeezed out’ 

by competing frontline legal assistance service demand. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A: Interview and focus group schedule 

 

Introduction and project overview 

• Law and Justice Foundation of NSW 

• Resilience project overview 

• Session overview: questions concerning staff resilience and wellbeing 

• Availability of Employee Assistance Program  

Exercise 1: ‘Take the pulse’ of legal services in Western Australia 

• How are things going in the Western Australian legal assistance sector? Are the 

pressures you face getting better, worse or the same as always? 

o Key reasons for view 

o Explore differences, why so? 

Exercise 2: Identify main work and workplace pressure points & causes 

• Identification exercise – What are the main work and workplace pressures and 

causes? 

o Canvas key issues/causes 

o Share views / discuss 

o Identify main/most pressing work/work place pressure points 

Exercise 3: Identify ‘what would work’ - initiatives 

• What sort of initiatives would work to address the identified pressures and improve 

staff resilience? 

o Canvass support for different types of initiatives? 

o Discuss what might be done to alleviate 

o Canvass experience of ‘what works’ and ‘what doesn’t’ 

o Identify priorities: 

o Easier to achieve, cheaper, quicker short-term 

o Harder to achieve, may need more resources, longer-term, more 

beneficial 

Wrap-up: Canvas any other key issues that should be aware of  
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Appendix B: Collaborative Services Planning Group 

Resilience Project - Manager Survey 

 

You and your agency 

This section asks about your experience in public legal assistance, the type of agency 
you work for, your role and the type of legal services your service provides.  

 

Q1. How long have you been working in public legal assistance services? 
 

   Less than 2 years 

   2–5 years 

   6–9 years 

   10 or more years 

   Not applicable 

Q2. What type of agency do you work in? 
 

   Aboriginal Family Violence Prevention Legal Service (FVPLS)  

  Aboriginal Family Law Services (AFLS) 

   Aboriginal Legal Service of WA (ALSWA) 

  Community Legal Centre (CLC) 

   Legal Aid Western Australia (LAWA) 

   Law Access (WA's pro bono legal referral service)  

  Other (please specify) 
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Q3. What is your position/role? 
 

   Manager 

   Lawyer 

   Both manager and lawyer 

   Other (please specify) 

 

Q4. How long have you been working in this position/role? 
 

  Less than 2 years 

  2–5 years 

  6–9 years 

  10 or more years 

  Not applicable 

 

Type of service 

Q5. Is your service a generalist or specialist legal service? 
 

   Generalist 

   Specialist 

   Other (please specify) 

 

 

Q6. What is the main legal practice area(s) of your service? (Please tick all that apply) 
 

   Civil 

   Criminal 

   Family 

   Domestic and family violence 

   Other (please specify)   
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Q7. Where is your service(s) located? 
 

   Perth metropolitan region 

   Regional area 

   Both Perth metropolitan and other regional areas 

   Other (please specify) 

 

Work pressures 

This section seeks your views about work pressures faced by your service and 
awareness of staff resilience issues within the legal assistance sector. 

 

Q8. Based on your experience, how would you characterise the work pressures currently 
faced by your service? 
 

   About the same as always 

   Getting better 

   Getting worse 

 

Q9. Please explain the reasons for your previous answer (specify). 
 

 

Q10. In your view, do you think the legal assistance sector's awareness and recognition of 

staff resilience issues has improved in recent years? 

 

  Yes 

  No 

 

Q11. Please explain the reasons for your previous answer (specify) 
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Work pressures - legal and administrative staff 

Focus groups for this project identified a number of pressures faced by frontline legal and 

administrative and support staff. In this section we first ask about pressures faced by legal 

staff, and then, pressures faced by administrative and support staff. 

Q12. Which of the following do you think are the main sources of pressures affecting the 

legal staff in your service? (Please select the top 5 pressures faced by legal staff. 

  Abusive, aggressive, threatening or difficult clients (e.g. to others or to self-harm etc.) 

  Behaviour of third parties (i.e. court staff, prosecutors, magistrates/judges, other 

services etc.) 

  Clients with complex legal and other needs (e.g. cognitive impairments, drug and 

alcohol, mental health etc.) 

  Complexity and severity of clients' legal matters 

  Inappropriate incoming referrals 

  Insufficient interpreters 

  Insufficient resources to cover staff illness and leave 

  Lack of opportunity for, or access to, training and support 

  Limited career pathways/progression 

  Limited referral and other service options (e.g. other legal and human assistance)    

  Managing work-life balance 

  Not enough staff to meet client demand 

  Providing quality service within available time and resources 

  Safety concerns (e.g. at court, outreach etc.) 

  Tenuous job security (i.e. short-term contracts etc.) 

  Traumatic nature of work (i.e. experiences of clients and colleagues) 

  Under-resourced justice system (i.e. courts, legal assistance etc.) 

  Unrealistic client expectations 

  Working environment (e.g. court, office, travel etc.)    

  Worry about client outcomes 

  Other (please specify) 
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Q13. Which of the following do you think are the main sources of pressures affecting the 

administrative and support staff in your service? (Please select the top 5 pressures faced 

by administrative and support staff.) 

  Abusive, aggressive, threatening or difficult clients (e.g. to others or to self-harm etc.) 

  Behaviour of third parties (i.e. court staff, prosecutors, magistrates/judges, other 

services etc.) 

  Clients with complex legal and other needs (e.g. cognitive impairments, drug and 

alcohol, mental health etc.) 

  Complexity and severity of clients' legal matters 

  Inappropriate incoming referrals 

  Insufficient interpreters 

  Insufficient resources to cover staff illness and leave 

  Lack of opportunity for, or access to, training and support 

  Limited career pathways/progression 

  Limited referral and other service options (e.g. other legal and human assistance)    

  Managing work-life balance 

  Not enough staff to meet client demand 

  Providing quality service within available time and resources 

  Safety concerns (e.g. at court, outreach etc.) 

  Tenuous job security (i.e. short-term contracts etc.) 

  Traumatic nature of work (i.e. experiences of clients and colleagues) 

  Under-resourced justice system (i.e. courts, legal assistance etc.) 

  Unrealistic client expectations 

  Working environment (e.g. court, office, travel etc.)    

  Worry about client outcomes 

  Other (please specify) 
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Q14. In your view, what are the main challenges to successfully managing work pressures 

and stresses? (Please specify) 

 

 

Q15. In your view, what are the main challenges to successfully building staff resilience? 

(Please specify) 

 

 

Q16. Are there any particular types of clients that cause staff pressure and stress? (Please 

specify) 

 

 

Q17. Are there any particular types of client legal matters that cause staff pressure and 

stress? (Please specify) 

 

 

Q18. In your role/position, are there particular work pressures and stresses that you face? 

(Please specify) 

 

 

Q19. In your experience, are there particular pressures and stresses faced by staff in the 

metropolitan Perth area? (Please specify) 

 

 

Q20. In your experience, are there particular pressures and stresses faced by staff in 

regional and remote areas? (Please specify) 
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Initiatives - what would work? 

A number of initiatives to reduce work pressure and improve staff resilience were 

suggested in the focus groups. Some appeared to be achievable in the near or short- term, 

while others may require action and efforts over the longer-term. 

Q21. Which of the following do you think are most achievable in the short-term and should 

be priorities for immediate action? (Please select up to 5 priority initiatives) 

  Better management of client expectations 

  Clearinghouse of shared resources (e.g. training, resilience, referral etc.)   Dedicated 

resources for managing staff resilience 

  Drive cultural change concerning seeking help with work pressures (e.g. Employee 

Assistance Programs) 

  Frontline staff training and resources (e.g. difficult clients/conversations, conflict de- 

escalation etc.) 

  Funding matched to client demand 

  Improve client referral training and support 

  Improve collaboration across service providers 

  Longer-term funding certainty 

  More early intervention and support services for clients 

  Online staff resilience resources and training 

  Partner/secondments to backfill positions 

  Provision of more client support services (e.g. mental health, drug and alcohol etc.) 

  Regular mental health breaks 

  Regular opportunity to debrief, degrief and manage trauma 

  Staff induction and resources about other available legal and human assistance 

services 

  Staff mentoring 

  Strategies for regional and remote areas 

  Team building 

  Time and resources to manage third party relationships (e.g. service providers, courts, 

interagencies etc.) 

  Other (please specify) 
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Q22. Which of the following do you think would be most beneficial and should be priorities 

for longer-term action? (Please select up to 5 priority initiatives) 

  Better management of client expectations 

  Clearinghouse of shared resources (e.g. training, resilience, referral etc.)   Dedicated 

resources for managing staff resilience 

  Drive cultural change concerning seeking help with work pressures (e.g. Employee 

Assistance Programs) 

  Frontline staff training and resources (e.g. difficult clients/conversations, conflict de- 

escalation etc.) 

  Funding matched to client demand 

  Improve client referral training and support 

  Improve collaboration across service providers 

  Longer-term funding certainty 

  More early intervention and support services for clients 

  Online staff resilience resources and training 

  Partner/secondments to backfill positions 

  Provision of more client support services (e.g. mental health, drug and alcohol etc.) 

  Regular mental health breaks 

  Regular opportunity to debrief, degrief and manage trauma 

  Staff induction and resources about other available legal and human assistance 

services 

  Staff mentoring 

  Strategies for regional and remote areas 

  Team building 

  Time and resources to manage third party relationships (e.g. service providers, courts, 

interagencies etc.) 

  Other (please specify) 

 

Q23. Finally, are there any other comments that you would like to make concerning the 

challenge of successfully managing workplace pressures and staff resilience? (please 

specify) 

 

 

 


	Taking the pulse of the  Western Australia legal assistance sector: The resilience project
	Contents
	Acknowledgements
	Shortened forms
	Executive summary
	What this report examines
	Methods
	Major findings
	Implications and conclusion

	1. Introduction
	Background
	Terminology
	Service, policy and funding context
	Resilience and wellbeing
	Legal profession, services and wellbeing
	Report overview

	2. Method
	Research questions
	Data sources
	Manager Survey
	Analyses
	Limitations

	3. Taking the pulse
	Focus groups and interviews
	Manager Survey

	4. Key sources of pressure
	Focus groups and interviews
	Manager Survey
	Work pressures and stress faced by managers
	Main challenges to managing work pressure and stress
	Main challenges to building staff resilience
	Client types that cause staff pressure and stress
	Legal matter types that cause staff pressure and stress
	Geographic aspects of work pressures and stress

	5. What would work?
	Focus groups and interviews
	Manager Survey

	6. Discussion
	Findings
	Reshaped legal assistance services
	Sustainable client-centric services
	Frontline legal assistance work
	Legal assistance sector culture
	Regional and remote issues
	Justice system impacts
	Collaborative service planning
	Conclusion

	References
	Appendices
	Appendix A: Interview and focus group schedule
	Appendix B: Collaborative Services Planning Group Resilience Project - Manager Survey


