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Purpose: 

To have a collective conversation 
about the human dimension of 
coronial work, with a focus on role 
clarity, compassion and purpose

• Presentations
• Panel Discussion
• Group conversation

Overview



Occupational 
Role

Physical

CognitiveSocial

Emotional

Spiritual

Your 
Wellbeing

Six domains of occupational wellbeing

Defining occupational 
wellbeing:

A continuous process in 
which workers  are enabled 
to strive for thriving in each 
dimension of their lives.

 adapted from : 
American Bar Association Report 

“The Pathway to Lawyer Wellbeing”, (2017)



Role clarity 

Functional:
The degree to which we have a clear understanding of our (and our 

colleagues’) tasks, responsibilities and processes at work.  

Psychological:
The process of defining the scope and goals of our relationships / 

interactions with people at work, and then maintaining boundaries that 
allow us to focus on that scope.



Role clarity
Rationale:
• Protective against vicarious trauma, burnout, job stress
• Supportive of job efficacy, performance, and wellbeing
• Especially important in work involving emotional complexity, 

trauma, or ambiguity

In coronial work:
• The roles are demanding and complex
• Role clarity is supported clear and consistent process
• Individual relationship to the role

Role clarity in coronial work



Panel Discussion
Facilitator: Sally Ryan
Panelists:  Justice Stephen O’Meara (Vic); Chief Coroner Olivia McTaggart (Tas)



Discussion

In the room:

• Discuss in groups of 3

• Prepare to share main points in large group

1. What resonated from the panel discussion?

2. What would you add?



Role Clarity, Compassion, and Purpose



“Now, there's two things that can happen 
to you. Either you're going to remain a 
decent person and become terribly upset 
by it all because your emotions, because 
your feelings, are being pricked by all of 
this constantly.  Or you’re going to become 
– you're going to grow a skin on you as 
thick as a rhino, in which case I believe 
you're going to become an inadequate 
judicial officer because once you lose the 
human – the feeling for humanity you can't 
really – I don't believe you can do the job.”

Australian magistrate, quoted in Roach Anleu & Mack 
(2005), Magistrates everyday work and emotional 

labour, Journal of Law and Society 



‘Crusader’ approach

Doing it all oneself

Trying to fix everything

Excessive responsibility 
for people’s feelings

Excessive 
accommodation of 
people’s difficulties

Wanting to know 
more

Empathy

Responsibility for 
one’s behaviour and 

the reaction of others

Developing strategies

Advocacy for 
intervention

Observing faculty

Professional 
detachment

Maintaining 
boundaries

Variety of professional 
activities

Preoccupation with 
efficiency

Cynicism

Minimising contact

No responsibility for 
people’s reactions

Blaming survivors

Displacement onto other 
issues
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“Because you see the worst of the worst you can sort of 
catastrophise in your life so you get a headache and think oh 
my God I’ve got brain cancer or my daughter had a massive 
bruise on her elbow and I thought oh my gosh she’s got a 
broken arm.  It’s just natural because you see it every day and 
my husband is constantly saying ‘it’s not as bad as you think it 
is, you’ll be fine, it’s just because this is what you see every day 
so you think that everything is bad so you actually find it hard 
to come away from that and say actually life is good, the sun is 
shining, people are happy’." 
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IDEAL RANGE

"I went through a stage where I really thought I was losing my 
empathy, because I was starting to get to the point where I would be 
listening to a Victim Impact Statement or something… there was a 
woman in one particular – and she broke down, and I didn’t say 
anything, but I did: I felt impatient with her. And then you know there 
was another voice in my head saying ‘well look don’t you care about 
this poor woman’, you know.  And all I wanted her to do was get 
through it,  get on with it, get finished, get out of the witness box and 
let me get on with dealing with the legal aspects.  And that concerned 
me, because I thought ‘I don’t know how much I care anymore’, you 
know, I’m starting to think I don’t really care as much as I should"
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"I think it's an emotionally and intellectually challenging role, I 
feel worried about people, I’m concerned what's going to 
happen to them, I can be indignant at how violent they are or – 
but even the most violent, family violence offender, I find I still 
have some empathy for, which is you know – and I think that’s 
probably a good thing, because people are complex, and 
finding what is allowing them to choose that behaviour, and 
enabling that behaviour, is what I’m searching for.  So I still am 
motivated to keep looking and finding and searching and 
encouraging.  So that’s the level of satisfaction I get."



UNDERINVOLVEMENTOVERINVOLVEMENT

MOVING TOWARD  WORKING WITH SURVIVORS MOVING AWAY FROM WORKING WITH SURVIVORS

The Overinvolvement-Underinvolvement Continuum

Queensland Program of Assistance to Survivors of Torture and Trauma (QPASTT): 
2016), “Compassion Fatigue, Burnout, and Vicarious Trauma Guidebook”

IDEAL RANGE

“There’s that clinical approach I adopt in the Court.  Like someone could be in tears 
you know before me, and it doesn’t affect me 9 times out of 10. I’ll just wait, I’ll be 
patient, I’ll make sure they get water, make sure they get a box of tissues – or go 
through that sort of list of trying to assuage their concerns, their fears, whatever it is 
that’s upsetting them – and then we move on to whatever it is we’re here for. So I 
don’t take on a personal burden of anyone who appears before me in a Court room… 
I realised that unless I detached emotionally from these people I was going to be a 
wreck.  And so you have to do that in order to work in that field.  A bit like working in 
a psych ward or working in a funeral parlour – you know you just - you can’t have an 
emotional connection with the subject matter”



Occupational 

Physical

CognitiveSocial

Emotional

Spiritual

Your 
Wellbeing

Spiritual
• Transition rituals

• Boundaries

• Professional identity

Physical
• Diet (e.g. 5 serves vegies)

• Sleep hygiene

• Substances (e.g. alcohol)

• Exercise (e.g. 10,000 steps)

Cognitive
• Notice what you’re avoiding

• Monitor self talk (what if / if only)

• Breaking down and prioritise

Social
• Activities of pleasure and mastery

• Nurture trusting relationships

• Share thoughts and feelings

Emotional
• Emotional granularity

• Share difficult thoughts 
and feelings

• Practice emotion 
regulation

Occupational
• Mindfulness

• Creativity

• Attend to and align with values

Individual wellbeing strategies



Mindsets and strategies to support role clarity

1. Purpose:
An anchor, the 

‘why’ of our 
work

3. Compassion:
Empathy + 

Action + 
Boundaries

2. Emotion 
Regulation:

In-the-moment 
and ongoing 

strategies



In-the-moment:

• Bring an intention 
of curiosity and 
kindness

Ongoing:

• Boundaries
• Orient towards 

bearing witness

3.  Compassion1. Purpose

In-the-moment:

• Articulate purpose 
for viewing, 
reading, engaging

Ongoing:

• Consciously 
connect to the 
‘why’ of your role

• Transition rituals

2.  Emotion 
Regulation

In-the-moment:

• 4-2-6 breathing

• Anchoring in place

Ongoing:

• Learn from 
experience

• Share difficult 
thoughts and feelings



Parting reflection…



Thank you

Carly Schrever, Director, Human Ethos
        +61 422 218 466
         carly@humanethos.com.au

Sally Ryan, Director, Human Ethos
        +61 411 332 553
         sally@humanethos.com.au
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