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I. Introduction —

When discussing violence in the legal profession, many seasoned attorneys in New

Hampshire recall the murder of part-time judge Vicky Bunnell. On August 19, 1997, a man with 

a long-standing grudge over a property assessment shot and killed Vicky outside her Colebrook 

law office, and also killed two state troopers and a newspaper editor before the gunman was 

eventually killed in a firefight with police.   

The terrible events of that day, and Vicky’s work-related death, live on in the minds of 

many in the New Hampshire legal community. However, many members of the New Hampshire 

legal profession assume that work-related acts of violence are too remote to occur or won’t 

happen to them. Contrary to the general perception, many members of the New Hampshire legal 

profession experience threats of violence and actual violence arising from the practice of law. To 

better evaluate and appreciate the degree of threats and violence against attorneys at the state 

level, from October 2, 2017 through November 6, 2017, all active, in-state members of the New 

Hampshire Bar Association with available, public email addresses were invited to participate in 

an online survey regarding violence and threats of violence they have experienced in the practice 

of law.   

This article examines work-related threats and violence against the legal profession, the 

results of the 2017 survey of the New Hampshire legal profession (Survey) and provides a 

glimpse into work-related threats and violence experienced, but seldom discussed, by members 

of the New Hampshire legal profession, and addresses methods to actively prevent and thwart 

potentially violent situations.   

New Hampshire Bar News Editor’s Note: Utah Attorney Stephen D. Kelson has spent more than a decade studying violence 
against the legal profession and prevention of work-related threats. After finding limited data on the issue, he conducted 
surveys in 28 states to create a baseline for continued  research. Here, Kelson reports on a 2017 survey of New Hampshire Bar 
members on their experiences with work-related violence. See June 2018 issue for additional coverage of the results.



II. Recent Acts of Violence against the Legal Profession.

In 2017 and 2018, national media groups reported a number of sensational acts of

violence against the legal profession. For example, in Wisconsin, a divorce attorney was shot and 

killed in her office by her client’s estranged husband. In New Jersey, a man on trial for murder 

punched his public defender after the trial ended and the jury was dismissed for deliberations. In 

Nevada, a murder suspect hit his six months pregnant defense counsel in the face while in court. 

In Georgia, a fistfight erupted between two attorneys during a child custody hearing. In Missouri, 

an attorney was shot and killed on his front porch. In Ohio, a man ambushed and shot a judge 

outside the courthouse. In California, a deputy district attorney was attacked in an apparent 

attempt to prevent her from giving closing arguments in a gang murder trial. Also in California, 

an attorney fired from a prominent law firm shot and killed one attorney and injured another 

before killing himself. In Alabama, a mentally ill man, stalked and murdered an attorney, 

mistakenly believing the attorney played a part in his 1997 criminal case.   

At first glance, the number of threats and violence reported by the media against the legal 

profession might suggest that such incidents are unique and extremely rare. However, these 

examples reflect only a sampling of recently reported incidents of violence against the legal 

profession, and represent only a minute fraction of those against the legal profession throughout 

the 2010s. Moreover, media stories of violence against the legal profession rarely report or take 

into account the many additional forms of violence that occur, including threats and vandalism. 

Contrary to the general perception, many members of the legal profession, including members of 

the New Hampshire legal profession, experience threats of violence and actual violence arising 

from the practice of law.   

III. Studies of Violence against the Legal Profession.



Limited research exists on the subject of violence against the legal profession. However, 

studies do show that a substantial amount of violence is regularly directed at the legal profession, 

and may be increasing. For example, statistics gathered by the U.S. Marshals Service provide 

troubling information regarding violence against federal judicial officials in the United States. 

During the 13 fiscal years of 1980 through 1993, there were a total of 3,096 recorded 

inappropriate communications and threats involving federal judges – an average of 238 per year.1 

In comparison, during the following seven fiscal years of 2001 through 2007, the U.S. Marshals 

Service reported a total of 5,657 inappropriate communications or threats – an average of 808 per 

year.2 The average number of inappropriate communications and threats has dramatically 

increased since that time. During the three fiscal years of 2008 through 2010, there were 4,062 

inappropriate communications or threats – an estimated average of 1,354 per year.3 In fiscal year 

2017 alone, the U.S. Marshals Service reported 2,847 “threats and inappropriate communications 

against protected court members.”4 

While there is no national method for reporting threats and violence against the legal 

profession, analysis shows that threats and violence against the legal profession occur frequently 

at the state and local court levels. To date, 28 statewide surveys have been conducted by the 

author, either independently or through state bar associations, regarding threats and violence 

against the legal profession. The results provide a rare insight into the nature and frequency of 

work-related threats and violence experienced by in-state/active members of the legal profession, 

the overwhelming majority of which have never been publicly reported. The results also show 

that contrary to public perception, members of the legal profession are not exempt from 

workplace violence, but in fact, many face danger from their own clients, opposing parties and 

interested parties, at any place and at any time. 



Acts of violence reported by attorneys in these state surveys include numerous shootings, 

stabbings, assaults and batteries, as well as vandalism to businesses and personal property. The 

numerous threats of violence reported include stalking, phone calls, written letters, emails, texts, 

on-line posts, verbal threats of physical violence and death threats, and even attempts to hire hit 

men to kill attorneys and judges. The results of these state surveys show that violence and threats 

of violence against members of the legal profession are much more prevalent than reported by 

the media or commonly perceived by practitioners.    

IV. The Survey of Violence against the New Hampshire Legal Profession 

From October 2, 2017 through November 6, 2017, all active, in-state members of the 

New Hampshire legal profession with accessible email addresses received an opportunity to 

respond to the Survey.  As of July 2017, the New Hampshire Bar Association consisted of 3,504 

active, in-state attorneys.   

A. The 2017 Survey 

The Survey was conducted independently by the author, using an email list created from 

online sources, and administered through SurveyMonkey. The Survey consisted of 15 close-

ended questions with two open-ended responses provided in two of the questions as they related 

to the category of law practiced and types of violence experienced. One descriptive question was 

also provided, wherein respondents could provide a brief description of any threat(s) or violence 

experienced in their legal practice. 

Of the surveys 15 close-ended questions, five were demographic in nature, and sought 

information regarding: 

• Gender 

• In State or Out-of State-Practitioners 

• Age 

• Area of practice 



• Years of Practice 

 

The remaining 10 close-ended questions sought responses regarding: 

• Whether respondent had ever received threats or been the victim of violence 

• Types of threats and/or violence 

• Number of threats received 

• Whether threats and/or violence occurred while employed in public or private 

practice 

• Locations where threats occurred 

• Association between threats and assaults 

• Relationship with perpetrator 

• Whether incidents were reported to the police 

• When threat and/or violence last occurred 

• Change in conduct 

 

Generally, the determination of whether a “threat” is made is a subjective determination 

by the recipient. For the purposes of the Survey, a “threat” was defined as: “A written or verbal 

intention to physically hurt or punish another, and/or a written or verbal indication of impending 

physical danger or harm.” To simplify the Survey, if a respondent indicated that he or she had 

not been a recipient of a threat or an act of violence, the Survey skipped otherwise inapplicable 

questions related thereto.   

B. The Results 

The Survey received a total of 419 responses, representing 12 percent of all active, in-

state members of the New Hampshire legal profession. While the Survey’s responses provide 

sufficient information to provide a thorough analysis of each of the close-ended questions as they 

relate to each demographic question, this article focuses primarily on limited demographic 

questions as they relate to whether respondents have ever been the recipients of threats and/or 

violence. 

1. Threats and Acts of Physical Violence. 



 The Survey’s chief question asked attorneys if, while serving as a member of the New 

Hampshire legal profession, they had ever been the recipient of a threat or had been the victim of 

a violent act. Of the 419 responses to this question, 172 (41.1 percent) of the respondents 

reported that they had been threatened and/or physically assaulted at least once. This percentage 

places New Hampshire in the middle of the pack in the terms of the other surveyed states, and is 

slightly lower than the average of the other 27 states (41.4 percent). See Table 1. 

 Respondents to the Survey provided more than 190 examples of work-related threats and 

violence perpetrated against them. Some examples of egregious threats and violence reported by 

members of the New Hampshire legal profession include: 

• [W]hile driving down Rte 101 the ex-boyfriend [of a client in a domestic violence matter] 

drove close up behind me, came along side me and swerved into my lane multiple times 

then cut me off as he moved into my lane. 

• Someone stuffed my car exhaust pipe causing a fire after I had been driving a little while. 

• Sincere or valid threats have been rare but included attempted assault, one arson, two 

vandalism burglaries as well as damage to vehicles. 

• An opposing party threatened to shoot his attorney, me and an insurance adjuster. His 

psychiatrist and I reported the threat. Local police arrested him en route from his 

residence with a gun. 

• Threatened to take my children to see how I would feel; Threatened to run me over with a 

car; and nonverbal threat of intimidation by sneaking into my office and standing quietly 

behind my chair while I was on the phone and then threw items at me which the party 

was court ordered to provide. 

• [D]efendant, in an eviction, came to my office and threatened to knife me in front of my 

staff. 

• Client was under a guardianship for head injury … came into office lobby in a trench coat 

and led me to believe he had a handgun in his pocket. He repeatedly poked me in the ribs 

with whatever was in his pocket and pushed me over the arm of a chair … My ribs were 

so painful I wound up getting them x-rayed. 

• A criminal defendant, with a long history of violence and assault, found out where I 

lived. He appeared at my home one night about 9 o’clock. Had a bag with him. (Later 

turned out to be booze.) 

• Gas cans dropped off at our office. 

•  [An opposing party] somehow knew my schedule and would call just as I was leaving 

many days and tell me he was going to kill me. 

 

 

 



Year of Survey State In-State
Membership

% Responses Threats/ 
Violence

%
Respondents

2017 S. Dakota 1,968 11.3 118 52.9

2016 Colorado 21,739 5.8 589 46.9

2014 N. Dakota 1,663 14.6 113 46.5

2014 Mississippi 7,048 6 195 46.2

2006 Utah 6,832 13.2 417 46.1

2012 Wyoming 1,639 28.5 211 46

2016 S. Carolina 12,236 6.9 379 45.2

2016 Vermont 2,213 10.9 106 44.2

2015 Washington 25,678 6.6 756 44

2018 Georgia 24,696 6.8 709 42.5

2013 Arizona 17,383 10.6 777 42.2

2015 Montana 3,247 12.4 169 41.9

2015 Alaska 2,444 19.3 195 41.4

2017 N. Hampshire 3,504 12 172 41.1

2013 Iowa 7,329 18.2 547 41

2008 Idaho 3,627 21.5 319 40.9

2013 Kansas 8,177 14.5 480 40.5

2015 Alabama 14,509 7.5 440 40.4

2012 Nevada 8,245 12.6 412 40

2013 New Mexico 6,170 14.9 369 40

2015 Delaware 2,952 7.6 87 38.7

2015 Hawaii 4,122 8.6 134 37.6

2012 Oregon 13,916 13.4 684 36.7

2015 Louisiana 22,257 7.1 576 36.5

2014 Michigan 35,824 11.8 1,529 36.2

2015 Rhode Island 4,454 6.6 104 35.5

2014 Nebraska 4,937 6.8 101 35.3

2013 N. Carolina 21,856 10.3 732 32.5

Statewide Surveys of Violence and Threats Against Attorneys

Table 1



 

2. Types of Threats and Violence. 

 The Survey asked respondents to identify the types of threats and acts of violence 

received relating specifically to their responsibilities as a legal practitioner. Of 167 respondents, 

the overwhelming majority of respondents identified inappropriate and threatening 

communications and approaches. See Table 2 below. Inappropriate and threatening 

communications were those communicated verbally (in person, through third-parties, by phone, 

letters/cards, email, social media, etc. Inappropriate approaches included face-to-face 

confrontations, attempts to commit violence, and stalking. A total of 20 respondents (12.2 

percent) who identified themselves as recipients of threats and violence reported being the victim 

of a physical assault. 

Inappropriate communications were made primarily in person or by phone, and included 

direct and veiled threats.  For example, individuals made threats of: “You will pay”; “I’ll kill 

you”; “I’ll pummel you”; “I’ll see you outside”; “I’m coming for you”; “I’ll roll you up in a 

carpet”; “You’ll end up in the river”; “I know where you live”; “I’m going to chop you up”; “I’ll 

pay you back”; “I’ll come back packing”; etc. However, multiple threats were directed against 

attorneys’ families and children. In a child abuse case, the alleged abusive parent followed the 

DCYF attorney home from court. Thereafter, the attorney received numerous phone calls with 

just the sound of breathing. The alleged abusive parent later told the attorney that he knew the 

names of the attorney’s children and where they went to school. A creditor’s attorney reported 

receiving phone messages from a decedent’s family members in an estate case “noting they knew 

my home address, young son’s name and where he attended second grade.” 

Respondents who experienced other forms of threats and inappropriate communications 

were asked to identify how they occurred. In response, attorneys reported learning about threats 



and violence against them through other means, including social media, enforcement authorities, 

a hit list, letters, Christmas cards from incarcerated inmates, and a client photographing their 

building. Several respondents described their experiences of learning of threats through other 

forms of inappropriate communications, including vandalism to vehicles (slashed and flattened 

tires, broken antenna, blocked exhaust pipe causing a fire, wheels tampered with so they’d come 

off, etc.) and vandalism to/attack upon their offices and residences (vandalism, burglaries, rock 

through a front door window, smashed in front door, etc.), and even an attack on a pet (pet dog 

shot).   

Table 2: 

Types of Threats/ 

Inappropriate Communications 

Type Number 

Inappropriate Communications 141 

Inappropriate Approaches 97 

Physical Assault 20 

Combination of two or more of the above 10 

Other 25 

 

3. Number of Threats Received. 

 

 The Survey requested those respondents who identified themselves as recipients of 

threats and violence to indicate the number of threats they received. A total of 167 respondents 

reported they had received threats of violence in the practice of law. Based on the responses 

shown in Table 3, respondents who were recipients of threats, 123 (73.7 percent), received more 

than one threat during their legal career up to the time of the Survey. 

Table 3: 

Threats Experienced 

 # of Respondents Percentage 

None 0 0 

One 44 26.3 

Two 32 19.2 

Three 28 16.8 

Four 12 7.2 



Five to Ten 41 24.5 

More than Ten 10 6.0 

Total 167 100% 

 

4. Locations of Threats. 

The Survey asked members of the New Hampshire legal profession to identify the 

location/s where they experienced threats and violence. The 27 other statewide surveys 

conducted uniformly report that the business office and the courthouse are the two most 

prominent locations of threats and violence. Similar to all of the other state surveys, the majority 

of respondents identified the business office (108 responses) and the courthouse (86 responses) 

as the most prominent locations of threats and violence. However, many respondents reported 

the occurrence of threats and violence at other locations, such as home (17 responses) and 

elsewhere (53 responses), including at jails/prison, a local restaurant, grocery stores, mediation, 

parking lots, a bank, public streets, etc. Many reported incidents of threats and violence, in 

response to the survey, involve circumstances where perpetrators appeared to know their 

victim’s daily routine and were lying in wait for them along the way. 

5. Threats and Subsequent Assaults 

Attorneys who received threats were asked to identify if the individual who made the 

threat was the same person, or connected to the person, who most recently assaulted them. Of 

167 responses, only 9 incidents (5.4 percent) of subsequent physical assaults were reported. No 

respondent identified that he or she didn’t know the assailant.  

6. Relationship with the Perpetrator of Threats/Assaults. 

 Recipients of threats and violence were asked to identify their association with the 

individual who most recently threatened/assaulted them. See Table 4 below. As in all of the other 

surveyed states, respondents reported that threats and violence were primarily perpetrated by 



opposing parties (52.1 percent) and the attorney’s own client (16.8 percent).  However, responses 

show that threats and violence can occur from any individual involved in a legal case, including 

relatives/associates of a client and relatives/associates of an opposing party. It should be noted 

that 7 respondents (4.2 percent) reported threats and violence from opposing counsel.  For 

example, an attorney, believed to have a substance abuse problem, would drive by opposing 

counsel’s house and office, and telephone repeatedly, pressuring opposing counsel to resolve a 

case in his client’s favor.  

Table 4: 

Perpetrators of  

Threats / Assaults 

 # of Respondents Percentage 

Client 28 16.8 

Relative/Associate of Client 11 6.6 

Opposing Party 87 52.1 

Relative/Associate of 

Opposing Party 

13 7.8 

Opposing Counsel 7 4.2 

Unknown 7 4.2 

Other 14 8.4 

Total 167 100% 

 

7. Threats and/or Violence as a Public or Private Attorney. 

 The Survey asked respondents to identify whether the most recent threat(s) and/or 

violence experienced occurred while they were employed as public or private attorneys. Of 167 

respondents, 106 (63.5 percent) identified that the last threat and/or violence occurred while 

employed in private practice, 56 (33.5 percent) occurred while employed in public practice, and 

5 (3.0 percent) identified that it occurred while employed in both public and private practice. 

These responses may suggest that New Hampshire attorneys employed in private practice are 

more likely to experience threats and violence than those in public practice.     

8. When the Last Threat/Violence Occurred. 



Respondents were also asked when they last experienced a work-related threat or when 

they were the victim of a physical assault. See Table 5 below. Results show that of 167 

respondents to the question, the majority, 107 (64.0 percent), reported such acts had last occurred 

within the past five years. The results show that threats and assaults are relatively recent 

occurrences for many attorneys. 

Table 5: 

Last Work-Related Threat  

Or Physical Assault  

Time Number Percentage 

Within the past year 46 27.5 

1 – 5 years ago 61 36.5 

6 – 10 years ago 28 16.8 

More than 10 years ago 32 19.2 

Total 167 100% 

 

9. Whether incidents were reported to Police. 

 Respondents who reported being the victim of threats and violence were asked if it was 

reported to police. Of 167 respondents, 53 (31.7 percent) indicated yes, while 83 (49.7 percent) 

said no.  Another 31 respondents (18.6 percent) did not find the question applicable. In many 

circumstances, respondents did not feel the treat was credible. Some members of the New 

Hampshire legal profession reported that threats and violence are considered “part of my job,” 

“just happen sometimes,” and do not require police involvement. Some respondents expressed 

disappointment with the response from the police after reporting threats and violence. In one 

circumstance, the reported threat came from a police officer. 

10. Change in Conduct. 

Respondents that had received threats or had been the victim of violence were asked if 

such threats/violence had altered the way they conducted their legal business. Of 163 

respondents to this question, only 12 (7.4 percent) reported that such incidents had affected their 



conduct a great deal, 72 (44.2 percent) indicated that their conduct had been somewhat affected, 

and the majority, 79 (48.5 percent), identified that it did not at all alter the way they conducted 

business.   

Several respondents reported taking steps to protect themselves and staff, including: 

installing an emergency button for the receptionist, requesting a court security escort or police 

presence where there is a sense of risk, purchasing a gun, carrying a gun or having one in the 

office, declining to meet with clients alone, quickly involving law enforcement where necessary, 

withdrawing from representation in potentially dangerous cases, etc. 

C. Demographic Survey Results. 

The Survey’s demographic questions provide additional information regarding the 

distribution of threats and violence against members of the New Hampshire legal profession by 

gender, age, area of practice, and years of practice.   

1. Threats by gender. 

Table 6 shows Survey results regarding threats and violence experienced by active 

members of the New Hampshire legal profession as distinguished by gender.  While the Survey 

does not focus on gender-specific questions, gender does appear to be a factor in threats and 

violence experienced by respondents. In July 2017, the New Hampshire Bar Association 

consisted of 3,504 active, in-state attorneys. Of the 3,474 who identified their gender, there were 

1,257 (36.2 percent) females and 2,217 (63.8 percent) males. In response to the Survey, 15.3 

percent of active, in-state, female attorneys responded in comparison with 10.2 percent of males. 

Female respondents reported a higher percentage of threats and violence (43.2 percent) than male 

respondents (39.2 percent). Also, many threats and violence experienced by female respondents 

were gender-related in comparison with those made against males. For example, many threats 



described by female members of the New Hampshire legal profession specifically identified 

gender and suggested sexual violence associated with their gender. No threats described by male 

members of the New Hampshire legal profession are gender-related. Based solely upon 

responses to the Survey, at least 6.6 percent of active, in-state female attorneys in New 

Hampshire have experienced threats and violence related to the practice of law, in comparison 

with at least 4.0 percent of active, in-state male attorneys. 

Table 6: 

Threats/Violence by Gender 

 Female Male Total 

Number Members 1,257 2,217 3,474 

Percent Members 36.2 63.8 100 

Number Responding 192 227 419 

Total Percent Responding 15.3 10.2  

Number Threats/Violence 83 89 172 

Percentage Threats/Violence 

by Gender 

43.2 39.2  

 

2. Area of practice 

The Survey also requested that respondents identify what area of law comprises the 

majority of their legal practice. See Table 7. Not surprisingly, a significant percentage of 

respondents who reported threats and violence primarily practice in the areas of family law (25.0 

percent) and criminal defense/prosecution (20.4 percent). Respondents who reported a principal 

practice area of “General Litigation” reported a significant number of threats and violence (19.2 

percent). Many of the threats and violence reported in the area of General Litigation occurred in 

family/divorce and criminal defense cases. However, respondents in other listed areas of practice 

also reported being the recipients of threats and violence. Moreover, an additional 14.0 percent 

of respondents, practicing in other areas of law, reported being the recipients of threats and 

violence.       



These results are consistent with the 27 other state-wide surveys, which show criminal 

defense, prosecution and family/divorce law as the most widely reported areas of law in which 

threats and violence against the legal profession occurs. However, results also show that a 

significant number of threats and violence occur against attorneys in other areas of practice.   

Table 7 

Threats/Violence by Area of Practice 

 Number 

Respondents 

Percentage 

Respondents 

Number 

Threats/ 

Violence 

Percentage 

Threats/ 

Violence  

Criminal Defense  

43 

 

10.3 

 

19 

 

11.1 

City/State/Federal 

Prosecution 

 

39 

 

9.3 

 

16 

 

9.3 

Family/Divorce 78 18.6 43 25.0 

Wills/Estates 30 7.2 6 3.5 

Administrative 20 4.8 10 5.8 

Corporate/Commercial/

Real Estate 

 

31 

 

7.4 

 

8 

 

4.6 

General Litigation 68 16.2 33 19.2 

Labor/Employment/ 

Civil Rights 

 

15 

 

3.6 

 

7 

 

4.1 

Judge 11 2.6 6 3.5 

Other 84 20.1 24 14.0 

Total 419 100.0 172 100.0 

 

3. Age 

Table 8 sets forth the results of the Survey regarding threats and/or violence experienced 

by active members of the New Hampshire legal profession of by age groups. An examination of 

the Survey reveals what appears to be a correlation between the number of respondents who 

identify themselves as recipients of threats and violence, and their reported age. This corresponds 

with what also appears to be a strong correlation between the number of years an individual has 

practiced law and the number of threats and violence reported, at least between those less than 30 

to 60 years old.  

Table 8: 



Threats/Violence by Age Group 

Age Category < 30 31-40 41-50 51-60 61-70 > 71 Total 

Number 

Respondents 

 

23 

 

82 

 

88 

 

126 

 

85 

 

15 

 

419 

Percent 

Respondents 

 

5.5 

 

19.6 

 

21.0 

 

30.1 

 

20.3 

 

3.6 

 

100.0 

Number 

Threats/Violence 

 

10 

 

27 

 

33 

 

60 

 

37 

 

5 

 

412 

Percentage 

Threats/Violence 

 

5.8 

 

15.7 

 

19.2 

 

34.9 

 

21.5 

 

2.9 

 

100.0 

 

4.  Years of practice. 

Lastly, respondents were asked to identify the number of years that they have been in 

practice. Table 9 demonstrates the Survey results regarding threats and/or violence experienced 

by respondents, as distinguished by their years of practice. An examination of Table 9 reveals a 

general increase in the number and percentage of threats and violence experienced by 

respondents over time in practice, from new practitioners to those that have been practicing for 

more than 30 years.   

Table 9: 

Threats/Violence by Years of Practice 

 Number 

Respondents 

Percentage 

Respondents 

Number Threats/ 

Violence 

Percentage Threats/ 

Violence  Category 

< 1 6 1.4 0 0 

1 - 5 52 12.4 13 7.6 

6 - 10 47 11.2 22 12.8 

11 - 15 55 13.1 17 9.9 

16 - 20 52 12.4 24 14.0 

21 - 30 111 26.5 55 32.0 

> 31 96 22.9 41 23.9 

Total 419 100.0 172 100 

 

V. Preventive Strategies. 

When members of the legal profession become the focus of violence, they can potentially 

become victims of work-related threats and violence at any place, at any time. Where it is 

unrealistic to assume that all threats and violence against the legal profession can be prevented, 



there are methods members of the legal profession can employ to avoid and prevent potential 

violence from clients, opposing parties, non-parties, and even from other attorneys. Tailoring 

such methods to needs, resources and circumstances, and proper application, can help reduce the 

potential of violence and help prevent acts of violence from occurring.   

Failing to take steps to prevent violence can have dire consequences, including injury, 

stress, and deterioration of work performance, morale and general wellness. On the other hand, 

proactive steps to prevent violence can avoid potential long-lasting effects. 

Whether one works in a large firm, government office, or in a private office, legal 

professions can implement relatively cheap and simple measures to anticipate and prevent 

potentially violent situations. These should include: (1) preparing and actively reviewing action 

plans to summon assistance when necessary; (2) controlling access to the work environment; (3) 

developing notification procedures in case of a violent situation; (4) knowing how to defuse a 

potentially violent situation, and (5) recognizing the exceptional times when physical action may 

be a necessary solution. 

A. Recognize the Warning Signs of Potential Threats and Violence. 

Studies have shown that warning signs foreshadowed 85 percent of all workplace 

violence.5 Recognizing warning signs of potentially dangerous personalities and circumstances 

can assist attorneys to spot dangers before they occur and to avoid violence, and can be found in 

numerous publications regarding workplace violence. For example, a few behavioral warning 

signs of potentially dangerous individuals include:  

•  Socially isolated, living alone for many years, or recently having changed job 

locations; 

 

• Suffering from severe financial problems or domestic turmoil (especially of long-

standing duration); 

 



• Experiencing one or more directly linked triggering events prior to acting violently 

(in almost all legal situations, these experiences will be directly related to the case the 

attorney is involved in); 

 

• Continually blames others for problems and is unwilling to take responsibility for 

one’s own actions; 

 

• Has a history of violent behavior; 

 

• Exhibits one or more key behavioral warning signs that are considered to be general 

predictors of violence, such as a history of violent behavior, or alcohol and chemical 

dependency; 

 

• Has a preoccupation with weapons; 

 

• Seeks to intimidate others; and 

 

• Makes threats.6 

 

Once a threat has been made, some relevant and practical questions for an attorney to 

consider include: 

• Has an intent or plan to harm been expressed? 

• Does the individual have the means to carry out the threat? 

• Has the individual displayed or practiced with a weapon? 

• What is the individual’s record of discipline for misconduct? 

• Is there turmoil in the individual’s personal life?  

• Has the individual considered harming himself or attempted to do so? 7 

This basic analysis can assist legal professions to recognize the possibility of violence 

from an individual and determine what steps should reasonably be taken to prevent additional 

threats or to prevent the individual form fulfilling the threat. 

B. Self-Awareness. 

Legal professions need to consider whether they may be saying or doing things that 

instigate threats and violence. Attorneys bring their own personalities with them into the practice 



of law, and they often lack positive, interpersonal communication skills. It is important to 

recognize that an attorney’s own behavior, including body posture, language, tone of voice, 

gestures, along with the message being made, can place them at greater risk of threats and 

violence.8 One respondent to the Survey, following a threat, made a conscious decision to assist 

pro se litigants so that they felt they had their day in court and to make sure pro se litigants 

understood why the attorney took the legal positions presented in court. Another respondent, in 

response to a threat stated that “[t]he experience made me realize how important it is to always 

conduct yourself professionally….”   

C. Preparation and Training. 

Every attorney’s office, large or small, should have a written workplace violence policy 

statement setting forth preventive practices, or a personal action plan to deal with violence.  The 

action plan should establish strategies to deal with potential violence and identify what kinds of 

acts will not be tolerated. Legal professionals and their staff should develop a plan to recognize 

early warning signs of potential violence and the proper methods to address or defuse them. The 

action plan should do more than simply focus on what takes place inside the office, but should 

also address what to do when potentially violent situations occur outside the office. 

D. Control Access. 

Legal professionals should work to ensure that access to their offices and buildings are 

secure. Many large firms across the country have adopted security measures to prevent 

individuals from accessing their offices except through a main entrance, which allows for 

screening of individuals in case of danger. Similar measures can be accomplished in any small 

office. Keep staff informed about perceived threats and those individuals who are not to be 

admitted to the office. Once an individual enters the office, he or she should not be allowed to 



wander about unescorted, and if an individual begins to do so, staff should be immediately 

notified.   

The Survey and the 27 other state surveys show that courthouses are often the scene of 

violence against members of the legal profession. Although many courthouses have building 

security, x-ray machines, and metal detectors to screen individuals that enter, attorneys and 

judges should not rely blindly on these protections. In the comings and goings of many small-

town courts and county courts, attorneys and their clients are often allowed easy access into 

buildings and, occasionally, into restricted parts of the building. If this is occurring, one should 

take active steps to alert the court administrator and court security about the problem. 

D. Notification and Assistance. 

If an individual becomes threatening, whether in the attorney’s office or in the 

courthouse, one should not hesitate to summon assistance before the threat can escalate into 

violence. Offices can use code words or phrases to warn or summon help, and legal professionals 

and staff should be able to quickly react to potentially violent situations by having emergency 

numbers programmed into their phones. While many courthouses have panic buttons or security 

staff who can call for immediate assistance, attorneys and their staff can also have a notification 

system of their own in case of imminent or potential violence. Many respondents to the statewide 

surveys identified incidents where code words enabled attorneys and staff to summon help, 

evacuate the office, and avoid violence. Many of these respondents credited quick involvement 

of court security and police in preventing serious and what could have been life-threatening 

attacks. 

Be proactive in preventing violence against others, including others in the profession. 

When an attorney does not inform others about potential violence, whether it is from direct 



verbal or physical threats, or from other signs of potential threats, that attorney places himself 

and others at risk. Many respondents to the statewide surveys reported incidents where opposing 

counsel and mental health professions prevented serious harm and tragedies by calling and 

warning authorities and opposing counsel of known, imminent threats of violence. In many 

instances, violent individuals were reportedly in route with weapons after making credible 

threats on attorneys’ lives.  

As demonstrated by responses to the Survey, a commonly reported time and location that 

threats and violence occur against members of the legal profession is following contentious court 

hearings when attorneys and their clients have left the courtroom or courthouse. If there is reason 

to believe that there is a potential threat of violence, notify court personnel and security, ask for 

an escort to car, and/or wait in a safe location until it is verified that the potential perpetrator has 

left. 

E. Don’t Be an Easy Target. 

It might appear obvious that one should avoid potential violence. However, legal 

professionals, especially those involved in criminal and domestic proceedings on a daily basis, 

regularly interact with individuals whose history and presentation indicate a likelihood of 

potential violence. They can become accustomed to the presence of hostile individuals and 

ignore, or fail to recognize, potentially dangerous situations while in more vulnerable locations 

or circumstances. If one leaves a secure location and finds an adversarial party or known 

troubled individual waiting for them, do not ignore the situation. Attempt to avoid a 

confrontation and return to the secure location where there is greater safety. Once in a safe 

location, assess the situation and take steps to warn others, and inform the proper authorities. 



Legal professionals, like many people, are often prone to following set schedules and 

habits. They routinely leave and return home at set times, drive the same route to and from work, 

arrive and leave work at set times, park in the same spots at work or at the courthouse, etc. Legal 

professionals who practice in contentious areas of law, receive threats, or are aware of a potential 

threat or violence, should consider breaking up the routine. Many reported incidents of threats 

and violence, in response to the Survey and other statewide surveys, involve circumstances 

where perpetrators appeared to know their victim’s daily routine and were lying in wait for them 

along the way.  

F. Defuse the Situation 

If trapped in a potentially violent situation, it is essential to remember that it is better to 

attempt to defuse a situation than to allow it to escalate. To do so, stay calm; speak gently, 

slowly and clearly; do not be enticed into an argument; do not hide behind your authority; try to 

talk things through as reasonable adults; avoid an aggressive stance; keep your distance and 

avoid looking or speaking down to the aggressor; and do not touch the person.9  Attempt to 

escape the dangerous environment by encouraging the potentially dangerous individual to move 

aside; keep your eye on potential escape routes; and never turn your back—move backwards 

gradually to leave.10 

Responding to a potentially violence situation with a calming presence is more effective 

than responding with aggression. Responding with aggression, raised voice or argumentative 

position, emotionally increases the perceived conflict, anger, and desire to harm or punish, and 

increases the potential of immediate or delayed violence.   

G. Physical Response—The Last Resort 



Escape should always be the primary goal in a violent situation, and physically 

responding to violence should be the very last resort.  Confronting violence with a physical 

response puts the attorney in direct danger and is not recommended. While self-defense training 

is always a good idea, it is unrealistic to assume that legal professionals will seek such training or 

be proficient enough to be effective. However, if there is no other choice but to respond to an 

attack, an attorney should not do more than is necessary to protect oneself. Physically restraining 

the individual is the recommended solution where possible and if it can be safely accomplished. 

VI. Conclusion. 

 The purpose of his article is not to recommend that legal professionals should constantly 

look over their shoulders anticipating some act of violence. However, members of the New 

Hampshire legal profession should not discount the reality that work-related threats and violence 

can come from any side of a given case and can occur beyond the courthouse and office, 

regardless of one’s area of practice. The Survey’s results show that many New Hampshire legal 

professionals experience a wide range of work-related threats and violence, and it should not be 

assumed that similar threats and violence against attorneys are entirely random or can only 

happen somewhere else to someone else. Many attorneys regularly work in very contentious and 

highly emotional conflicts. Recognizing the reality of potential violence in the practice of law is 

a first step in helping to avoid and prevent becoming the victim of work-related violence. 

Attorneys can and should implement measures to anticipate and prevent potentially violent 

situations. Simple measures on the front end can prevent dire consequences to professional and 

personal well-being and physical safety. 
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