
Grie f a n d  Tra u m a  
a n d  th e  la w

Pra c t ic a l to o ls  to  c a lm  th e  s to rm
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Wh o  We  Are  
• Roy and Jean Erasmus

• Certified therapists and 
life coaches 

• Members of the Canadian 
Professional Counsellors 
Association

• Founders of Dene Wellness 
Warriors 
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Vision: Educating and Inspiring towards a life 
of wellness 

Mission: Building a community of healthy 
people who create life - changing habits, using 
skills to overcome personal challenges. 
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Ho w d o  Grie f a n d  Tra u m a  
Affe c t  In d ivid u a ls ?

What role do you have in supporting 
c lie n ts  e xp e rie n c in g  g rie f a n d  tra u m a  in  
th e  le g a l s ys te m ? 
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Grief : Deep sorrow, especially when caused by 
someone’s death 

Trauma : A deeply distressing or disturbing 
experience that affects your ability to cope

Intergenerational Trauma : The transfer of trauma 
from one generation to the next, without the person 
directly experiencing the original events or trauma.

Trauma and Grief are Human 
Experiences

5



Th e  Le g a l Sys te m
● A system rooted in colonialism
● Im p o s e s  Eu ro p e a n  la ws , p o lic ie s  a n d  g o ve rn a n c e  

m o d e ls
○ Do c trin e  o f Dis c o ve ry 
○ In d ia n  Ac t
○ Re s id e n tia l Sc h o o ls  a n d  c h ild  we lfa re  

in te rve n tio n s   
● Mo s t p e o p le  a re  u n fa m ilia r with  th is  e n viro n m e n t 
● Ove rre p re s e n ta tio n  o f in c a rc e ra te d  In d ig e n o u s  

p e o p le s  
● As s o c ia te d  with  n e g a tive  o u tc o m e s  6



Th e  Le g a l Sys te m

Indigenous Peoples 
c o n tin u e  to  navigate a 
legal system that was 
built against them, 
h is to ric a lly u s e d  to  
re g u la te  a n d  c o n tro l 
th e ir live s , la n d s , a n d  
g o ve rn a n c e .

Th e  s c a le s  o f ju s tic e  
a re  n o t a lwa ys  
b a la n c e d  e q u a lly; 
many Indigenous 
People face systemic 
barriers that can tip 
the scales against 
them lo n g  b e fo re  th e y 
e n te r a  c o u rtro o m
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Ho w d o e s  tra u m a  a n d  g rie f s h o w u p  
b e twe e n  la wye rs  a n d  c lie n ts ?

• Mistrust
• Can’t focus
• Indecisiveness
• Stress
• Anxiety
• fear

• Challenges with 
Communicating

• Panic
• Dissociation 
• Displaced Emotions
• Triggers 

Nervous System Response: Fight, Flight, Freeze, Fawn
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1. Fight

2. Flig h t

3. Fre e ze

4 . Fa wn

Difficulty speaking, inability to 
answer questions, appearing 

disengaged, blanking on 
important details.

Anger, defensiveness, 
arguing, frustration, distrust 
of lawyers or court officials.

Missing appointments, 
avoiding phone calls, 

withdrawing from the legal 
process, wanting to leave 

court.

Agreeing with lawyers or authority 
figures without fully understanding, 

avoiding disagreement, saying what 
they think others want to hear.
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Co m m o n  Clie n t  Co n c e rn s  
• Fear of judgment or not being believed
• Lack of communication and responsiveness from lawyer
• Difficulty understanding legal language and court 

processes
• Want to tell their story and to be heard by their lawyer
• See lawyers from opposite sides appearing friendly with one 

another

Addressing these concerns requires a safe and supportive 
environment where individuals feel heard, respected, and 

empowered to engage fully in the legal process. 10



To o ls  fo r Clie n ts
Ne rvo u s  Sys te m  Re g u la t io n

Inhale 4 seconds
Ho ld  4  s e c o n d s

Exh a le  4  s e c o n d s
Ho ld  4  s e c o n d s

Re p e a t 2- 3x

5  th in g s  yo u  c a n  SEE, 
4  th in g s  yo u  c a n  TOUCH, 

3 th in g s  yo u  c a n  HEAR, 
2 th in g s  yo u  c a n  SMELL, 
1 th in g  yo u  c a n  TASTE

Cre a tin g a  p la n  fo r 
fre q u e n t b re a ks  

Bo x Bre a th in g 5 - 4 - 3- 2- 1 As k fo r Bre a ks

Pro te in  ric h  fo o d s  like  
n u ts , d rin k c o ld  wa te r

Sto m p  Le ft  fo o t th e n  
rig h t fo o t e tc .

Sa y le ft , rig h t, le ft , rig h t

Wa rm  wa te r to  c a lm , 
Co ld  wa te r to  s h o c k

Sto m p  Fe e t Wa s h  Ha n d s  o r 
Fa c e

Ea t in g  a n d  Sta yin g  
Hyd ra te d  
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To o ls  fo r La wye rs  to  Su p p o rt  Clie n ts  
Ne rvo u s  Sys te m  Re g u la t io n

Im p ro ve  
Co m m u n ic a t io n

Bu ild  Sa fe ty  a n d  
Tru s t

In c re a s e  Clie n t  
Ag e n c y a n d  Co n t ro l

Re c o g n ize  Tra u m a  
Re s p o n s e s

Pro m o te  Cu ltu ra l 
Sa fe ty

Su p p o rt  
Re g u la t io n

Avoid jargon that clients 
d o  n o t u n d e rs ta n d , u s e  
p la in  la n g u a g e , a vo id  

u s in g  “Offic e r o f th e  
Co u rt.”

Ta ke  tim e  to  b u ild  a  
re la tio n s h ip , re tu rn  c a lls  

a n d  e m a ils  p ro m p tly, 
a vo id  ju d g e m e n ta l 

la n g u a g e .

In vo lve  c lie n ts  in  d e c is io n  
m a kin g , e n c o u ra g e  

q u e s tio n s , e n s u re  c lie n ts  
u n d e rs ta n d  th e ir c h o ic e s .

Ca ll vic tim  s e rvic e s  fo r 
s u p p o rt 

Ac kn o wle d g e  s ys te m ic  
b a rrie rs , c re a te  s p a c e  fo r 
c lie n ts  to  te ll th e ir s to ry in  

th e ir o wn  wa y.

Re c o g n ize  th a t a n g e r, 
with d ra wa l a n d  h e s ita tio n  

c a n  b e  tra u m a  
re s p o n s e s .

Allo w e xtra  tim e  fo r 
c o n ve rs a tio n s , a vo id  

ru s h in g  c lie n ts , fo c u s  o n  
o n e  is s u e  a t a  tim e . 12



A la wye r is  s e e n  ta lkin g  a n d  
la u g h in g  with  th e  o p p o s it io n . 

Ho w m ig h t th is  b e  
in te rp re te d  b y a  c lie n t? 
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A c lie n t  is  vis ib ly a n xio u s  a n d  
d is tre s s e d  b e fo re  a  c o u rt  
a p p e a ra n c e .

As  th e ir la wye r, h o w c a n  
yo u  s u p p o rt  yo u r c lie n t? 
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Yo u  a re  in  a  c o m m u n ity o f 5 0 0 . 
Yo u r c lie n t  is  vis ib ly a n xio u s , 
d is tre s s e d  a n d  a n g ry with  yo u .

Wh a t wo u ld  yo u  
c o n s id e r?
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Lawyers have a responsibility to foster 
re la tio n s h ip s  b u ilt  o n  tru s t, re s p e c t, a n d  
h u m ility. 

Fo r In d ig e n o u s  c lie n ts , th is  in c lu d e s  re c o g n izin g  
th e  im p a c ts  o f c o lo n ia lis m , tra u m a , a n d  g rie f, 
a n d  creating a safe environment where 
clients feel heard, understood, respected and 
able to participate fully in their legal matters.
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