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Abstract

Work-related stress has escalated progressively over the past few decades that
affects both health and wellbeing of the employee and productivity of the or-
ganisation. Work-related stress has become one of the most common com-
pensated illness in many countries around the world. Therefore, there is a
growing international research interest to identify how employees experience
stress and specific job-related triggers of stress, which in turn helps to create
employee friendly policies and conducive organizational cultures. In working
environments several job characteristics have been suggested to influence
workers’ well-being and functioning negatively. Job demands-resource lite-
rature suggests that these job demands may lead to job burnout and health
impairment process of employees. A significant body of literature is available
on work-related stress, job demands and burnout. However, there is limited
research on occupation-specific job demands and its effects. This study ex-
plores job demands and its effects on judicial officers in Sri Lanka. Qualitative
methodology was deployed, and fifty-four semi-structured, in-depth inter-
views were conducted with judicial officers in Sri Lanka. Key findings in-
cluded judges in Sri Lanka experienced excessive job stress stemming from
profession-specific job demands such as judicial overload, political influence,
and interpersonal conflict between lawyers and judges, social isolation and
influence of gruesome evidence.
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1. Introduction

This paper examines the work stressors of judicial officers in Sri Lanka. Sri Lan-
kan judges perform their duties under immense stress generated by sources such

as political influence, unmanageable workloads and a lack of transparency in
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promotion procedures, which make them susceptible to higher levels of job-related
stress. The role of a judge has a substantial societal impact and it is important
that researchers understand the potential sources of stress and its consequences
on the judicial occupation to ensure that justice is delivered in an effective and
rational manner. The adoption of job demands-resource framework is useful for
understanding the stressors experienced by judges in Sri Lanka in a systematic
and theoretical manner. This study explores how judicial officers experience job
stress and also seeks to contribute to job demands-resource theory.

Job strain (burnout) arises where various types of work demands exceed the
person’s capacity and capability to cope. Job demands and burnout has been re-
searched among various occupational groups such as teachers, prison officers,
health care professionals, managerial level employees, call centre employees and
blue-collar employees [1] [2] [3]. However, job demands, and its effects remain
under-researched theoretically and empirically and have not been applied to ei-
ther judicial officers or an Asian country context such as Sri Lanka. This study
explores how judicial officers in Sri Lanka experience job demands and its ef-
fects. Judicial officers belong to a professional category that is highly exposed
and vulnerable to occupational stress [4].

The stress levels that judges incur can also negatively affect the way they han-
dle evidence and make decisions. Eventually, it could lead to injustices for the
parties involved, which has important implications for the integrity of the entire
justice system [5]. Most of the job stress studies have focused on isolated factors
such as violence, safety concerns and social isolation [5] [6] [7]. An application
of job demands, and resource theory would assist in understanding the effects of
these potential sources of stress on judges in a systematic and theoretical man-
ner.

The majority of job demands studies have been conducted in western context
and few studies have focused on judges in Asian context. This study encom-
passes a context-specific contribution to the job demands and job stress litera-
ture by conducting the study in an Asian country (Sri Lanka). This study ex-
plores how job demands are experienced by judicial officers in Sri Lanka.

The paper structured as follows; the first section provides a literature review of
job demands-job resources theory; second provides the context and methodolo-
gy for the study and third reviews empirical findings and fourth section provides

a discussion and conclusion.

2. Literature Review

The job demands and job resource concept rose due to an inadequacy of pre-
vious research which was considered too simplistic [8]. The JD-R model origi-
nates from the demand-control-model (DCM; by Karasek in 1979) and the ef-
fort-reward imbalance model (ERI; by Siefrist in 1996). The underpinning as-
sumption of both the DCM and the ERI model is that when certain job resources

are absent (job control in the DCM and salary, esteem, rewards, career oppor-
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tunities in the ERI) job demands particularly lead to job strain and to burnout in
the extreme case. The both models were conceptually criticised due to its sim-
plicity and inability to capture the complexity of work environments [8]. This
failure has instituted the starting point of the job demand and resources model.
JD-R model contains the assumption that whereas every job may have its own
risk factors associated with job stress and these factors can be categorised into
job demands and job resources [9]. Accordingly, researchers sought to establish
an all-encompassing model that may be applied to various occupational settings.

Job demands are physical, psychological and social aspects of the job that re-
quire sustained physical and/or psychological efforts. For example, work pres-
sure, emotionally demanding client interactions. Therefore, job demands are as-
sociated with certain psychological costs (depression, anxiety, nervousness,
burnout) and physiological costs (high blood pressure, heart disease, insomnia)
[10]. Job resources refer to physical, psychological and social factors of the job
which enable goal attainment and foster personal growth. It consists of social
support, opportunities for professional development, performance feedback etc.
[11]. For the purpose of this paper, focus is on job demands and job burnout.

Job strain arises where various types of work demands exceed the person’s
capacity and capability to cope. The job demands have been researched in vari-
ous countries including Germany, Finland, Turkey, Netherlands, Spain and
South Africa. It has also been tested among various occupational groups such as
teachers, prison officers, health care professionals, managerial level employees,
call centre employees and blue-collar employees [8] [12] [13] [14]. However, the
job demands, and burnout remains under researched theoretically and empiri-
cally and has not been applied to either judicial officers or an Asian country
context such as Sri Lanka. This study explores how judicial officers in Sri Lanka

experience profession-specific job demands.

3. Methodology

Qualitative data was collected by conducting fifty-four, in-depth, semi-structured,
face to face interviews with judicial officers in Sri Lanka. Interviews were con-
ducted with thirty-one female and twenty-three male judicial officers with work
experience ranging from 8 years to 35 years in the judiciary and the majority of
the participants were career judges and some were joined from the attorney
general’s department. Interviews lasted between one hour to one and half hours.
The participants were from the Magistrate courts, District courts, High courts,
Court of Appeal and Supreme court. Access to the judiciary in Sri Lanka was
provided by the memorandum of understanding signed between Postgraduate
Institute of Management in Sri Lanka and Ministry of Education with the motive
of broadening research access to public service.

Case study approach was adopted to answer the research question of “how
judicial officers experience job demands?”. All interviews were digitally record-

ed. Majority of the interviews were conducted in English and the interviews

DOI: 10.4236/jhrss.2019.73022

351 Journal of Human Resource and Sustainability Studies


https://doi.org/10.4236/jhrss.2019.73022

W. A. M. S. U. Gunawardena

conducted in Sinhalese were translated into English. NVivo was used to code
transcribed interviews. The thematic approach (six step process) was used to

capture themes within coded data [15].

4. Empirical Findings

This section presents the finding of the study.

4.1. Judicial Overload

Judicial overload was a common issue experienced by the judicial officers in Sri
Lanka. Forty six out of fifty-four judicial officers mentioned that work overload
is a major stressor. There is a wide array of duties such as handling administra-
tion duties in the courts, reviewing administrative duties, writing judgements
and orders, writing reports to ministry about the court work on weekly and
monthly basis. Writing judgements is one of the crucial responsibilities of a
judge. Judge should have a conducive environment to write judgements. But
with the increasing workloads judges have raised concerns of not having time
during the working hours to write judgements. Furthermore, Mental exhaustion
they experience after presiding the bench for longer hours also hinder the ability
of writing judgements. A participant stated:

“I preside till 4.00pm, after I get down from the bench, we are bombarded
with administration work. we have heaps of documents to review and sign (ap-
prove). After we go home only, I start working on judgements. It goes on till
1.00 or 2.00am. When I start writing judgement need to finish it at a stretch.
Very difficult to write judgements after-bench hours. It is strenuous...” (High
court judge, 28 years).

Backlog of unheard cases is another contributing factor for work overload.
Judges mentioned that some partition (land matters) and murder cases are 15-25
years old. Excessive workload leads to a difficult working pace and officers tak-
ing short breaks or none. Judicial officers mentioned that they think many times
before taking a leave as it leads to an accumulation of work. Moreover, they
mentioned that tight schedules in courts refrain them from having daily breaks
as well. A participant stated:

“According to new circulars we should stay on the bench from 9.30am to
4.00pm so we have only 30 minutes of a lunch break...” (High court judge, 17
years).

Judicial officers also revealed that unrealistic targets such as newly imposed
rule of the number of judgements completed within a year and increased bench

time aggravates work pressure.

4.2, Political Influence

Political influences on the judiciary are subtle and difficult phenomenon to
detect. Political pressure on judicial decisions undermines judicial independence

and the sovereignty of the law [16]. Furthermore, these influences may hinder
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the ability of judicial officers to exercise their professional duties freely [16] [17].

The serious degradation of the independence and impartiality of the Sri Lan-
kan judiciary as a result of pressure from successive governments has been
widely noted inside and outside the country. Issues such as politicization of ap-
pointment process for the superior judiciary, the politicization of the Attor-
ney-General’s office in recent years, unfair removal of former Chief Justice from
office have been extensively highlighted in international platforms [18] [19] [20].
Judges have revealed that politicians and higher government officials attempt to
influence judicial decisions. A participant stated:

“Presidents secretary wanted to know the final judgement of one of the cases.
That case is one of his relatives. He wanted to discuss the final decision with
me...” (High court judge, 27 years).

Judges can expect retribution when they do not entertain the requests of poli-
ticians and higher officials. It was revealed that if they refuse the orders and re-
quests of politicians, they expect to suffer the consequences that can involve
sudden transfers, transfers to rural areas or the withholding of promotions. A
participant stated:

“Once when I did not entertain a request of a politician, I was transferred to
another station without informing me, but it was the headline of one of the
leading newspapers” (Magistrate, 12 years).

Thirty nine out of fifty-four judges mentioned that they have experienced po-
litical interferences during their tenure. Magistrate court and high court judicial
officers are more vulnerable to political influences compared to district court
judges due to the nature of the cases. Because magistrates and high court judges
are presiding over criminal cases. Supreme court judges are highly susceptible to
inordinate influence of executive of the country than Court of Appeal judges as
they are assessing the legality of legislative decisions and the highest and final
judicial instance of record.

In order to keep themselves from these external influences judicial officers
may become socially isolated. The next section explains the nature of social iso-
lation experienced by judicial officers.

4.3. Social Isolation

Social isolation has been identified as a major problem faced by judicial officers
due to their professional obligations [6]. When judges are under public scrutiny
they are being observed and studied carefully. Their private life is also coming
under the media scrutiny which creates pressure. Media interest in the work of
judiciary and judges’ places under the spotlight on many occasions [21]. There-
fore, Judges must maintain a certain demeanour. A participant stated:

“I feel I am always on guard and watched. We have to be very careful about
what we talk, behave, wear. People make judgements about the entire judiciary
based on our behaviour. I had to give up on my friendships specially with law-
yers and some relatives are angry for not attending their family gatherings” (District

court judge, 14 years).
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Health risks are associated with having a small social network. Infrequent
contact with network members and a lack of social network diversity, low par-
ticipation in social activities, particularly volunteering and religious attendance
are threats to mental health wellbeing [22]. When individuals limit their social
interactions, they are susceptible to mental stress. Judicial isolation is an inhe-
rent part of the role, judges must play in society. It can seriously diminish a
judge’s intellectual and social abilities [6]. A participant stated:

“It is very stressful sometimes to keep yourself away from the things you like
to do. But we have no option. I would like to actively participate in social activi-
ties and religious activities, but we can’t attend those public gatherings in our ju-
risdictions” (Supreme court judge, 34 years).

Spouse and the children of judges must maintain a certain demeanour. There-
fore, they also experience social isolation to a certain degree. They must be care-
ful when building relationships and interacting with members of society. Liti-
gants of the cases may attempt approaching them with ulterior motives. There-
fore, the spouse and children of judges cannot freely interact with outsiders and
build new social connections like other individuals do. A participant stated:

“Not only us husband and children also have to be very careful with the
people they associate. Like us they also must be selective with people they asso-
ciate. Because people who want to approach us might try approach us through
them (High court judge, 21 years).

Social isolation experienced by female judicial officers is distinguishable from
male judicial officers. Female judicial officers were finding it difficult to find a
partner or get married after they joined judiciary. Consequently, they expe-
rienced relatively higher social isolation. A participant stated:

“It is difficult to get married after joining the judiciary, men think that we
would rule them like we do in courts and run a petticoat government at home”
(Magistrate, 9 years).

In most Asian cultures a women’s career considered to be subservient to that
of males. Women who engage in professions such as military or legal considered
tough and powerful. Therefore, men may show reluctance to get married to
women in such professions. Majority of unmarried female judicial officers men-
tioned that their life is confined to the office and home.

Pressure stemming from social isolation can be worsen when judges have to
deal with workplace conflicts. The next section explains the interpersonal con-

flict between judges and lawyers.

4.4. Interpersonal Conflict between Lawyers and Judges

Judges have found conflict between the bench and the bar is demanding. In-
compatibility of interests and approaches towards litigants and lawsuits leads to
interpersonal conflicts between judges and lawyers. The interest of the judge is
to conclude a lawsuit as quickly as possible. Avoid the backlog of cases, the pub-

lic confidence towards the judiciary, finish the workload and save people from
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suffering and spending unnecessarily on lawsuits are the primary concerns of the
judge. The motives of lawyers are financial because litigants must pay them per
appearance in courts. The majority of lawyers prefer to drag the case out for as
long as possible. Consequently, it increases the backlog of cases, the workload
and mental stress for the judge. A participant stated:

“Most of the Iitigants are financially weak, we feel sorry for them, but lawyers
want to drag cases as much as possible. So, they repeat the same question, waste
time in cross examination, ask for further dates unnecessarily. It creates a back-
log and increase our workload. That is very stressful’ (District court judge, 16
years).

Judicial officers mentioned when they realized that lawyers are unnecessarily
dragging the cross examinations and asking for further dates’ judges intervened
and directly spoke to litigants and solved the lawsuit. Consequently, it led to cre-
ation of workplace enemies. Judicial officers mentioned when they intrude into
cross examinations and refuse to agree to further dates unless there are un-
avoidable circumstances and also when lawyers realize judge is strict and firm,
they display aggression by writing petitions against the judge to the ministry or
trying to transfer them. A participant stated:

“When I realize the lawyer deliberately drag the case I directly speak to liti-
gants. Therefore, lawyers hate me. They have written lots of petitions against me
to the chiefjustice. They have tried to transfer me to another station...” (Court of
appeal judge, 32 years).

As demonstrated above, stress for judges deriving from work overload, politi-
cal influences, social isolation and interpersonal conflict between judges and
lawyers can negatively affect their performance and influence of gruesome evi-
dence can exacerbate their stress. The next section explains the influence of gru-

esome evidence on judges.

4.5, Influence of Gruesome Evidence

Serving on the bench can be a stressful experience. Certain trials involve murder,
sexual assault, child abuse and traumatic events that may physically and emo-
tionally distress for judges. Gruesome crime scene and autopsy photographs are
regularly introduced in both criminal and civil trials [23]. Murder inquests,
graphic photographs of injury or death and verbal evidence play an important
role in a legal case. So, judges are exposed to and handle graphic evidence on
daily basis. Continual exposure to shocking, graphic, emotion-laden and painful
evidence can have a negative emotional impact and numerous physical and psy-
chological effects such as loss of appetite, insomnia and mental stress [24]. A
participant stated:

“Murder inquests induce huge stress, before a every seen visit I go to toilet
several times, I lose the appetite. I don’t know how people can kill someone so
brutally. Murder inquest is the most horrible part of my job...” (Magistrate, 8

years).
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Judges handle domestic violence, murder, rape, child neglect and abuse, di-
vorce and child custody, mental illness, sentencing. At the extreme, these stres-
sors, together with the traumatic nature of the material that judges have to con-
sider, can result in vicarious trauma [24]. A participant stated:

“I experience stress specially when I preside at child abuse cases, rape cases.
They make me sad and depressed’ (District court judge, 12 years).

The decision-making process, specifically for crimes such as murder, child
abuse and sexual assault had the repercussions on a personal level for judges and
produced increased levels of emotional stress. Twenty one out of fifty-four
judges expressed how gruesome evidence had a negative emotional impact on

them.

5. Implications of Research

Implications of the present study has discussed under theoretical contributions

and practical implications.

5.1. Theoretical Contribution

This study adds to the existing literature on job demands in several ways. Firstly,
this study contributes to the job demands and resource theory by conducting a
profession-specific job demands study. There is an absence of systematic studies
which identify the job demands experienced by specific professional groups [14]
[10]. Identification of specific job demands perceived by particular members of
the occupation group assist in the development of job demands literature and
work-related stress theories [14]. This lacuna was addressed by conducting the
study among judicial officers in Sri Lanka and identifying job demands such as
political influence, social isolation which has not been usually discussed in the
job demands literature and work stress literature.

Secondly, this study adds to the political dimension of job demands literature.
This addition also is considered as an original contribution of the study. Work
stress can be aggravated by political influences. However, political influences
have not been identified as a job demand in the job demands-resources litera-
ture. It may be due to the exclusivity of this dimension. Experience of political
intervention is different from other professional occupations such as academics,
doctors and engineers as they are not vulnerable to direct political influences [5].
Therefore, this finding addressed the lacuna of absence of profession-specific job
demands and added to the political dimension of job demands literature.

Finally, this study suggested that experience of particular job demands may
vary based on gender. Female judicial officers perceived social isolation in terms
of reduced potential of marriage mobility while male judges perceived in terms
of lack of social interaction and entertainment. In Eastern countries women’s
academic aptitude and economic independence are not predictors of marriage
and women’s career considered to be subservient to that of males [25]. There-

fore, it has been found that women with higher education attainment and so-
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cioeconomic resources such as financial security, social status marry later, never

be able to get married or have fewer children [26].

5.2. Practical Implications

Judiciary is an integral part of any society. This study clearly identified that
judges are experiencing stress from factors such as political influence, social iso-
lation, effects of gruesome evidence, work overload and interpersonal conflict
between lawyers and judges. Consequently this may affect mental wellbeing of
judges and negatively impact their cognitive abilities and rational decision mak-
ing skills [27]. Therefore, it is imperative for policy developers and practitioners
of the judicial working environment to understand and formulate intervention
strategies to alleviate these problems from judicial working environment. Find-
ings of this study can be transferred to the similar judicial environments.

5.3. Areas for Future Research

While the literature has discussed about the effect of isolated factors of stress on
employee wellbeing, however, the interaction of stressors and ripple effect on
employees have rarely been discussed. For example, stress created by work over-
load can be compounded by political influences and social isolation. Conse-
quently, effect of such a composition of stressors can be detrimental and may
not be limited to above mentioned health effects. This opens up a debate to ex-
plore the compounding effects of stressors and its effects on occupational func-

tioning.

6. Conclusion

The judiciary is an important element of the justice system. Judicial officers have
a vital role that can prove extremely demanding due to various sources of stress.
Judicial overload, political influence, social isolation, effects of gruesome evi-
dence and interpersonal conflicts between lawyers and judges generate immense
stress to judicial officers. As mentioned above it is important that researchers
understand and control these potential sources because undoubtedly these
stressors may impede their occupational duties. Intervention strategies should
focus on alleviating judicial job demands and creating conducive working envi-

ronment for judges.
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