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For the purposes of the survey, a “threat” was defined as: “A 
written or verbal intention to physically hurt or punish another, 
or a written or verbal indication of impending physical danger or 
harm.”

As of Oct. 15, 2012, the Oregon legal profession consisted of 
13,916 in-state attorneys members. The survey received a total 
of 1,862 responses from in-state attorneys, representing 13.4 per-
cent of all registered in-state attorneys. The following summarizes 
the responses of the in-state attorneys of the Oregon legal profes-
sion who responded that they have been the recipients of threats 
or violence.

The survey’s primary question asked attorneys if, whether 
while serving as a member of the legal profession, they had ever 
been the recipient of a threat or had been the victim of a violent 
act. Of the 1,862 responses to this question, 684 (36.7 percent) 
of the respondents reported that they had been threatened or 
physically assaulted at least once. This percentage is in the lower 
range of those reported by respondents in similar state bar surveys 
examining violence against the legal profession. (See Chart 1.)

Respondents to the survey provided descriptions of more than 
505 examples of threats or acts of violence that had been per-
petrated against them. The following responses are provided as 
examples of the kinds of violence reported by members of the 
Oregon legal profession:

•	 “I was left a gunshot noise on my answering ma-
chine(.) I was also left a snake in my home post office 
box that shocked the postal delivery person.”

•	 “I had one client throw a cup of coffee at me….”
•	 “Telephonic death threats and threats communicated 

through third parties; face-to-face, passive aggressive 

behavior intended to intimidate; stalking; criminal 
mischief at office and residence.”

•	 “A settlement offer including the requirement that  
(client) attend counseling to deal with his anger was 
not well received and he choked me across my desk 
in rage.”

•	 “Received a call from FBI, opposing party in child 
custody had hired a hit man to kill me, assault me or 
some such act.”

•	 “In one incident, an upset opposing party showed 
up with a couple cans of gas and a lighter, loudly an-
nouncing his intent to ‘torch’ me.”

•	 “Drive-by shooting at home/office followed by answer-
ing machine message threatening to kill my daughter 
if I didn’t “get out of town(.)’ ”

•	 “Threatening letters, broken windows (with a brick), 
verbal assaults, confrontation at my gate to my resi-
dence.”

•	 “Bomb in personal mailbox.”
•	 “During a wrongful death case I was defending, a(n) 

unknown person place(d) duc(t) take on my exhaust, 
completely blocking the exhaust.”

•	 “2 guys I prosecuted on fish and game charges while 
still in law school trespassed onto my family’s property 
with a 5 gallon gas can to torch our family home.”

•	 “Physical assault in court by opposing legal counsel in 
divorce hearing.”

•	 “Threatening letters; obscene phone calls; physical/
verbal confrontations by family members in court-
house; threats/menacing behavior by clients; bullets 
in my home mailbox; vandalism to my vehicle in my 

Chart 1

Statewide Surveys of Violence Against Attorneys

Year State In-State  responses % In State  Threats/ violence % 
  membership  membership  respondents

2006 Utah 6,832 904 13.2 417 46.1

2008 Idaho 3,627 780 21.5 319 40.9

2012 Nevada 8,245  1,039 12.6 412 40.0

2012 Wyoming 1,639  467 28.5 211 46.0

2012 Oregon 13,916  1,862 13.4 684 36.7

2013 New Mexico 6,170  919 14.9 369 40.0

2013 Arizona 17,383 1,841 10.6 777 42.2

2013 N. Carolina 21,856 2,251 10.3 732 32.5

2013 Kansas 8,177 1,185 14.5 480 40.5

2013 Iowa 7,329 1,333 18.2 547 41.0
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Chart 2

Threats Experienced

 Total respondents = 676 

  number of respondents  Percentage

None  8 1.2

One  181 26.8

Two  162 24.0

Three  112 16.6

Four  45 6.7

More than Four 168 24.9

Totals  676 100%

office parking garage; my cat disappeared during high 
profile trial.”

•	 “(During a deposition in the next room) I opened the 
door to see what the ado was about, and looked down 
the barrel of a black Walther PPK semi-automatic pis-
tol with DayGlo orange price sticker still attached.”

The survey asked respondents to identify the types of threats 
or acts of violence received relating specifically to the recipients’ 
responsibilities as a legal practitioner. There were 676 respon-
dents who reported their responses set forth below. Inappropriate 
and threatening communications were those communicated by 
letter, phone, fax or verbal interaction. Inappropriate approaches 
included being followed, face-to-face confrontations or attempts 
at violence. A total of 43 respondents (6.4 percent) who iden-
tified themselves as recipients of threats and violence reported 
physically being assaulted.

The vast majority of respondents (531, or 78 percent) iden-
tified inappropriate and threatening communications. These 
communications were made primarily in person or by phone, 
and often included direct and veiled threats. For example, indi-
viduals made threats of: “You better watch out”; “You might get 
stabbed”; “I’ll get you”; “I’ll track you down and shoot you like 
a dog”; “You better make your peace with God”; “We’re going 
to get you”; “I’m coming for you one day”; and “I’ll come back 
and kill you.” The vast majority of these reported threats were 
made directly against attorneys, but in some circumstances, 
were directed against the attorneys’ family and children. One 
attorney reported a drive-by shooting at his office, followed by 

an answering machine message threatening to kill his daughter 
if he didn’t “get out of town.”

Respondents who experienced other forms of threats and 
inappropriate communications were asked to identify how they 
occurred. Attorneys reported 259 (38 percent) incidents of in-
appropriate approaches, 176 (26 percent) reported a combina-
tion of responses, and another 60 (nearly 9 percent) classified 
their responses as “other.” Attorneys reported learning about 
threats and violence against them through other disturbing 
means, including threats made to their clients, opposing coun-
sel, medical professionals, calls from authorities regarding at-
tempts to hire “hit men,” bombs at their residences, packages 
and through written correspondence. One attorney reported 
learning that someone had hired a personal investigator to as-
certain where their children went to school, names, ages, pho-
tos, how they went to school, when they were home alone, 
the layout of their home and the location of the children’s  
bedrooms.

The survey requested those respondents who identified them-
selves as recipients of threats or violence to indicate the number 
of threats they received. A total of 676 respondents reported they 
had received threats in the practice of law. Based on the respons-
es shown in Chart 2, 495 (71.0 percent) of the respondents who 
were recipients of threats or violence, have received more than 
one threat during their legal career. (See Chart 2 on page 25.)

  

The survey asked respondents to identify whether the most 
recent threat(s) or violence experienced occurred while they 
were employed as public or private attorneys. Of 666 respondents, 
361 (54.2 percent) identified that reported threats or violence 
occurred while employed in private practice, 217 (32.6 percent) 
occurred while employed in public practice, and 88 (13.2 per-
cent) identified that it occurred while employed in both public 
and private practice.
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that such incidents had affected their conduct a great deal, 222 
(34.4 percent) indicated that their conduct had been somewhat 
affected, and 387 (60 percent) identified that it did not alter the 
way they conducted business at all. These percentages may be as-
sociated, in part, to the perception reported by one attorney that 
“[t]hreats of violence are not a big deal and any adult should be 
able to handle them well.”

On the other hand, a substantial number of attorney reported 
taking protective measures, including purchasing and keeping 
weapons and guns within reach, taking training in martial arts, 
installing entry barriers in the office and establishing security 
measures in the event of an office emergency.

The purpose in examining violence against the Oregon legal 
profession is not to instill fear in lawyers or in any way to discour-
age the practice of law. Instead, it is to dispel the assumption that 
threats and violent acts against members of the legal profession 
are extremely rare incidents or do not occur because they are not 
being reported in the media. Threats and violence often occur 
without warning from any side of the case and can reach into 
every aspect of an attorney’s life. It should not be assumed that it 
can only happen to someone else.

Stephen Kelson is a litigation attorney and mediator at the law firm 
of Christensen & Jensen in Salt Lake City, where his practice focuses 
on commercial litigation and mediation. Kelson has published numer-
ous articles on topics related to legal professionalism and professional 
liability issues, and is a frequent presenter on professional legal top-
ics.  For more than a decade, he has studied, documented and con-
ducted numerous statewide surveys regarding violence against the legal  
profession.

Chart 3

Perpetrators of Threats/Assaults

Total respondents = 676

 number of respondents Percentage

Client 223 33.7

Relative/Associate  
of Client 91 13.8

Opposing Party 341 51.6

Relative/Associate of  
Opposing Party 104 15.7

Opposing Counsel 35 5.3

Unknown 33 5.0

Other 117 17.7

Totals 661 100%


