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y thoughts: “I'm busy
right now. I have so many
deadlines.”

Their requests: “Can
you get this done before you leave to-
day? I just need you to review (respond
to or resolve) ASAP”

The practice of law has a competitive
culture leaving little room for error or
a break, with unforgiving hours, tight
deadlines and persistent demands from
superiors and clients that can lead to
high stress, exhaustion and, ultimately,
burnout.! Our work can be complex and
stressful as people count on us to han-
dle their most sensitive legal issues and
guide them through some of the most
traumatic experiences of their lives.2
Yet, through it all, we are expected to
overcome each challenge in a profes-
sional and tactful manner per the Rules
of Professional Conduct.?

Some of us have had tunnel vision
early on. We received good grades and
set our sights on a particular law school
and dream job. Now, we sit all day re-
searching, writing, preparing for court
appearances, responding to emails, co-
ordinating conference calls, and stay-
ing abreast of case law and procedural
updates. Yet, we were never taught the
importance of prioritizing our mental
health.* Is it any wonder that research
shows lawyers have some of the high-
est rates of alcoholism, depression and
suicide among professionals?

Certainly, temporary moments of
stress are a natural part of life, and ev-
eryone gets a little worn out sometimes.
However, burnout is constant emo-
tional, physical and mental exhaustion
due to excessive and prolonged stress.’
Burnout, affecting our ability to work
and function, does not happen overnight
but slowly progresses.

Signs of burnout include physical
and mental fatigue from chronic stress,
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headaches, body aches and pains, dis-
rupted sleep, significant weight chang-
es, social withdrawal, inattention to de-
tail, absenteeism, and drug and alcohol
abuse to cope.®

The endless cycle of pushing be-
yond our maximum limits and trying to
achieve the most billable hours to build
up our reputation and career will even-
tually affect us physically, emotionally
and mentally, if it has not already done

so.”

Burnout is not a new phenomenon.
In 2004, the Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention published a study ex-
plaining that working more than 10
hours a day or 55 hours a week can
dramatically increase the chances of
cardiovascular issues such as stroke
and heart disease by as much as 60%.?
Various studies over the years show how
chronic stress can impact almost every
system in the body, and, when it goes
untreated, stress suppresses the body’s
immune system, leading to illnesses
such as cold and flu and vulnerability
to depression and anxiety.” Thus, rigor-
ous work practices, dissatisfaction and
“toughing it out” should not be accepted
as the norm for a successful career.

Why does someone have to suffer a

l TOO MUCH IS EVOLVING: BURNOUT

heart attack, stroke or die for us to real-
ize the danger we put ourselves in when
we ignore our physical, mental and
emotional health?

If you no longer find joy in any as-
pect of your job or get little to no sense
of accomplishment from your work, you
may be experiencing burnout. Not only
do you suffer the consequences, your
clients and loved ones do as well when
the demands of your career cause you
to feel inundated with stress and exhaus-
tion to the point of burnout.!

How long do you think you can
continue to deal with sleepless nights,
an upset spouse and skipping meals?'!
Maybe you describe your exhaustion
as feeling empty, blank, numb, fed up
and beyond done.'? Burnout can also
be a sense of failure and self-doubt, an
increasingly cynical and pessimistic
outlook, procrastinating, or taking out
frustrations on others.!?

Unfortunately, as lawyers, we hardly
ever make ourselves a priority. The
court, the firm or the client comes first.
‘Working more hours equals less time for
ourselves and those we care about. We
must grasp that we cannot help others
if we do not help ourselves first. We
must stop masking the warning signs
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and opting for a quick fix in another
cup of coffee or powering through one
more late night. We cannot continue
to overlook our health and basic well-
being needs, as bumout worsens if
ignored." We cannot continue to self-
medicate and risk ethical violations or
more severe consequences. We cannot
continue down an unsustainable path.

Prevention is the best solution to
avoid burnout through building and
maintaining healthy habits such as ad-
equate sleep, spending time outdoors,
taking regular breaks, eating nutritious
food and regularly exercising.!® For
example, a short walk outside can sig-
nificantly impact your overall mental
and physical health, as physical fitness
has been shown to help enhance mental
sharpness, concentration and mood.!”
Disconnect from work and carve out
time to rest, relax and recharge.'® Create
boundaries and do not read emails after
a specific time. Do not overextend your-
self. Take a vacation.

You are not alone if you feel you
are not allowed to be exhausted, over-
worked and overwhelmed; you question
whether you still like being a lawyer; or
you try to convince yourself that maybe
everything is not all that bad."® Feeling
like you are sacrificing your life to keep
up with what you thought would be an
amazing career after working hard to get
an education is frustrating.? Perhaps the
practice of law itself is not the problem,
but rather your firm or area of practice.

We need to realistically examine our
lives to balance how much we work and
how much time we spend doing things
we love to avoid reaching a breaking
point. If we do not make time for our
wellness, we will be forced to make
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time for an illness.

If you need help processing your own
unique experience of burnout or exhaus-
tion, reach out to JLAP at (985)778-
0571, email jlap@louisianajlap.com, or
visit the website at: www. louisianajlap.
com. The call costs nothing but could
make a huge difference.

JLAP is committed to encouraging
judges, lawyers, law students and legal
professionals to openly discuss mental
health and how we can support each
other through transparency and honesty.
We all need to learn to take back control
of our time and focus on what makes
us happy and is most important to us.
A healthier lawyer can only be a better
lawyer.”!

JLAP is a CONFIDENTIAL Safe
Haven of Healing.
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