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Burning Bright Without
BURNING OUT

NAVIGATING LAWYER WELL-BEING.

WRITTEN BY RUBY L. POWERS

LAWYERS ARE TRAINED TO SOLVE OTHER
PEOPLE’S PROBLEMS, yet we often neglect
our own. High-stakes cases, relentless
deadlines, and client expectations take an
emotional and mental toll. Long hours
are normalized and burnout is expected.
Stepping back, even for a moment,

can feel like weakness. In this article, [
explore why burnout is so prevalent in our
profession, offer strategies for countering
it, and call on each of us to cultivate a
healthier legal culture.

The Cost of Burnout

From the earliest days of law school,
we are rewarded for long hours, constant
competition, and perfectionism. By
the time we start practice, those habits
are entrenched. Lawyers experience
disproportionately high levels of anxiety and
depression. A 2016 study by the American
Bar Association (ABA) and Hazelden
Betty Ford Foundation found that 28%
of lawyers report symptoms of depression,
19% experience anxiety, 21% have alcohol
problems, and 11% have drug use issues.'
Subsequent ALM surveys found that 31.2%
of respondents reported depression and
64% reported anxiety.? The Texas Lawyers’
Assistance Program (TLAP) reports that
nearly one-third of lawyers under 30 have
a drinking problem, and 28% of lawyers
overall struggle with depression.?

Several factors drive burnout:

¢ Chronic overwork and blurred
boundaries. The pressure to be
constantly available erodes any
distinction between work and life.
Solo and small-firm lawyers must
simultaneously advocate for clients
and run a business.

* Isolation in leadership. Firm
owners shoulder responsibilities
alone and may lack support or
mentorship.

e Perfectionism and fear of failure.
We equate value with volume: the
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more hours we bill, the better we
believe we are.

* Vicarious trauma. Exposure to
client trauma can lead to secondary
traumatic stress.

Burnout leads to ethical lapses, poor
client relationships, decreased productivity,
and even attrition from the profession.
Recognizing these patterns is the first step.

A Personal Note

After a recent vacation I realized that
some of my pre-vacation decisions were
not my best. It was humbling to admit
fault, but it reminded me that pushing
through exhaustion wastes time and energy.
Scheduling breaks and creating systems to
manage workload minimizes the impact
of fatigue. If you feel guilty about resting,
remember: your well-being is not a luxury—
it is an asset that protects your clients and
your career.

Rewriting the Narrative of
Success

There is a long-standing myth that
burnout is the price of success. We glorify
overwork and equate being busy with
value. In reality, a well-rested, mentally
clear lawyer will always outperform
a sleep-deprived, overwhelmed one.
Cognitive agility, emotional regulation, and
problem-solving are not soft skills; they
are the foundations of effective lawyering.
When you are in the midst of the “storm,”
you may not realize how bad things have
become until you step back and see with
fresh eyes. Working sustainably means
working smarter, not necessarily fewer
hours. Systems, delegation, boundaries,
and rest are strategic tools that allow us to
operate at a high level over the long term.

Boundaries Are Your Best
Business Plan

Burnout is not just about working
too much—it is about not resting enough
and not saying no when needed. In solo
and small-firm practice, it is tempting to
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be available 24/7. Over time, this erodes
personal relationships and professional
sharpness. Scheduling downtime—
workouts, therapy sessions, no-work
hours—as nonnegotiable appointments can
help. Establish firm office hours, delegate
more, and leverage automation. Law
practice management and lawyer well-being
go hand in hand: clear systems support both
client service and personal health.

Work-life integration does not require
a perfect 50/50 split. Instead, align your
daily habits with your values, health, and
goals. Set time aside weekly, monthly,
and quarterly to review your priorities
and adjust. A good morning routine—
meditation, exercise, reading, or reflection—
sets the tone for the day and builds the
future you want.*

Creating a Culture of Well-Being
We cannot change the culture of

law alone, but leaders can set the tone.

Normalize conversations about mental

health. Model boundaries and rest so

that others feel permitted to do the same.

Offer flexible schedules when possible.
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Know your personal rthythm: some lawyers
tackle complex legal analysis best in the
morning and others find creative flow in the
afternoon. Align your most important work
with your highest energy.

Bar associations and resources are
available to help. TLAP maintains a
database of professionals and support groups
and provides tools for healthier lifestyles.”
Encourage colleagues to reach out to TLAP
or similar programs in their jurisdictions
when they need help.

A Healthier Future of Law

The most effective, innovative, and
enduring lawyers build practices rooted
in sustainability, not self-sacrifice. We
have the power to shape a culture where
well-being is a core value. Address burnout
head-on through thoughtful leadership,
intentional boundaries, and a commitment
to mental and emotional health. By doing
so, we can reclaim the passion and purpose
that brought us to this profession in the
first place and better serve our clients.
It is time to rewrite the narrative: true
success comes from balance, resilience, and
intentional care. TBJ
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