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As legal professionals, we are exposed to stress in our jobs, through the difficulties our clients 

experience and because of the fact that we work in an adversarial system.  Add whatever personal 

issues we are facing plus the holidays and it can be a tough time.  Here are some ideas to understand 

our stress and some resources to help you make some changes.   

What is Stress?  

Stress is a series of physiological responses and adaptations to a real or imagined threat or demand.  
Stress occurs when you perceive the pressures experienced are exceeding your capacity to deal with 
them, in a situation where coping is perceived as important.  It can be good or bad, healthy or 
unhealthy.   
 
Healthy stress charges us up, allows us to meet challenges head on, and gives us the necessary energy to 
do so.  Distress is the chronic feeling of being overwhelmed, oppressed and behind in tasks. There is a 
sense that life is controlling us and we see little hope for relief, all of which can have unhealthy results.  
Regardless of how beneficial our stress may be, our bodies react.  Our heart beats faster, our pupils 
dilate, our digestive and immune systems shut down and the hormones adrenaline and cortisol are 
released.  In the short term, this helps us, but over time, the chronic presence of these changes will hurt 
us with results like higher blood pressure, more frequent illnesses, and coping mechanisms, like self-
medication with alcohol, drugs, gambling, sex and others.   

Sources of Stress for Lawyers 

The legal profession presents many opportunities to take on someone else’s problems, and it presents 
unique sources of stress.  These are the realities in the everyday practice of a lawyer.  
 

1. Rules Based Morality.  The way we help people; the way we make a difference for our 
clients, is to make their set of circumstances fit a set of rules.  We apply the law to the facts.  
From that can come a tendency to see everything in terms of how we believe it should fit 
into the world as we see it.  And we will use our finely tuned persuasive and argumentative 
skills to insist upon it.   

2. Perfectionism.  We are told from the beginning in law school that mistakes will cost us.  
From our experience of the Socratic method when we are not prepared (or even if we are) 
to cases where professional discipline occurs because of missing deadlines and important 
details, we learn that we must not fail.  When we learn perfectionism, it is not limited to our 
work life.  Any possible failure becomes an opportunity for intense self-scrutiny and every 
move we make can become defined by winning or losing.   



3. Pessimism.  We may be the only profession that succeeds because we can (and should) 
anticipate the worst that might happen.  Yet, how else do we solve problems?  The pessimist 
not only sees what can go wrong but is more likely to view bad things as permanent and 
unchangeable.   

4. Vicarious Trauma.  This may be our greatest risk.  We are not the immediate first responders 
to the worst things that happen in our world, but we may spend more time with the details 
and people who experience the direct trauma than anyone else.  Yet our need to be perfect 
(don’t let them see you sweat) and pessimistic nature can make us even more vulnerable to 
the effects of this trauma.  We don’t show our weakness, we don’t process and we hold it 
inside until we burnout.  Yet studies have shown that simply talking about our experiences 
and feelings can reduce the effects of the trauma.   

Stress and Pro Bono 

Pro bono can be an excellent stress management tool.  It adds variety to your practice, often allows you 
to see a quicker and more concrete result than in many practice areas and can offer a needed respite to 
everyday demands and routines.  However, it can also add to your stress under some circumstances.  
The most obvious of these is time.  You may already feel overworked.  Unless you understand and 
accept that your pro bono cases or work are as deserving of your time and attention as paid work, you 
may also feel resentment and give less than your full attention to the needs of the client.  That can set 
up feelings of guilt, which of course will add to your stress.  Busy attorneys who successfully integrate 
pro bono into their practices note that the acceptance of the case as deserving equal attention (and 
sometimes more because you’re learning something new) helps them to manage multiple demands. 
 
Another source of stress can be the level of institutional support for your pro bono efforts.   Some 
organizations publicly state that they support pro bono but when the rubber hits the road, the support 
is not there or is lukewarm.  Think about your reasons for doing pro bono and be prepared to discuss 
cost/benefit with those who may be skeptical or unsupportive.  In the long run, pro bono can help you 
be a more effective and successful attorney.  Be prepared to make your case and if the support is still 
not there, it may be appropriate to find another position. 
 
The level of emotional engagement with pro bono clients can be surprising for some attorneys, 
especially if your typical practice does not involve helping individuals in crisis.  While this may be what 
drew you to the work, those situations that are overwhelming to your client may also seem 
overwhelming to you.  Pro bono supervisors who are mindful of the secondary effects that client trauma 
can be a source of support or guidance on outside resources.   
 
Clients may have differing abilities and expectations and may be dealing with trauma, impairment (such 
as addiction) or some other form of diminished capacity.  Depending on the level of that impairment, 
additional ethical rules may apply.  It may also be necessary to spend more time explaining things to the 
clients because of language or other differences.  Clients may have unreasonable expectations about 
what is possible and in reality meeting their legal needs is often only the tip of the iceberg. 
 
The bottom line is many attorneys find that pro bono work relieves their stress.  But managing your 
stress will help you do and be better.    

Our Response to Stress 

Many try to cope with stress by turning to tobacco, alcohol, caffeine, herbal remedies, legal or illegal 
drugs as well as diversions like gambling, internet shopping, games and porn or compulsive eating.  



These substances and processes may mask some of the symptoms of stress and provide temporary relief 
but they don’t help in the development of effective stress-management techniques.  They may harm 
your physical health, weakening resistance to stress even further and cause additional stressful 
complications in life.  You’re in this profession and this work to make a difference.  Take care of yourself 
so you can do your best.  

Stress Mitigation Strategies 

First, take a deep breath.  Now take another deep breath…and now another one.  Here are some 
additional options 
 
If you are feeling overwhelmed in the moment, take a break even if it is a short one.  What has helped 
you before?  Are you hydrated and fed?  Ignoring such basic needs causes fatigue and reduces our 
ability to make good decisions.  Can you recognize feelings of stress when they start occurring so that 
you can take immediate action?  Try switching your focus, engaging in some relaxation exercises or 
taking a short walk.   
 
Educate yourself.  The ABA Commission on Lawyer Assistance Programs links to many really excellent 
articles about stress and related issues.  The site is frequently updated.  Go to 
http://www.americanbar.org/groups/lawyer_assistance/resources/stress.html. You will learn you are 
not alone.  We hope for the day when the profession recognizes that being a good lawyer means staying 
current with the law and maintaining practices to enhance their well-being.  Check out www.mnlcl.org 
as well for programs and resources.  
 
Identify the big priorities.  Instead of a to-do list that is too long, think about the one thing you need to 
do next.  If it is still looming large, break it into steps.  Then take the first one.     
 
Step back from worst case scenarios.  As lawyers, we look for the worst that could happen – that’s what 
we get paid for, although of course we’re hoping to protect against the worst case scenario.  Instead of 
thinking “what’s the worst that could happen,” focus on “what’s the best that could happen.”  Then 
think of what you can do for that to happen.  This will often change your focus and give you some 
options you might not have thought of before.  Then you can find that next right thing to do now.    
 
Say no.  You can’t always say no, but sometimes you can.  Because of our perfectionist nature, this can 
be exacerbated during the holiday season.  Instead of perfect gifts for everyone, some families choose a 
charity and exchange token gifts.  You need not attend every gathering, but you can arrange a 2017 
coffee meeting with the person you hoped to see at the event.  If you resent something that is being 
added to your plate, it may be time to say no, or to remove something else first.   
 
Be mindful.  The ABA web site above contains links to many articles on mindfulness and law practice.  
This can include an increased awareness as well as specific practices and exercises (yoga, meditation) 
that more and more lawyers are using.  Look at resources like www.theanxiouslawyer.com  for specific 
guidance on mindfulness practices that can help reduce your stress. 
 
Ask for help. Sometimes you need to talk to someone for advice, for a reality check, to vent, or to tell 
another person what you are feeling.  Sometimes a conversation will be enough and other times you 
need to do more.  LCL provides free counseling and referrals to additional resources as well as peer 
support and a fund that can help with medical appointments related to mental health or substance use 
treatment needs.  LCL helps lawyers, judges, law students and their immediate family members with any 
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issues that cause stress or distress.  Call 651-646-5590, email help@mnlcl.org  or go to www.mnlcl.org.   
If you would like to talk to someone immediately, counselors are available 24/7.   
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