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Welcome to Modern Lawyer.
“Meet the new boss, Same as the old boss”, sang The Who in
their 1971 song Won’t Get Fooled Again.
How much will our new normal in the legal profession be the
same as the old normal or has the world of work in the law and
beyond crossed the Rubicon in what are the accepted ways of
working? In this issue of Modern Lawyer, we explore some of
the key changes which new ways of thinking about work are
producing. But we also consider how some old mindsets are still causing many cultural
issues to continue.
In our latest roundtable, we discuss this very topic with a range of general counsel and
Cyril Shroﬀ of Amarchand Mangaldas. Our discussion focused on working patterns postCovid; the balance between the digital and the human; and where the opportunities for
new ways of working together lie for law firms and their clients.
One thing both employers and employees in the legal profession are becoming much
more cognizant about is the issue of organisational culture. A particular cultural issue of
the legal profession is the issue of stress and burnout. In his article “Sidestepping
burnout”, former lawyer and now counsellor and coach, Angus Lyon, explores how lawyers
can find ways to recognise and avoid burnout before it becomes unavoidable.
Dr Hakon Runer has a PhD in behavioural economics and is the veteran of a 20-year
banking career. He now he runs a consultancy which uses AI to explore cultural issues
organisations have. He explains how many cultural issues in law firms and other
organisations could be solved simply by listening to employees.
Another cultural nuance is explored by Tom Spence, a management consultant focusing
on talent strategies. Lateral hiring is a prominent focus for law firms but why do so many
lateral hires fail? Why do firms not put more eﬀort into understanding how lateral hires
can fit in?
Ciarán Fenton brings his knowledge on ethics and leadership to the ways in which
lawyers, both in-house and in private practice, may be central to the success or failure of
the ESG agenda.
We also sadly bid farewell to our regular columnist Herman Stewart. Due to lots of exciting
new developments in Herman’s mentoring business he will be focusing on that. His new
normal promises to be incredibly exciting, while producing new ways of approaching
mentoring and leadership development for organisations and young people. Watch this
space for a new columnist with some very fresh ideas and perspectives in our next issue!
Catherine McGregor
Editor
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Sidestepping
burnout
Angus Lyon
An International Bar Association report published in
early 2021 confirmed that poor lawyer wellbeing
was a cause for global concern. Lawyers’ levels
of wellbeing are generally below the average,
wherever they practice. The IBA termed it a
“crisis”. Many are on the edge of burnout and
the pressures have been compounded by the
effects of the pandemic. Is this something we
have to accept passively or are there steps
that legal organisations and individual lawyers
themselves can take to make the law a
healthier profession? Angus Lyon explores
how lawyers can sidestep burnout.

J

ohn, a young solicitor working for a multi-oﬃce law firm, was

at the end of his tether. Several months into lockdown last year
he had been working from home, his workload had increased, his
working hours were eﬀectively from breakfast to bedtime and the
supervision he received was negligible. He said:
I’m feeling pretty desperate. I’m expected to do all this on my own.
Making big calls on client matters and I’ve got no way of knowing if
I’m doing the right thing or not. I’m terrified of a negligence claim.
My firm has a wellbeing policy and they say that staff mental health is
a priority, but that’s just words. Virtue signalling, I call it. I would leave
the firm at once if I could.
Mary runs her own niche practice in London, part private client and part
in-house for a publishing company. She has a small staﬀ and her workload has
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expanded significantly since early 2020. After a few
chaotic weeks of reorganising staﬀ and working
procedures at the start of the UK lockdown, she
expected things to level out and slow down. But the
reverse happened. The conveyancing work in the
small private client section expanded hugely and
despite getting some locum help she was unable to
recruit good quality assistants to cope with the
workload. She ended up turning work away just to
keep on top of things and working unsustainably
long hours. A glass of wine with her evening meal
turned into a bottle.
John and Mary’s experiences are not uncommon.
Wherever we are in the world, if we have been
involved in running a law firm over the last year
we will know just how tough it has been. John and
Mary are fictional characters whose experiences
are collated anonymously from many discussions
I have had over the last year or so.

charity LawCare and member of the IBA’s global
mental health taskforce recently observed:
Legal wellbeing is below average in every region of
the world, stigma prevents people from seeking help
and speaking up about their concerns and despite
the recognition by employers of the importance of
mental health, only 16% of organisations worldwide
provide any wellbeing training to those in
managerial positions.
She continued with a call to action:
With the growing momentum acknowledging the
importance of workplace mental health, it is time
now for educators, regulators and legal practices
in every jurisdiction to come together to tackle the
issues collaboratively.

Burnout

After a few chaotic

In April this year the International Bar Association
(IBA) published the initial results of a global
evaluation into the wellbeing of the legal profession.1
It used two surveys, one for individual lawyers and
another for legal institutions. It gathered responses
from more than 3,000 individuals and over 180 legal
organisations including bar associations, law
societies, in-house legal departments and law firms.
The surveys were the first of their kind undertaken
at an international level with specific focus on the
legal profession and covered the period between

weeks of reorganising staﬀ
The demands on
the profession
and working procedures at
worldwide are
the start of the UK lockdown,
so complex and
she expected things to level
varied that at
one end of the
out and slow down. But the
scale
reverse happened.
generalisations
merely serve to cloud
the specifics and, at the
other, vast
amounts of accumulated data can make assessment
overwhelming. To simplify things for the purpose
of this short article, I use the generic term ‘burnout’

July and December 2020.
The interim findings confirm that poor lawyer

as defined by the World Health Organisation (WHO)
to cover the negative impact of excess pressures

wellbeing was a cause for global concern. The
index scores from the survey demonstrated that
lawyers’ levels of wellbeing fell below the World
Health Organisation’s global average in every region.

experienced by lawyers in the workplace. Burnout
is not an illness or a medical diagnosis, but it can
be a helpful and less stigmatising euphemism
which generally covers underlying anxiety or

The IBA has set up a taskforce to coordinate and
implement responses to the issues of depression,

depression. In May 2019 the WHO revised its
definition of burnout as:

IBA interim report

stress and addictions in the profession worldwide.
The interim survey represents an initial step in the
IBA’s work in providing a holistic picture of lawyer

a syndrome resulting from chronic workplace
stress that has not been successfully managed
and characterised by three dimensions:

wellbeing and will give recommendations to
improve this. The full report is due to be published
in late October 2021.

(1) Feelings of energy depletion or exhaustion;
(2) Increased mental distance from one’s job,
or feelings of negativism or cynicism related

Elizabeth Rimmer, CEO of UK lawyer support

to one’s job; and (3) Reduced personal efficacy.2
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The revised definition was informed by research
carried out since the 1970s by Christina Maslach and
others in the United States and Canada. In 2008
Maslach and Michael Leiter published a paper
proposing a burnout-engagement model.3 This
recognised that a worker’s experience of strain
played a role in the relationship between external
job demands (stressors) and work-related outcomes
(such as absenteeism or illness).
Drawing on three decades of research, they
conceptualised people’s psychological relationships
to their jobs as a continuum
between a negative
experience of burnout
Relentless and
and a positive
sustained pressure not
experience of
engagement.
only aﬀects individuals.
They defined
Organisations suﬀer too with
engagement as
increased absences, lower
“an energetic state
of involvement
standards of work and
with personally
demotivated staﬀ.
fulfilling activities
that enhance one’s sense
of professional eﬃcacy”.
Their definition of burnout was adopted almost
verbatim by the WHO.
Maslach and Leiter described three interrelated
dimensions of the continuum (energy/exhaustion,
involvement/cynicism, and eﬃcacy/ineﬃcacy) as
operating within six key domains of the workplace
environment, namely:
• Workload – sometimes the job demands

between the worker and the workplace.
Thinking about John and Mary’s experiences of
extreme work pressures, both were near the burnout
side of the continuum with greatly reduced energy
and eﬃcacy, with John in particular edging from
detachment towards cynicism. For Mary, her
excessive workload, a reduced sense of control and
lack of a supportive workplace community featured
highly; for John all six workplace domains were
pushing him inexorably to burnout.
And relentless and sustained pressure not only
aﬀects individuals. Organisations suﬀer too with
increased absences, lower standards of work and
demotivated staﬀ. A study by Deloitte last year
highlighted that in Britain a sixth of workers
experienced a mental health problem at any one
time and that stress, anxiety and depression were
considered responsible for almost half of working
days lost in recent years due to health issues.4
Deloitte made a positive case for investment in
mental health by employers, finding an average
return of £5 for every £1 invested in staﬀ wellbeing.

Finch Chambers
A while back I ran an after-hours wellbeing
workshop at a set of barristers chambers in London.
(Let’s call them Finch Chambers or ‘Finch’ for short.)
About 25 members of chambers attended, about half
of all their lawyers, from the head of chambers to

exceed human limits and resources to fulfil
the requirements.

junior counsel. The meeting was facilitated by the
chief clerk (practice manager) and a senior barrister

Control – a sense of personal control in the
workplace is vital.
Reward – insuﬃcient reward (whether
financial, institutional or social) increases

who had put together a small team of ‘listeners’
(barristers of varying levels of seniority) whom
colleagues knew they could approach for a chat
whenever the pressures felt too heavy to handle.

people’s vulnerability to burnout.
Community – the overall quality of social

As one might expect in a large group familiar with
daily argument and cross-examination, I was put

interaction of work is key. This includes
issues of conflict, mutual support, closeness
and the capacity to work as a team.

though my paces. But the overwhelming impression
I was left with was one of mutual support and a
genuine concern to support the more junior

•

Fairness – it’s important that decisions at
work are perceived as being fair and
equitable.

members of chambers. The head of chambers was
entirely supportive of the wellbeing initiatives that
the younger lawyers were trying out. One senior

•

Values – the motivations that originally

member in particular was sceptical and played

•
•

•
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attracted people to their jobs need to be
nurtured. They represent a vital connection
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devil’s advocate for the group. Another QC (leading
counsel) shared an account of his intense anxiety
prior to appearing before the Supreme Court (the
highest court in the land in the UK). In short, they
exemplified a thoughtful, concerned and supportive
organisation which was exploring and implementing
new ways of ensuring, as far as possible, the
wellbeing of all its lawyers.

A target for a wellbeing structure in
organisations
To my mind, Finch are a good example of how to
begin to put lawyer (and support staﬀ) wellbeing
where it belongs on an organisation’s agenda.
Because of the nature and size of the institution we
can draw out some simple universal principles,
whichever jurisdiction we practice in.
When thinking of a wellbeing structure in an
organisation, I find it helpful to visualise the
concentric rings on an archery target and number
them from one to five, starting at the centre.
1. Central are the organisation’s leaders. They set the
culture. It’s not simply a question of getting ‘buyin’ from the top; the leaders (here the head of
chambers) set the aspirations and expectations.
They lead by example. This undermines any
culture of stigma towards mental illness.
2. Next, a small wellbeing team. Finch had set up a
group of ‘listeners’ whom all in chambers knew
they could approach for a confidential chat. It was
led by an experienced lawyer. In a larger
organisation the team might comprise the team
leader, the practice manager, an HR
representative, a few of the listeners (or some
people trained in mental health first aid (MHFA))
and, if possible, a senior lawyer who has
experienced burnout, survived it and returned to
practice. We cannot overestimate the value of
senior staﬀ or partners sharing their own stories of
the challenges they have faced personally. Again,
this goes a long way to help reduce the stigma of
illness.
3. Thirdly, staff trained in MHFA. Mental health first
aiders are able to provide immediate support and
can signpost to others where appropriate.
Numbers will scale to the size of the organisation.
I would recommend that personnel from all levels
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of staﬀ, including
partners or
directors of law
firms, be
trained. It is
desirable for
listening and
signposting
support to be
given by
individuals of

Regular training
in some form is essential.
All firms will have some form
of ‘wellbeing’ or ‘stress at work’
policy. Lawyers and support
staﬀ at all levels need to know
what to do and to whom to
turn when they
need to.

approximately similar
status. Finch were in the process
of exploring MHFA training for the listeners.
4. All staff will be aware of the risks of mental illness
in a high-pressure working environment. Finch
were proactive in arranging events which enabled
lawyers and others to set aside time to think about
their health. Regular training in some form is
essential. All firms will have some form of
‘wellbeing’ or ‘stress at work’ policy. Lawyers and
support staﬀ at all levels need to know what to do
and to whom to turn when they need to. This is
often observed in the breach (as it was in John’s
case above).
5. And on the outermost circle we have others,
including for example the judiciary, court staﬀ,
other professionals outside our organisation, our
families and our friends. For example, Finch
barristers will deal on a daily basis with their
instructing solicitors, judges (most of whom will be
courteous, some less so), and other members of the
bar. We generally have no responsibility to foster
the wellbeing of others (family and friends apart)
but it helps enormously if we bear in mind that
they too will be under pressures that we will know
nothing of. It helps us to empathise. It helps them
and it helps us.

Some steps
Finally, have a think about these simple steps for
organisations:
• “Think big. Start small. And start today”
•

(anon).
Download a free guide from The Law Society
of England and Wales.5 Ransack it for ideas
and inspiration. Rejig your wellbeing at work
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policy if necessary and keep it under regular

counselling support is available for those who

review. And for more detail have a look at
Lawyer health and wellbeing: how the legal
profession is tackling stress and creating

need it.

resiliency which was published earlier last
year.6 It is written by authors working in
various jurisdictions, but the principles are
•
•

•

•
•

•

universal.
Have some senior people in the firm become
mental health first aiders.7
Form a small wellbeing team and brainstorm.
Decide who will do what and keep on meeting
monthly.
Start to undermine the culture of stigma. It’s
there for all of us to some degree. Have senior
people share how they survived burnout and
came out the other side. Arrange wellbeing
awareness training.
Continue to develop a zero tolerance
approach to bullying.
Think, ‘Do all staﬀ have adequate and regular
supervision?’ And if the answer is anything
other than a resounding ‘yes’, then you can
guess what my suggestion will be.
Make sure coaching, mentoring and

And a couple of steps for individuals (as well as
organisations), wherever you may practice:
• Lawyer support charity LawCare’s site is
overflowing with resources relevant to
•

lawyers worldwide.8
Check out the “Five ways to wellbeing”, an
evidenced-based approach to staying
mentally healthy.9 It is little known, but a
superb resource. And, again, it’s free.

The three brief case studies of John, Mary and
Finch Chambers illustrate how lawyers’ experience
can shift from being near to burnout to proactive
and creative engagement.
It is possible to sidestep burnout and many of its
associated mental illnesses by starting to take some
simple imaginative steps to redefine the culture of
legal practice. And it will help create a healthier
bottom line too, to say nothing about a healthier
profession and a healthier administration of justice.
To reiterate, “Think big. Start small. And start
today”.

Angus Lyon is a counsellor and coach at restart-one.com. He is a non-practising solicitor and
author of A lawyer’s guide to wellbeing and managing stress (Ark Group, 2015).

1. https://www.ibanet.org/Mental-wellbeing-in-the-legalprofession.
2. www.who.int/news/item/28-05-2019-burn-out-anoccupational-phenomenon-international-classificationof-diseases.
3. C Maslach and MP Leiter, “Early predictors of job
burnout and engagement” (2008) Journal of Applied
Psychology, 93, 498–512.
4. www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/uk/
Documents/consultancy/deloitte-uk-mental-health-andemployers.pdf.

5. www.lawsociety.org.uk/en/topics/hr-and-peoplemanagement/supporting-wellbeing-in-the-workplaceguidance-for-best-practice.
6. https://www.globelawandbusiness.com/books/lawyerhealth-and-wellbeing-how-the-legal-profession-istackling-stress-and-creating-resiliency.
7. https://mhfaengland.org/online-mental-health-courses/.
8. https://www.lawcare.org.uk.
9. https://neweconomics.org/2011/07/five-ways-wellnew-applications-new-ways-thinking.

This article ‘Sidestepping burnout’ by Angus Lyon is from the October 2021 edition of Modern Lawyer, published
by Globe Law and Business. www.globelawandbusiness.com/journals/Modern-Lawyer-Journal
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