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By Martha D. Burkett

his article is intended to be a 
teaser for the State Bar Law-
yers and Judges Assistance Pro-
gram’s upcoming Second An-

nual Evening of Enlightenment featuring 
keynote speaker Dr. Amiram Elwork. Dr. 
Elwork, the author of Stress Management for 
Lawyers, will speak about stress manage-
ment and time management as preventative 
measures within the context of the legal cul-
ture. Please look for our ad in this issue.

Simply put, stress is the pressure that liv-
ing beings feel in response to change. This 
pressure can be internal or external and, 
in and of itself, is not a bad thing. The man-
ner in which we choose to respond to stress, 
however, can have a great influence on the 
mental and physical implications related to 
the effects of stress. In simple physiologi-
cal terms, stress is defined as a response by 
your body to demands made on it.

The reality is that we are bombarded 
with stressors, situations, and circumstances 
that elicit a stress response, all day, every day. 
Some stressors are more intense or more 
challenging in terms of required coping than 
others. Some stressors are self-created, and 
others are imposed on us by outside forces 
beyond our control. Some are viewed as ac-
ceptable or even pleasant. Others are viewed 
as unwelcome or undesirable. It is the pur-
pose of this article to provide you with gen-
eral information about the physiology of the 
human stress response and the potential ef-
fects of cumulative stress.

As attorneys, you are aware of the enor-
mous amount of responsibility inherent in 
the role you fulfill. You are involved in ne-
gotiating and litigating matters that are crit-
ical to the parties you represent, regardless 
of your specialty. Part of your responsibility 
to the public is to maintain your moral and 
character fitness. Another part of your re-
sponsibility is to assure that you can dem-

onstrate a comprehensive knowledge of the 
law. For you to do these things with consis-
tency, it is imperative that you maintain op-
timal physical and mental health. Effective 
stress management is central to that main-
tenance process.

External and internal stressors are both 
potent. And, depending on the makeup of 
your personality and the way you process 
information, one stressor can easily morph 
into the other and create emotional pressure.

Imagine a lawyer who is expected to 
work in a busy environment 10–12 hours a 
day, dealing with emotional, demanding cli-
ents without adequate support staff. These 
are not unusual circumstances. They might 
be very much like your own present circum-
stances. It’s true that a person can remove 
himself or herself physically from such an 
environment, providing at least temporary 
relief. How easy is it, though, to leave it all 
behind when you walk out the door? As 
humans, we are constantly bombarded with 
both internal and external stressors of vary-
ing degrees of intensity. So you may be 
mentally analyzing things even after you’ve 
removed yourself physically from the im-
mediate situation. The external very easily 
becomes internal.

Stress can accompany both positive and 
negative experiences. Sometimes happy, 
positive experiences like getting married, 
gradu ating from college, having a baby, or 
passing the bar exam can be stressful. Fur-

thermore, certain life events can be expe-
rienced as both positive and negative, or 
bittersweet.

The point can be argued that stress has 
its purpose; a certain amount of pressure 
is appropriate in terms of motivation levels 
and productivity. If we didn’t have deadlines, 
we might not get anything done.

The human experience is quite complex, 
and it is possible in most situations to expe-
rience a wide range of emotions in response 
to a single event. Your task is to approach 
it all in such a way that the cumulative ef-
fects of unresolved stress related to these 
events do not harm you.

Let’s look at a more detailed description 
of the physiology of stress. In the face of a 
perceived threat, the body immediately ac-
cesses resources for strength and speed. Pro-
tectively, the brain dulls the body’s sense of 
pain. Thinking and memory are improved. 
The pupils of the eyes become dilated for 
better vision, the lungs take in more oxy-
gen, and the liver converts sugar that has 
been stored as glycogen into glucose. Heart 
rate and blood pressure rise, bringing extra 
fuel in the form of oxygen and glucose for 
power. The adrenal glands begin to secrete 
adrenaline—our fight-or-flight hormone. Ex-
tra red blood cells flow out, allowing the 
blood to carry more oxygen to muscles, and 
body hairs become erect (puffed up hair 
gives an animal the appearance that it is 
bigger and more dangerous).
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A few minutes after the fight-or-flight re-
sponse, the body kicks in the delayed re-
sponse and makes other accommodations 
to stabilize and replenish. The hippocampus 
(the brain’s center for memory and learn-
ing) is stimulated to process the stress. The 
immune system is diminished, lowering the 
body’s ability to fight infection, and the liver 
converts stored fat into usable energy. The 
adrenal cortex secretes cortisol, which regu-
lates metabolism and immunity. Cumu la-
tively, it can be toxic.

The body has to work hard in response 
to stress. Although these reactions are physi-
ologically automatic, they do require im-
mense amounts of physical and emotional 
energy. If the stress response is activated 
too often, it can damage the immune sys-
tem, the brain, and the heart, each of which 
is vital to functioning. In this chronic con-
dition, the cortisol secreted by the adrenal 
cortex in the delayed response stage be-
comes toxic to brain cells, presenting poten-
tial harm to cognitive processes. It also causes 
increased feelings of fatigue, anger, and de-
pression. In this state, because of repeated 
suppression of disease-fighting cells, the im-
mune system’s ability to resist infection and 
illness is seriously compromised. Decreased 
blood flow in the intestine leaves the mucous 
lining vulnerable to ulcers, and prolonged 
elevation of blood pressure and heart rate 
damage elasticity of blood vessels.

Unresolved stress can be a precursor to 
migraine headaches, as well. Elevated heart 
rate and blood pressure take their toll on 
the arteries. Excess fats and sugars released 
by the liver stay in the bloodstream. These 
fats can build up as plaque inside of blood 
vessels, creating greater potential for heart 
disease and stroke, and high glucose lev-
els can lead to diabetes. In very broad and 
general terms, people who suffer from sup-
pressed immune functioning will be more 
susceptible to colds, flu, and respiratory in-
fections, all of which affect morale and over-
all functioning, creating a circular effect.

To be in a state of constant or chronic 
stress is to subject oneself to a form of bat-
tery; it is physically and emotionally exhaust-
ing. Physical exhaustion generates more 
stress and is a precursor to mental and emo-
tional exhaustion, which, in turn, can lead 
to depression or anxiety or both. In primi-

tive times, our fight-or-flight response was 
very useful on a day-to-day basis, and, in cer-
tain contexts, it still is. In our civilized world, 
however, the repeated activation of this elab-
orate physiological function in response to 
daily stresses is, simply put, overkill.

Most of us are not in true peril on a day-
to-day basis, but if our bodies prepare us 
for fight or flight in response to, say, our 
emotional reaction while stuck in a traffic 
jam, all the physiological activity previously 
described is not only wasted, it’s actually 
harmful. Psychologically, unresolved stress 
related to relatively minor things like rela-
tionship quarrels, parenting struggles, traf-
fic jams, and slow service at restaurants have 
huge implications with regard to the inci-
dence of depression and anxiety.

Let’s take a look at stress and the practice 
of law. We’ll start with the role that compe-
tition plays in your professional life. Begin-
ning in law school, the emphasis on compe-
tition is huge. Law students are taught that 
the professional world they are about to en-
ter is dog eat dog, due in part to the growing 
numbers of attorneys in the profession. As a 
part of this culture, lawyers are taught not 
to show vulnerability and not to trust. The 
amount of personal and emotional vigilance 
required to survive and thrive in an environ-
ment in which showing fallibility is a weak-
ness is arduous.

Lawyers are also faced with the phe-
nomenon of psychic battering. This refers 
to psychic trauma, which results from sit-
uations in which attorneys are subjected, 
vicariously, to traumatic events (e.g., divorce, 
custody battles, child welfare cases, crime 
scene photos, recounts of rapes, murders, 
assaults) in their clients’ lives. To maintain 
objectivity and professionalism, it is neces-
sary to detach emotionally in such circum-
stances. It may be easy enough to disengage 
emotionally on a professional level, but dif-
ficult to engage emotionally on a personal 
level when it becomes appropriate and de-
sirable. If one is able to gain mastery over 
this difficult and exhausting emotional tran-
sition—given that he or she will be called 
on to execute this transition repeatedly— 
it is inevitable that one will suffer some 
damage to the psyche as a result. This dam-
age may show itself in the form of cyni-
cism, disillusionment, anger, or depression 
and can compound stress enormously.

In his book Stress Management for Law-
yers, Dr. Elwork cites perfectionism and 
control as two personality characteristics 
that are very closely related, stating that 
some folks come to the legal profession 
with these budding tendencies and that the 
nature of the work causes the tendencies to 
blossom. He indicates that because law is 
driven by rules, order, and organization, it 



52 Practicing Wellness
Michigan Bar Journal      March 2010

requires logical thought, objective analysis, 
and great attention to detail. He also notes 
that the reality that mistakes can be very 
costly adds a great deal of pressure into the 
mental processes required to do the work. 
Dr. Elwork believes that this pressure lends 
to performance anxiety, which induces per-
fectionist thinking—which, in turn, leads to 
an obsessive dedication to work.

To an extent, this perfectionism serves a 
purpose. In proper balance, it pushes one 
forward to professional success, which leads 
to recognition and praise. If it becomes un-
balanced, however, it can become counter-
productive. It can lead to burnout and nu-
merous other difficulties. Left unchecked, 
this perfectionism will inevitably show itself 
and damage personal relationships as well.

The schedule demands on attorneys are 
rigorous. All too often, attorneys compen-
sate by deciding that there’s not enough 
time and energy for everything, so they start 
cutting back where they feel they can; they 
may sleep less and start skipping meals. 
They cut back or abandon exercise rou-
tines. They spend less time with their fami-
lies, less time in relaxation and recreational 
activities, and less time in meditation, prayer, 
and related rituals. And it costs them dearly. 
Unwittingly, they cut themselves off from 
that which might replenish them. Relation-
ships with friends and family become strained 
and sometimes even deteriorate irreparably. 
Their bodies and their psyches are retain-
ing stress and they get tired. Some are fre-
quently ill. Some days they may feel like 
work is their purpose, and everything else 
is incidental. Self-perception becomes seri-
ously distorted. It becomes easier to be-

lieve that personal value is completely tied 
to professional productivity, and that can 
be a very lonely, empty place. Some become 
clinically depressed. Some will even attempt 
or commit suicide.

Some stressed attorneys will attempt to 
cope by using alcohol, drugs, gambling, sex, 
or spending. Some will maintain a semblance 
of manageability in this regard, and others 
will go down the harrowing path of addic-
tion. According to a 2003 study conducted by 
the North Carolina Bar Association, 23 per-
cent of surveyed attorneys younger than age 
36 admitted to daily drinking, and 21 per-
cent of surveyed attorneys aged 36 years or 
older admitted to daily drinking.1 Numerous 
studies have documented this problem. For 
example, a 1990 American Bar Association 
survey showed that 13 percent of surveyed 
attorneys stated that they consumed six or 
more alcoholic drinks per day.2

It is chilling to think about the levels of 
impairment among lawyers who are clini-
cally depressed or abusing substances or 
both, and remain undiagnosed and untreated. 
It becomes extremely difficult for these indi-
viduals to maintain consistently appropriate, 
ethical functioning in their professional lives. 
It is estimated that 40–70 percent of attor-
ney disciplinary proceedings and actions are 
linked to alcohol and other drug use or men-
tal illness. These statistics speak only about 
depression, substance abuse, and addiction. 
They make no mention of eating disorders, 
spending, sex, or gambling addictions, each 
of which can be equally debilitating.

Mental health and substance-use disor-
ders can affect anyone and have nothing to 
do with an individual’s intellectual capabil-

ities, moral fiber, character, or worth as a 
human being. Sometimes these disorders 
run in families, and whether an individual 
is genetically predisposed or not, difficul-
ties may manifest as a result of using sub-
stances as a coping mechanism for extreme 
or chronic stress.

Stress management is about finding what 
is good in life and seeking to balance pri-
orities in a way that matches personal val-
ues. It is about giving yourself permission 
to find ways to nurture your spiritual and 
emotional life. Some attorneys have already 
struck this balance and are successful at 
maintaining it. If that’s true for you, keep 
doing what works. If most of this is new for 
you, hopefully there is something of value 
that you can take away from this article. 
Dr. Elwork’s book, Stress Management for 
Lawyers, is definitely recommended read-
ing for any of you who have not already 
discovered it on your own. Please join us at 
the Second Annual Evening of Enlighten-
ment to learn more about stress manage-
ment and receive a complimentary copy of 
Dr. Elwork’s book. n
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A National Helpline for Judges Helping Judges at (800) 219-6474
Judges who need assistance because of alcoholism, substance abuse, addiction, or 
mental health issues may reach other judges who are in recovery or who have gone 
through treatment by calling a helpline sponsored by the American Bar Association. 
Judges who have volunteered to be a personal resource to other judges throughout 
the U.S. and Canada are uniquely positioned to share their experiences, strengths, 
and hope. Both judges in need of help and those interested in serving as a peer-to-
peer volunteer should call (800) 219-6474 during business hours, Central time. All 
information is confidential and protected by statute. The National Judges’ Assistance 
Helpline is a service of the ABA Commission on Lawyer Assistance Programs Judicial 
Assistance Initiative and is administered by the Texas Lawyers’ Assistance Program.
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