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Boredom, poor work-life balance, and assignment to terrible cases that they do not enjoy are some 
of the common complaints voiced by mid-level associates when asked to comment on burnout in 
the workplace. So why do they stay? The pay is excellent. Today, law firms are re-examining the value of a system 
that greatly rewards burnout, depression, and anxiety.

Sinking Satisfaction
In an August 2020 survey of 73 Big 
Law firms conducted by American 
Lawyer, 4,000 mid-level associates 
ranked their employers in terms 
of overall satisfaction. The survey 
results found that respondents 
who were most satisfied with 
their jobs were privileged to 
work in an environment where 
the openness of firm leadership, 
good communication, and the 
opportunity to build relationships 
with partners was valued.

However, that same survey 
noted that satisfaction was down 
compared to the previous year and 
that, overall, associates were less 
happy with their work and found 
it less interesting than disclosed in 
the former year. Did the Covid-19 
pandemic play a role? At least 
one fourth-year associate claimed 
that it did when he opined, “The 
pandemic sucks, and there is no 
meaning to time anymore.”

Coffee, Computers, 
Complaints
So, what makes an office 
unsatisfying to work in? 
Surprisingly, among the 
complaints from the ‘best and 
the brightest’ were objections to 
the office coffee, snacks, dated 
décor,  faulty laptops, and other 
technology glitches that lead 
to frustration, a productivity 
impediment, and sometimes, an 
embarrassment in front of clients 
or other attorneys. Successful law 
firms often invest in commercial 
real estate in central locations in 

their cities, which most assuredly 
plays a factor in their decision to 
call their employees from a remote 
or hybrid work arrangement back 
to a full-time ‘in-office’ one.

But overriding all of these 
seemingly trivial objections was 
the common thread of boring 
work and excessively long hours. 
For example, one New York 
associate noted that ‘burnout is 
experienced very quickly when 
associates are expected to be 
on-call 24/7, 365 days a year’, while 
another associate observed that 
those who tend to leave the firm 
are usually those who are assigned 
to ‘terrible cases’ or placed under 
partners with boring work.

Ingrained in the 
System
The current situation for mid-level 
associates has been described 
as one where management 
rewards those who make the most 
money for the firm by working 
the longest hours but are also 
placed under maximum stress 
while neglecting their mental and 
physical health and relationships. 
As a fifth-year associate in Chicago 
explained, “the system rewards 
flirtation with burnout and the 
accompanying depression and 
anxiety.” Constantly working at 
something without regarding it as 
having any meaning is depressing 
for those who started out as 
ambitious, energetic, and even 
idealistic newcomers to the field 
but found themselves slaving 
away for ‘nothing more than’ a 
nice paycheck. 

“BURNOUT 
IS WHAT 
HAPPENS 
WHEN YOU 
TRY TO AVOID 
BEING HUMAN 
FOR TOO 
LONG.”
— Michael Gungor 
(a/k/a Vishnu Daas), 
Musician
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Different from 
Ordinary Stress
‘Burnout expert’ and attorney 
Paula Davis, has studied the 
problem of lawyer burnout for 
several years via conversations 
with lawyers and legal 
professionals about the topic 
and by conducting one-on-one 
coaching sessions, as well as 
through workshops and in-depth 
research. “Burnout was a problem 
prior to the pandemic, but 
COVID-19 has renewed interest in 
the topic,” according to Ms. Davis.

She describes burnout as being 
different from ordinary stress in 
that it “is the experience of chronic 
exhaustion, chronic cynicism, 
and inefficacy, which is a sense 
of lost impact. Burnout is not 
an interchangeable word with 
general stress but is often used 
by people to describe a whole 
range of stressors. Stress exists on 
a continuum, with thriving on one 
side and burnout on the other, but 
there are lots of other 
stress-related experiences 
and emotions in the middle, 
like frustration, overwhelm, 
ineffectiveness, tiredness, 
overextended, and languishing 
(a sense of stagnation and just 
muddling through). It is important 
to use the right term to describe 
your feelings so that burnout does 
not become the go-to catch-all 
and get misapplied.”

Burnout is also distinguished from 
ordinary stress as a manifestation 
of chronic workplace stress. The 
World Health Organization has 
even come up with a definition 
for the term, which states that 
“burnout refers specifically to 
phenomena in the occupational 
context and should not be 
applied to describe experiences 
in other areas of life.” Burnout is a 

workplace culture/systemic issue, 
unlike stress brought about by 
personal illness or as defined in 
medical terms.

Burnout Metrics
As measured by the Maslach 
Burnout Inventory (MBI), 
burnout is defined as a high 
exhaustion score and either a high 
cynicism score or a low personal 
efficacy score. Other empirical 
measuring methods exist, but 
MBI is considered the only one 
to measure all three elements of 
burnout. Researchers use MBI data 
to develop various profiles to guide 
practitioners. 

Can the System be 
Fixed?
Not all responses from surveyed 
mid-level associates were about 
the problems - some focused on 
the solutions. Law firms need to 
“ensure that associates get the 
kind of work they enjoy,” said a 
third-year associate in Los Angeles, 
adding, “There needs to be more 
of a work-life balance, so that 
people have time to balance work 
stress with hobbies, family, travel, 

etc.”

But experts have also cited 
‘recognition’ as a key factor 
affecting both satisfaction and,  
burnout. Mid-level associates often 
reported the lack of recognition 
including not hearing ‘thank you’ 
enough as a key factor producing 
feelings of burnout. Lack of 
recognition for putting in extra 
effort, being marginalized at key 
meetings, and being given lower-
level work than that appropriate 
to their title and promotion, all 
tend to result in exhaustion and 
cynicism that make up significant 
elements of burnout. 

According to Syracuse University 
research, what once was perceived 
as an individual problem has 
now become a structural and 
managerial issue, particularly 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
The requisite structural change 
must come from those with 
power over the associates, 
i.e., their managers, who are 
uniquely positioned to provide 
the supportive, encouraging, and 
rewarding work environment 
where rewards go far beyond 
financial remuneration, achieving 
both - professional as well as 
personal satisfaction of the
associate.

Executive
Summary

1. The Issue
Associates and young lawyers 
are ‘burning out’ of the legal 
profession in record numbers, 
marking a disturbing trend of 
dissatisfaction. 

2. The Gravamen
Poor work-life balance, monotony, 
exhaustion, boredom, a lack 
of recognition, and a variety of 
other factors, which can cause an 
employee to burnout. 

3. The Path Forward
The solution is not simple, but a 
good first step in the process is to 
create a rewarding environment 
with an emphasis on professional 
development and recognition of a 
‘job well done’ by an associate.
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Action Items:

 Recognizing the problem: 
 No business ever wants to accept that they are causing professional burnout, but it is a crucial 

aspect of long-term employee engagement and talent retention. Firms can identify burnouts by 
examining their historic and current employee retention metrics and by utilizing Action Item #2.

 

 Identify ‘pain points’ by listening to associate needs: 
 ‘Listening’ in this context must transcend a mere placeholder discussion and must frankly address 

where the associate needs more help to prevent burnout.
 

 Adopt measures based on stakeholder discussions:  
 A frank discussion where management listens to their associates’ needs should ideally, lead to 

corrective measures, including the quality of life within the firm. This can be something as simple as 
one day at home during the week or a change to a case or practice area where the associate wants 
to learn more.

 

 Consider hiring an attorney professional development expert: 
 A dedicated member within the firm who ensures all attorneys meet their professional goals is ideal 

for firms suffering from professional burnout.

Further Readings

1. https://www.law.com/americanlawyer/2021/08/23/the-2021-midlevel-associates-sur-
vey-the-national-rankings/

2. https://www.chambers-associate.com/law-firms/associate-satisfaction-surveys/
the-most-satisfied-associates

3. https://www.abajournal.com/news/article/these-law-firms-ranked-highest-for-mid-
level-associate-satisfaction-transparency-ratings-increase

4. https://www.law.com/2020/08/31/what-are-your-associates-really-thinking-young-
lawyers-brutally-honest-advice-to-their-firms/

5. https://www.forbes.com/sites/pauladavis/2021/04/27/how-to-address-burnout-in-
the-legal-profession/?sh=78a275c1434b

6. https://onlinegrad.syracuse.edu/blog/how-to-identify-and-address-employee-burn-
out/
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After receiving his Juris Doctor degree from The 
John Marshall Law School in Chicago, Mr. Brochin 
served as an Administrative Law Judge with the 
Illinois Department of Labor for six years where he 
presided over cases dealing with job separation 
issues and matters pertaining to contested 
Unemployment Insurance claims. He also co-wrote 
the agency’s administrative rules, and periodically 
served as a ‘ghost writer’ for Board of Review 
decisions. Following that position, he was Director of 
Development for a Chicago-area non-profit college 
where he was responsible for High Net Worth 
donations to the institution. For the next eighteen 
years he practiced as a solo practitioner attorney 
with an emphasis in the fields of Real Estate law 
and Commercial Contracts transactions, and was an 
agent for several national title insurance agencies.

In 2003 he was recruited to head up a U.S. title 
insurance research office in Israel, a position he held 
for four years, and between 2007-2017 he participated 
in litigation support for several high-profile cases. He 
has taught Business Law as a faculty member of the 
Jerusalem College of Technology, and has authored 
a wide variety of legal White Papers and timely legal 
articles as a professional legal content writer for GPL 
clients. Separate from his legal writing, he has co-
authored academic articles on Middle East security 
topics that have been published in peer-reviewed 
publications.

William Anderson is Managing Director and Head of 
Law & Compliance. He leads the GreenPoint practice 
in providing regulatory, legal, and technology 
solutions to law firms, legal publishers, and in-house 
law departments around the world, overseeing 
our team of experienced US attorneys and data 
and technology experts. Will has over 25 years’ 
experience working with corporations to improve 
the management of their legal and corporate 
compliance functions. Will began his legal career as 
a litigator with a predecessor firm to Drinker, Biddle 
LLP. He then served as in-house counsel to Andersen 
Consulting LLP, managing risk and working with 
outside counsel on active litigation involving the 
firm.

Will has leveraged his legal experience interpreting 
regulations and appearing before federal (DOJ, SEC, 
FTC) and state agencies (NYAG) to oversee research 
and other areas at Bear Stearns. In this capacity, he 
counseled analysts on regulatory risk and evolving 
compliance requirements. Will also consulted on the 
development of a proprietary tool to ensure effective 
documentation of compliance clearance of research 
reports. Will then went on to work in product 
development and content creation for a global 
online compliance development firm pioneering the 
dynamic updating of regulated firms’ policies and 
procedures from online updates and resources. Will 
holds a Juris Doctorate with High Honors from the 
Washington University School of Law in Saint Louis 
and is admitted to state and federal bars. He lives in 
Pawling, NY, with his wife and daughter.
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About GreenPoint 
Law & Compliance

About GreenPoint 
Global

� GreenPoint Global was founded in 2001 and since 
that time has faithfully served an expanding roster of 
clients. GreenPoint leverages a unique combination 
of US-trained attorneys and proprietary technology to 
deliver a unique offering of skill and flexibility to meet 
client needs. 

� Our core team of experienced US attorneys is 
based in Israel and works US hours. The breadth 
of experience of our attorneys ensures high-quality, 
cost-effective results across a wide range of legal, 
compliance, and regulatory matters.

 
� GreenPoint’s methodology and proven track record 

of achieving client objectives has resulted in a 
broad base of clients in the United States, ranging 
from Fortune 500 insurance companies to solo 
practitioners, law firms, in-house law departments, 
and legal publishers. GreenPoint attorneys are 
selectively recruited and deployed based on 
possessing demonstrable subject matter expertise 
covering a broad spectrum of substantive US laws 
and regulations. The work product of our attorneys is 
thoroughly vetted internally before delivery to client. 
Adherence to quality, value and flexibility is at the 
core of our foundation.

� GreenPoint Global provides litigation support, 
 finance and technology solutions to insurers, law 

firms, banks, and in-house law departments through 
our subject matter experts and process specialists.

 
� Founded in 2001 and headquartered in Rye, New 

York, GreenPoint has grown to over 500 employees 
with a global footprint. We have a stable and 

 growing client base that ranges from small and 
 medium-sized organizations to Fortune 1000 
 companies worldwide. Our production and 
 management teams are located in the US, India, and 

Israel with access to deep pools of subject matter 
 experts. Our greatest strength is our employee-base 

of experienced lawyers, paralegals, process 
 specialists, financial analysts, and software 
 developers. We have leading edge software 
 development capabilities with over 50 professionals 

on staff, working on internal and client projects.
 
� GreenPoint is certified by the TÜV SÜD (South Asia) 

for the highest standards of Quality Management 
(ISO 9001:2015) and Information Security 

 Management (ISO 27001:2013). GreenPoint is 
certified as a Minority and Woman Owned Business 
Enterprise (MWBE) by New York City and a Minority 
Owned Business Enterprise (MBE) by the State of 
New York. GreenPoint complies with all federal and 
state contracting requirements. GreenPoint is owned 
by its founders and principals and is debt free. For 

 comprehensive information on our services and 
products under Law & Compliance and Finance, 
please visit our subsidiary websites through the 

 division’s menu.

International Corporate Center, 555 Theodore Fremd Avenue, Suite A102, Rye, NY 10580
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