
BURNOUT TO 
BREAKTHROUGH: THE 
ROLE OF TECHNOLOGY 
IN RESHAPING LEGAL 
WELLNESS
Legal leaders must harness technology to tackle  

burnout and improve mental health in the profession.

By Pamela Brownstein



INTRODUCTION
Burnout among legal professionals, long a byproduct of their work culture, has taken 

an especially disturbing turn of late.

Earlier this year, an investigation found that a London M&A lawyer was experiencing  

an acute mental health crisis at the end of a project when she was fatally struck by  

a train.

The death of Vanessa Ford, a partner at Pinsent Masons, prompted news articles, 

panel discussions and soul-searching by legal leaders about the toll of mental health 

problems on the profession.

Ford’s tragedy is just one of the more recent examples of burnout and stress that are 

familiar to many in the profession—examples that cross global borders, practice areas 

and seniority levels.

And it has prompted a new round of coverage of the dangers of burnout and its 

spillover into mental health. Law.com, for example, has published its fifth annual 

mental health survey and article, detailing how billable hours, on-call requirements 

and other factors impact the well-being of lawyers.

Statistics about burnout come from many quarters. The International Bar Association 

published a survey by recruitment agency Realm Recruit showing that two-thirds of 

legal professionals experience burnout. A survey by legal talent provider Axiom showed 

that 78 percent of in-house counsel felt burned out or stressed, and 57 percent 

expressed an interest in finding another job.
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78%
OF IN-HOUSE COUNSEL FELT  
BURNED OUT OR STRESSED

57%
EXPRESSED AN INTEREST  
IN FINDING ANOTHER JOB

News coverage of burnout spans the world, with recent attention paid to the issue in  

the United States, the UK, New Zealand, Canada and Portugal, among other places.

The answer isn’t a quick or easy one. Any changes in the emphasis on billable hours or 

the removal of the stigma around seeking help for mental health issues will take time. 

But legal employers can take initial actions such as being aware of and open about the 

potentially harsh work culture, long hours, volume of work, risky nature of the work, and 

sometimes tedious and manual tasks required.

The first step begins with leaders taking a hard look at their duty of care to address 

burnout and institute changes that, however small, can make an immediate difference 

in the day-to-day lives of legal professionals.

“�We have to move away from this assumption that we can just 
throw bodies at the problem,” said Bill Potter, vice president 
of presales consulting at Nuix, a provider of investigative 
analytics and intelligence software.

Adding more hours to the workday isn’t necessarily the answer, either. “You can put in 

an enormous number of hours and come out the other side not particularly smarter on 

any of the issues … and having no familiarity with the clients whatsoever,” Potter noted.
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THE CHALLENGE FOR THE  
LEGAL PROFESSION
The task for legal leaders worldwide is to address the topic of managing mental 

wellness of its professionals while keeping an eye on efficiencies. One such way is  

to optimize technology to help reduce and streamline the workload—and, in the 

process, increase time for litigation and strategic counsel, mitigate risk, manage costs 

and remain compliant.

increase 
time
FOR LITIGATION AND  
STRATEGIC COUNSEL

mitigate 
risk

manage 
costs
AND REMAIN COMPLIANT 

The fundamental issue is that often there aren’t enough people to do the work, making 

the workday and workload difficult. According to Potter, the goal instead should be to 

keep people on board by realizing their priorities and meeting them where they are.
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“�You can’t simultaneously tell people that you care about 
their wellness … but also celebrate an abnormal number  
of billable hours,” said Potter. 

The profession needs to figure out how, as a culture, it can codify policies showing  

that employers acknowledge burnout is a problem and support employees who take 

time away from the office.

To Potter, tracking performance and utilization metrics is a critical area where 

automation, AI and standardization go a long way toward improving morale and helping 

people take time off and look to other efficiency models, such as hybrid processes.

Automation, for example, ensures that tasks are done in the same, precise way every 

time, which provides a model for current and subsequent projects, especially as far as 

collaboration and working across legal jurisdictions is concerned.

It can also move a task off an individual’s desk and make it the employer’s 

responsibility. Such a process frees up legal professionals to devote time to high-value 

project management, case consulting work and ways of building trust among internal 

stakeholders.
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MAKING CAREFUL CHOICES  
ABOUT DATA VOLUME
As it is now, Potter said, 40 percent of captured data is strictly duplicative, and another 

20 percent is more than 10 years old. Tracking such tasks can be eye-opening. Potter 

had a client, for example, who had to click 80 buttons to get a project’s data from start 

to finish.

40%
OF CAPTURED DATA  
IS STRICTLY DUPLICATIVE

20%
IS MORE THAN 10 YEARS OLD 

80
BUTTONS CLICKED TO  
GET THE DATA FOR ONE PROJECT

And in the end, “It’s always shocking to look at how  
much time people spend recording their time even in  
the e-discovery space,” Potter noted. 
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It’s a given that the legal profession’s culture can be tough. It means keeping up with 

huge amounts of the latest sophisticated data, functioning with fewer people than 

needed, providing high-quality counsel and representation, and, among other things, 

satisfying clients who seek answers and action immediately.

KEEPING UP WITH  
HUGE AMOUNTS OF

latest 
sophisti- 
cated  
data

FUNCTIONING  
WITH

fewer 
people 
than 
needed

PROVIDING  
HIGH-QUALITY

counsel 
and 
represen- 
tation

Nonetheless, there is a fair amount within the profession’s control—especially 

workloads and their bearing on the crucial issue of work-life balance. The result has  

an impact on job satisfaction and morale, the types of employees the particular 

workplace can attract and retain, and, in light of that, the types of clients it can appeal 

to. In short, these are the circumstances that can contribute to burnout and stress.

In that vein, it makes sense to get a handle on the amount of data that needs to go into a 

review in the first place, Potter said. Legal professionals need to ask themselves whether 

a full review is warranted, he added. That’s especially so when they don’t have the time 

or budget to go into a full legal review and don’t require it from a risk perspective.
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Business stakeholders need to be empowered to think carefully about which data 

is most important to the case at hand, and that empowerment can come from 

technology. While the legal profession is often focused on optimizing review, Potter said 

the approach by his company, Nuix, is “oriented around trying to accurately reduce 

the amount of data that even goes into review.” The bottom line is a more streamlined 

workflow that can lead to a better work-life balance, an underpinning of the burnout 

and stress issue.

The company’s product, Nuix Neo Legal, provides an end-to-end e-discovery tool in 

one platform to save an organization time and money. With automated, pre-configured 

legal workflows users can quickly process vast and diverse types of data. It leverages 

responsible AI to identify, classify and contextualise data; while data reduction 

capabilities accurately reduce the volume of data required for review. For more 

information, go to www.nuix.com/solutions/neo-legal-ediscovery.

This whitepaper was developed by ALM in collaboration with Nuix.

Nuix Limited is a leading provider of investigative analytics and intelligence software, with the vision  

of “being a force for good by finding truth in a digital world.” Nuix helps customers to process, normalize, 

index, enrich and analyze data from a multitude of different sources, solving many of their complex data 

challenges. The Nuix platform supports a range of use cases, including criminal investigations, financial 

crime, litigation support, employee and insider investigations, legal eDiscovery, data protection and privacy, 

and data governance and regulatory compliance.

Pamela Brownstein is a writer and former ALM editor based in New Jersey
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CONTACT US 

America: +1 877 470 6849

APAC: +61 2 8320 9444

EMEA: +44 203 934 1600

DACH: +49 69 5060 75110
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