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Career Coaches Busy As Virus Sows Doubts For
Some Attys
By Emily Sides | July 2, 2021, 11:19 AM EDT
Coaches who help lawyers navigate their careers, including finding less stressful jobs or
leaving the legal industry altogether, say they've heard from more lawyers since the
coronavirus pandemic swept across the world, causing many to rethink their life priorities,
either by choice or out of necessity. 
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Casey Berman, founder of San Francisco-based Leave Law Behind LLC and a former
attorney, told Law360 Pulse that for many attorneys, existing complaints about their job
became impossible to continue ignoring. 

"It wasn't all of a sudden everyone's leaving in droves," Berman said. "The shift that I saw was
a lot of the reasons to stay in the law that lawyers hang on to even if they're unhappy —
lawyers were able to move beyond those excuses and reasons, if you will, because of the
magnitude of what we went through." 

From March 2020 to March 2021, Leave Law Behind helped at least 12 people find jobs
outside the legal industry, Berman said. Even amid the pandemic, Leave Law Behind members
have found jobs like recruiter, management consultant or operations director, or started their
own businesses, and one municipal lawyer moved to an investigative role for the federal
government, he said. 

Industrywide, some data shows more attorneys held on to their current gigs. About 19% fewer
attorneys left the law in 2020 than in 2019, 9,682 compared with 11,988, according to an
analysis released earlier this year by legal industry data company Firm Prospect LLC.

However, Berman and two other career coaches who spoke with Law360 suggested there are
more attorneys questioning their futures in the law. 

Berman has seen a mix of attorneys who lost their jobs and those who thought of pursuing a
different career. Some attorneys who were overcoming substantial changes, like working
remotely or dealing with clients over videoconference, felt that they were capable of changing
even more. 

Still, some attorneys remained at their jobs "even if they disliked it," Berman said, because
their fears about leaving their jobs were magnified due to the uncertainty during the pandemic. 

Berman said he thinks the downturn in those leaving the industry last year is a pause, not a
trend that's going to continue, because factors like mental health and burnout are still
simmering. 

Elena F. Deutsch, founder of Women Interested in Leaving (Big) Law, which serves women
and nonbinary people, also saw more reaching out to her business as people felt isolated. 
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Deutsch, too, expects more people to leave the industry this year than in 2020. She has seen
people "fleeing" after receiving special bonuses this spring. Firms have offered special
spring bonuses in recognition of work during the pandemic. 

"Boundaries between work and life have eroded to a point where many people are choosing to
protect their mental health over a job," she said. 

Deutsch, who holds a master of public health degree, said people were reaching out last year
as their mental health suffered. 

"Most people have come to WILL during the pandemic because they are less tolerant of and
less able to prioritize the firm over themselves and there's a real strong, clear desire to [think
of themselves]," Deutsch said. "And they're more willing to prioritize their mental health [and]
their physical well-being. It's just a wakeup call that it is time to do what's really most
important to them in their lives." 

Attorneys who have reached out to WILL are looking for support to set boundaries between
work and their lives outside work, Deutsch said. For example, one attorney told Deutsch that
she considered a good attorney to be someone who's available around the clock. 

"So during the pandemic that got ratcheted up even another notch where they were expected to
be available 24/7 as if they have nothing better to do than respond to emails at 2 a.m.,"
Deutsch said. 

Some WILL clients reported having mental health breakdowns last year from work-related
anxiety. 

"We help them advocate for themselves to take a leave of absence," Deutsch said. "About half
a dozen took a leave of absence of a month or more." 

One WILL client in her 30s who took a leave of absence told Law360 Pulse that she left the
industry last year after a 13-year legal career where she worked grueling hours. 

"They'll say, 'Oh, you have this great big life event, we're so sorry; here, we'll send something
to your house' if someone died, but then it's like, 'Hey, your hours that month were pretty low
and we need to get those up," said the attorney, who requested anonymity based on the terms
of her departure from her last firm. 
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While in-house work offered a better quality of life than private practice, she said both had
demanding schedules and expectations. Other issues she had in the industry included
competitiveness, lack of female partners and a disregard for well-being. 

When she was at a BigLaw firm, she said, felt as if she didn't have any boundaries between her
work and her home life. She even turned in documents while she was in labor. 

"No one said, 'Hey, we know you're in labor, [turn in the documents],' but the expectation is no
matter what is going on in your personal life, this is always your first priority," she said. 

When the attorney had a medical breakdown due to the stress of working during the pandemic,
with the help of WILL she took a 12-week leave of absence. The long hours were no longer
sustainable after she lost child care for her two children amid the pandemic, she said. 

While the firm was supportive of her taking leave, they parted ways when it ended, she said. 

Besides touting the assistance of something like WILL, the attorney said her advice to other
attorneys was to get a therapist and pay off debt as soon as possible so they're not beholden to
a job for its high compensation. 

"They pay me so much money, it's kind of flexible, I think you get in this tunnel vision," she
said. "Because you literally have no time to think about or do anything else. That's why so
many women in WILL take [a leave of absence] because at least that gives you some space to
breathe a little bit without a million emails popping up on your phone every five seconds." 

Deutsch said BigLaw firms can make attorneys feel always on edge and never good enough. 

"That feeds into the sense of danger that they're always at risk that feeds into their anxiety,"
Deutsch said. "So to be among a community of other women who are dealing with the same
stuff in a different law firm, they get to see it's not them, they've done nothing wrong, and the
environment is not something they want to stay in long term." 

Samorn Selim, CEO and career coach at Career Unicorns, told Law360 Pulse that working
from home flattened the already thin boundary between work and home. 

"The fact that you don't get to have that physical separation has really increased the lack of



boundaries around work and home life," Selim said. 

Selim, who helps mostly lawyers and law students navigate their careers, said that during the
pandemic she's heard attorneys describe facing more challenges, such as experiencing panic,
difficulty sleeping and worries about job security. 

Selim said she'd heard from attorneys who felt as if the pandemic had changed them; they
want to pursue more social justice and community-oriented work, or they're burned out. 

"Lawyers and law students and people in tech and other industries where people are high
functioning and high performing and expected to produce at an incredible level are generally
feeling anxious and generally feeling burnt out already, especially with the increase of
technology and lack of boundaries there," Selim said. "But the pandemic and everything else
that has gone on has definitely heightened that." 

There are ways firms can help take the pressure off attorneys mulling their place in the
industry, the coaches said. 

Selim recommended that law firms not contact attorneys when they're on vacation, so they can
recharge. Firms should also ensure that their benefits include access to mental health
professionals, she said. 

Deutsch said in order to prevent burnout, firms need to implement policies that can help set
boundaries, including reducing billable-hour expectations. Don't treat people like "billable-
hour vending machines," she said. 

Berman said firms need to empower and support their employees, who will in turn take care of
clients. But he's skeptical they will. 

"I know law firms say they have to do everything for the client, but they're not bolstering their
employees," Berman said. 

Still, Berman said younger generations of attorneys are pushing back against 80-hour
workweeks. 

"The saying goes, becoming a partner in a law firm is like winning a pie-eating contest where
the prize is more pie," Berman said. "So I think a lot of people have said, wait a minute, that's



the end of the road for me? Why would I do that?" 

--Editing by Robert Rudinger and Brian Baresch. 

For a reprint of this article, please contact reprints@law360.com.
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