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 HEATHER HERSH, PSYD, is a licensed clinical psychologist, Ivy League professor, and well-be-
ing consultant with over 20 years of experience. In her workshops and groups, Heather is an engag-
ing and innovative presenter who brings warmth, compassion, and wisdom to help people move 
forward in their lives. She specializes in supporting people to improve their stress management, 
work-life balance, burnout, and mindfulness. After her workshops, participants leave with skills 
and tools to help them thrive. Heather also supports organizations by doing “deep dives” into an 
organization’s emotional health and well-being. More information about Heather can be found at 
thrivewell-being.com.

If you ever have the desire to see a perfectly exe-
cuted eye-roll, or just have a glance at an eloquently 
blank stare, here’s what to do: Ask another attorney 
if they’ve been stressed out lately. Pushing the point 
can escalate the matter from grumbles to outright 
growls and with good reason. Although everyone 
experiences stress from time to time, attorneys are 
more likely to suffer from stress more often, and at 
higher levels, than the general public. The numbers 
bear it out. Attorneys are 3.6 times more likely to 
be depressed than people in other occupations; 19 
percent of them suffer from anxiety; and 21 percent 
have some form of substance use disorder.1

Stress can negatively affect mental and physical 
health as well as cognitive processes such as atten-
tion, concentration, and memory. In this article, 
I want to explain how stress impacts your body, 
which will enable you to better understand the 
importance of actively and regularly managing it. 
I will also discuss several strategies and concepts 
to consider when planning how you can better 
address the stress you experience, professionally 
and personally.

How stress affects the body
One of the most important steps in getting stress 
under control is understanding how it affects the 
body. To begin to understand the connection, it 
helps to understand the difference between the 
sympathetic nervous system (SNS) and the para-
sympathetic nervous system (PNS).

The SNS is activated in response to a perceived threat, 
such as encountering a bear while hiking in Wyo-
ming. This is commonly called the “fight, flight, or 
freeze response.” Stress is the neurological and phys-
ical shift that occurs when we detect a threat and is 
mediated, in part, by the release of certain types of 
stress hormones (e.g., cortisol). In response to seeing 
or hearing the bear, the heart rate goes up and blood 
gets pumped to the muscles. The muscles stiffen and 
you are ready to respond. Your thinking zeroes in on 
the immediate threat while higher-order thinking 
(e.g., long-range planning) diminishes. Similarly, your 
body devotes all its resources to the impending dan-
ger — digestion slows, immune responses diminish, 
and even sexual responses are decreased.

Once the threat is over and you have successfully 
escaped from the bear, the PNS is more predominant. 
This is our “rest and digest” response, which, ideally, 
should be our baseline condition. Although the SNS 
prioritizes problem solving, the PNS is more engaged 
in reflection, a key component of our humanness. 
The PNS is essential for our health and well-being. It 
is the state needed for deep thought, connection to 
others, creativity, sexuality, and digestion.

Although our bodies and minds evolved to have the 
ability to respond rapidly to predators, they are meant 
to be predominantly in a state of rest and recharge. 
For many of us, however, the relentless nature of mod-
ern life and technology means that most everything 
that we experience appears to be a bear.

STRESSLESS WAYS TO ADDRESS STRESS
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The constant technological stimuli — texts, emails, 
breaking news notifications, etc. — on our phones 
regularly activates our SNS, leading to a prolonged 
stress response and the release of stress hormones.

At work, deadlines, difficult clients, demanding part-
ners, and billable hours can all trigger the same nerv-
ous-system response as a predatory threat. When you 
are in this state, you start to perceive more threats, 
and this creates a vicious cycle. Further, in this con-
stant state of stress, you can have poor executive 
functioning, and this diminishes self-control and 
willpower: You might notice that you don’t eat very 
well or make poor decisions when you are stressed.

A constant state of stress response can lead to anxi-
ety, insomnia, irritable bowel syndrome, low mood, 
lack of motivation, and other chronic physical and 
mental health issues. Also, of relevance to attorneys, 
when not properly managed, chronic stress can also 
contribute to burnout and compassion fatigue.2

Managing your stress: Doing what works for you
Given all this, it is important to reflect on stress in 
your life. Which aspects of your stressful life can you 
eliminate? How can you minimize or lower your lev-
els of stress? Stress reduction will help your body 
engage the PNS, bringing you to a baseline of rest 
and digest — the place from which you will be more 
productive and creative at work.

Stress is something you can learn to actively man-
age: It doesn’t have to rule your life. Our response 
to stress, and what helps lower it, is personal and 
individual. When I discuss stress management with 
my clients, I strongly recommend incorporating 
strategies that are small, realistic, and doable. What I 
mean by this is to use techniques that you can fit into 
your life and that are not time-consuming. These 
activities can be as brief as a two-minute breathing 
exercise or a 20-minute walk. By being pragmatic, 
you can figure out what works well for you person-
ally and what you can incorporate in your life daily, 
weekly, and yearly.

What follows are a variety of strategies, concepts, 
and options that can help you manage your stress 

more effectively. Reflect on each one and see if it fits 
you and your lifestyle. You can do as many or as few 
of these as you like. Even just one of these tips can 
be a first step on the path to reducing the impact of 
stress in your life.

It’s a marathon, not a sprint
I am not crazy (or dedicated) enough to run mar-
athons, but my husband is, and from him I have 
learned how one needs to approach a marathon. To 
complete a marathon, you need to determine the 
running pace that you can sustain steadily for 26.2 
miles. This is not the fastest pace at which you can 
run — it is definitely slower. You also need to fig-
ure out when and how you will fuel your body with 
water and food and when you will rest if needed. 
The same ideas apply to your life and your career. 
Like a marathon, go at a sustainable pace, rest and 
take breaks as needed, and be well-fueled.

Five rules of life
To support your health, mood, and productivity:

1. Eat healthily and enough to fuel you well;

2. Sleep enough and well, for seven to nine hours 
per night;

3. Drink enough water;

4. Move your body regularly;

5. Relax and recharge.

These maxims apply to everyone. You can skimp on 
them for brief periods of time if necessary, but you 
cannot ignore these for long.

Exercise
Exercise is one of the most effective ways to release 
negative emotions and prevent the risk of burnout. 
In their book, Burnout: The Secret to Unlocking the 
Stress Cycle, Emily and Amelia Nagoski analogize 
experiencing our emotions to going through a tun-
nel. We need to enter the tunnel, move through it, 
and then come out the other end into the light. Simi-
larly, if we get stuck in our emotions and do not come 
out the other end of the stress cycle, we are at greater 
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risk for burnout.3 Exercise moves us through and out 
of the tunnel. Additionally, exercise improves think-
ing, creativity, and problem-solving — all incredibly 
important qualities for your work.4

You do not need to go crazy with exercising. The 
best exercise you can do is one in which you will reg-
ularly participate. Small periods of exercise are very 
helpful (e.g., taking a 20-minute walk during lunch, 
extending your walk to the train or bus after work, 
taking stairs instead of the elevator). It also is vital to 
engage in exercise that gets your heart pumping at 
least four times a week for at least 30 to 40 minutes.

Breathe
Breathing is another extremely useful way to engage 
the PNS. If your exhale is longer than your inhale, it is 
particularly calming.

One breathing exercise I like to teach my clients 
is the “4-7-8” breath. It only takes a minute or two 
and is very effective. To do this exercise, sit with 
your arms and legs uncrossed and both feet on 
the ground. Gently place the tip of your tongue on 
the tissue right behind your top front teeth. Close 
your eyes, if you are comfortable doing this. Then, 
inhale through your nose for a count of four, hold 
your breath for a count of seven, and exhale slowly 
through your mouth for a count of eight. Repeat this 
process four or eight times.

Meditation is also very helpful. Guided meditation 
can be useful if you are new to doing these kinds of 
exercises or if your mind is very busy. I especially like 
the app Insight Timer which has over 95,000 guided 
meditations that can help with calming or with 
sleep. Other apps include Calm and Headspace.

Mindfulness
Mindfulness means paying attention in a particu-
lar way: purposefully, in the present moment, and 
non-judgmentally. There are formal ways of being 
mindful, such as mindfulness meditation, but one can 
also be mindful in an informal way, paying attention 
to what you are experiencing right now as you live 
your life. As I tell my clients, “the present is the most 

powerful place to be.” If our attention is in the past, 
we tend toward depression, and when we are think-
ing about the future, we may experience anxiety.

Being mindful has many benefits, including lower 
stress, higher happiness, enhanced well-being, 
lower levels of anxiety and depression, and better 
physical health. There are many informal ways to be 
present in your daily life and to bring in the benefits 
of mindfulness. Options to consider:

• Choose one small activity to do mindfully each 
day. This could be eating a snack, washing the 
dinner dishes, brushing your teeth, or any other 
small thing you do daily. Use post-it notes to 
remind yourself to do this one activity mindfully.

• Be silent for one or two minutes each day and 
just be present. Take five or 10 breaths and focus 
on these during this short mindfulness break. 
Just focus on your breath, feeling it come in and 
out. When your mind wanders, just bring it back 
to the breath. Doing this daily can have a power-
ful impact.

• Tune in to one of your senses when you walk 
someplace or when you are sitting each day. 
This helps bring you into the moment and 
grounds you.

By creating awareness of your body, mind, and feel-
ings in the present moment, mindfulness helps you 
manage difficult emotions, lowers stress levels, and 
cultivates a feeling of calm.

Gratitude
I often speak about the benefits of practicing grat-
itude. Gratitude decreases stress and increases 
happiness, improves physical health, and enhances 
thinking and creativity.5 Although gratitude is an 
important part of most religions, you do not need 
to be religious to benefit from practicing gratitude.

Practicing gratitude can be very short, simple, and 
pragmatic. I recommend trying to keep a daily 
“gratitude journal” for one week and then reflect on 
whether this journal is beneficial. Keeping a grat-
itude journal is a positive way to end the day, by 
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reflecting on specific things we appreciate. Second, 
it encourages you to recognize the small yet posi-
tive things that happened throughout the day.

To start, put a small notebook and pen next to your 
bed. Each night, just before you turn out the lights, 
pause and review your day. Write down at least three 
things that you are grateful for, things that are small 
and specific to the day. For example, “I had a nice talk 
with ____;” “I saw a beautiful tree;” “I had a great cup 
of coffee;” or “I was able to work out today.” Even on 
the worst day, there are always things to appreciate, 
such as family and friends, helping a client, having a 
safe place to live, and so on. The list is endless and 
it’s just a matter of thinking about it. Once you write, 
pause for 20 seconds to take in the feelings of grat-
itude. Research shows that this has a positive effect 
on our brains and neurotransmitters.

Vacations
Vacations are necessary and non-negotiable. Taking 
time off is one of the best ways to recharge, refresh, 
and reinvigorate yourself. It also is a highly effec-
tive way to improve your productivity. Many studies 
show that the more time we take off, the more pro-
ductive we are at work.

Yet many Americans, who already get less time off 
than they would in most other developed countries, 
do not even use all of their vacation time.

There are so many benefits to taking vacation time:

First, the anticipation, planning, and excitement 
about the upcoming vacation time can be very posi-
tive for your mental health by lifting your mood and 

giving you energy. The idea of an upcoming break 
can also help us get through our current tasks.

Second, vacation gives us opportunities to recon-
nect with ourselves, listen to what we may want to 
do or enjoy, feel what it’s like to sleep late (or to get 
up early to spend the day doing what you want to 
do, not what you have to do), or eat and drink a bit 
more than usual. It allows us to come back to our-
selves, mentally and physically. Although our cul-
ture has created the perception that it is acceptable 
to work even a little while on vacation, your vaca-
tion should be a time when you are truly off-duty — 
meaning not working, not checking work emails, or 
reading law journals (even this one). We need time 
not to be working and just to be living.

Finally, it allows us to reconnect with those impor-
tant people with whom we share our lives: part-
ners, friends, children, and relatives. Vacation time 
presents a perfect opportunity to reflect on and 
remember what we love about these special peo-
ple. Vacation time makes valued memories, ones 
that we will look back on in the future with fondness 
and, hopefully, smiles and laughter. These people 
and these experiences are what truly matter in life.

Set one goal for yourself
Although I have presented you with a wide vari-
ety of strategies and concepts which may help you 
manage your stress more effectively, do not be over-
whelmed. As the philosopher Lao Tzu said, a journey 
of a thousand miles begins with a single step. So, I 
challenge you to simply set one goal for this week. 
Make sure it is small (something you can do in an 
hour or less), realistic, and doable — and schedule it 
in your calendar! 
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