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Dealing with stress – mindfulness-based stress reduction for lawyers…           
or if it’s good enough for Google employees, it’s good enough for lawyers 
  

Picture this. Monday: I am back in in my office after Court at 1.30 pm. Three urgent emails have 
arrived in my inbox, the landline is ringing and a text has arrived from an important client who needs 
an immediate response. Twitter feeds and Facebook updates flash across the screen and my 
submissions are due tomorrow. 
 
I take an hour to rush back to court to do an urgent bail application and 
I am back in my office at 3.15 pm. 
 
The phone rings and one of the children needs a lift home from school as the nanny has gone home 
sick. I am now feeling anxious, overloaded with a perceptible tightness in my stomach. I tidy the 
office, grab a draft of my submissions with files for court tomorrow. Then it’s uplift said child and 
drop by Countdown to buy food for dinner. Before I start the car, I take a few breaths, become 
aware of the tension in my body and decide to call the school to let them know I will be twenty 
minutes later and for them to keep an eye on Nick.  
 
The submission will have to be finished after the kids have gone to bed. 
 
Fast forward: Tuesday. The submissions were filed on time. 
 
I have been in Alcohol and Other Drug Treatment Court all day. My client took a non-fatal overdose 
last week and is now in custody. I manage to talk to him about his partner who advised him by text 
from Australia that the relationship is over. He blames her for his problems and the Judge asks him 
to think long and hard about his commitment to his recovery. He wants to stay with the drug court 
and I listen to his disappointment in himself. 
 
I am pretty exhausted but get to the gym and then race home to feed the family. 
 
It is 7pm and the kids are tucked up in bed and the husband is home unwinding with a drink after a 
similarly busy day. I leave home and drive to my Mindfulness course. 
 
In a conference room in Epsom, I sit with 14 other professionals. We are attending the last session of 
an 8 week Mindfulness (Mindfulness Based Stress Reduction- MBSR) course. We gather our mats 
and take a spot on the floor waiting for the body scan meditation to begin. The room becomes silent. 
The body scan is an exercise where the instructor guides us in focussing on parts of the body, 
noticing any sensations or not and following the breath as we pay attention to the whole body. I feel 
myself relax completely. By the end of twenty-five minutes, all of the tension from the day has gone. 
This practice is what I do each morning. My body is used to the process of paying attention and 
somehow or other, my mind has a rest during this time. The practice also involves mindful breathing, 
mindful stretching (like yoga) and other exercises that we utilise when we have less time available. 
 
Mindfulness is not the same as meditation but meditation practices do form part of some of the 
exercises. 
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Mindfulness means paying attention to the present moment, simply and directly. It means 
maintaining a careful awareness of one’s thoughts, emotions and actions, but not judging them. 
 
The course teaches practices to pay attention so that at the end of the eight weeks we 
can further develop and build on these practices and “institutionalise” them in our psyche. 
 
 
One way to cultivate mindfulness is to consciously label an event or emotion as it happens, e.g. 
“rushing”, “panicking”  “walking slowly”, “enjoying this apple” “noticing the colour of the leaves ”. 
 
This activity promotes simple bodily awareness, rather than analysis or criticism. It is a powerful way 
to improve one’s psychological wellbeing.  There is evidence that mindfulness practices are helpful 
with depression, substance abuse and other disorders.1 
 
 
 
Back to the MBSR course: 
 
I know no one else at the course but by the end of the course  we  all know we have in common the 
“busy-ness” of our lives and the need to find some way of restoring a sense of peace in the midst of 
all the clamouring. 
 
This is the final session and in the early weeks people consistently said that they found it really hard 
to find the daily 25 minutes or so to devote to the practice. These are people like you and me who 
have very full lives.  Our work, family and social lives make huge demands on us. Fitting in the two 
hour weekly course as well as home practice over eight weeks has not been easy.  As time has gone 
on, participants are describing more confidence, more patience and a general feeling of wellbeing. 
 
For my part, I have managed to practice the body scan exercise at the beginning of each day by 
downloading it onto my iPhone. I have also managed to fit in some of the other exercises in the car, 
in my office or by coming early to appointments and just concentrating on my breathing.  
 
If I miss the opportunity in the morning, I make sure I make time for it later in the day. 
 
I can now sit in traffic (for 1.5 hours each day) with a whole lot less anxiety. I can take time when I 
am eating to enjoy my food. I actually listen when my children talk to me and check back with them 
later to specifically see how things are going with the school project, basketball game, artwork etc. 
 
I complete tasks on lists rather than just writing the list. 
 
I feel better about who I am.  
 
Another lawyer in the group says,  “ It’s been life changing for me.  
You all know how with the re-structuring at work, the stress levels have been pretty intense. But the 
work we have been doing at MBSR has made such a difference. Not just at work... I've been 
somehow more human at home too, not so snappy, more available.” 
 

                                                           
1
 John Kabat-Zinn, Mark Williams, John Teasdale, Zindel Segal.“The Mindful Way through Depression: Freeing 

Yourself from Chronic Unhappiness” 
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The IT guy in the corner talks about the redundancies that have been going on for the last 6 weeks 
and colleagues at work describing him as calm since he started the course. No one has ever 
described him this way. He is surprised at himself. 
  
Where does stress come from? 

 

It is common knowledge amongst lawyers, borne out by empirical evidence, that lawyers suffer from 

depression, substance abuse and relationship difficulties. 

Not just your average, but high levels of unhappiness, stress and depression are experienced by 

lawyers.2 

Adversarialism is a great strength in the practice of law but also has drawbacks. Lawyers often suffer 

from a lack of balance between personal and professional aspects of life. This imbalance often leads 

to unhealthy levels of stress, experiences of isolation, emptiness and the absence of meaning in their 

lives. 

Although law societies promote CLE programmes on stress and lawyers are aware of what the 

triggers are (workload, long hours, lack of holidays, billable hours, fear of complaints, work/life 

balance), many lawyers do not take time to look after themselves or create opportunities to diminish 

stress. Mindfulness, in my experience, identifies bodily sensations (e.g. a feeling in the pit of my 

stomach) and reminds me that I have been rushing since 7.30 and its time to take a break. 

The repetitive nature of the mindfulness practice gives me an opportunity to stand back from myself 

and name it when something is happening that makes me unhappy or uncomfortable . It allows me 

to take the time to act rather than react. It makes me feel capable of doing the next thing. It allows 

me to feel less stressed by the immediacy of what is happening just by simply recognising and 

observing it as a feeling which will pass. 

What Google did 

To promote innovation, Google allows its engineers to spend 20% of their time working on projects 

outside their core jobs. Some of those employees used that 20% to work on a mindfulness course. 

Meng Tan, a Google engineer, eventually left the engineering department and now teaches 

mindfulness to Google employees.3  His book “Search inside Yourself” provides a curriculum and an 

amusing introduction to the practice of mindfulness.  One employee describes the benefits of his 

mindfulness training and said “he learned to listen a lot better by learning to discern stories from 

reality”.4 These skills make him a better manager within the company. 

There is a growing body of neuroscience which confirms the benefits of meditation after only eight 

weeks of training. Research has shown that our brain is an organ which is continually changing not 

only its function but also its structure on the basis of experience and, in particular, repetitive 

experience over extended periods of time. This discovery is known as neuroplasticity and implies 

                                                           
2
 Riskin,L.(2002). “The Contemplative Lawyer: On the potential Contributions of Mindfulness Mediation to Law 

Students, Lawyers and Their Clients” Harvard Negotiation Law Review 7, 1. (at page 2) 
3
 Tan,Chade-Meng. “Search Inside Yourself: Increase productivity, Creativity and Happiness” 

4
 Ibid at page 3 
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that what we call the mind actually shapes the brain, and drives transformation of our intrinsic 

capacities. 5 

So where does that leave the stressed out lawyer? 

 

My journey began four years ago when I attended my first MBSR course run by Dianne May at 

Mindfulness Auckland  (www.mindfulnessauckland.co.nz). Dianne runs 8 week courses one night a 

week.  

If I become anxious now, I use the practices I have learned over the last four years.  I am able to go 

back into the “anxiety- causing environment” and piece by piece  work out what is required rather 

than reacting, judging or switching off. 

I also am much better at noticing my stress and figuring out what it feels like and why it is 

happening. 

If I miss my morning practice, I feel the difference. 

 

Helen Bowen 

helen@bowen.org.nz 
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5
 Stahl, Bob;Goldstein, Elisha; Kabat-Zinn, John “A Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction Workbook 

http://www.mindfulnessauckland.co.nz/

