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Last month, six GCs shared some of their practical tips to avoid burnout. An underlying thread across
the discussions was the importance of finding time away from work — time to rest and travel and
spend time in nature. The beauty of travel and spending time in nature is that they are practices that
can be low cost and which you can do alone or with others to increase the benefits of social
connection and shared experiences.

Positive practices takeaways

Philosopher and author Alain de Botton, in the Art of Travel writes, “if our lives are dominated by a
search for happiness, then perhaps few activities reveal as much about the dynamics of this quest —
in all its ardour and paradoxes — than our travels.”

From anticipating the adventure ahead (planning an itinerary, deciding where to stay, even learning a
language) to posting photos while on your trip and regaling (or so you think) people when you return
— we can all appreciate the joys of travel.

But travel is more than fun. It is good for our mental health. Through rest, it resets our nervous
systems. It opens us to new ways of thinking and makes us solve problems to ensure the trip is
successful — from managing money and logistics to interacting with different cultures and people. We
return to work happier and productive. The rest and novelty seem to buffer us against burnout. How
does this happen?
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https://docket.acc.com/positively-legal-using-travel-and-nature-avoid-burnout
https://www.alaindebotton.com/
https://www.booktopia.com.au/the-art-of-travel-alain-de-botton/book/9780241970065.html?source=pla&gclid=Cj0KCQjwxb2XBhDBARIsAOjDZ36f7-or3BKInli4EOmJBeWDB83jipZB0Yt7c7lo1kRufQ0BOAN5VUYaAhGxEALw_wcB


 
Travel opens our minds

A recent Washington Post article asked why we are different people when we travel and how
to transform ourselves when we return. Sociologist Karen Stein described the power of travel
as, “a time that is sort of set aside from our everyday lives … it can create a flexibility … that
allows us to see things in a different way, have different experiences or do things a little bit
differently.”
Neuropsychologist Paul Nussbaum described the benefits of travel on the brain, “when
engaging in something that’s novel and complex, your brain thrives.” Traveling takes us out
of our routine and, “it is when we get out of that and challenge ourselves that there’s a
benefit to brain health.”
Psychologist Jaime Kurtz recommended cross-cultural experiences or a challenging hike as a
more meaningful trip than a boozy week in Las Vegas. She recommends slowing down by
taking a long walk or a bike tour. She has found that people became happier when they
incorporated a popular travel hobby like photography into their daily lives.

Participating in biking has relaxing effects on the brain, relieves tension, and boosts mental and
physical energy. 

A recent Forbes article summarized more of the findings of the effects of travel on the brain:

A 20-year study by psychologist Dr. Thomas Gilovich found that, over time, people’s
satisfaction with material things decreases and they prefer to spend their money on
experiences.
Dr. Michael Merzenich, in Soft-Wired: How the New Science of Brain Plasticity Can Change
Your Life, found that people who travel to new places and learn languages, continuing to
experience new things as they age, are “far less likely to develop cognitive decay.”
South Korean researchers found (after interviewing 225 tourists who traveled overseas) that,
life satisfaction increased 15 days before traveling and continued for a month after returning
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https://www.washingtonpost.com/lifestyle/travel/psychology-travel-vacation-identity-transformation/2021/10/07/19e2615c-2204-11ec-8200-5e3fd4c49f5e_story.html
https://www.abtassociates.com/who-we-are/our-people/select-experts/karen-stein
https://brainhealthctr.com/
https://jaimekurtz.com/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/suzannerowankelleher/2019/07/28/this-is-your-brain-on-travel/?sh=7cef6e7c2be6
https://psychology.cornell.edu/thomas-d-gilovich
https://www.brainhq.com/world-class-science/science-team/dr-michael-merzenich
https://www.bookdepository.com/Soft-Wired-Michael-Merzenich-Phd/9780989432825?redirected=true&selectCurrency=AUD&w=AF45AU9STP37MKA8VTR7&gclid=Cj0KCQjwxb2XBhDBARIsAOjDZ373kIHcLAxKy2LQiZOL_uwqBuv_y7rBqQm-eRQDLAPLD5JynhdGarUaAqpzEALw_wcB
https://www.bookdepository.com/Soft-Wired-Michael-Merzenich-Phd/9780989432825?redirected=true&selectCurrency=AUD&w=AF45AU9STP37MKA8VTR7&gclid=Cj0KCQjwxb2XBhDBARIsAOjDZ373kIHcLAxKy2LQiZOL_uwqBuv_y7rBqQm-eRQDLAPLD5JynhdGarUaAqpzEALw_wcB


 
home.   
A 2014 study from the Academy of Management Journal found a positive connection between
travel and creativity, theorising that “travel forces you to think in different ways and develop
‘cognitive flexibility’ which is a key component of creativity.”

We can incorporate travel into our lives through regular vacation time or long weekends throughout
the year. We can supercharge the benefits of travel by choosing to travel sustainably with a minimal
ecofootprint, increasing our satisfaction and happiness knowing our travel has supported wildlife and
communities. We can also increase the benefits of travel by including nature as part of our adventure.

Nature and its power to recharge us

Philosopher William James said “My experience is what I agree to attend to.” Our attention is our
most important currency but it is a finite resource, particularly if your daily work is to solve problems,
draft contracts, and constantly switch tasks like lawyers often do. But nature can help us to restore
our attention and much more.

Harvard biologist Edward O. Wilson described the term, “biophilia” as “an innately emotional
affiliation for human beings to other organisms” — nature uniquely influences our mental and physical
health and we naturally want to connect with it. 

Walking in nature helps us process stress better

While there is an extensive body of research about the benefits of nature and its positive effects., a 
recent study (September 2022) by the Lise Meitner Group for Environmental Neuroscience finally
showed  that activity in the amygdala (the central brain region involved in stress processing)
decreased as a result of a one-hour walk in nature. The research examined the brains of 63 healthy
volunteers before and after a one-hour walk in either a nearby forest or a shopping street with traffic.
Those who walked in nature showed decreased activity in the amygdala. “The results support the
previously assumed positive relationship between nature and brain health, but this is the first study to
prove the causal link.”

Spending time in nature helps to refocus our attention

Psychologists Rachel and Stephen Kaplan, used Attention Restoration Theory (ART) to suggest that
natural settings are a highly effective way of giving our task-focused thinking a rest and restoring our
mental energy was explained in my earlier article, How Nature Can Reduce Mental Fatigue. 

Cognitive neuroscientist David Strayer postulated that being in nature restores depleted attention
circuits, which can then help us be more open to creativity and problem-solving. “When you use your
cell phone to talk, text, shoot photos,” he says, “you’re tapping the pre-frontal cortex and causing
reductions in cognitive resources.” He and his colleagues showed that hikers on a four-day
backpacking trip could solve 47 percent more puzzles requiring creativity when compared to a control
group of people waiting to take the same hike. Although other factors may account for the results, like
exercise and camaraderie, previous studies have suggested that nature itself may play an important
role.
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https://journals.aom.org/doi/abs/10.5465/amj.2012.0575
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Edward-O-Wilson
https://www.britannica.com/science/biophilia-hypothesis
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41380-022-01720-6
https://neurosciencenews.com/nature-nurture-brain-21365/
https://www.apa.org/education-career/guide/paths/david-strayer
https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/how_nature_makes_you_kinder_happier_more_creative
https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/how_nature_makes_you_kinder_happier_more_creative
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3520840/


 

Research proves exposure to nature contributes to a positive mood and improves mental health. 

Gregory Bratman, of Stanford University, found that nature may impact our moods in other ways too.
In one study, 60 participants were randomly assigned to a 50-minute walk in either a natural setting
(oak woodlands) or an urban setting (along a four lane road). The participants were asked to perform
tasks requiring short-term memory before and after the walk. Those who walked in nature
experienced less anxiety, negative rumination, had more positive emotions, and performed better on
the memory task.

Nature helps us make new connections and be more creative

By engaging in nature we are able to let our minds wander and engage our default mode network
(see my earlier article Positively Legal: The Power of the Unfocus) – this allows our brain to make
new connections, solve problems, and be more creative. Nichols also quotes Dr. Michael Merzenich,
saying that all of the things inherently special to a particular environment — the feel of the water, the
smell of the ocean, and the sound of the birds are “inherently personally calming, rewarding, and
intriguing.” Merzenich goes on to say that “the little changes in a natural environment — the sound of
the waves or waterfalls, the negative ions in the air, breezes … engage the brain’s reticular formation,
which calculates the amount of alertness needed to deal with the new stimulation.” Most of these
small changes allow us to be alert but still allow us to relax and “let the default mode network hum
along quietly.”

Exercising in nature increases its effects

Japanese studies into shinrin-yoku (forest bathing) showed that spending time in forest environments
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https://pangea.stanford.edu/people/gregory-bratman
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0169204615000286
https://www.accdocket.com/power-unfocus
https://www.brainhq.com/world-class-science/science-team/dr-michael-merzenich
https://www.booktopia.com.au/your-guide-to-forest-bathing-expanded-edition--m-amos-clifford/book/9781590035139.html?source=pla&gclid=Cj0KCQjwxb2XBhDBARIsAOjDZ37NOjPr4XFFNrMD6AAIQdxDVIO7cmv_o18NtkshLqQaTeQdq1CS01gaAgbMEALw_wcB


 
promoted lower concentrations of cortisol, lower blood pressure, and greater parasympathetic nerve
activity than people in urban environments. In one experiment conducted in Japan, participants were
assigned to walk in either a forest or in an urban centre (taking walks of equal length and difficulty)
while having their heart rate variability, heart rate and blood pressure measured. The participants
also filled out questionnaires about their moods, stress levels, and other psychological
measures. Results showed that those who walked in forests had significantly lower heart rates and
higher heart rate variability (indicating more relaxation and less stress), and reported better moods
and less anxiety, than those who walked in urban settings.  The researchers concluded that there’s
something about being in nature that had a beneficial effect on stress reduction, above and beyond
what exercise alone might have produced.

Wallace J. Nichols book, Blue Minds, focusing on how water makes us happier, discussed increasing
the benefits of exercise by including water. He summarized research showing that aquatic exercise
improves not only fitness but also respiratory endurance beyond “dry” aerobics. In addition, “like
other forms of aerobic exercise, swimming releases endorphins and endocannabinoids (the brain’s
natural cannabis-like substances) which reduces the brains’ response to stress and  anxiety”
summarizing research on runner’s high.  

Nature helps reduce loneliness

Finally, a recent review of global studies on the impact of green spaces found that quality green
spaces (such as parks) in cities increases “opportunities for both social connection and health,”
including helping to reduce loneliness.

How to include nature in your life

If we can’t combine nature and travel we can surely find ways to include nature in our daily lives: a
morning walk in a park or by the beach, walking meetings, swimming, sitting quietly and watching
birds or other animals, looking at photos of nature. Block out some time in your diary to try it even for
short periods as it seems we don’t need a lot of effort for the benefits. 

Manage stress to avoid burnout

While we have considered how travel and nature can help us manage our stress and avoid burnout,
not all stress is bad. In our final discussion next month, our same GCs discuss their thoughts on
stress and I consider how can we embrace stress in our work to make us better lawyers.  

  
  

  Caterina Cavallaro  
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https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/19568835/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/19568835/
https://www.wallacejnichols.org/
https://www.bookdepository.com/Blue-Mind-Wallace-J.-Nichols/9780349139579?redirected=true&selectCurrency=AUD&w=AF45AU9S7FRD7ZA8VTR7&gclid=Cj0KCQjwxb2XBhDBARIsAOjDZ354Pg2bDDeulkHj1LMvNOm_c5TI1v5_rd9LgGeCQv-CiC_NriyUJXcaAqveEALw_wcB
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/18296435/
https://theconversation.com/1-in-4-australians-is-lonely-quality-green-spaces-in-our-cities-offer-a-solution-188007
/author/caterina-cavallaro
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Associate General Counsel

VGW Holdings Limited 

Caterina Cavallaro is associate general counsel at VGW.

She combines technical legal skills with practical business understanding and a love of innovation,
project management, and legal technology to improve ways of working within the legal industry. She
is a member of the ACC's In-House In-Health and Legal Technology and Innovation Special Interest
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Groups.

In addition to her legal skills she has a Diploma of Positive Psychology and Wellness and is a
freelance writer. Her “Positively Legal” column for the ACC Docket focuses on the intersection of
neuroscience, positive psychology, and in-house practice by interviewing experts and fellow lawyers
and curating up to date quality research, podcasts and books to help lawyers learn to take control of
their own wellness and support their careers.

Outside of work, Cavallaro loves traveling, snorkeling, meditating and spending time in nature.
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