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Demanding a hybrid of service, creativity, hospitality and entrepreneurship, design can be

a stress-inducing profession. But it doesn't have to be. Industry experts share how hustle culture
has impacted their well-being, the practices that help them escape the overperformance trap,
and what you can do to maintain a healthy mindset from the get-go.

BY JENNIFER FERNANDEZ
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OPPOSITE:
Caramel leather upholstery
blends seamlessly into
wooden seating with curved
silhouettes in this
Washington, D.C., restaurant
by Islyn Studio, where
founder Ashley Wilkins says
employee morale and
mental health are just as
important as client
satisfaction and project
deadlines

shley Wilkins started her interior
design career in 2009 working at
big-name hospitality firms, first in
San Francisco, then New York. At each role,
a pattern began to emerge: She and her
colleagues toiled until midnight nearly every
evening; they worked on weekends and holi-
days and sacrificed vacation days. At one
studio, the owner would leave at dinnertime,
then return to the office at 11 p.m. to see who
was still there. Employees, meanwhile, ate
dinner at their desks. When she requested
comp days for the extra time she was putting
in at one firm, she was not only rebuffed, but
was accused of being a slow worker. It was
even common practice for staff designers not
to log all of their hours because the actual
time it took to complete projects didn’t
match up with the billable time that had been
determined by leadership at the outset.
Eventually, Wilkins moved on to another
studio, but she found that the culture was
much the same, and the hours became
untenable. “I was so burned out that my hair
started falling out,” she remembers. “I had
chronic back pain and had to go to physical
therapy” And she knew she wasn’t the only
one feeling the burn. A colleague at one firm
was so overworked he was hospitalized; at
another, a designer left to become a furniture
rep just a few years into her tenure. “She was
one of the most promising talents I had inter-
viewed, and I was like, ‘God, she didn’t even
make it to 27,”
this insane talent and you’re overworking

says Wilkins. “You have all

people to the bone, and no one is pushing
back on clients in terms of schedules, time-
lines or fees. I think that’s why people leave
the industry—even if they jump around,
they see it’s the same everywhere”

n the list of high-stress professions,
jobs like air traffic controller and
brain surgeon immediately come
to mind; few would think to add designer.
But the role is invariably filled with anxiety-
inducing standards, as well as cascading
deadlines, challenging personalities, and
worryingly large sums of money that change
hands several times.
1t’s little wonder why design professionals
suffer from burnout—which can present as
disengagement or lack of motivation even
when it doesn’t lead to physical symptoms—
at alarming rates. A 2021 study conducted by
Monograph, a project management platform
for architecture and engineering firms, found
that of 225 architects surveyed, 97 percent
reported experiencing burnout that year,
identifying working overtime as the leading
contributor. Private conversations across the
industry corroborate those findings. The fact
that this is widely discussed within the field
is a large part of the problem. The grueling
hours are not just a dirty secret of the profes-
sion; they’re often a condition for entry.

Not taking care of
yourself is expensive:
It’s a cost over time

of your body shutting
down. It’s not an
immediate cost—it’s
more of along-term
cost, and you don’t know
when it’s going to hit.”

—~NEDRA GLOVER TAWWAB

“This industry is tough,” says Los Angeles
designer Christine Vroom. “We juggle a lot
of categories and manage alot of people, and
there are emergencies and huge financial
decisions—it’s an exhausting field. All of
those things can lead to burnout in general,
but we're also human. ... We not only have
the stress of the job, but the stresses of life
that get added to the job, so it’s important to
protect yourself.”

The great irony is that an industry that’s
meant to foster a sense of comfort and well-
being for its clients doesn’t always do the
same for its own workers. When Wilkins
realized she couldn’t change the culture at
established firms, she decided to start her
own. She launched hospitality design firm
Islyn Studio in 2017 on the simple premise
that work shouldn’t be miserable. To achieve
that, she put guardrails in place to ensure
that her team would be insulated from the
effects of burnout, implementing flexible
work policies and embracing realistic expec-
tations, healthy attitudes about employee
welfare, and a clear understanding of the
limits of their responsibilities, both to the
firm and its clients. “I personally don’t want
that toxicity in my life; I don’t want it in my
team’s life. The work suffers then,” she says

of her approach. “If you have a team that’s

BUSINESSOFHOME.COM

happy and fulfilled and passionate, the work
is going to be 10 times better than if they’re
miserable and overworked and burned out”

It isn’t just unforgiving employers who
perpetuate the cycle. The outsize pressures
of creative entrepreneurship can also cause
founders to heap unreasonable expectations
on themselves. Such was the case for Vroom,
who launched her namesake firm at the age
of 23. She struggled with crippling anxiety
and an eating disorder for most of her adult
life—all while meeting the taxing physical
and emotional demands of running her own
design business. She hired the wrong people
and pushed herself to the limit, taking on
projects that weren't a good fit and accom-
modating clients who didn’t respect the
work. “It’s taking on too much, it’s saying yes
to everything, it’s not being organized,” she
says of the choices she was making at the
time. In the end, her body gave out before
her mind gave in.

“I wish I could say I had some real
moment of clarity, but I just ran myself into
the ground physically,” she recalls of the
moment when her health issues came to a
head. “They always say rock bottom is when
everything starts to go wrong, and that’s
true. I was hospitalized, and it was like, ‘Do
you want to die or do you want to live?”
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Even as her health suffered, the drive to
keep working was hard for Vroom to ignore.
Like most business owners who are unwit-
tingly on the road to full-on burnout, she
couldn’t accept how dire the situation had
become; instead, she largely viewed it as an
inconvenience she could little afford. She felt
there was just too much work to do. “One of
the reasons why I didn’t want to recover was
because I was like, ‘I don’t have time for
this,” she says. “In my mind, it was like: If I
start giving time to myself, it’s going to take
time away from my clients, and then they’re
going to fire me. But it’s not like you're going
to take care of yourself 24 hours a day. I think
that’s why a lot of people don’t change—we
attach our belief system to false realities.”

Nedra Glover Tawwab, a Charlotte-based
therapist and social worker and the author
of Set Boundaries, Find Peace: A Guide to
Reclaiming Yourself, puts it another way. “It’s
easy to recognize you're tired, you're over-
whelmed, you're doing too much, you're
burning the candle at both ends,” she says.
“But there’s this part of us that feels like we
should be able to operate in that way indefi-
nitely, and sometimes our systems have to
shut us down before we can make those
shifts. It’s about accepting that you cannot
do everything”

It’s also about acknowledging that some-
times that means turning down projects—
and inevitably leaving money on the table. In
those instances, it can be helpful to take a
longer view of the financial equation. “Not
taking care of yourself is expensive: It's a cost
over time of your body shutting down,” says
Tawwab. “Days off because you're sick for no
reason that you can point to; physical deple-
tion ... It’s not an immediate cost—it’s more
of a long-term cost, and you don't know
when it’s going to hit.”

Justine Clay, a business coach specializing
in creative industries, has helped numerous
clients rebuild after pushing themselves to
the brink. “It’s that classic boiling the frog
situation: We think that we're operating at
our peak, but that is not a sustainable state,”
she explains. “We think we're doing OK for
much longer than we actually are, and our
bodies are taking the hits. Then you realize
your nervous system is completely jacked
up, and you're chronically under-rested and
feeling like you've got that buzzing energy
all the time. The problem in the culture that
we're in is that you're rewarded for that—
people get praised for producing when really
it’s overproducing, and a willingness to do
that at your own expense is highly regarded.”

For Vroom, it took near collapse paired
with a global pandemic to make her slow
down and acknowledge the toll a success-at-
all-costs commitment to her work was taking
on her physical and mental wellness—not to
mention the ripple effect her mindset and
actions were having on her team. For all its
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horrors, the Covid lockdown helped other
designers have a similar reckoning, whether
they were sole proprietors or employees at
larger firms.

“There used to be a badge of honor where
it was like, ‘Of course I'm running around
with my head cut off and I don't sleep and I
work 80-hour weeks—that’s what being an
owner of a design firm is,” says Christine
‘Woodward, founder and CEO of 19th & Co.,
a coaching firm for design businesses. “But
now it’s almost like, ‘Wait, are you telling me
that I can say that that’s not a reasonable way
to live?” There is a bit more permission to
demand something more.”

New York designer Neal Beckstedt had
been slowly noticing the effects of his own
overproducing when the pandemic hit.
Lockdown put into relief his singular focus
on his output at the expense of his personal
life. As March 2020 unfolded, he continued
working 12-hour days, at night and on week-
ends—only now he was doing it without the
distraction of seeing friends and family. That
realization prompted an identity crisis of
sorts: “I thought, “What am I doing with my
life?”” he remembers. “I love my job and I
love design, but really? It was too much. I
had that moment of ‘I need more—I want a
partner and to have a family. I need to take
time for myself”

As he reevaluated, Beckstedt also real-
ized that the size of his firm and the number
of projects it took on were pulling him in
directions he didn’t necessarily wish to go. “I
wanted to be in the weeds with my projects,
not filling out spreadsheets,” he says. To
make that happen, he took more time off to
rest and recharge, and gradually scaled back
his business, becoming more intentional
about the projects the firm accepted and
choosing not to fill roles as they were natu-
rally vacated over the course of several years.
He shrank his firm from 12 people to five,
got married, and recently welcomed a baby
girl. “I'm proud of [the change],” he says. “It
makes work much more satisfying and
much more streamlined in a functional way,
because you can put things in perspective.
When you have a limited window to do
things, you can make much faster decisions
and not keep stewing on things. When I
look back, I think, ‘God, I wasted so much
time agonizing over decisions. I feel like
[now] we're doing our best work.”

t turns out that Beckstedt organically

landed on a concept that many of the

industry’s top business coaches preach
to their clients. “The antidote to burnout is
intentionality,” says Woodward. “It starts
with the why—you have to figure out what
kind of business you want to build, what
you want to be doing, and what you don’t
want to be doing—then having the intention
to infuse that into your everyday practice.

Everything comes back to being ruthlessly
intentional”

Experts agree that while it may not be
enough to avoid burnout culture entirely or
indefinitely—we are human, after all—an
intentional approach can prevent an over-
work mindset from taking root. In practice,
that often boils down to simple pivots: You
don’t answer the frantic client email that
comes in at 10 p.m.; instead, you schedule-
send a response that deploys during work
hours. You go for a run first thing in the
morning rather than grabbing your phone
and diving into emails. You're clear about
deliverables and who is responsible for them.
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ABOVE:
In a room framed by glass
walls and blond wood ceiling
panels, Christine Vroom
created a cocoon-like effect
while letting the scenery
take center stage in
this California project. The
designer has taken
systematic steps to prevent
burnout, from establishing
firm boundaries in her
client contract to hiring an
operations manager.

For those who have a hard time saying no,

it also provides a concrete framework to help
designers protect their mental health without
the awkwardness of a face-to-face conversa-
tion or in-the-moment reaction. Once you
have your intentionality radar set to detect
unhealthy behaviors and outcomes, you can
implement internal systems that will keep
your processes streamlined, regulated, and
operating from a place of authority rather
than reaction.

“Very few approach it systematically,”
says Woodward. “They think, ‘Oh, I need to
think more positive thoughts. No, you have
to be tactical about it. You have to take the

reins. Your overwhelm is an emotion, but it’s
aresponse to a systematic breakdown.”

The trouble is that people experiencing
burnout rarely feel they can afford to indulge
inmoments of self-reflection. “Entrepreneurs
and business owners have a growth mindset;
otherwise we wouldn't do this,” says Clay.
“We like learning and we enjoy the challenge.
The problem is that when you are burned
out, you cannot see a challenge or an obstacle
as an opportunity for growth. All you can do
is see it as something to be survived.”

Vroom says she was guilty of that kind of
thinking before she began to do the work
of overhauling her mindset. She went slowly

modes and frequency of communication.
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at first, identifying her problem areas and
methodically tackling each one by adding
structure to her firm’s routines and processes
to create better boundaries and alignment
between departments. For example, in order
to improve her relationships with clients,
she worked with a lawyer to add language
to her contract that established limits and
outlined clear parameters of her work—
defining details like her firm’s role and
responsibilities, work hours, and preferred

“It’s a systematic design approach rather

than just winging it,” says Vroom. “I have
designer friends who fly by the seat of their
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