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Content Warning 

● Mental health 
● Workplace trauma 
● Ableism 
● PTSD



I’m Shell Little  She/Her 

@ShellELittle

-Independent Sr. Accessibility Specialist
-Inclusive Design Consultant
-Speaker: 
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Intro 1



Writing this talk 
was difficult



Workplace trauma is real 
Your feelings are valid  



Why This Talk



#1 I burnt the f*ck out. 
Bad. 



If I can save even 1 
person from 
burning out, this 
will all be worth it



The more I talked 
about it the more I 
realized 
I wasn’t alone



#A11yToConf



Really awesome hiring and training tool?



Burnout, mental health, work issues!



#2 The work we do is 
too important to lose 
more people to Burnout



According data from 
LinkedIn: 

the number of job listings 
with ‘accessibility’ in the 
title grew 78% in 2021 from 
the previous 12 months



We’re losing amazing minds and 
voices to burnout in this field 



We are losing both our 
senior leadership and 
the generation that will 
fill those shoes



Out of 100 accessibility job postings 

47 Senior 
Level 

53 Non 
Senior Level





Burnout 2



Mental Health in the US 
The mental-health crisis of the pandemic is real. In 2021: 

● 4 out of 10 adults have reported symptoms of anxiety 

and depression - x4 from pre-pandemic 

● Over 1/4 mothers reported that the pandemic has 

had a major impact on their mental health. 

● Visits to primary care for anxiety and depression 

have increased 13 percent among kids.



Definition



Burnout 

According to Mayo Clinic it is a 
special type of work-related 
stress—a state of physical or 
emotional exhaustion that also 
involves a sense of reduced 
accomplishment and loss of 
personal identity 



Stress vs Burnout 

Stress is a normal response to 
situational pressures and 
demands with the knowledge 
of an end in sight 

Burnout is a state of physical, 
emotional, and mental 
exhaustion caused by excessive 
and prolonged stress



Stress vs Burnout

● Emotional state is 
overactive 

● Leads to exhaustion and 
fatigue 

● Feelings of restlessness 
and urgency 

● Emotional state is 
numb 

● Leads to lack of purpose 
and motivation 

● Feelings of hopelessness 
and helplessness 



My Story





“ShElL hOw DiD 
yOu BuRn OuT?!?”



“Help I’m drowning!”

me me

Me lol 💀  

management

“We’re confident 
in your ability to 
figure it out!”

me



Something broke

��



Burnout causes apathy 
for your work and in 
extreme cases that 

bleeds into your real life



Due to my job I 
developed a 

panic disorder





Why is it so bad?



Factors leading to Burnout 

Grind Culture 

American Capitalism 

Lack of workers rights 

White Supremacy 

Patriarchy



Burnout
Pipeline
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Why are 
Accessibility 

Professionals at 
higher risk?



Burnout factors 

● Lack of control or support from management 

● Sense of futility or hopelessness 

● Unclear and changing job expectations 

● Unreasonable workload 

● Having to fight for a seat at the table 



These factors disproportionately 

affect Accessibility Specialists 



Lack of control 

An inability to influence decisions 

that affect your job such as your 

schedule, assignments or workload



Lack of control: in Accessibility 

Being at the mercy of 

budget, hiring 

freezes, asks from the 

C-suite add up



Lack of control: in Accessibility

Having management that 

does not have the 

technical knowledge or 

understanding of the 

importance of accessibility



“85% of leaders said they 

are aware of what website 

accessibility is, compared 

to less than 57% of 

managers” 

https://twitter.com/3playmedia/status/1407721797823479812

https://twitter.com/3playmedia/status/1407721797823479812


Burnout is a failure of 
management 



Sense of futility or hopelessness 

The feeling that nothing you’re 

doing makes a difference at 

your job and the effort you’re 

putting in is disproportionate to 

the outcome



Sense of futility or hopelessness 

This feeling can stem from a 

combination of not having 

the power or resources to 

achieve a goal



 No one should 
fear taking time 
off



Sense of futility or hopelessness 

https://devonpersing.netlify.app/posts/survey2022part1/

https://devonpersing.netlify.app/posts/survey2022part1/


“Who am I if I can't 
carry it all?”



Unreasonable and ever changing workload 

A feeling of insecurity with how 

much work you’re doing vs what is 

expected of you vs what is 

reasonable to be doing



Unreasonable and ever changing workload

https://devonpersing.netlify.app/posts/survey2022part1/

https://devonpersing.netlify.app/posts/survey2022part1/


Lead Inclusive Designer Role 
●  Define and implement accessibility requirements through scalable templates and components in Company’s  CMS 

● Consult and provide expert guidance on digital accessibility matters for other entities within the Company  System 

●  Provide leadership in the development of accessibility requirements for website and the Mobile App 

● Develop accessibility requirement implementation roadmap and prioritize implementation workstreams through 

an agile approach 

● Define scope of user impact and partner with engineers to provide input on level of effort for implementation 

● Collaborate with legal, digital product management, design, engineers, QA team, and external consultants to 

define accessibility requirements and acceptance criteria 

● Oversee the implementation of accessibility requirements in collaboration with engineers 

●  Manage user testing and validating accessibility solutions through automated/manual tools and external vendors 

●  Develop and maintain training, best practice, and education materials as related to digital accessibility 

●  Develop and maintain monthly or quarterly accessibility scorecard across web and mobile and communicate 

implementation progress with legal and leadership



Lead Inclusive Designer Role

● Implement requirements with templates for CMS 

● Consult & Provide guidance on all programs in Org 

● Make requirements for website & mobile app 

● Create & manage agile accessibility roadmaps 

● Create scaling systems with Dev across the Org 

● Collaborate with legal, digital PM, design, dev, QA team, & external consultants 

● Manage user testing with internal and external vendors 

● Develop and maintain training, best practice, and education materials 

● Develop and maintain monthly or quarterly accessibility scorecards



This is at least 
nine different 
jobs!

Lead Inclusive Designer Role



The average employee 
is productive for 
3.5 hours a day 



It takes an average of 
24 minutes to refocus 

on a task after a 
distraction



Math! 

3.5 hours / 9 jobs = 23 mins per job



8 hours - (9 jobs*24 mins) = 4.4 hours

Math!



Over half of your work day 
is lost to switching tasks

Math!



We wear TOO many 
hats!



Having to fight for a seat at the table 

The feeling of having to self 

advocate for not only your role but 

your reason of being there



On top of having to prove accessibility 

is important to the organization, you 

also must prove it to your coworkers



Lack of buy-in adds up

https://devonpersing.netlify.app/posts/survey2022part1/

https://devonpersing.netlify.app/posts/survey2022part1/


Fields that include helping others 

and advocacy are the highest 

likely to burn out 

https://ivyexec.com/career-advice/2019/the-industries-where-people-experience-burnout-the-fastest/

https://ivyexec.com/career-advice/2019/the-industries-where-people-experience-burnout-the-fastest/


Advocacy fatigue is a real 

issue in the field. Especially 

for those with disabilities in 

the accessibility field





Prevention 4



I don’t say this to 
discourage people 

from doing 
accessibility just to 
state the reality of 

where a lot of us are at



It is not the actual work 
we do. It is the 

environment that we 
are forced to do the 
work in that is the 

problem 



All hope isn’t lost! The more 

we talk about these issues the 

easier they will be to address 



You have my 
permission to 

complain about how 
difficult the stuff we 

do can be



As A Community



What can we do as a community? 

● Be transparent about how things are 

going at your job 

● Find an accessibility professionals group 

for support 

● Raise awareness about the difficulties of 

accessibility 

● Managers, check in with your teams



Burnout Sabbatical 



Office



Destigmatize talking about mental health at work 

● Talking openly about mental health 

● Taking your mental health days 

● Letting mental health be the reason



Learning to pick your battles 

● Learning to take the “L” 

● Every situation is an educational one 

● Compromise, compromise, compromise



Having a serious conversation with your manager 

● Make your manager aware of your concerns 

● Ask for resources and continue to do so 

● Utilize boundary statements 



Boundary Statements 

“I’m excited for this new task, what on my current 

workload would you like me to de-prioritize to 

accommodate this new project”



Boundary Statements 

“My plate is currently too full to take on this task, 

who would you like me to offload some of my 

projects to?”



Boundary Statements 

“While I understand this work is important this task 

is outside of my job description. Would you like to 

reevaluate my job responsibilities and 

compensation?”



Boundary Statements 

“This task is outside of my knowledge and current 

job description but I would love to help advocate for 

a new team member to handle this responsibility”



Health 



Accommodations: AskJan.Org 

https://askjan.org/


Medical Leave: FMLA



30 minutes of “Out” 

When is the last time you did NOTHING for 30 

minutes without taking in new information?



30 minutes of “Out”

● Dance it OUT 

● Talk it OUT 

● Get OUTside 

● Sweat it OUT 

● Sing it OUT



Reevaluate your relationship with work 

● Are you giving more than is reasonable to 

your job? 

● Do you have things outside of your career 

that bring you joy? 

● Is your job the main source of your stress?



Anyone who says quiet 
quitting is bad either 
wants to benefit from 

your exploited labor or 
doesn't understand their 
labor is being exploited



Conclusion 5



1 

If you are feeling burnt out 
in your job, know you are 
not alone



2 

You are not at fault for the 
way you’re feeling. The 
system is working as 
designed



3 

The work you are doing 
can be difficult, stressful, 
and overwhelming but 
never lose sight of the why 
and the who



4 

The work we do is 
important but so is your 
own well being



5 

There are resources 
available to you in order to 
slow or mitigate burnout, 
take advantage of them



Interested in more from me? 

Visit ShellELittle.com 
● Online classes 
● 1:1 Mentorship 
● Private speaking 

https://shellelittle.com/


Additional Resources 

● Burnout: The Secret to Unlocking the Stress Cycle 
by Emily Nagoski, PhD,  Amelia Nagoski, DMA 

● Your Money or Your Life: 9 Steps to Transforming 

Your Life by Vicki Robin,  Joe Dominguez 

● The Grind Culture Detox by Heather Archer



Thanks! 

Questions 

@ShellELittle 

Contact@ShellELittle.com 

www.ShellELittle.com

https://twitter.com/ShellELittle
mailto:Contact@ShellELittle.com
https://shellelittle.com/
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