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As chair of The Florida Bar’s Special Committee on Mental Health and Wellness of Florida
Lawyers, I am grateful to have this opportunity to contribute to the Bar’s comprehensive efforts
toward improving the lives of our members. As the guest editor of this feature on mental health
and wellness, I hope to shed light and begin the process of destigmatizing mental health and
wellness issues and continue an open dialogue on this critical topic.
I am a marital and family lawyer at a small rm. On a daily basis, I am required to manage the
high pressure and stresses of an emotionally charged practice on top of the normal stresses of
any litigation practice. I have seen rst-hand the devastating impact the pressures of litigation
can have on both lawyers and their clients. Family lawyers and judges often require parties to
seek treatment for mental-health issues and assist clients during a dif cult and transitional time
in their life. Lawyers need to similarly care for their own mental health and put on their own
oxygen mask before assisting others. Unfortunately, lawyers are not heeding this well-worn
advice.
One major goal of the special committee is to overcome the discomfort lawyers have in speaking
about their emotional struggles, whether they are personal or professional, and their need for assistance. The incredible
outpouring of interest to the special committee further underscores the urgent need for solutions to the issues plaguing our legal
community.
Recent studies and statistics provide evidence of the problems Florida lawyers are facing. Just a fraction of the available data show
these issues can no longer be the elephant in the room. Lawyers lead the nation with the highest incidence of depression. Lawyers
are 3.6 times more likely to suffer from depression than nonlawyers.1 The suicide rate of lawyers is double that of the general
population.2 The ABA estimates 18 percent of all U.S. lawyers suffer from problem drinking (which is double the national average).3
Plain and simple, our profession is suffering; too many lawyers are generally unhappy. Within our Florida Bar membership alone
(pursuant to the most recent membership survey in 2015):
• 33 percent believe high stress is a signi cant challenge within the profession.
• 32 percent believe balancing family and work is a signi cant challenge within the profession.
• 79 percent believe the legal profession is becoming a less desirable career.
• 36 percent have considered/are considering a different career.
• 92 percent experience stress.
• 43 percent experience a great deal of stress.
• 67 percent report taking two weeks or less of vacation per year.
• 38 percent report taking one week or less of vacation per year.4
How Did This Happen?
We are a profession of “ xers” and problem solvers, and with that comes an inherent amount of stress and anxiety. We deal with
high emotions from our clients and co-workers. Law is adversarial by nature, and the results of our professional efforts are often
beyond our control. Clients rarely, if ever, call us to share a good day; instead, we are generally the rst line of defense in dealing
with their problems and crises. These elements are further exacerbated by personality traits that dominate our profession, such as
our “warrior mentality,” self-reliance, and perfectionism. Commencing in law school, we are taught to use words and trial skills to
frame our arguments and defend our positions. This warrior mentality persists in law rm cultures, which often rewards a win-atall-costs philosophy. This provides attorneys with the unique ability to deny we have any problems and successfully convince
others of the same. We must change this philosophy from the ground up.
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Attorneys are trained to anticipate everything that can go wrong. This forward-looking, but often pessimistic, outlook is a
component of what our profession deems prudent. In fact, the legal profession is unique in that pessimists out-perform optimists.
However, it’s hard to turn off this pessimistic outlook in our everyday life, and what makes for a good lawyer does not necessarily
make for a happy human being.
Even worse is that the individualistic nature of our profession seems to cause a reluctance to seek help for depression and mentalhealth issues due to concerns of stigma or appearing weak.
This is where The Florida Bar comes in. It is time to start tackling these issues head-on by openly discussing and thinking more
holistically about mental illness in the legal profession. The statistical evidence cited above underscores a need for the expansion
of attorney-speci c prevention and treatment interventions. Without the right resources, coping strategies, and aid for our
physical and mental health, this crisis will not improve. That is why The Florida Bar is focused on giving much-needed aid to our
lawyers and has created a Special Committee on Mental Health and Wellness of Florida Lawyers for this purpose. The special
committee is an interdisciplinary committee made up of lawyers, a judge, a mental health professional, a legal recruiter, and
Florida Bar staff. It is set to make changes to enhance the mental health and wellness of our members so that they succeed both
personally and professionally. The special committee plans to:
• Hold town hall meetings to engage our members in an open dialogue and obtain feedback;
• Host a symposium on mental health and wellness for our members;
• Conduct CLEs to educate employers on how to address these issues with their employees and otherwise help our members take
practical steps toward wellness;
• Create a comprehensive 24/7 hotline for mental health and wellness;
• Create an enhanced website presence outlining all our programs in one place;
• Provide mental health and wellness toolboxes for employers and employees to bring cultural changes to law rms and to the
aspects of the law that are detrimental to our members;
• Provide member bene ts that include access to mental-health professionals, well-being and career coaches; healthy food
delivery services; gym memberships; and other items, such as standing desks, to improve the physical health of our members.
• Programming and apps, such as Happiness App, Fitness Challenge (Fit Bit Challenge), and Mindfulness Moments; and lawyer
support groups and wellness blogs.
This is just the beginning.
If we de ne success by having a successful practice and a better quality of life, then we need to be mentally healthy and balanced
to have a better chance of success. We need to aid ourselves before we can aid others, as we cannot pour from an empty cup. The
purpose of The Florida Bar is, in part, to improve the administration of justice. Enhanced mental health and wellness will bolster
our ability to administer justice and are in the best interest of our members, both personally and professionally.
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Dori Foster-Morales , a board certi ed marital and family law attorney at Foster-Morales Sockel-Stone, is on the Board of
Governors of The Florida Bar, and chairs the Bar’s Special Committee on Mental Health and Wellness of Florida Lawyers. She is a
fellow of both the American and International Academy of Matrimonial Lawyers, and her husband, Jimmy, and their children,
Nora and PJ, help to keep her grounded.
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