
TASK FORCE CHAIRS
Bree Buchanan
James C. Coyle

ENTITIES REPRESENTED:

ABA LAW PRACTICE DIVISION 
ABA CPR PROFESSIONALISM 
ABA/HAZELDEN STUDY 
APRL
ALPS
CoLAP
CONFERENCE OF CHIEF JUSTICES 
NCBE
NOBC

TASK FORCE MEMBERS:

Anne Brafford
Don Campbell 
Josh Camson
Charles Gruber
Terry Harrell
David Jaffe
Tracy Kepler
Patrick Krill
Chief Justice Donald Lemons 
Sarah Myers
Chris Newbold
Jayne Reardon
Judge David Shaheed 
Lynda Shely
William Slease

STAFF ATTORNEY:

Jonathan White

NATIONAL TASK FORCE
ON LAWYER WELL-BEING
Creating a Movement To Improve  
Well-Being in the Legal Profession

August 14, 2017 

Enclosed is a copy of The Path to Lawyer Well-Being: Practical 
Recommendations for Positive Change from the National Task Force on Lawyer 
Well-Being. The Task Force was conceptualized and initiated by the ABA 
Commission on Lawyer Assistance Programs (CoLAP), the National Organization 
of Bar Counsel (NOBC), and the Association of Professional Responsibility 
Lawyers (APRL). It is a collection of entities within and outside the ABA that was 
created in August 2016. Its participating entities currently include the following: 
ABA CoLAP; ABA Standing Committee on Professionalism; ABA Center for 
Professional Responsibility; ABA Young Lawyers Division; ABA Law Practice 
Division Attorney Wellbeing Committee; The National Organization of Bar 
Counsel; Association of Professional Responsibility Lawyers; National Conference 
of Chief Justices; and National Conference of Bar Examiners. Additionally, CoLAP 
was a co-sponsor of the 2016 ABA CoLAP and Hazelden Betty Ford Foundation’s 
study of mental health and substance use disorders among lawyers and of the 
2016 Survey of Law Student Well-Being.  

To be a good lawyer, one has to be a healthy lawyer. Sadly, our profession is 
falling short when it comes to well-being. The two studies referenced above 
reveal that too many lawyers and law students experience chronic stress and 
high rates of depression and substance use. These findings are incompatible 
with a sustainable legal profession, and they raise troubling implications for 
many lawyers’ basic competence. This research suggests that the current state 
of lawyers’ health cannot support a profession dedicated to client service and 
dependent on the public trust. 

The legal profession is already struggling. Our profession confronts a dwindling 
market share as the public turns to more accessible, affordable alternative legal 
service providers. We are at a crossroads. To maintain public confidence in the 
profession, to meet the need for innovation in how we deliver legal services, to 
increase access to justice, and to reduce the level of toxicity that has allowed 
mental health and substance use disorders to fester among our colleagues, we 
have to act now. Change will require a wide-eyed and candid assessment of 
our members’ state of being, accompanied by courageous commitment to re-
envisioning what it means to live the life of a lawyer. 



This report’s recommendations focus on five central themes: (1) identifying stakeholders and the role each of 
us can play in reducing the level of toxicity in our profession, (2) eliminating the stigma associated with help-
seeking behaviors, (3) emphasizing that well-being is an indispensable part of a lawyer’s duty of competence, (4) 
educating lawyers, judges, and law students on lawyer well-being issues, and (5) taking small, incremental steps 
to change how law is practiced and how lawyers are regulated to instill greater well-being in the profession.  

The members of this Task Force make the following recommendations after extended deliberation. We 
recognize this number of recommendations may seem overwhelming at first. Thus we also provide proposed 
state action plans with simple checklists. These help each stakeholder inventory their current system and 
explore the recommendations relevant to their group. We invite you to read this report, which sets forth the 
basis for why the legal profession is at a tipping point, and we present these recommendations and action 
plans for building a more positive future. We call on you to take action and hear our clarion call. The time is now 
to use your experience, status, and leadership to construct a profession built on greater well-being, increased 
competence, and greater public trust.

Sincerely,

Bree Buchanan, Esq.  James C. Coyle, Esq.
Task Force Co-Chair Task Force Co-Chair
Director Attorney Regulation Counsel
Texas Lawyers Assistance Program Colorado Supreme Court
State Bar of Texas

“Lawyers, judges and law students are faced with an increasingly competitive and stressful profession. Studies 
show that substance use, addiction and mental disorders, including depression and thoughts of suicide—often 
unrecognized—are at shockingly high rates. As a consequence the National Task Force on Lawyer Well-being, 
under the aegis of CoLAP (the ABA Commission on Lawyer Assistance programs) has been formed to promote 
nationwide awareness, recognition and treatment.  This Task Force deserves the strong support of every lawyer 
and bar association.”

David R Brink*
Past President
American Bar Association 

* David R. Brink (ABA President 1981-82) passed away in July 2017 at the age of 97.  He tirelessly supported the work of lawyer assistance programs across the
nation, and was a beacon of hope in the legal profession for those seeking recovery. 
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“When we look at what has the strongest statistical relationship to overall [life 
satisfaction], the first one is your career well-being, or the mission, purpose and  

meaning of what you’re doing when you wake up each day.”  — Tom Rath

Bar associations are organized in a variety of 
ways, but all share common goals of promoting 
members’ professional growth, quality of life, 

and quality of the profession by encouraging continuing 
education, professionalism (which encompasses lawyer 
competence, ethical conduct, eliminating bias, and 
enhancing diversity), pro bono and public service. Bar 
members who are exhausted, impaired, disengaged, or 
overly self-interested will not live up to their full potential 
as lawyers or positive contributors to society. Below are 
recommendations for bar associations to foster positive 
change in the well-being of the legal community which, 
in turn, should benefit lawyers, bar associations, and the 
general public.

36. ENCOURAGE EDUCATION ON WELL-
BEING TOPICS IN COORDINATION AND IN 
ASSOCIATION WITH LAWYER ASSISTANCE 
PROGRAMS.

36.1. Sponsor High-Quality CLE Programming on 
Well-Being-Related Topics.

In line with Recommendation 8, bar associations should 
develop and regularly offer educational programming 
on well-being-related topics. Bar leadership should 
recommend that all sections adopt a goal of providing at 
least one well-being related educational opportunity at 
all bar-sponsored events, including conferences, section 
retreats, and day-long continuing legal education events.

36.2. Create Educational Materials to Support 
Individual Well-Being and  “Best Practices” 
for Legal Organizations.

We recommend that bar associations develop “best 
practice” model policies on well-being-related topics, for 
example practices for responding to lawyers in distress, 
succession planning, diversity and inclusion, mentoring 
practices, work-life balance policies, etc.

36.3   Train Staff to Be Aware of Lawyer 
Assistance Program Resources and Refer 
Members.

 
Educating bar association staff regarding lawyer 
assistance programs’ services, resources, and the 
confidentiality of referrals is another way to foster 
change in the legal community. Bar association staff can 
further promote these resources to their membership. 
A bar association staff member may be the person who 
coordinates a needed intervention for a lawyer facing a 
mental health or substance use crisis.

37. SPONSOR EMPIRICAL RESEARCH ON LAWYER 
WELL-BEING AS PART OF ANNUAL MEMBER 
SURVEYS.

Many bar associations conduct annual member surveys. 
These surveys offer an opportunity for additional 
research on lawyer well-being and awareness of 
resources. For example, questions in these surveys 
can gauge awareness of support networks either in law 
firms or through lawyer assistance programs. They can 
survey lawyers on well-being topics they would like to 
see addressed in bar journal articles, at bar association 
events, or potentially through continuing legal education 
courses. The data gathered can inform bar associations’ 
outreach and educational efforts.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR BAR ASSOCIATIONS
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38. LAUNCH A LAWYER WELL-BEING COMMITTEE. 

We recommend that bar associations consider 
forming Lawyer Well-Being Committees. As noted in 
Recommendation 5.2, the ABA and a number of state 
bar associations already have done so. Their work 
supplements lawyer assistance programs with a more 
expansive approach to well-being. These committees 
typically focus not only on addressing disorders and 
ensuring competence to practice law but also on optimal 
functioning and full engagement in the profession. Such 
committees can provide a valuable service to members 
by, for example, dedicating attention to compiling 
resources, high-quality speakers, developing and 
compiling educational materials and programs, serving 
as a clearinghouse for lawyer well-being information, and 
partnering with the lawyer assistance program, and other 
state and national organizations to advocate for lawyer 
well-being initiatives.

The South Carolina Bar’s Lawyer Wellness Committee, 
launched in 2014 and featuring a “Living Above 
the Bar” website, is a good model for well-being 
committees. In 2016, the ABA awarded this Committee 
the E. Smythe Gambrell Professionalism Award, which 
honors excellence and innovation in professionalism 
programs.160 

39. SERVE AS AN EXAMPLE OF BEST PRACTICES 
RELATING TO LAWYER WELL-BEING AT BAR 
ASSOCIATION EVENTS.

Bar associations should support members’ well-being 
and role model best practices in connection with their 
own activities and meetings. This might include, for 
example, organizing functions to be family-friendly, 
scheduling programming during times that do not 
interfere with personal and family time, offering well-
being-related activities at events (e.g., yoga, fun runs, 
meditation, providing coffee or juice bars, organizing 
Friends of Bill/support group meetings), providing well-
being-related education and training to bar association 
leaders, and including related programming at 
conferences and other events. For instance, several bar 
associations around the country sponsor family-friendly 
fun runs, such as the Maricopa County Bar Association 
annual 5k Race Judicata. 

160The South Carolina Bar’s lawyer well-being website is available at http://discussions.scbar.org/public/wellness/index.html. 




