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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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“Self-care is not selfish.  You cannot serve from an empty vessel.”  — Eleanor Brown

Legal employers, meaning all entities that employ 
multiple practicing lawyers, can play a large role 
in contributing to lawyer well-being. While this is 

a broad and sizable group with considerable diversity, 
our recommendations apply fairly universally. A specific 
recommendation may need to be tailored to address the 
realities particular to each context, but the crux of each 
recommendation applies to all. 

24. ESTABLISH ORGANIZATIONAL 
INFRASTRUCTURE TO PROMOTE WELL-BEING.

24.1. Form A Lawyer Well-Being Committee.
 
Without dedicated personnel, real progress on well-
being strategies will be difficult to implement and 
sustain.113  Accordingly, legal employers should launch 
a well-being initiative by forming a Lawyer Well-Being 
Committee or appointing a Well-Being Advocate. 
The advocate or committee should be responsible 
for evaluating the work environment, identifying and 
addressing policies and procedures that create the 
greatest mental distress among employees, identifying 
how best to promote a positive state of well-being, and 
tracking progress of well-being strategies. They should 
prepare key milestones, communicate them, and create 
accountability strategies.114  They also should develop 
strategic partnerships with lawyer assistance programs 
and other well-being experts and stay abreast of 
developments in the profession and relevant literature.

24.2. Assess Lawyers’ Well-Being.

Legal employers should consider continually assessing 
the state of well-being among lawyers and staff and 

whether workplace cultures support well-being. An 
assessment strategy might include an anonymous 
survey conducted to measure lawyer and staff attitudes 
and beliefs about well-being, stressors in the firm that 
significantly affect well-being, and organizational support 
for improving well-being in the workplace. Attitudes are 
formed not only by an organization’s explicit messages 
but also implicitly by how leaders and lawyers actually 
behave. Specifically related to the organizational climate 
for support for mental health or substance use disorders, 
legal employers should collect information to ascertain, 
for example, whether lawyers:
  

• Perceive that you, their employer, values and 
supports well-being. 

• Perceive leaders as role modeling healthy 
behaviors and empathetic to lawyers who may be 
struggling.

• Can suggest improvements to better support well-
being. 

• Would feel comfortable seeking needed help, 
taking time off, or otherwise taking steps to 
improve their situation.

• Are aware of resources available to assist their 
well-being. 

• Feel expected to drink alcohol at organizational 
events. 

• Feel that substance use and mental health 
problems are stigmatized.

• Understand that the organization will reasonably 
accommodate health conditions, including 
recovery from mental health disorders and 
addiction. 

 

113Companies with dedicated wellness personnel achieve, on average, a 10 percent higher rate of employee participation. See OPTUM HEALTHCARE, WELLNESS IN THE 
WORKPLACE 2012: AN OPTUM RESEARCH UPDATE (Resource Center for Health & Wellbeing White Paper 2012), available at https://broker.uhc.com/assets/wellness-in-the-
worklplace-2012-WP.pdf.

114For guidance on developing their own strategic plan, Well-Being Committees could look to the Tristan Jepson Memorial Foundation’s best practice guidelines for promoting 
psychological well-being in the legal profession, see supra note 76. They might also consider creating an information hub to post all well-being related resources. Resources 
could include information about the growing number of mental health apps. See, e.g., R. E. Silverman, Tackling Workers’ Mental Health, One Text at a Time, WALL ST. J., July 
19, 2016, available at https://www.wsj.com/articles/tackling-workers-mental-health-one-text-at-a-time-1468953055; B. A. Clough & L. M. Casey, The Smart Therapist: A Look 
to the Future of Smartphones and eHealth Technologies in Psychotherapy, 46 PROF. PSYCHOL. RES. & PRAC. 147 (2015).

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR LEGAL EMPLOYERS
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As part of the same survey or conducted separately, legal 
employers should consider assessing the overall state 
of lawyers’ well-being. Surveys are available to measure 
concepts like depression, substance use, burnout, 
work engagement, and psychological well-being. The 
Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI) is the most widely 
used burnout assessment. It has been used to measure 
burnout among lawyers and law students.115  Programs 
in the medical profession have recommended a bi-annual 
distribution of the MBI.116 

Legal employers should carefully consider whether 
internal staff will be able to accurately conduct this 
type of assessment or whether hiring an outside 
consultant would be advisable.  Internal staff may 
be more vulnerable to influence by bias, denial, and 
misinterpretation. 

25. ESTABLISH POLICIES AND PRACTICES TO 
SUPPORT LAWYER WELL-BEING. 

Legal employers should conduct an in-depth and honest 
evaluation of their current policies and practices that 
relate to well-being and make necessary adjustments. 
This evaluation should seek input from all lawyers and 
staff in a safe and confidential manner, which creates 
transparency that builds trust. Appendix D sets out 
example topics for an assessment.  

Legal employers also should establish a confidential 
reporting procedure for lawyers and staff to convey 
concerns about their colleagues’ mental health 
or substance use internally, and communicate 
how lawyers and staff can report concerns to the 
appropriate disciplinary authority and/or to the 
local lawyer assistance program. Legal employers 
additionally should establish a procedure for lawyers 
to seek confidential help for themselves without being 

penalized or stigmatized. CoLAP and state lawyer 
assistance programs can refer legal employers to 
existing help lines and offer guidance for establishing an 
effective procedure that is staffed by properly-trained 
people.117  We note that the ABA and New York State 
Bar Association have proposed model law firm policies 
for handling lawyer impairment that can be used for 
guidance.118  The ABA has provided formal guidance on 
managing lawyer impairment.119 

25.1. Monitor For Signs of Work Addiction and 
Poor Self-Care.

Research reflects that about a quarter of lawyers are 
workaholics, which is more than double that of the 
10 percent rate estimated for U.S. adults generally.120  
Numerous health and relationship problems, including 
depression, anger, anxiety, sleep problems, weight 
gain, high blood pressure, low self-esteem, low life 
satisfaction, work burnout, and family conflict can 
develop from work addiction. Therefore, we recommend 
that legal employers monitor for work addiction and 
avoid rewarding extreme behaviors that can ultimately 
harm their health. Legal employers should expressly 
encourage lawyers to make time to care for themselves 
and attend to other personal obligations. They may also 
want to consider promoting physical activity to aid health 
and cognitive functioning.  

25.2. Actively Combat Social Isolation and 
Encourage Interconnectivity.  

As job demands have increased and budgets have 
tightened, many legal employers have cut back on social 
activities. This could be a mistake. Social support from 
colleagues is an important factor for coping with stress 
and preventing negative consequences like burnout.121  
Socializing helps individuals recover from work demands 

115See, e.g., S. E. Jackson, J. A. Turner, & A. P. Brief, Correlates of Burnout Among Public Service Lawyers, 8 J. ORG. BEHAV. 339 (1987); see also R. Durr, Creating ‘Whole 
Lawyers’: Wellness, Balance, and Performance Excellence At Northwestern University School of Law, NW. SCH. OF L. (2015), available at http://www.americanbar.org/content/
dam/aba/events/professional_responsibility/2015/May/Conference/Materials/8_wellbeing_program_catalog_2014_2015%204%203%2015%20version.authcheckdam.pdf.

116J. Eckleberry-Hunt, A. Van Dyke, D. Lick, & J. Tucciarone, Changing the Conversation from Burnout to Wellness: Physician Well-being in Residency Training Programs, 1 J. 
GRADUATE MED. EDUC. 225 (2009). The MBI is available at http://www.mindgarden.com/117-maslach-burnout-inventory. 

117CoLAP’s website provides help-line information and a directory of state-based lawyer assistance programs: http://www.americanbar.org/groups/lawyer_assistance.html.
118AM. BAR ASS’N RESOL. 118, MODEL LAW FIRM/LEGAL DEPARTMENT IMPAIRMENT POLICY & GUIDELINES (Aug. 1990), available at https://www.texasbar.com/AM/

Template.cfm?Section=Employers1&Template=/CM/ContentDisplay.cfm&ContentID=15131; NEW YORK STATE BAR ASSOCIATION LAWYER ASSISTANCE COMMITTEE 
MODEL POLICY, N. Y. STATE BAR ASS’N (2010), available at https://www.nassaubar.org/UserFiles/Model_Policy.pdf.

119AM. BAR ASS’N FORMAL OPINION 03-429 (2003), available at http://www.americanbar.org/content/dam/aba/migrated/cpr/clientpro/03_429.authcheckdam.pdf.
120Brafford, supra note 2. 

121C. Maslach, W. B. Schaufeli, & M. P. Leiter, Job Burnout, 52 ANN. REV. OF PSYCHOL. 397, 415 (2001); T. Reuter & R. Schwarzer, Manage Stress at Work Through Preventive 
and Proactive Coping, in Locke, supra note 7.



 33The Path To  Lawyer Well-Being   /   PageRECOMMENDATIONS FOR LEGAL EMPLOYERS

and can help stave off emotional exhaustion.122  It inhibits 
lawyers feeling isolated and disconnected, which helps 
with firm branding, messaging, and may help reduce 
turnover. We recommend deemphasizing alcohol at such 
events. 

26. PROVIDE TRAINING AND EDUCATION ON WELL-
BEING, INCLUDING DURING NEW LAWYER 
ORIENTATION. 

We recommend that legal employers provide education 
and training on well-being-related topics and recruit 
experts to help them do so. A number of law firms 
already offer well-being related programs, like meditation, 
yoga sessions, and resilience workshops.123  We also 
recommend orientation programs for new lawyers that 
incorporate lawyer well-being education and training.124  
Introducing this topic during orientation will signal its 
importance to the organization and will start the process 
of developing skills that may help prevent well-being 
problems. Such programs could:
 

• Introduce new lawyers to the psychological 
challenges of the job.125 

• Reduce stigma surrounding mental health 
problems.  

• Take a baseline measure of well-being to track 
changes over time.

• Provide resilience-related training. 
• Incorporate activities focused on individual 

lawyers’ interests and strengths, and not only on 
organizational expectations.126  

Further, law firms should ensure that all members and 
staff know about resources, including lawyer assistance 

programs, that can assist lawyers who may experience 
mental health and substance use disorders. This 
includes making sure that members and staff understand 
confidentiality issues pertaining to those resources.

26.1. Emphasize a Service-Centered Mission.

At its core, law is a helping profession. This can get lost 
in the rush of practice and in the business aspects of 
law. Much research reflects that organizational cultures 
that focus chiefly on materialistic, external rewards can 
damage well-being and promote a self-only focus. In 
fact, research shows that intrinsic values like relationship-

development and kindness are stifled in organizations 
that emphasize extrinsic values like competition, power, 
and monetary rewards.127  Work cultures that constantly 
emphasize competitive, self-serving goals will continually 
trigger competitive, selfish behaviors from lawyers that 
harm organizations and individual well-being. This can be 
psychologically draining. Research of Australian lawyers 
found that 70 percent reported that the practice of law 
is bottom-line driven.128  Lawyers who reported that the 
practice of law was primarily about generating profits 
were more likely to be depressed.129  This affects the 

Work cultures that 
constantly emphasize 
competitive, self-
serving goals can harm 
lawyer well-being.

122M. J. Tews, J. W. Michel, & K. Stafford, Does Fun Pay? The Impact of Workplace Fun on Employee Turnover and Performance, 54 CORNELL HOSPITALITY QUARTERLY, 370 (2013).
123E.g., C. Bushey, Kirkland & Ellis to Offer Wellness Training to All U.S. Lawyers, CRAIN’S CHICAGO BUS., May 2, 2016, available at http://www.chicagobusiness.com/

article/20160502/NEWS04/160509972/kirkland-ellis-to-offer-wellness-training-to-all-u-s-lawyers; N. Rodriguez, What the Army Can Teach BigLaw about Bouncing 
Back, LAW360, Feb. 17, 2017, https://www.law360.com/in-depth/articles/891995?nl_pk=972d8116-f9f0-4582-a4c6-0ab3cf4a034c&utm_source=newsletter&utm_
medium=email&utm_campaign=in-depth (identifying Goodwin Procter LLP, O’Melveny & Myers LLP, Morgan Lewis & Bockius LLP, Fish & Richardson PC, Drinker Biddle & 
Reath LLP, Quarles & Brady LLP, and Neal Gerber & Eisenberg LLP as having hosted resilience workshops). 

124See A. M. Saks, & J. A. Gruman, Organizational Socialization and Positive Organizational Behaviour: Implications for Theory, Research, and Practice, 28 CANADIAN J. ADMIN. SCI. 
14 (2011).

125See generally J. P. Wanous & A. E. Reichers, New Employee Orientation Programs, 10 HUMAN RESOURCE MGMT. REV. 435 (2000), available at http://homepages.se.edu/
cvonbergen/files/2013/01/New-Employee-Orientation-Programs.pdf.

126See D. M. Cable, F. Gino, & B. R. Staats, Reinventing Employee Onboarding, M.I.T. SLOAN MGMT. REV. (2013), available at http://sloanreview.mit.edu/article/reinventing-
employee-onboarding.

127T. Kasser, Materialistic Values and Goals, 67 ANN. REV. OF PSYCHOL. 489 (2015); T. Kasser, Teaching about Values and Goals: Applications of the Circumplex Model to Motivation, 
Well-Being, and Prosocial Behavior, 41 TEACHING PSYCHOL. 365 (2014).

128A. J. Bergin & N. L. Jimmieson, Australian Lawyer Well-Being: Workplace Demands, Resources and the Impact of Time-Billing Targets, 21 PSYCHIATRY, PSYCHOL. & L. 427 (2014).
129A. D. Joudrey & J. E. Wallace, Leisure as a Coping Resource: A Test of the Job Demand-Control-Support Model, 62 HUMAN RELATIONS 195 (2009).
130A. Hansen, Z. Byrne, & C. Kiersch, How Interpersonal Leadership Relates to Employee Engagement, 29 J. MANAGERIAL PSYCHOL. 953 (2014).



 34The Path To  Lawyer Well-Being   /   PageRECOMMENDATIONS FOR LEGAL EMPLOYERS

bottom line since poor mental health can cause disability 
and lost productivity. 

Consequently, we recommend that legal employers 
evaluate what they prioritize and value, and how 
those values are communicated. When organizational 
values evoke a sense of belonging and pride, work 
is experienced as more meaningful.130  Experiencing 
work as meaningful is the biggest contributor to work 
engagement—a form of work-related well-being.131 

26.2. Create Standards, Align Incentives, and Give 
Feedback.

Contextual factors (i.e., the structure, habits, and 
dynamics of the work environment) play an enormous role 
in influencing behavior change. Training alone is almost 
never enough. To achieve change, legal employers will 
need to set standards, align incentives, and give feedback 
about progress on lawyer well-being topics.132 

Currently, few legal employers have such structural 
supports for lawyer well-being. For example, many legal 
employers have limited or no formal leader development 
programs, no standards set for leadership skills and 
competencies, and no standards for evaluating leaders’ 
overall performance or commitment to lawyer well-being. 
Additionally, incentive systems rarely encourage leaders 
to develop their own leadership skills or try to enhance 
the well-being of lawyers with whom they work. In law 
firms especially, most incentives are aligned almost 
entirely toward revenue growth, and any feedback is 
similarly narrow. To genuinely adopt lawyer well-being as 
a priority, these structural and cultural issues will need to 
be addressed. 

130A. Hansen, Z. Byrne, & C. Kiersch, How Interpersonal Leadership Relates to Employee Engagement, 29 J. MANAGERIAL PSYCHOL. 953 (2014).
131A. M. BRAFFORD, POSITIVE PROFESSIONALS: CREATING HIGH-PERFORMING, PROFITABLE FIRMS THROUGH THE SCIENCE OF ENGAGEMENT. (American Bar 

Association, forthcoming November 2017.); D. R. May, R. L. Gilson, & L. M. Harter, The Psychological Conditions of Meaningfulness, Safety and Availability and the 
Engagement of the Human Spirit at Work, 77 J. OCCUPATIONAL & ORGANIZATIONAL PSYCHOL. 11 (2004).

132R. A. NOE, EMPLOYEE TRAINING AND DEVELOPMENT (McGraw-Hill 2013).




