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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 reenvisioning 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 helpseeking 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.						
Task Force Co-Chair						
Director								
Texas Lawyers Assistance Program				
State Bar of Texas

James C. Coyle, Esq.
Task Force Co-Chair
Attorney Regulation Counsel
Colorado Supreme Court

“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.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR LAWYERS
ASSISTANCE PROGRAMS

“It is under the greatest adversity that there exists the greatest potential
for doing good, both for oneself and others.” — Dalai Lama

B

ecause lawyer assistance programs are so wellpositioned to play a pivotal role in lawyer wellbeing, they should be adequately funded and
organized to ensure that they can fulfill their potential.

Lawyer assistance
programs should be
supported to fulfill
their full potential.
This is not consistently the case. While a lawyer
assistance program exists in every state, according to
the 2014 Comprehensive Survey of Lawyer Assistance
Programs their structures, services, and funding vary
widely. Lawyer assistance programs are organized either
as agencies within bar associations, as independent
agencies, or as programs within the state’s court
system.162 Many operate with annual budgets of less
than $500,000.163 About one quarter operate without
any funding and depend solely on volunteers.164 The
recommendations below are designed to equip lawyer
assistance programs to best serve their important role in
lawyer well-being.

44. LAWYERS ASSISTANCE PROGRAMS SHOULD BE
APPROPRIATELY ORGANIZED AND FUNDED.
44.1 Pursue Stable, Adequate Funding.

Lawyer assistance programs should advocate
for stable, adequate funding to provide outreach,
screening, counseling, peer assistance, monitoring, and
preventative education. Other stakeholders should ally
themselves with lawyer assistance programs in pursuit of
this funding.
44.2 Emphasize Confidentiality.
Lawyer assistance programs should highlight the
confidentiality of the assistance they provide. The
greatest concern voiced by lawyer assistance programs
in the most recent CoLAP survey was under-utilization
of their services stemming from the shame and fear
of disclosure that are bound up with mental health
and substance use disorders.165 Additionally, lawyer
assistance programs should advocate for a supreme
court rule protecting the confidentiality of participants in
the program, as well as immunity for those making good
faith reports, volunteers, and staff.
44.3 Develop High-Quality Well-Being
Programming.
Lawyer assistance programs should collaborate with
other organizations to develop and deliver programs on
the topics of lawyer well-being, identifying and treating
substance use and mental health disorders, suicide
prevention, cognitive impairment, and the like.166 They
should ensure that all training and other education
efforts emphasize the availability of resources and the
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confidentiality of the process.
Lawyer assistance programs should evaluate whether
they have an interest in and funding to expand their
programming beyond the traditional focus on treatment
of alcohol use and mental health disorders. Some lawyer
assistance programs already have done so. The 2014
Comprehensive Survey of Lawyer Assistance Programs
reflects that some well-resourced lawyer assistance
programs include services that, for example, address
transition and succession planning, career counseling,
anger management, grief, and family counseling.167
Increasingly, lawyer assistance programs are expanding
their services to affirmatively promote well-being (rather
than seeking only to address dysfunction) as a means of
preventing prevalent impairments.
This expansion is consistent with some scholars’
recommendations for Employee Assistance Programs
that encourage engagement in a broader set of
prevention and health-promotion strategies. Doing so
could expand the lawyer assistance programs’ net to
people who are in need but have not progressed to the
level of a disorder. It also could reach people who may
participate in a health-promotion program but would
avoid a prevention program due to social stigma.168
Health-promotion approaches could be incorporated into
traditional treatment protocols. For example, “Positive
Recovery” strategies strive not only for sobriety but also
for human flourishing.169 Resilience-boosting strategies
have also been proposed for addiction treatment.170

44.4 Lawyer Assistance Programs’ Foundational
Elements.
All lawyer assistance programs should include the
following foundational elements to provide effective
leadership and services to lawyers, judges, and law
students:
• A program director with an understanding of
the legal profession and experience addressing
mental health conditions, substance use
disorders, and wellness issues for professionals;
• A well-defined program mission and operating
policies and procedures;
• Regular educational activities to increase
awareness and understanding of mental health
and substance use disorders;
• Volunteers trained in crisis intervention and
assistance;
• Services to assist impaired members of the legal
profession to begin and continue recovery;
• Participation in the creation and delivery of
interventions;
• Consultation, aftercare services, voluntary and
diversion monitoring services, referrals to other
professionals, and treatment facilities; and
• A helpline for individuals with concern about
themselves or others.171
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