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MENTAL HEALTH & WELLNESS

A 50-Year Journey Toward Lawyer

Well-Being

By Erin E. Clifford, Litigation News Contributing Editor

he legal profession has long been synonymous
with long hours, relentless pressure, and the
“always on” mindset. This is especially true for liti-
gators who have dedicated their careers to attending
court dates, engaging in endless negotiations, and
counseling clients in complex and high-stakes matters. There
is no denying that this type of job is not without its share of
stress. But what has shifted over the last 50 years is our under-
standing of how stress impacts a lawyer’s health, performance,
and longevity in the profession. Equally important is the
growing awareness of strategies that allow lawyers to handle
stress in healthier ways and sustain long, successful careers
without sacrificing quality of life.

Stress may be unavoidable in the legal profession, but it
doesn’t have to come at the expense of one’s well-being. The
conversation around lawyer well-being has shifted from short-
term fixes to prevention, focusing on how the practice of law
can become more sustainable and supportive. How can well-
being be woven into the daily fabric of the profession? Let’s
explore that question, beginning with a look back at the his-
tory of wellness in the legal community to better understand
the path forward.

50 Years Ago: The Old-School Approach

In the mid-1970s, conversations about lawyers’ mental health
were virtually nonexistent. The culture rewarded grit, stam-
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ina, and astronomical billable hours. Many law firms were
steeped in the tradition of having the newest associates prove
themselves through sleepless nights and a punishing workload.
Lawyers were expected to tough it out, as their elder partners
had before them, and there was limited education, knowledge,
and conversation about stress, burnout, or substance use.

A Cultural Shift from Survival to Sustainability

By the mid-1980s, the number of legal professionals struggling
with addiction began to rise. In response to this, the American
Bar Association formed a new commission in 1988, known

as the Commission on Impaired Attorneys, which was later
renamed the Commission on Lawyer Assistance Programs.
The purpose of this initiative was to ensure access and sup-
port for lawyers struggling with mental health and substance
use concerns. The creation of this commission was pivotal
because it represented the first collective step toward embrac-
ing lawyer well-being. Subsequently, this has led to firms, bar
associations, and law schools investing in wellness initiatives,
including providing mental health programs and wellness
counseling, to support and sustain careers.

The question has evolved from “How can I survive in this
career?” to “How can we build a culture where lawyers thrive,
even when stress is part of the big picture?” While the answer
to this question varies from lawyer to lawyer, some general
strategies can help any lawyer navigate stress and foster resil-
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ience, regardless of career stage. Here are my top five strate-
gies for lawyers who want to build well-being into their lives.

1. Prioritize Self-Care: Use the “Oxygen

Mask” Rule

Self-care is often equated with a luxurious vaca-
tion away from the office or a weekend at the

spa. While those are ways to care for yourself,
am referring to practicing pockets of self-care by
incorporating them into daily routines to increase
mental, emotional, physical, and spiritual well-
being. This could include scheduling exercise into
the calendar, eating a nutritious meal, spending a
quiet half hour reading a favorite book, not imme-
diately responding to an after-hours email you
could return tomorrow, or simply unplugging from
devices for the evening. However, we all know that
when something unexpected arises,
self-care is often the first thing to

be put on hold or abandoned alto-
gether. And when we neglect our
self-care, it becomes hard to show
up at our best for our colleagues,
family, and friends. This is why I
emphasize the importance of living
by the oxygen mask rule. In an air-
plane, if an oxygen mask is needed,
it is imperative that you put yours
on first before assisting others. Why
is this the rule? Because you can’t
help others if you cannot breathe
yourself. Thus, lawyers need to carve out pockets
of self-care to be effective advocates and perform
at a high level.

2. Set Boundaries: Limits Liberate

Setting boundaries can feel like setting up fences,
but they actually enable more freedom. For attor-
neys, boundary setting may involve defining work
hours, determining a technology cutoff time for
work communication, or establishing limits on
unpaid work. While putting barriers in place may
initially make you feel uneasy, saying no to some-
thing allows you the space to say yes to something
else like your family, mental health, and self-care.
These boundaries prevent burnout, allowing attor-
neys to deliver better results. When law firm lead-
ers embrace healthy boundaries themselves, they
set the tone for others to follow suit.

3. Foster a Positive Mindset: Build Resilience
Resilience is the capacity to rebound from adver-
sity, trauma, or stress by adapting effectively.
When lawyers have resilience, they have a secret
weapon that allows them to thrive despite chal-
lenging circumstances. How can a lawyer build
resilience? The key lies in cultivating a positive
mindset through practicing gratitude, engaging in
mindfulness practices (such as meditation, breath-
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Prevention is the
key to the future
of wellness within
the legal
profession.

work, movement, and living in the moment), fos-
tering relationships with their social networks,

and practicing positive self-talk. Having resilience
will help lawyers navigate high-pressure situations,
such as a tough trial or negotiation, without feeling
too overwhelmed.

4. Cultivate Connections with Your Community
The life of a lawyer can be a lonely one. Friends
or family may not understand the intricacies of
the career, while competition within a firm may
make a lawyer feel like they cannot confide in
their colleagues. However, community and
connections serve as an antidote to burnout by
enhancing an individual’s mental, spiritual, and
emotional well-being.

Lawyers can look for support through
mentorship, peer groups, and pro-
fessional networks. Outside of the
profession, find communities that
foster a sense of belonging, such as
a church, neighborhood, school,
recovery group, health club, social
club, or a professional association.

5. Eliminate the Stigma Around
Mental Health

Stigma around mental health is one
of the most significant barriers pre-
venting individuals from getting the
support they need. In law schools
and law firms, if talking about mental health was
as common as discussing physical health, legal pro-
fessionals wouldn’t feel ashamed, unprofessional,
or less competent for seeking therapy, coaching, or
wellness practices. Normalizing mental health and
acknowledging that many lawyers may need sup-
port services at some point in their careers will lead
to an overall healthier legal culture.

Looking Forward: The Next 50 Years

Prevention is the key to the future of wellness within the legal

profession. Law firms and law schools must proactively invest
in strategies that normalize mental health and foster resilience
to create sustainable career paths for all. Clients and firms will
benefit from lawyers who are clear-minded, energized, happy,

and focused.

Overall, the legal profession has made great strides in
embracing wellness. Many lawyers are now making indi-
vidualized choices to prioritize self-care and seek help when
needed. However, cultural change in the profession will
largely depend on present and future leaders and their will-
ingness to challenge outdated norms to embrace a culture
of wellness. The following 50 years will determine how that
vision is realized. If today’s momentum is amplified, the
legal profession has the opportunity to redefine success, and
not just in the courtroom. [
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