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Law firms in Texas need to change to address a crisis in the legal profession.

As a follow-up to a shocking 2016 report showing that one in three lawyers are problem drinkers and
one in four have depression, a national task force has made recommendations for law firms, judges,
bar associations and law schools to address widespread lawyer well-being issues.

Texas Lawyers Assistance Program director Bree Buchanan served as a co-chairwoman of the
National Task Force on Lawyer Well-Being, which released the report. Texas Lawyer interviewed
Buchanan to learn more about what law firms should do to promote their lawyers' well-being. Here are
her answers, edited for brevity and clarity.

Texas Lawyer: How are the issues of lawyer mental health and substance abuse impacting the legal
industry in Texas?

Bree Buchanan: In my role as director of the Texas Lawyers Assistance Program at the state bar, I
unfortunately hear regularly of the stories of lawyers who have succumbed to end-stage substance
use disorders, severe depression, severe anxiety and worst of all, suicide. These are stories that more
and more I think are appearing in the legal publications. There is greater awareness about these
things, so with this task force report, we see this as a key time—as awareness is risen—to encourage
people to take action.

TL: What difference would this make for the leaders of Texas's biggest law firms to show that they're
personally committed to their lawyers' well-being?

BB: It makes a difference, quite frankly, with the bottom line. They are able to better serve their
clients. They're going to reduce risk for their firm. They are going to have associates and partners,
shareholders, who are healthier, productive, and more loyal to the firm. Malpractice will be reduced.
Also, it's just simply the right thing to do because lawyers are suffering—and in great numbers, they
are suffering in silence.

TL: Stigma might stop a lawyer from seeking help for a mental health or substance abuse issue. What
actions can a law firm take to break down the stigma?

BB: That can be done in developing law firm policies so people know how to come forward and ask
for help for themselves, with knowledge they are not going to be penalized for getting in recovery.
Setting forth a path for people concerned about other people, for them to confidentially come forward
and ask for help for that individual. Another way is to create opportunities to talk about these issues.
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They are still—amazingly in 2017—topics we keep undercover and speak about often in hushed
tones. It's time we move beyond that.

TL: There are elements of lawyer culture and the practice of law that might contribute to lawyers'
problems. What are some changes that a law firm could make that would instead promote well-being?

BB: Being on-call 24/7 certainly undermines anyone's ability or efforts to maintain health and well-
being, so creating a safe time when lawyers know they can actually turn off their cellphones, even if
it's at 10 p.m. Encouraging people to actually take their vacation. Doing a check on the firm culture
and seeing if it's set up where workaholism is encouraged.

TL: The report says that law firms should create lawyer well-being committees. What is that, and what
do they do?

BB: This would be a group of lawyers, preferably a managing partner and designees from the diverse
stakeholders within the firm, to review what is the culture here at our firm and how do we address
issues of health and well-being. Conduct maybe an anonymous self-assessment of people in the firm
and start to develop strategies to build a healthier workplace in response to the assessment. I would
encourage a piece of the assessment to ask their employees what they think would promote their own
well-being.

TL: Why should a law firm monitor its lawyers' well-being?

BB: Because when a lawyer is not well, when one of their disorders—such as depression, anxiety or a
substance use disorder—starts to manifest, often in response to the extreme stress they are dealing
with, lawyers are not as productive. They do not adhere to as high a level of professionalism and
ethical standards. Shortcuts are taken. The diligence we expect and the zealousness we expect from
our lawyers starts to flag.

TL: In a perfect world, what would a law firm's training and education for lawyers about well-being look
like?

BB: The leaders of the firms and the managing partner would develop an educational series on topics
regarding lawyer well-being. I would encourage a law firm to reach out to a lawyers' assistance
program to develop the curriculum, because they are subject-matter experts. Start off in producing
training in how to identify some warning signs of these troubling areas—how to identify them yourself
and what actions to take. Then get into proactive and preventative training. There's a variety of tools in
the areas of positive psychology that can promote effective stress reduction. There is a definitive
movement in the legal profession toward mindfulness and meditation.
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