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For first-year law students, the normal rate of 
depressive symptoms can quadruple by the 
third year to 40 percent, when stress levels 
elevate as they prepare for graduation, the 

bar exam, and employment within a firm or as 
a solo practitioner. In a recent Law Crossing 

article, attorney Andrew Sparkler said, “To 
admit that you are depressed [in law school], 
to yourself or to others… is a weakness and 
if you’re in a shark tank of hyper-aggressive 

folks around you, you’d be hesitant to expose 
it because why would you fess up to anyone 

that you have a problem?”1 Perhaps some 
students also don’t realize or are unwilling to 

acknowledge the problem. It is not uncommon 
for new, as well as aspiring, attorneys to turn 
to alcohol and substance use to adapt to the 
demands of the profession at a rate equal to 

those who have practiced more than 20 years. 
The level of stress-induced depression and 
anxiety associated with becoming a lawyer 

is only exceeded by that of practicing law. In 
2016, the American Bar Association (ABA) 

Commission on Lawyer Assistance Programs 
surveyed nearly 13,000 practicing attorneys to 

find that as much as 36 percent were classified 
as problem drinkers and 19-28 percent were 
struggling with stress, anxiety or depression.

The Journal of Addiction Medicine published an article, 
The Prevalence of Substance Use and Other Mental Health 
Concerns Among American Attorneys, and noted a “widespread 
belief that attorneys experience substance use disorders and 
other mental health concerns at a high rate.”2 This article 
helped to facilitate the paradigm shift among state bar 
associations across the country to further address the holistic 
health care needs of attorneys. 

The State Bar of Nevada has proactively taken steps 
to address lawyer well-being since the 1980s. The Lawyers 
Concerned for Lawyers (LCL) program was formed about 35 
years ago, and today it remains a resource for Nevada attorneys 
seeking confidential assistance from a fellow lawyer. Since 
2014, the state bar has provided clinical assistance through the 
Nevada Lawyer Assistance Program (NLAP) with services 
to attorneys suffering from abuse, addiction and/or mental 
health issues. Attorneys voluntarily seeking an assessment for 
addiction disorder issues may obtain one confidentially and at 
no charge. Mental health services, including three free therapy 
sessions, are also available from licensed counselors statewide. 
These services are a benefit to members who may be dealing 
with a difficult or stressful life situation affecting their ability to 
practice. Attorneys can request information about these services 
by calling (866) 828-0022. 

Recognizing that confidentiality is a key to attorneys 
seeking help, the state bar successfully petitioned the Supreme 
Court to amend Rule 106.5. The court’s order, issued in March 
2019, clarifies the confidentiality of all information obtained by 
LCL or NLAP. 

Another way the bar has increased the support of 
attorneys’ mental health is through education. Nevada is one of 
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the first states in the nation to require 
mandatory CLE credits related to 
behavioral health, annually. Substance 
abuse, addiction and mental health 
are also addressed with new lawyers 
participating in the Transitioning into 
Practice (TIP) mentoring program. Next 
on the state bar’s horizon is translating 
what we know into action. This month, 
the state bar will host a wellness 
forum entitled “Let’s Talk: A summit 
addressing lawyer well-being and the 
impact on the profession of law.” This 
will be the first of a multi-part series 
geared toward law firm managing 
partners, Nevada’s judiciary and leaders 
within the legal community. The 
summit will examine the issues facing 
firm management and identify needed 
resources. The “Let’s Talk” summit will 
be held on September 24 in Las Vegas 
and September 26 in Reno.  

In 2017, the ABA’s National 
Task Force for Lawyer Well-Being 
issued a 70-page report, The Path 
to Lawyer Well-Being: Practical 
Recommendations for Positive Change, 
identifying ways legal employers can 
affect a change in the long-time culture 
that has magnified the high levels 
of stress, substance abuse, addiction 
and poor mental health of lawyers. 
Providing services that encourage a 
reduction in workplace stress, increased 
focus in self-care and minimization of 
discriminatory practices will promote 
a more productive and effective law 
workforce evidenced by mutual respect, 
a safe and confidential workplace 
setting, behavioral health education and 
awareness, productive and innovative 
practice, diversity and cultural 
competency, and holistic wellness. 

In an article, Link Christin suggests 
three strategies that law firms can focus on 
to promote well-being within the office:

Eliminate the Barriers To Well-Being
With billable hours, new client 

expectations, demands and deadlines it 
can often feel impossible to experience a 
balanced life. Firms can help foster this 
highly desired balance by changing the 
office culture. Some ideas include offering 
meditation or yoga classes, moving from 
billing by-the-hour to project billing and 
implementing a thoughtfully crafted 
mental health policy.

Educate and Promote the Coping 
Skills and Positive Behaviors That 
Result in Well-Being

A non-discriminating approach to 
mental wellness coming from the firm’s 
leadership will lead to reduction of 
the stigma associated with addressing 
mental health issues. Education on 
stress management; depression and 
anxiety symptoms; trauma-informed 
care; recognizing substance use 
disorders, and signs and symptoms 
of behavioral health conditions; 
and emphasizing the significance of 
engaging an attorney in a timely and 
effective manner is key for successful 
outcomes. Each quarter, firms could 
provide an educational event focusing 
on a specific aspect of mental well-
being: mindfulness, healthy diet, how to 
help a colleague, treatment resources, 
etc. Some firms may consider a larger, 
annual event—a mental well-being 
retreat. A retreat can offer educational 
content as well as an opportunity for 
balance with flexible schedules, relaxed 
days, activities and personal time; 
perhaps families are invited too.

Put Counseling or Treatment in Place 
for Those Who Are Struggling3

The pervasive fears of seeking 
treatment combined with the 
stigmatization of mental health and 
substance use treatment can deter some 
employees from reaching out for help. 
A certain level of job security and 
confidence in the firm’s good-faith 
effort is necessary for many struggling 
attorneys to be able to take this 
critical step. Establishing policies and 
procedures that serve as guidelines for 
management and supporting an attorney 
with behavioral health concerns can 
help remove reservations one might 
have in coming forward for help. 
Cultivating an environment of trust 
and support through the action of firm 
leadership is a fundamental element. 

Targeting both concerns of heavy 
workloads and of high-stress work 
environments may ultimately be the 
greatest benefit for the health and 
well-being of the law community. The 
mission of a behavioral health-oriented 
program should be to assess, measure and 
implement improvements in the systems 

and processes that affect the quality of 
holistic care and services provided to 
attorneys. The overall health status of 
attorneys is directly related to the quality 
of service delivered in law firms and 
courtrooms throughout Nevada.

Understanding
The following definitions are 

provided as a guide to understanding 
mental health issues and addictive 
disorders.

Mental health: a state of well-
being in which an individual realizes 
his or her own potential, can cope with 
the normal stresses of life, can work 
productively and fruitfully, and is able 
to make a contribution to her or his 
community.

Mental illness: a mental, 
behavioral or emotional disorder. 
Mental illness can vary in impact, 
ranging from no impairment to mild, 
moderate and even severe impairment 
(e.g., individuals with serious mental 
illness as defined below).

Serious mental illness: a mental, 
behavioral or emotional disorder 
(excluding developmental and substance 
use disorders) resulting in serious 
functional impairment that substantially 
interferes with or limits one or more 
major life activities. Examples of 
serious mental illness include major 
depressive disorder, schizophrenia and 
bipolar disorder.

Depression (major depressive 
disorder): a common and serious 
medical illness that negatively affects 
how you feel, the way you think and 
how you act. Fortunately, it is also 
treatable. Depression causes feelings 
of sadness and/or a loss of interest in 
activities once enjoyed. It can lead to 
a variety of emotional and physical 
problems, and it can decrease a person’s 
ability to function at work and at home.

Addiction/substance use 
disorder: a complex condition, a 
brain disease that is manifested by 
compulsive substance use despite 
harmful consequence. People with 
addiction (severe substance use 
disorder) have an intense focus on using 
a certain substance(s), such as alcohol 
or drugs, to the point that it takes over 
their life.

continued on page 24
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Annually, more than $500million is held in Nevada lawyer

trust accounts. These financial institutions have agreed to pay

favorable rates on all IOLTA accounts under deposit.

Leadership institutions have committed to a rate of 1.2%.

The Nevada Bar Foundation grants more than 97% of the interest
earned on these dollars - $4.5 million - to statewide legal service
organizations serving more than 37,000 Nevada families. 
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RESOURCES
For more information on these 
programs offered through the State 
Bar of Nevada, visit www.nvbar.org/
wellness or call (866) 828-0022.

Nevada Lawyer Assistance Program –  
professional assessment and  
clinical services 

Lawyers Concerned for Lawyers – 
peer support for those to get, or 
remain,  in recovery 

Therapy Benefit – statewide therapist 
referrals; first three sessions are 
provided at no charge. The inquiry 
and subsequent three sessions are 
completely confidential.  

Peer Support for Stress – confidential 
forum focusing on wellness and 
attaining balance  
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