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OBJECTIVES 

This presentation will cover 

• Impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on mental 
health 

• The prevalence of stress and anxiety in the legal 
profession 

• Tips and strategies  

• Available resources 
 



MOVE FROM 
IDEAS TO ACTION 
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EXTRAORDINARY TIMES 

MEDICAL FINANCIAL ANXIETY DEPRESSION SUBSTANCE 

USE 

DOMESTIC 

VIOLENCE 
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MORAN, LYLE. LAW FIRM REVENUE TAKES NOSEDIVE 
DURING COVID-19, NEW SURVEY DATA SHOWS, 

WWW.ABAJOURNAL.COM 5/18/20.  

Martindale-Avvo 
surveyed 208 

attorneys 

81% firms saw 
revenues drop 

27% of the firms 
that had a business 

drop reported it 
declined more 

than half 

95% of firms 
accepted new 

clients 

Clio reported 40% 
fewer legal matters 
opened in the US 
per week than in 

late February.   
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http://www.abajournal.com/
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“Given the circumstances, feeling anxious is 
part of a normal response to what’s going on.”  

 
-Joshua Gordon, Director  

National Institute for Mental Health  
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“It’s understandable for people to feel a sense 
of stress. It’s also important to remember that 
the vast majoring of people, including all of us 
who are experiencing difficulty along the way, 
will ultimately do well.”  

 
-Joshua Morgenstein, Chair  

APO Committee on Psychiatric Dimensions of Disaster 

 



SIGNS OF STRESS  
• Fear and worry about your health and that of loved 

ones  

• Changes in eating or sleeping patterns  

• Difficulty sleeping or concentrating  

• Worsening of chronic health problems  

• Worsening of mental health conditions  

• Increased substance use 
 

CDC. Mental Health and Coping During COVID-19. 
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CDC. MENTAL HEALTH AND COPING 
DURING COVID-19.  

Vulnerable populations include  

• Senior citizens 

• Those with chronic diseases  

• Children and teens 

• People helping with the response 

• Those already facing mental health or substance concerns 
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SUBSTANCE RELATED RISK GROUPS 

• Smoking  
• Vaping 
• Alcohol abuse 
• Opioid use 
• Methamphetamine use 
• Homeless 
• Incarcerated 

 

National Institute on Drug Abuse  
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SUBSTANCE USE 

• Alcohol sales rose 16% during the lockdown phase of the 
pandemic.   

• Schmitt, Patrick. US Lockdown Alcohol sales: The Latest Trends. 
https://www.thedrinksbusiness.com/2020/05/usa-lockdown-
alcohol-sales-the-latest-trends/. The Drink Business. May 4, 2020.  
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OSBOURNE, NITARA, M. ED; EDITED Y MONICO, 
NICOLE. COVID-10 POSES UNIQUE PROBLEM FOR 

ALCOHOL DRINKERS, WWW.ALCOHOL.ORG; 
4.28, 20.  

• Restricted access to alcohol may lead to symptoms of  
withdrawal 

• Suspension of in person meetings 

• Social isolation increases loneliness, anxiety and depression, 
factors sometimes associated with substance use and 
relapse 
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http://www.alcohol.org/


NATIONAL DOMESTIC VIOLENCE HOTLINE. STAYING SAFE DURING 
COVID-19. HTTPS://WWW.THEHOTLINE.ORG/, MARCH 13, 2020.  

 
• Abusive partners may use fear of virus to increase isolation.  

• Withhold insurance cards, threaten to cancel insurance, 
prevent from getting medical attention  

• Programs serving survivors may be impacted  

• Survivors may fear being around others in close quarters  

• Those with high risk conditions may avoid places they would 
typically get help - shelters, counseling centers, courthouses.  

• Travel restrictions  

• National Domestic Violence Hotline: 1-800-799-7233 
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https://www.thehotline.org/
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• Fatigue, loss of energy 

• Sad, empty, tearful 

• Concentration problems, 
indecisive 

• Loss of interest/pleasure in things 

• Sleep disturbances 

• Poor appetite or overeating 

• Isolating 

• More tense, anxious, easily irritated 

• Feelings of helplessness, 
hopelessness or worthlessness 

• Thoughts of death   
   

DSM 5 
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COMPARISON 
 

14% Law 
Students 

19% 
Attorneys 

18-19% Any 
given year 

33% Adults in 
their Lifetime 
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ANXIETY 

Reaction to situations perceived as dangerous or stressful  

Brain learns from past experience, looks for patterns 

Triggers fight or flight system when it recognizes a potential 
hazard 
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ANXIETY DISORDERS 

Are the most prevalent 
mental disorders  

Associated with 
immense health care 
costs, high burden of 

disease. 

Large population-based 
surveys indicate up to 

33.7% of us are affected 
by an anxiety disorder 

during our lifetime.  

Substantially 
underrecognized and 

undertreated.  

No evidence that the 
prevalence rates have 

changed in the past 
years. 

Bandelow, B., & Michaelis, 
S. (2015). “Epidemiology of 
anxiety disorders in the 21st 

century.” Dialogues in 
Clinical Neuroscience, 

17(3), 327–335. 
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ANXIETY DISORDERS 

MORE COMMON IN 

MIDLIFE 
MORE COMMON IN 

WOMEN 
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IMPACT 

Sense of worry, 
impending 

danger 

Obsessive 
thoughts 

Feelings of 
inadequacy 

Difficulty 
concentrating, 

making 
decisions 

Irritability 
Sleep 

disturbances 

Anticipating 
and focusing on 
every problem 

Sweating 

Fatigue and 
muscle tension 

Interferes with 
daily activities 

Heart 
palpitations 

Recognizing the 
worry is 

excessive, but 
cannot stop 
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TREATMENT 

THERAPY MEDICATION 
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STRESS IN THE LEGAL PROFESSION 

Adversarial system Demanding schedules 

Heavy workloads may 
contribute to increased 
stress levels.  

Source: ABA 
Commission on Lawyer 
Assistance Programs. 
Stress, 5/23/18.  
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FACTORS 

PERFECTIONISM  PESSIMISM 
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COPING STRATEGIES 

Mindfulness Exercise Connections Rest 
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MINDFULNESS 

Basic idea: Be in 
the moment.  

1 

Mindfulness is a 
different way of 
thinking.  

2 

Guided practice 
is good for 
anyone with a 
stressful job 

3 
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TOOLS FOR SOOTHING ANXIOUS LAWYER 
BRAIN 

Recognize and name the anxiety  

See the thoughts that are triggering the anxiety 

Sweat it out 

Source: Cho, Jeena. 3 Tools for Rewiring the Anxious Lawyer Brain, 

https://abovethelaw.com/2017/08/3-tools-for-rewiring-the-anxious-lawyer-brain/, 

11/2/17.  
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THE STOP APPROACH  

STOP  
TAKE A 
BREATH  

OBSERVE  
PROCEED 

MINDFULLY  
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QUICK STRESS BUSTER 

SIT COMFORTABLY 

BREATHE IN 3 
COUNTS 

HOLD 4 COUNTS 

OUT 3 COUNTS 

STOPS STRESS 
FROM 

ACCELERATING 



SOOTHING PANIC 

5 LOOK 4 TOUCH 3 LISTEN 2 SMELL 1 TASTE 
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RESEARCH BASED SUGGESTIONS FOR 
IMPROVING MOOD AND MITIGATING STRESS 

Work daily on 
self awareness  

Recognize risks 
for yourself 

Inventory how 
balanced your 

life is 

Be intentional 
about 

protecting 
yourself 

Evaluate your 
tension reducing 

behaviors 

Find a way to 
debrief 

distressing 
material 

Share your 
feelings with 

someone 
trustworthy 



ANNUAL REVIEW 

• Finances 

• Business plan 

• Civic activities 

• Crunch time 

• Strategic vacation use 

• Succession plan 



WHAT IS 
RESILIENCE 
AND HOW 

DOES IT 
BOLSTER 

COMPETENCE?  

Bree Buchanan 



YOU LOSE A BIG CASE 

• This is tough, but it’s only 
one case.  

• I didn’t prepare enough. 

• We had a bad set of 
facts. It wasn’t meant to 
be.  

• I can’t do anything right.  

• I’m so far out of my 
league.  

• This was all my fault. 

36 



TAKE THE FLEXIBLE OPTIMISM CHALLENGE 

5 THINGS THAT 

MAKE YOUR LIFE 

ENJOYABLE 

IDENTIFY MOST 

RECENT TIME 

SOMETHING DIDN’T 

GO YOUR WAY, OR 

YOU FELT 

FRUSTRATED, 

IRRITATED, UPSET.  

IN A FEW 

SENTENCES, 

BRIEFLY DESCRIBE 

THE SITUATION IN 

WRITING. 

3 THINGS THAT 

CAN HELP YOU 

SEE THE BRIGHT 

SIDE 

Bree Buchanan 



POSITIVITY RATIO 

Bad outweighs good 

Cultivate positive 

emotions to counter 

negative ones 

Bree Buchanan 



WAYS TO COPE WITH STRESS 
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Take breaks 
from news and 
social media 

Take care of 
your body  

Take time to 
unwind 

Take part in  
something you 

enjoy  

Connect with 
others   

CDC. Mental 
Health and 

Coping During 
COVID-19.  



COPING MECHANISMS  
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Write down your fears 

Leave them behind 

Communicate them to 
another caring person 
 

Gordon 



COPING MECHANISMS  
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Try to cut down behaviors such as excess alcohol use or overeating  

Use coping skills that have worked in the past  

Think about social support  

Reach out 

Develop new communities 

HoganBruen 
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SOLUTIONS 

Focus on the knowns 
more than the unknowns 

Reassess periodically vs 
constantly 



WELL-BEING TOOL KIT FOR 
THE LEGAL PROFESSION 

• Developed by Anne Brafford, JD, editor in 
chief of Path to Lawyer Well-Being: Practical 
Recommendations for Positive Change  

• Helpful, free guide for lawyers and law 
students 

• Available at 
https://www.americanbar.org/content/dam/a
ba/administrative/lawyer_assistance/ls_colap
_Brafford_Tool%20Kit.authcheckdam.pdf.  
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OCDC REPORT FOR 2018 
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SUMMARY OF DISCIPLINARY ACTIONS  
2018 

0 20 40 60 80 100 

Admonition 

Suspended-Tax 

Suspended 

Disbarred 

Public reprimand 



 
CLAIMS AGAINST ATTORNEYS 

 
 

Substance use is a factor in about half of all malpractice 
and disciplinary claims 
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SUPREME COURT OF MISSOURI EN BANC 

 
RULE 16 -- SUBSTANCE ABUSE INTERVENTION  

16.01 -- Purpose and Intent 
16.02 -- Definitions 
16.03 -- The Intervention Committee, Membership and Tenure 
16.04 -- Authority and Duties 
16.05 -- Investigative Process 
16.06 -- Intervention Process 
16.07 -- Immunity from Liability 
16.08 -- Rehabilitation Process -- Probation 
16.09 -- Rules and Regulations 
16.10 – Records 

http://www.courts.mo.gov/page.jsp?id=719 
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MODEL POLICY FOR LAW FIRMS ADDRESSING 
IMPAIRMENT 

• Valuable tool for law firms addressing a lawyer’s 
substance abuse and/or mental health issues 

• Available at http://www.mobar.org/molap/model-
policy-for-law-firm.html 

• Intended to be used as a sample  

• Can be modified to suit the needs of your practice or 
firm 

• Endorsed by Missouri Bar Board of Governors in 2013, 
amended in 2019  
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NEW MISSOURI BAR RESOURCES 

Lawyers Living Well  

http://connect.mobar.org/home 

 

Coronavirus Resource Center 

https://mobar.org/site/content/Lawyer-
Resources/Coronavirus_Resource_Center_for_Lawyers.aspx?
WebsiteKey=dd54fe1d-87c8-4d7e-9547-e59fcd729541 
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Anxiety in the Legal Profession 
Anne Chambers, LCSW, Director 

Missouri Lawyers’ Assistance Program 
1-800-688-7859 

 
Lawyers frequently complain of anxiety. Stress in the legal profession is well known, including the 
adversarial nature of the court system, demanding schedules and heavy workloads. In a recent landmark 
study conducted by the ABA Commission on Lawyer Assistance Program and Hazelden Betty Ford 
Foundation, 19% of attorneys reported anxiety, mirroring its prevalence in the general population. The 
Survey of Law Student Well-Being found 14% of law students experienced anxiety.  
 
Though anxiety is the most prevalent mental health concern, it is underrecognized and undertreated. 
The most common forms of anxiety are panic, generalized anxiety, social anxiety, specific phobias, and 
separation anxiety. Anxiety is associated with greater care costs. The National Institute of Health reports 
that pain, depression and anxiety are the most common causes of years lived with disability in America.   
 
Anxiety comes in reaction to situations we perceive as hazardous. Scanning for patterns, the brain 
activates our fight or flight system when it notices a potential danger. With anxiety, the nervous system 
responds as if a threat like a lion is in the room, though the trigger may be something else, such as a 
difficult client calling in. Our risk-o-meter is working on overdrive. Unending worry is one of the cardinal 
features of anxiety; those living with it generally notice their worries are excessive but find it tough to 
shift focus elsewhere. The effects can include restlessness or unease, a sense of impending doom, 
obsessive thoughts, second guessing, feeling inadequate, mind going blank, irritability, sleep 
disturbances, fatigue, muscle tension and somatic symptoms.   
 
Relentlessly anticipating every possible problem can make it hard to focus in conversations and relish joy 
in ordinary moments. Fears something will go wrong regardless of what you decide can complicate 
decision making. Perfectionism and pessimism, prevalent traits in attorneys, may increase vulnerability. 
Trained to search for what could go wrong, attorneys tend to perceive higher stakes.  
 
Individual therapy and medication are the most effective treatments for anxiety. Cognitive behavioral 
therapy and exposure therapy are particularly helpful. Results holds up well long term, teaching skills 
that endure. Counseling can allow attorneys time to process anxious thoughts. Medications for anxiety 
are widely available and prescribed by a physician or psychiatrist. Half of those who use medications for 
anxiety report symptom reduction.  
 
Supplemental approaches to alleviate anxiety include mindfulness, exercise, social support and rest. 
Consider making exercise part of your routine. Even a short daily walk can help maintain mood and 
energy. Reach out. Those with more social connections report lower anxiety, greater well-being and 
more self-esteem. Tiredness can raise vulnerability.   
 
Beneficial for those with stressful careers, mindfulness is gaining momentum in the legal profession. It 
focuses on breathing and savoring each moment. Courses are now available at some law schools; Yale, 
UC Berkeley and University of San Francisco were some of the first to offer them. Continuously 
exercising the skill of searching for potential problems, some attorneys find it becomes a challenge to 
turn this off at will. Mindfulness can improve this. 
 



Jeena Cho, author of The Anxious Lawyer, offers practical suggestions for attorneys dealing with anxiety, 
such as:  

 Sit at your desk, close your eyes and breathe slowly.  

 Inhale and exhale slowly before opening your e-mail inbox.  

 Stop, take a breath, observe, then proceed mindfully. 

 In “3 Tools for Rewiring the Anxious Lawyer Brain,” she recommends:   
o Recognize and name the anxiety.   
o Notice thoughts triggering it.  
o Sweat it out.  

 
Here are a few more simple strategies to decompress. Some can be done anywhere, even in court.     

 Count down from 100 with your eyes closed or gaze toward the floor.  

 Breathe in slowly for 3 counts, hold for 4 counts and breathe out for 3 counts. 

 When you notice panic starting to creep in, breathe deeply, then focus on 5 objects you see, 4 
things you can feel, 3 sounds you hear, 2 scents you smell and 1 thing to taste.  

 When talking about worries doesn't offer relief, try distracting by engaging in an activity.   
 

If you recognize anxiety is taking a toll, contact the Missouri Lawyers’ Assistance Program at 1-800-
688-7859 for additional support and resources.   
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Anxiety from COVID – 19 

By Roger Whittler, LPC 

April 8, 2020 

COVID-19 is affecting us all in unique ways.  We have heard the recommendations by the Center for 

Disease Control and Prevention regarding steps we should take to protect ourselves and others.  One of 

the best ways is by staying at home and keeping distance from other people.  This action will help our 

medical, and emergency services by limiting the need for services, while slowing the spread of the virus.  

Staying at home does create challenges for us, for example: 

 If our self-esteem is measured by our contributions or the amount of work we do, we run the 

risk of feeling anxious and worthless.    

 If we have financial obligations that are threatened by decreasing levels of work, we can feel 

anxious and hopeless.   

 If we are restricted from being close to other people, we can feel anxious and lonely.   

What is anxiety provoking for one person may not be for another.  The unique thing about anxiety is the 

influence of culture.  What we become anxious about is tied to our early development and socialization.  

For some, work, finances, or loneliness do not cause anxiety, while for others it does. Culture influences 

the focus of our fears, and the ways the symptoms are expressed.   

Sure, we are all facing uncertain times, and as we observe or experience sickness and tragedy, we can 

become constantly fearful.  A few tips for managing anxiety include: 

 Monitor the amount of worry you experience.  If worry is occurring, limit the amount of time 

spent doing it, as worry is a distraction from what you are truly fearful or concerned about. 

 Speak to a trusted person about your true fears or concerns.  Verbalizing what your true feelings 

are can relieve anxiety. 

 Review your contacts in your address book or electronic database and reach out to those people 

who you frequently think of but seldom call.   

 Make a routine of exercise 3-4 days per week for at least 30 minutes – exercise reduces anxiety. 

 Develop a plan each day for what you want to accomplish – while at the same time adhering to 

safety guidelines.   

If you feel anxious and would like to talk to someone, the Missouri Lawyers’ Assistance Program is here 

to help.   

Services are free for members of the Bar, their families, and law students.  Need support?  Call the 

Missouri Lawyers’ Assistance Program at 1-800-688-7859.  
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