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\ BALANGING ACT

Reclaim your practice,
reclaim your life

It’s no secret that many lawyers suffer from crippling anxiety
and depression. Some cope by turning to harmful behaviors

like substance abuse. Recognizing the problem is the first step
toward positive change.

G. ANDREwW H. BENJAMIN

oyou procrastinate on aregular
D basis? Feel trapped in your prac-

tice? Often remain disengaged
from your loved ones?

If you answered yes to any of these
questions, you are not alone. Many of
your colleagues do, too, and it all proba-
bly began in law school. Several empiri-
cal studies have demonstrated thatup to
40 percent of lawstudents fail to cope ef-
fectively with the demands of lawschool
and that graduation is no panacea.’

A longitudinal study of law students
and lawyers found that 32 percent of the
law students suffered from depression by
late spring of their firstyear of lawschool,
and the figure increased to 40 percent by
late spring of the third year. Further, no
statistically significant drop occurred in
the percentages two years after the stu-
dents graduated from law school.*

The rate of depression among enter-
ing law students did not differ from that
in the general population, but it grew
alarmingly as students became dispirit-
ed by the rigors and competition of the
legal education system. This bleak data
has been corroborated by methodologi-
cally rigorous studies.

Further empirical research has also
shown that the negative effects of law
school stress continue to affect many
lawyers. The dysfunctional patterns of
behavior that took root in law school
have been shown to contribute to de-
pression, alcoholism, drug abuse, and
marked hostility after graduation.!

In one study, one-third of lawyers
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from Washington State indicated they
suffered from depression.* Thisisnotan
outlier, given a 1990 Johns Hopkins
study that found that lawyers had the
highestincidence of depressionamong
104 occupational groups.® The data col-
lected on lawyers also demonstrated
“that nearly 70 percent of lawyers are
likely candidates for alcohol-related
problems at some time within the dura-
tion of theirlegal careers.™

A study that followed University of
North Carolina law students as lawyers
for 30yearssuggested that those with sig-
nificantly elevated levels of hostilitywere
more likely to have died prematurely
from cardiovascular disease.” Although
patterns of dysfunctional behavior exist
in a number of professions, lawyers suf-
fer in much greater percentages than
any other professional group, including
physicians, nurses, and teachers.’

Additional study of a nationwide long-
term random sampling of lawyers by
the American Bar Association (ABA)
showed that most lawyers—whether
they worked in private, corporate, or
government practices—felt increasing
dissatisfaction with their practices." In
1990, only 29 percent of the lawyers sur-
veyed were verysatisfied, compared with
40 percent in 1984, The dissatisfaction
prevailed throughout the profession, re-
gardless of the type of practice or the
amount of money a lawyer made.

The study found links among three
concerns: pressures of a deteriorating
work environment; increased levels of

mentaland physical distress (for example,
depression, anxiety, stress-induced physi-
calillness, interpersonal problems, alco-
hol and drug abuse, and obsessive-com-
pulsive behavior); and decreased ability
to cope with distress by using, for exam-
ple, social support, relaxation, exercise, |
or humor. These increased levels of dis-

tress and decreased coping abilities af- 3

fected the lawyers’ quality of work and §
productivity; their relationships with their
families, firms, and clients; and their lev-
el of dissatisfaction with the profession.

In another publication, the ABA re- 3§
ported that 50 percent to 75 percentof &
disciplinary actions and 60 percent of §
malpractice claims against lawyers §
stemmed from the lawyers’ stress-relat-
ed mental illness or chemical depend- ¥
ency, or both."

The downward slope _
Many researchers and commentators §
have proposed that legal education isa §
common source of the problem forboth 3
students and lawyers because conven- j
tional pedagogy poorly prepares lawyers &
for practice.” Indeed, research hasfound 3
that students began law school “quite {8
happy and healthy . . . with relatively in- §
trinsic and prosocial values,”*soitcannot §
be said that lawschool simply attracts un- §
happy, psychopathological people.™ ;
In illuminating studies, psychology j
professor Kennon Sheldon and law pro- 3
fessor Lawrence Krieger have extended §
our knowledge about how psycho- |
pathologylikely develops and affects so 3







