
The Lawyers Are Not Alright
Even as rhetoric about lawyers’ health and well-being has shifted, the law-practice 
environment (culture, workload, stigma) remains largely unchanged. This gap 
between words and real change sets the stage for a crucial issue: how to address the 
persistent risks faced by male attorneys specifically.

BY JULIE BONASSO

Last month, I buried my brother.
We lost him after a lifetime of suffering with 

depression and alcoholism. His story is not 
unique, but it is deeply personal. Like many 
men, he kept his pain hidden, minimizing its 
impact even at the end of his life. 

His death cracked something open in me: a 
reminder of how silence can shape a life. It made 
me think about the countless male lawyers I’ve 
spoken to in recent years who are living with 
psychological challenges or problematic drug 
and alcohol use – often alone, often unseen. 
In my work, I see an unending struggle with 
anxiety, stress, and burnout. For years, most of 
those conversations have been with women. But 
something has been shifting. I’m hearing from 
men more often now; men who are struggling 
but rarely say it out loud.

Our industry still rewards stoicism and endur-
ance over vulnerability. And yet, people like Dan 
Lukasik, a lawyer and founder of “Lawyers with 
Depression,” speak openly and courageously 
about their own struggles. His thought leadership 
reminds us how powerful it can be when someone 
finally speaks the truth about their pain.1

What I hear from my clients reflects what the 
data has long been telling us.

Then & Now — What’s Changed Since the 
ABA Well-Being Report
In August 2017, the National Task Force on 
Lawyer Well-Being released its landmark 
report, The Path to Lawyer Well-Being: Practical 
Recommendations for Positive Change (the 
Report), which followed the earlier 2016 cospon-
sored study by the American Bar Association 
and the Hazelden Betty Ford Foundation.2 The 
Report defined lawyer well-being broadly, not 
simply as the absence of illness but as the abil-
ity to “thrive” in each dimension of one’s life: 
emotional, occupational, intellectual, spiritual, 

physical, and social.3 It also documented trou-
bling baseline data: among the nearly 13,000 
lawyers surveyed in 2016, 28% reported 
symptoms of depression, 19% reported severe 
anxiety, and 11.4% had experienced suicidal 
thoughts in the previous year.4 

What Has Improved
Since publication of the Report, the conversa-
tion around lawyer well-being has gained some 
positive traction.

• Awareness of lawyer well-being has in-
creased significantly. Many jurisdictions now 
have standing committees or task forces on 
lawyer well-being.5 And some leaders are em-
phasizing that help-seeking is part of a lawyer’s 
ethical duty of competence.6

• More organizations are offering mental-
health benefits and training. For example, a 2024 
industry survey found that 71% of legal organiza-
tions offer some form of mental health coverage.7
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• In my work over the last 15 years, 
I’ve seen lawyers talking about burnout 
and stress more openly, signaling a soft-
ening of the stigma surrounding mental 
health issues (albeit slowly). 

Where We’re Falling Short
Yet progress hasn’t been evenly 
matched by change. 

• Despite more benefits, utilization 
lags, and a significant number of at-
torneys continue to delay or avoid care. 
A 2024 Bloomberg Law Report showed 
that even though benefits are present in 
many organizations, only about a quar-
ter of attorneys reported using them, 
and 62% said they regularly encounter 
colleagues whose mental-health or 
substance-use issues affect their work.8

• Substance-use issues remain stub-
born. In a 2021 multistate study pub-
lished in PLOS ONE, nearly one in three 
attorneys reported that their drinking 
had increased during the pandemic, 

with over one-half screening positive 
for hazardous or risky drinking.9 The 
Bloomberg Law Report found that 87% 
of lawyers drink alcohol – far exceeding 
national averages – and that one-quar-
ter drink above recommended limits.10 

• The practice of law is still structured 
around high billable-hour pressure, heavy 
workloads, and little protected time for 
recovery – a model that continues to 
erode both performance and well-being.11

In short, the environment (culture, 
workload, stigma) remains largely un-
changed even as the rhetoric has shifted. 
This gap between words and real change 
sets the stage for the next critical area: 
how to address the persistent risks 
faced by male attorneys specifically.

Seeing how my brother carried his 
pain alone mirrors an important trend 
in the legal world. The research increas-
ingly shows that male attorneys may be 
less likely to seek help or to speak open-
ly about emotional or substance-use 

issues, even as their rates of problem-
atic drinking remain elevated.12 This 
aligns with the norm of stoicism in law: 
avoid vulnerability, soldier on, minimize 
symptoms. Given that, it is not enough 
to offer support; we must normalize 
men using support, telling their stories, 
creating safe discussion spaces, and 
embedding structural protections 
(workload, time off) that make access 
realistic.

Where We Go from Here
The legal profession has spent the better 
part of a decade talking about well-
being. But if the data are any indication, 
awareness alone is not enough. Culture 
shapes behavior, and structure either 
reinforces or challenges it. If we want to 
change outcomes, we must address both. 

The path forward isn’t about more 
talk; it’s about shifting how we lead, 
work, and care for one another. Here are 
a few ways to begin:

WWee  aarree  pplleeaasseedd  ttoo  wweellccoommee  
RRoobbeerrtt  LLeeee,,  RRoobbeerrtt  KKiillkkeellllyy,,  
LLoorreenn  PPaauullssoonn,,  JJeeffffrreeyy  YYoouunnggeerr,,  
TThhoommaass  BBrruusshh,,  PPaauull  SScchhwwaarrzzeennbbaarrtt,,  
SSccootttt  SSeeiidd,,  RRoobbeerrtt  GGrruullkkee  aanndd  
JJeeffffrreeyy  SScchhnneeiiddeerr  ttoo  tthhee  SSttaaffffoorrdd  
tteeaamm..  

TThheeiirr  kknnoowwlleeddggee,,  eexxppeerriieennccee  
aanndd  pprrooffeessssiioonnaalliissmm  wwiillll  ffuurrtthheerr  
ssttrreennggtthheenn  tthhee  ffiirrmm  aanndd  bbeenneeffiitt  
aallll  ooff  oouurr  cclliieennttss..
    --CChhrriiss  HHuugghheess,,  MMaannaaggiinngg  PPaarrttnneerr  

Stafford Attorneys - Laura Skilton Verhoff, Jeff Younger, Robert Kilkelly, and Loren Paulson  
Daphne Webb, Chris Hughes, and Denasha Scott

wwwwww..ssttaaffffoorrddllaaww..ccoommTThheerree''ss  aa  rreeaassoonn  wwhhyy  oouurr  cclliieennttss  hhaavvee  bbeeeenn  ttuurrnniinngg  ttoo  uuss  ffoorr  oovveerr  
113355  yyeeaarrss..  LLiikkee  oouurr  cclliieennttss,,  wwee  vvaalluuee  eeffffiicciieenntt,,  oouuttccoommee  ddrriivveenn  ssoolluuttiioonnss..

On Balance.indd   38On Balance.indd   38 11/20/2025   4:42:48 PM11/20/2025   4:42:48 PM



DECEMBER 2025    39

ON BALANCE

1) Shift the tradition of stoicism. 
Experienced lawyers and bar leaders 
can model vulnerability by sharing their 
mental and emotional health stories in 
continuing legal education seminars, 
firm meetings, or bar publications. This 
signals that asking for help is not a 
weakness; it’s leadership.13 

2) Make support visible and easy to 
access. Assign well-being liaisons, circu-
late confidential resource lists regularly, 
and integrate state-run legal assistance 
programs (like WisLAP, the State Bar 
of Wisconsin’s Wisconsin Lawyers 
Assistance Program) and mental health 
resources into new-lawyer onboarding.

3) Change the structural incentives. 
Pilot “unplugged time” initiatives by 
starting with a one-week pilot for associ-
ates. This concrete step allows leaders to 
see the benefits and challenges. Revising 
evaluation metrics to reward sustainable 
practices, such as making wellness time 
billable or credited, can further reinforce 
the importance of mental health and bal-
ance in the profession.14 

4) Equip managers and supervisors. 
Require annual training for manag-
ing attorneys on recognizing distress 
and responding with psychological 
safety, including how to spot warning 

signs, make appropriate referrals, and 
create environments where openness 
is possible. This ensures that leaders 
have clarity on the essential skills their 
teams will develop and apply in their 
daily interactions.15 

5) Create space for men to speak. 
Launch confidential peer circles or affin-
ity groups specifically for male attorneys 
to talk openly about stress, depression, 
and substance use. Normalizing these 
conversations, especially among men, 
chips away at one of our most entrenched 
barriers: silence. To ensure confidential-
ity, design the groups with strict privacy 
protocols and secure, safe meeting en-
vironments. This reassures participants 
and encourages open dialogue.16 

This is where visible leadership mat-
ters. Stories like those shared by Lukasik 
remind us how powerful it can be when 
someone in a position of authority names 
what so many experience in private. 

A Different Kind of Strength
When I think about my brother, I think 
about everything he carried alone. I 
think about how familiar that quiet 
weight feels – not just in families but in 
law firms, courtrooms, and conference 
rooms. It’s a secret I hear in the voices of 

lawyers over the years, especially men, 
who are struggling beneath the surface 
while the collective rewards them for 
holding it all together.

We don’t need another awareness 
campaign. We need a community in 
which asking for help isn’t a risk, where 
strength isn’t measured by how much 
pain someone can carry but by whether 
they reach out before it’s too late. 
Progress requires accountability. This 
means tracking whether our efforts are 
working: Are more lawyers using the 
resources available to them? Are fewer 
reporting distress or burnout? What is 
the demographic breakdown of those 
utilizing the programs? Data can’t cap-
ture everything that matters, but it can 
help us see whether the changes we talk 
about are taking hold.

My brother’s story is not a lawyer’s 
story. But it could have been. And it is, in 
many ways, the story of this profession. 
If his death can leave any legacy, I hope 
it’s this: let’s break the denial, act with 
courage, and create an environment in 
which asking for help is safe and sup-
ported. Change starts with each of us. 
Will we continue honoring stoicism, or 
will we choose to build something better 
– together? WL
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