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High rates of alcohol abuse, depression among U.S. attorneys, study says
Chicago Tribune, April 2, 2016      Alexia Elejalde-Ruiz, Contract Reporter

A large new study showing high levels of alcohol abuse, depression and anxiety among U.S. attorneys 

aims to put data behind long-standing concerns about problem drinking in the high-stress legal profession,

in hopes of propelling action.

More than a fifth of licensed, employed attorneys in the U.S. consume alcohol at levels consistent with 

problem drinking, according to the study, which was posted online this week in the Journal of Addiction 

Medicine and is scheduled to appear in the print edition mid-February.

That compares with 12 percent of a broad sample of highly educated workers across various professions, 

the study says.

"This is a mainstream problem in the legal profession," said the study's lead author, Patrick Krill, director 

of the Legal Professionals Program at the Hazelden Betty Ford Foundation, and a lawyer himself. "There 

needs to be a systemic response."

The study, co-funded by the American Bar Association and the Hazelden Betty Ford Foundation, was 

based on a sample of 12,825 U.S. attorneys who completed surveys assessing alcohol use, drug use and 

symptoms of depression, anxiety and stress.

It is the first major study in 25 years to quantify the prevalence of substance abuse among lawyers, whose 

workloads, office culture and unwillingness to seek help put them at high risk, Krill said.

"I haven't seen a professional population out there with a higher level of problem drinking," said Krill, 

who approached the ABA about doing the study in hopes of getting current and reliable data on the issue.

The study also found that 28 percent of attorneys struggle with some level of depression and 19 percent 

show symptoms of anxiety. In a prior study, published in 1990, 19 percent reported depression.

"This new research demonstrates how the pressures felt by many lawyers manifest in health risks," 

American Bar Association President Paulette Brown said in a statement, calling the findings "ground-

breaking."

The study used several measures to identify problem drinking. One measure, based on three objective 

questions that ask how much and how often someone drinks, revealed that 36 percent of respondents had 



results consistent with hazardous drinking or possible alcohol abuse or dependence. That compares to 15 

percent of physicians, a group whose substance use has been studied far more extensively, the study says.

Another measure was based on 10 questions that include subjective queries about whether drinking is 

affecting respondents' lives. Based on that measure, 21 percent of attorneys are problem drinkers.

Attorneys in the first 10 years of their careers have the highest incidence of problem drinking, reversing 

the prevailing wisdom that it gets worse the longer people are lawyers.

For Robert, a Chicago attorney at a national firm who asked that his last name not be published for fear of

professional repercussions, the study resonates personally.

Robert, 50, who has been in the profession 26 years, said he started drinking before law school but once 

he became a young lawyer it became a major part of his identity, as it was part of his firm's identity and 

his industry.

"There was a significant amount of pressure early on to fit in, and usually that is done through cocktails," 

he said. From entertaining clients to unwinding after a long day at work, there usually is a drink in hand, 

he said.

Robert said his drinking led to poor work performance, which led to depression, lying and anxiety. He 

said he was ready to kill himself. Instead, six years ago, he told family members what was happening and 

they helped him get into a recovery program. He has been sober since.

In a cutthroat industry where people are used to excelling, "there is inherent pressure on people to not 

show any weakness whatsoever," Robert said. "I want people to know that it's OK to have a problem and 

it's OK to be a human being."

To Chelsy Castro, clinical case and program manager at the Illinois Lawyers' Assistance Program, the 

data confirm what she sees every day. Though the drugs lawyers use to cope with stress have changed 

over the years, alcohol abuse has been consistent for a long time, she said.

Castro attributes the problem to the competitive nature of the job, compassion fatigue and a fear of 

damaged reputations if the word gets out that they are struggling.

"With lawyers, it is a zero-sum game all of the time: One side has to win, and one side has to lose," she 

said. "So there is a lot of pressure to be perfect."



The Lawyers' Assistance Program, a nonprofit that provides free and confidential mental health and 

addiction services for lawyers, judges and law students, is working closely with local law schools and 

some law firms to bring the issue to the forefront and remove the stigma around seeking help, Castro said.

The organization, which was founded by the Chicago and Illinois bar associations but is now run by the 

Illinois Supreme Court, helps about 300 people a year through its support groups and counseling services,

a sliver of the 90,000 attorneys in Chicago, Castro said. She said that gap is emblematic of the reluctance 

among lawyers to admit weakness.

Krill, who sees lawyers, law students and judges at Hazelden, said they don't seek help at early signs of a 

problem. And, unlike the general population of patients at Hazelden, who usually join the program when 

they start to suffer consequences in their personal lives, most of the attorneys he sees join when their 

firms have mandated they get help.

"It's a population that really prioritizes their career, and it is a career that has leverage to force them to be 

mindful of their health," he said.

While some law firms are trying to be proactive, "on the whole, they don't pay adequate attention or give 

it enough resources or adequate messaging," Krill said. He said there needs to be greater focus on health 

and seeking help, and discouragement of dysfunctional coping mechanisms at law firms, where "heavy 

drinking is 100 percent normalized."

Dan Kotin, first vice president of the Chicago Bar Association, called the findings "very disturbing."

"Frankly, the number 21 percent is alarming because that suggests that 1 out of every 5 of us is suffering 

(from alcohol abuse)," he said. "Despite the fact that it is alarming, it shouldn't be shocking."

The Chicago Bar Association has the topic "at the top of the list" and is working on setting up initiatives 

to educate lawyers on impairment, anxiety and coping mechanisms, Kotin said. It also plans to better 

market a fund, called the Wolf Fund, established years ago by a benefactor to assist lawyers in need, 

which could be used by those wishing to go to rehab or seek counseling.

Linda Albert, a social worker who serves on the ABA's Commission for Lawyer Assistance Programs and

who co-authored the study with Krill, said the messaging has to be consistent and constant to change the 

culture. Among the steps institutions can take are mandatory courses in law school on the importance of 



personal well-being, conversations about how to take alcohol out of marketing events, and comprehensive

mentoring programs for young lawyers that address the challenges of debt, kids and other personal 

struggles.

"The results seem disheartening, but really it's a call to action for all of us," Albert said.
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