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Psychological Tools for Lawyers to Build Resilience for Prolonged 
Pandemic Stress

Welcome to this moment

Grounding Meditation 
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Topics/Objectives

1. Learn about the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on mental health 

in the legal profession

2. Cognitive strategies to combat negative thoughts

3. Introduction to breathing and meditation to calm the nervous system

4. Finding ease and satisfaction in daily living 



Mental 
health for 

lawyers prior 
to the 

pandemic

The ABA/Hazelden Betty Ford Foundation 2016 study showed 
“Substantial rates of  behavioral health problems were found, with 
20.6% screening positive for hazardous, harmful, and potentially 
alcohol-dependent drinking. Levels of  depression, anxiety, and 
stress among attorneys were significant, with 28%, 19%, and 23% 
respectively.1

A recent ALM Survey from February 2020 (legal professionals 
working inside large or relatively large corporate law firms) 
revealed even higher rates of  mental health issues among lawyers. 2

◦ 64% of  respondents reported feelings of  anxiety; 78.1% 
knew of  colleagues experiencing anxiety.

◦ 73.4% reported that work conditions were contributing 
to the respondent’s own issue(s) of  anxiety, depression, 
substance abuse, or other mental health problems.

◦ The majority of  respondents cite four workplace issues 
negatively impacting their mental well-being: always on 
call / can’t disconnect (72.0%); billable hour pressure 
(63.6%), lack of  sleep (58.6%), and client demands 
(58.8%).

◦ Two-thirds of  respondents (67.0%) report that work has 
caused their personal relationships to suffer. Nearly 
three-quarters (74.1%) acknowledge that the profession 
has had a negative effect on their mental health.

1. Krill, P.R., Johnson, R., and Albert, L., “The Prevalence of Substance Use and Other Mental Health 
Concerns Among American Attorneys,” Journal of Addiction Medicine, 10(1), 46-52 (2016).

2.  https://www.legalevolution.org/2020/06/what-needs-to-change-to-improve-mental-health-in-the-legal-
profession-171/
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Mental 
health for 
lawyers in 

the time of  
Covid-19

◦ The COVID-19 pandemic and resulting economic 
downturn have negatively affected many people’s mental 
health including lawyers .

◦ In a recent poll taken published in August of  2020, over 
half  of  (53%) of  adults in the United States reported that 
their mental health has been negatively impacted due to 
worry and stress over the virus, significantly higher than 
32% in March.

◦ Mental health burden will likely increase as the fall and 
winter months approach with higher numbers of  infections 
and uncertainty leading to greater isolation and potential 
financial distress. 

◦ A recent survey of  Australian corporate lawyers showed 
that 74 percent of  respondents said they were having 
trouble focusing on the job as a result of  shifting to remote 
work, 55 percent were having trouble sleeping, and 50 
percent were facing job uncertainty.2

1. https://www.kff.org/health-reform/issue-brief/the-implications-of-covid-19-for-mental-
health-and-substance-use/

2. https://www.afr.com/companies/professional-services/lawyers-feel-mental-health-hit-of-

covid-19-20200630-p557kj
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Stress and the worried mind 

◦ In 2005, the National Science Foundation published an article 

summarizing research on human thoughts per day. The average 

person has about 12,000 to 60,000 thoughts per day. Of  those 

thousands of  thoughts, 80% were negative, and 95% were exactly 

the same repetitive thoughts as the day before.

◦ Another 2005 study at Cornell University found that, 85% of  what 

we worry about never happens! 

Source: https://tlexinstitute.com/how-to-effortlessly-have-more-positive-thoughts/
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https://www.nsf.gov/
https://www.cornell.edu/


Stress and the nervous system 
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Automatic Negative Thoughts:  Black and 
Red ANT’s

1. All or nothing

2. Always thinking 

3. Focusing on the negative

4. Thinking with your feelings

5. Guilt beating

6. Labeling

7. Fortune Telling 

8. Mind reading

9. Blame 

Source: Daniel Amen, “Change your brain, change your life”

10



11



Easing the Worried Mind 

STOP Technique 

S-Stop just for a moment. 

Don’t react.

T-Take a breath.

O-Observe your 

experience.

P-Proceed. Move forward 

in a way that feels right. 
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2 Feet, 1 Breath 

Short mindfulness practice 
when worries increase:

◦ First feel one foot 

◦ Then the other

◦ Then take one conscious 
breath

Repeat throughout the day as a 
small reminder that you are able 
to always feel the ground 
beneath you. 
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Mindfulness and Stress
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We can use the mind

To change the brain

To change the mind for the 

better

To benefit ourselves and other 

beings

Rick Hanson, Ph.D.

“Hardwiring Happiness”



What is Mindfulness?

◦ “Paying attention in a particular way: on purpose, in the 

present moment, and nonjudgmentally“- Jon Kabat Zinn

◦ “Mindfulness consists of  cultivating awareness of  the mind 

and body and living in the here and now.”- Stahl and 

Goldstein
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What is Mindfulness Meditation?

◦ The intentional practice of  attending to the stream of  

awareness in the present moment without judgment

◦ It is usually done in a sitting posture on the floor or in a chair, 

for varying periods of  time, usually anywhere from 5 minutes 

to an hour.  However, serious practitioners may do it for much 

longer periods of  time
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Being present
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Mindfulness Practices

◦ Informal – Weaving Mindfulness throughout your day

◦ Formal- mindful breathing, body scan, walking meditation, yoga
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Introduction to Mindfulness of  
Breathing 
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Introduction to Mindfulness of     
Breathing 

Two basic instructions 

We are being aware of  the sensations right in 

this moment

We are noticing that our minds have drifted 

and we redirect ourselves back to the present 

moment 

20



Introduction to Mindfulness of  
Breathing 

Posture of  dignity and ease 

Don’t manipulate the breath 

Thinking is not sensing 

The anchor is the breath 

The wandering mind 
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Apps for Guided Meditations
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