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Mental illness and lawyers:

Moving from stigma to solutions
Legal professionals struggling with mental
illness often do so in silence – especially in
the workplace. They fear the loss of their
jobs, their professional reputations or even
their licences. As a result, they don’t seek the
help they need – often, with catastrophic
results. In 2011, mental illness cost Canadian
business six billion dollars in lost productivity
and absenteeism. Efforts to reduce the stigma
associated with lawyers and mental illness
have the potential to limit these losses
while protecting the careers, dignity and
professional reputation of lawyers.

Mental illness affects all of us –
but lawyers face particular stigma
No business is too big or too small to escape
the impact of mental health challenges.
According to Health Canada, about 20 per
cent of the general population will suffer
from a mental illness at some time in their
lives. The other 80 per cent will be affected
after a family member, friend or colleague is
diagnosed. And yet, the recent Canadian Bar
Association Ipsos study found that
“[s]tigma surrounding suffering from or
seeking treatment for personal issues is
pervasive in the culture of the profession.”
So if we’re all touched by mental illness,
why is there such a stigma attached to it?
The word “stigma” is defined as a mark or
sign of shame, disgrace or disapproval. It also
relates to being shunned or rejected by others.
This is how many in the legal profession
dealing with a mental health issue feel. Why?
Consider the way people talk about physical
and mental illnesses. Those with a serious
physical illness are viewed with sympathy –
as troopers courageously fighting the good
fight. But those with a serious mental illness
are often viewed as weak and unreliable. In
the profession, these negative stereotypes can
result in prejudice and discrimination.
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“More than seven million Canadians will
experience mental health problems this year,
and the sad reality is that many of them will
find the stigma they face is actually worse
than the illness itself,” said Michael Pietrus,
director of the Mental Health Commission
of Canada’s anti-stigma initiative Opening
Minds, in a 2012 press release from the
Canadian Human Rights Commission.

What constitutes a mental illness?
According to Health Canada, “Mental
illnesses have a serious impact on a person’s
ability to function effectively over a long
period of time. Depending on the illness, a
person may have a serious disturbance in
thinking, mood or behaviour. They may not
be able to cope with aspects of everyday life
and may need help in regaining balance in
their lives.”
Mental illnesses can involve severe and less
severe conditions including among others,
schizophrenia, psychosis, dementia, bi-polar
disorder, depression, eating disorders,
phobias, obsessive-compulsive behaviour,
post-traumatic stress, or anxiety. Mental
illnesses require treatment, yet some people
attempt to allieviate their symptoms through
self-medication with alcohol or prescription
and non-prescription drugs. This may
temporarily provide relief, but it ultimately
compounds the problem.
Fortunately, more and more public figures –
including speed skater Clara Hughes, actress
Margot Kidder, talk show host David
Letterman and activist Margaret Trudeau –
are speaking openly about their own struggles
with mental illness. Unfortunately, many in
the legal profession still suffer in silence,
afraid they’ll be “found out” – especially in
their workplaces or by the Law Society.

The cost of mental illness
Of all the mental illnesses, depression is
the most pervasive and the most costly.
Approximately eight per cent of Canadians
– usually in their peak earning years – will
experience major depression. Worldwide,
depression is the leading cause of disability.
It’s a misunderstood condition, often
disregarded as a case of “the blues” that
people can “snap out of ” if they try hard
enough. However, depression is not just a
temporary sadness or low mood. Low moods
pass. Depression does not. It’s a feeling of
despair and hopelessness that lasts for weeks
or months or years. For those with clinical
depression, it may feel that there is no light
at the end of the tunnel.
A Conference Board of Canada report stated
that mental illnesses cost Canada about $20.7
billion in 2012 by reducing the number of
participants in the Canadian workforce. The
report looked at the costs of lost workforce
participation by Canadians suffering from the
most common mental-health conditions:
depression, bipolar disorder, social phobia,
panic disorder and agoraphobia. These
conditions alone prevented almost 452,000
Canadians from working.
Mental health challenges are medical
conditions that can be treated, often with
excellent results. But to be successfully
treated, people must first ask for help and
the stigma associated with mental illness
prevents too many from doing so.

The business case for
eliminating stigma
There is a strong business case for improving
mental health among lawyers. In the legal
profession, it has been noted that countless
Law Society complaints and civil claims
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against lawyers have their roots in a lawyer’s
mental health or addiction challenges.

A profession-wide strategy is
needed to eradicate stigma

As a result, the legal profession needs to make
the eradication of stigma associated with
mental illness a priority, not only because it’s
the right thing to do for the membership, but
because it is in service of reducing discipline
complaints and negligence claims. It also pays
off with higher productivity and increased
morale, less turnover, lower absenteeism,
lower prescription medication costs, and
reduced short-and long-term disability claims.

The necessary changes in the profession
cannot occur by themselves. Eradicating
the stigma surrounding mental illness
requires a profession-wide strategy – from
partners taking leadership roles in making
the organizational culture more conducive to
supporting mental health, to the Law Society
adopting more preventative measures such as
the recent initiation of a Member Assistance
Program (MAP), to colleagues looking out
for and respecting each other. Supervisors
play a critical role in supporting employees

and reducing stigma, and studies find that
most are well-informed about mental health
issues. Unfortunately, many feel ill-equipped
to help – 44 per cent have had no training
on how to manage employees with mental
health issues. Supervisors want, and need,
more training to bridge this gap.
The trajectory is positive but the road to eliminating the stigma of mental health challenges
in the Ontario bar is just beginning. ■
Doron Gold is staff clinician and presenter at
Homewood Human Solutions.

Your Member Assistance Program (MAP)
COUNSELLING

COACHING

SUPPORT

INFORMATION

For lawyers, judges, paralegals, law students and their families
Each of us faces challenges in life… sometimes we welcome those
challenges, like marriage, job promotion, or moving to a new location.
And sometimes we don’t, like divorce, job loss, or a serious illness.
The Member Assistance Program can help you prepare yourself to
respond to these challenges and be the best you can be.
CHOICES
MAP services are available to you 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, in a
variety of convenient ways and without needing a referral. You can
access services:
• Face-to-face
• Over the phone by calling our Client Services Centre
• Online by visiting the protected Member Area of our website
GET HELP WITH:
• Childcare, elder care
• Stress, anxiety, depression,
substance abuse
• Burnout
• Smoking cessation
• Grief and bereavement
• Career planning

•
•
•
•
•
•

Pre-retirement
Shift work
Weight and nutrition
Workplace issues
Financial planning
Relationships and life transitions

MAP is a confidential service funded by and fully independent of
the Law Society of Upper Canada and LAWPRO
Contact us 24/7
1.855.403.8922
TTY: 1.866.433.3305
International (call collect): 514.875.0720
homewoodhumansolutions.com/MSA/lawsocietyuppercanada
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PROFESSIONAL AND CONFIDENTIAL
We guarantee your confidentiality
Homewood Human SolutionsTM is a trusted Canadian company
with more than 33 years of experience providing the best possible
support to clients like you. Confidentiality is guaranteed through an
individual’s right to privacy protection and enforced within the
limits of the law. No personal identifying information whatsoever
is disclosed to the Law Society of Upper Canada.
THREE WAYS TO GET HELP
1. Online resources
Access our member website at any time for:
• E-counselling: simultaneous chat, or secure messagebased counselling
• Online library of health and wellness articles
• Elder care and child care resource locators
• E-courses to help you improve skills (wellness, workplace
effectiveness, etc.)
• Health-e multimedia centre including audio, video and
podcast resources
2. Counselling
Receive counselling support in a confidential environment to address
a wide range of issues, including: substance abuse, stress, anxiety,
burnout, depression, life transitions, and workplace conflicts. We
offer support from both credentialed counsellors and lawyer
peer volunteers.
3. Plan Smart coaching
Access information and coaching to help you manage a wide range
of life-balance, health, and career issues.
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