
7/31/2025

1

nclap.org

Brought to you by:
NC Lawyer Assistance Program
& LAP Foundation of NC, Inc.
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anxiety
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National landmark ABA 
study conducted by 
Hazelden Betty Ford 
Foundation and ABA 

CoLAP, published in the 
Journal of Addiction 

Medicine.  It is the first to 
ever bring into sharp 

focus, with hard data and 
real numbers the resulting 

impact within this 
profession.

nclap.org

20.6% 36.4%

31.9%
26.1% 31.1%

1

2

3



7/31/2025

2

nclap.org

Why Lawyers?
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Understanding Lawyers

• intelligent
• competitive
• analytical
• critical thinkers
• fixers (problem solving)
• negotiators
• perfectionist
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In Reality…

• Cognitive overload
• Adversarial system
• High demands 
• Can’t show vulnerability 
• Roller coaster workload
• Difficult clients
• Higher on the negative bias
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But wait……
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Brain Change

• Neuroplasticity: We can rewire our brains
Chemically (increase good hormones)
Structurally (change our neural pathways)
Functionally (make it easier to use certain parts of the 

brain)
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Neuroplasticity at work
Example of Neuroplasticity
• London Cab Drivers
Changing our brains requires 
time and effort.

Law firms and the State Bar are 
promoting wellness programs 
and providing resources to 
lawyers. NC’s Lawyer Assistance 
Program is one of the strongest in 
the country.
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The Happiest Researchers
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Happiness and Wellbeing
• Well-being is much more than happiness
• Martin Seligman’s Definition
• Well-being includes traditional notions of happiness in the form of 

hedonic pleasure but also includes 
 engagement (in work or personal pursuits), 
 relationships (deep connection with others), 
 meaning (belonging to and serving something bigger than yourself), and 
 accomplishment. 

• Paul Dolan (Happiness by Design)
• Happiness is a balance of pleasure and purpose.
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Defining Resilience
• George Valliant (1993) defines resilience as the “self-righting tendency” 

of the person, “both the capacity to be bent without breaking and the 
capacity,  once bent, to spring back”

• “The process of adapting well in the face of adversity, trauma, tragedy, 
threats, or even significant source of stress,  such as family and 
relationship problems, serious health problems, or workplace and 
financial stressors, it means “bouncing back” from difficult 
experiences.”  (American Psychological Association)

• Resilience is primarily defined in terms of the presence of protective 
factors (personal, social, familial and institutional safety nets) which 
enable individuals to resist life stress
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In Good News!
• Resilience is not a personality factor but a set of skills--- and skills 

can be learned.

• How we perceive a situation or event strongly influences our 
response and how it impacts us. Obstacle or opportunity?

• How we think/talk about a situation or event is a choice.  We can 
change our thoughts and language. “This is the end of my career!”  
vs. “This is a disappointing and challenging turn of events and I 
can find my way through it.”

Not a Shaming Exercise 

“None of these help, dude. 
All they do is make you feel 
like you’re also bad at 
managing your stress. It feels 
like victim blaming.”

--Anon law student
• Dealing with your stress 

should not add to it.

nclap.org

And…Not a Competition
“I woke up at 4:54, a full 5 
minutes before my alarm, so I 
ran a half marathon instead of 
my normal 10, meditated, ate 
my keto breakfast and got to the 
office 15 minutes early, pumped 
and ready to go!

How was your morning?”
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Important Disclaimers

• Not “toxic positivity” 
• Finding ways to help people stay happy & healthy in an unhappy & 

unhealthy profession.
• These practices are not a substitute for professional intervention 

or treatment
 You can’t cure cancer by quitting smoking 

• If you need help, it is not a sign that you aren’t doing well-being 
well enough.
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Mindset

• Mindsets are those beliefs we have about ourselves and the world 
around us.

• Mindsets affect our physical, mental and emotional responses to 
conditions in our environment. 

• Studies show that we can improve our physical health and well-
being by changing our mindset.
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Group A Group B

Hotel Maids
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Same or Different?

Milkshake A Milkshake B

nclap.org

nclap.org

Stress

• Kelly McGonagall, a health psychologist, gave a TED talk in 2013 
where she admitted that she had been teaching something that 
was negatively affecting people for the past 10 years…..

• https://youtu.be/RcGyVTAoXEU

19

20

21



7/31/2025

8

nclap.org

Making Stress Work

“IN STRESSFULL TIMES MAKE STRESS WORK FOR YOU” 
By Kari Leibowitz and Alia Crum
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Harvard Stress Response Study

• A Harvard stress response study found that we can flip the script on what we 
tell ourselves about our physical stress response.  

• We usually view sweaty, fast breathing, shaking as anxiety responses.  
• Harvard Social Stress Test-participants were taught that stress response was 

helpful to their performance. 
• Pounding Heart-preparing you for action
• Quick breath-getting more oxygen to your heart. 

• Typically-heart rate goes up and blood vessels constrict.  In the study the 
blood vessels did not constrict, it looked more like what the body 
experiences in times of courage. 
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Excite and Delight

• How hard is your stress 
mindset? 

• Stamp collecting or sky diving?
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“Flipping Our Lid”
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Meditation

• focus, pay attention and increase awareness
• brain stops actively processing information 
• learn to observe thoughts/feelings without 

judgement
• have to practice
• numerous types
• quality over quantity
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Mindfulness

• Find your inner observer
• Being present and fully engaged in the moment
• Keep from going where anxiety wants to take us
• Interrupts the negative assumptions and catastrophic 

predictions 
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5-4-3-2-1 Grounding
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Square Breathing
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Body Scan
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Exercise
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Exercise

• Restores the balance in the flight or fight response
• Releases neurotransmitters that enhance mood and help 

clarify thinking 
• Improves mild to moderate depression, stress, anxiety, 

ADHD, PTSD, and trauma  
• Nervous system gets “unstuck”
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Adequate Sleep
• critical to good health 
• flushes out toxins, replaces cells, 

repairs damaged tissues, restores 
energy supplies, boosts immune 
system, regulates hormone levels

• keeps neurotransmitters stocked and 
working properly 

• stable moods, clearer thinking
• sleep deprivation drains glucose in 

the prefrontal cortex, thus our ability 
to exert self-control becomes 
depleted

• activity before bed that helps mentally 
break from the day - no electronics
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Sleep Hygiene

• Get a sleep divorce
• No blue light 30 mins before bed.
• Really really don’t look at the phone.
• Go to bed around the same time each day. 
• Don’t force it
• Here comes the Sun and there it goes
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Healthy Eating
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Service to Others

• Service, relationship & self care
• Taking you out of your personal tornado
• The “Helper’s High” 
• Lower stress levels & symptoms of depression
• Increased endorphins
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Relational Connection Key
The Harvard Study of Adult Development
• Most comprehensive and longest running well-being study 

ever conducted.
• Starting in 1938, researchers followed two groups: 1) a group 

of 268 Harvard sophomores; 2) a group of 465 young men 
from one of poorest neighborhoods in Boston.

• Researchers conducted periodic interviews, took brain 
scans, did blood tests and collected information on the 
participants’ personal and professional life.

• Most significant finding was that quality relationships and the 
best predictor of happiness and longevity.
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Relational Connection Key
• Relational connection is even more important in 

times of difficulty or crisis. Isolating is the worst thing 
you can do.

• It is not the quantity of relationships that increases 
happiness. It is the quality (deep connection with 
someone you can trust and who is supportive).

• Studies show that being with close friends and family 
during difficult times can reduce stress hormone 
cortisol levels and increase happiness hormone 
oxytocin levels.
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Second Darts
• Rick Hanson, Buddha’s Brain 
• First darts are those negative events or circumstances over which 

we have little control (people die, injuries happen, etc.).
• Second darts are things we do to make the first dart worse 

(ruminate about the negative circumstance, blame others, 
exaggerate the problem, etc.).

• Process the pain of the first dart and then don’t throw second 
darts.

• Stop seeing everything as a dart (farmer story).
• Use mindfulness practice to stop the darts.
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How the NC LAP Can Help

• Educate – CLE’s, website, Sidebar, Journal articles, podcasts
• Assist – you, another lawyer
• Assess/evaluate – licensed mental health professionals
• Refer – variety of resources
• Support – individually, groups, volunteers provide peer support 

and mentoring
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How LAP Works

• Confidentiality – Rule 1.6(d) and 8.3(c) of the RPC
• Clinical Staff – Dually licensed in both mental health and 

substance use disorder
• Volunteers – A lawyer helping another lawyer
• Professionalism – A lawyer caring about another lawyer enough to 

make a referral
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Questions ?
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If you need to reach us
Nicole Ellington
LAP Counselor 
Eastern Region
919-719-9267

nicole@nclap.org

Cathy Killian
Clinical Director
Western Region
704-910-2310

cathy@nclap.org

Robynn Moraites
Executive Director

704-503-9695
robynn@nclap.org

Thank you!

Candace Hoffman
Assistant Director

919-719-9290
candace@nclap.org
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