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Substance Abuse and Mental Health 
Issues and Lawyers 

Cathy Killian
Clinical Director 

NC Lawyer Assistance Program

Understanding Lawyers
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Quick thinkers

Skilled communicators 

YIKES!
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Public Perception of Lawyers

“A good 
lawyer 

knows the 
law…

A great 
lawyer 

knows the 
judge.”
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“If your lawyer 
is wearing a suit 
that doesn’t fit 
and talking on a 
flip phone, 
you’re going to 
jail.”
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In Reality…
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In fact…
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That leaves you…
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28% 
depression

47% 
19% 

anxiety

61% 

23% 

16%

8% 

National landmark 
ABA study conducted 

by Hazelden Betty 
Ford Foundation and 
the Wisconsin LAP, 

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.

Other mental health issues
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20.6% 36.4%

31.9%
26.1% 31.1%
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76% low rate

20.9% intermediate

3% substantial

0.1% severe

15.5% no Rx 

Weekly Use

21.6
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RTD and BFY

8.1
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Through January 2022

It Works!
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But it takes more and more…
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Changes the way we feel

Feelings aka Emotions…
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External chemicals

External chemicals

• designer/synthetic drugs
• new take on the old ones - CBD doesn’t contain THC but does have side 

effects, can interact with other meds, no proven efficacy except as anti-
seizure medication

• abuse of OTC meds can lead to addiction and OD
- DXM (Nyquil) dissociative anesthetic
- Benadryl/Sudafed/diet pills/caffeine have stimulant effects
- Imodium A-D in large doses cause opiate-like effects

• marijuana, cocaine, and hallucinogens are the most commonly abused 
illegal drugs

• pain killers, tranquilizers and stimulants are the most commonly abused Rx 
drugs

• Rx drugs kill more people than illegal drugs
• over half of ER visits involve nonmedical use of Rx drugs
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Internal Chemicals
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Drugs of abuse…
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GABA & glutamate

• glutamate (gas) it excites or stimulates a 
nerve cell to work, major role in regulating 
learning, memory, and motivation

• GABA (brake) involved in sleep, relaxation, 
anxiety regulation and muscle function

• brain tries to accommodate alcohol 
consumption by reducing GABA (letting up on 
the brake), causes a loss of the ability to 
focus, reason, and to control impulses, 
disruption in normal feelings and motivations 
related to survival by creating artificial relief, 
pleasure, contentment, relaxation, etc.

Just Can’t Say No
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Addiction Hijacks the Brain
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Redneck’s last words…
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It ain’t just a river in Egypt
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Brain Damage
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It’s a Disease!
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It’s a Disease – the good news!
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Stereotypical Alcoholic/Addict…

In Reality and in Recovery…

It’s not about amounts and 
frequencies, 
it’s about the thinking and the 
behaviors!
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What does it look like at work?
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OOPS!

Robin Williams

“Being a 
functioning 
alcoholic is kind of 
like being a 
paraplegic lap 
dancer – you can 
do it, just not as 
well as the 
others.” 
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What does it look like physically?
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What does it look like outside of work?
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What does it look like inside?
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Lawyers in particular…
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The job is the last to go, so…
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So if the job is everything, 
and then it’s gone…
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“It has always seemed that a 
fear of judgment is the mark of 

guilt and the burden of 
insecurity.”
― Criss Jami
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Justice Burley Mitchell
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“There are no 
funny lawyers 

–

just funny 
people who 

made a career 
mistake.”

~White
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How the NC LAP Can Help
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How the NC LAP Works
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Nicole Ellington

Eastern Area

919-719-9267

nicole@nclap.org

Cathy Killian

Clinical Director/West

704-910-2310

cathy@nclap.org

Points of Contact for the LAP

Robynn Moraites
Executive Director
704-892-5699
robynn@nclap.org
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