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Introduction  

The overall purpose of this paper is to explore how developments in coaching based in positive 

psychology (the science of what makes people and institutions flourish) can be used to counteract the 

maladaptive thought and behavioral patterns cultivated in the legal profession, thereby enabling legal 

professionals to achieve greater satisfaction in their personal and professional lives. I was interested in 

learning about the role that positive psychology applications play within the legal profession because I 

wanted to understand how to address the specific struggles that lawyers face as a result of unique 

elements of their profession and how to arm law students entering the profession with a toolkit for 

addressing the challenges they will inevitably face in their future careers.  

My goal is to show that cultivating a positive and optimistic mindset; building self-awareness 

through social and emotional intelligence; refining and promoting meaningful and purposeful work and 

relationships; and clarifying impact to self and others will increase levels of resilience and help legal 

professionals take critical steps towards success and happiness in their chosen career. My desire is to 

demonstrate how executive coaching can help lawyers learn from their past successes; find work-life 

balance; dream and work toward their best possible future selves; limit perfectionist tendencies that 
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hinder courageous action; and lead to positive change in themselves and, by extension, change the culture 

of the legal industry at large.  

As I reflect on my past experience as a corporate lawyer and my own legal education, I recognize 

the chronic lack of opportunities provided for introspection and self-development. I realize now that I 

arrived at my first position as an associate at Davis Polk & Wardwell LLP, an elite global law firm, 

having little to no self-awareness and a very informal understanding of communication, psychology, 

human motivation and leadership. This lack of focus on an integral part of what makes us human leads to 

a vast amount of wasted energy, resources and opportunity – both for individuals and the organizations of 

which they are a part.  

My interest in this topic was energized by an opportunity to develop a new curriculum for 

Fordham Law School. In January 2021, I embarked on teaching a full-semester course at Fordham Law 

School entitled Positive Lawyering. The purpose of this course is to create the most successful, high-

performing, self-aware and resilient next generation of lawyers. While acknowledging the very real 

problems the profession is facing, the course focuses on the toolkit that law students can cultivate in order 

to shift their mindset towards positivity and resilience.  

This paper offers a blueprint for coaching lawyers (and law students) in light of the unique 

challenges of the legal profession. This paper begins with an overview of the literature that informed my 

thinking regarding the culture of the legal profession and the research around lawyers’ happiness and 

mental health. Also included are related concepts of appreciative inquiry and transformative learning and 

a summary of my major findings, which informed the application and implication for coaching in the 

legal industry through the new model.  

 

 



 

Copyright © 2021 Elina Teboul 

 
3 

Methodology for Research  

The methodology employed was an integrated literature review focused on the current climate 

and culture of the legal industry, and the unique attributes of legal practice that create a specific need for 

coaching. Google Scholar was used to identify sources. Keywords and phrases included “positive 

psychology for legal practice,” “coaching for legal industry,” “coaching for lawyers,” “lawyers and 

happiness,” “mindset for lawyers,” “resilience for lawyers,” “performance for lawyers” and “emotional 

intelligence for lawyers.” I also searched the American Bar Association publications using similar 

keywords. In addition, I reviewed articles on coaching in the legal profession in the popular press and 

various other legal publications (such as Law Practice Today and the ABA Journal), as well as general 

Google searches. Likewise, I relied upon the texts and academic articles identified to us through the 

Columbia Coaching Certification Program (CCCP) (as cited in this paper), as well as papers published by 

members of prior CCCP cohorts, and searched journal articles referred to within these resources. One of 

the main resources utilized is the 2017 report from the National Task Force on Lawyer Well-Being, The 

Path to Lawyer Well-Being: Practical Recommendations for Positive Change (National Task Force). I 

conducted extensive personal conversations with the key drafters of the National Task Force and was an 

active member of the committee in charge of Lawyer Well-Being Week, an extension of the efforts of the 

National Task Force.1  During Lawyer Well-Being Week, I organized a panel in collaboration with the 

International Positive Psychology Association on integrating positive psychology into the legal 

profession.  

In addition, much of the examination comes from personal research and experience, including my 

own paper for the Integrative Project as part of the M.A. program in psychology at Teachers College, 

 
1 The first annual Lawyer Well-Being Week was held May 4-8, 2020. Participating organizations included the 

National Task Force on Lawyer Well-Being, the American Bar Association (ABA) Law Practice Division and its 

Attorney Well-Being Committee, and the ABA Commission on Lawyer Assistance Program’s (CoLAP) Well-Being 

Committee.  The aim of Well-Being Week was to raise awareness and encourage action across the profession to 

improve well-being for lawyers and their support teams.  
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Columbia University, Positive Legal Organizations: Positive Psychology, Mindfulness and Coaching for 

the Legal Industry. Additional exploration has been conducted in preparation for teaching the course 

Positive Lawyering at the Fordham University School of Law.  

Review of Selected Literature 

The legal industry is plagued by mental health problems, job ambivalence and overall 

dissatisfaction (e.g., Brafford, 2014; Harper, 2013; Moliterno, 2013; Trotter, 2012; Fleming, 1997; 

Glennin, 1994; Kronman, 1993). As Anne Brafford, one of the drafters of the National Task Force 

explains, “‘My-Life-Sucks-More-Than-Yours-A-Thon’ [is a game that] plays out daily among lawyers 

[and] provides a peek into current law firm values…it is a competitive race to the bottom in which 

lawyers trade ever-worsening tales of sleep deprivation, mounting deadlines, and missed family 

vacations” (Brafford, 2014, p 7). In fact, a national survey reported by Forbes ranked lawyers as the 

unhappiest professionals in America (Smith, 2013). Lawyers have been found to be 3.6 times more likely 

to be unhappy and depressed than other professionals (Seligman, Verkuil, & Kang, 2001). 

Multiple scholars have now documented how the compensation model based on billable hours 

creates a race to the bottom in terms of culture, well-being, client service and overall industry integrity at 

law firms (Harper, 2013; Brafford, 2014). In addition, the repetitive and demanding nature of the work, 

often removed from actual client interaction, lacks a sense of meaning and purpose for many lawyers, 

particularly junior and mid-level lawyers in “BigLaw”2 and in large corporate departments of other 

organizations. When these conditions are coupled with individuals’ perfectionism and skepticism—

signature personality traits of the legal profession—these firms face a resulting existential crisis: They 

must change in order to survive. 

 

2 “BigLaw” refers to the largest 200 firms in the U.S. ranked by gross revenue in The American Lawyer, a legal 

trade publication.  

https://blogs.wsj.com/ideas-market/2011/12/05/why-do-lawyers-get-depressed/
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Based on my personal experience, I can attest to the accuracy of these worrisome claims about 

the state of legal industry. My interest in this topic was engendered during my time as an attorney at 

Davis Polk & Wardwell LLP (often ranked in the top 10 of U.S. law firms) and as in-house counsel in the 

legal department at Credit Suisse. Having witnessed the debilitating culture that hinders many lawyers, I 

was inspired to explore the ways in which executive coaching can help legal professionals—from law 

students to attorneys to entire organizations—improve and thrive. 

Over the past few years, the legal profession has increasingly embraced the practice of executive 

coaching. According to conversations with directors of professional development in many large firms, as 

well as general market research, it has become clear to me that many firms even view coaching as a 

critical part of their recruitment, retention and talent management strategies. In fact, many of the firms 

decided to bring the coaching capability in-house with internal coaches (several of whom have joined 

prior cohorts of the CCCP program). Furthermore, there are many external coaches who focus specifically 

on the legal industry. While firms have become significantly more open to coaching, a true “coaching 

culture” is still in its infancy across most of the profession. Funding for coaching remains primarily 

reserved for partners, and gaining approval for associate-level programs is difficult. In addition, coaching 

is often viewed as a remedial “fix” for underperformers, as opposed to a truly transformational experience 

for high-potential lawyers (American Bar Association, Professional Coaching for Lawyers, 2019). 

This paper suggests that coaching legal professionals in a holistic manner will tremendously 

improve attorney well-being. The definition of “well-being” is important to clarify here, as discussions of 

well-being are often separated colloquially from conversations around career and leadership development 

and accomplishments. Yet these concepts are, in fact, deeply intertwined, particularly within the legal 

industry. The final definition of “well-being” selected by the National Task Force is deeply rooted in the 

PERMATM model of positive psychology, developed at the University of Pennsylvania, and borrows from 

other highly respected models of well-being, as presented in Table 1 below. It must be recognized that 

well-being encompasses occupational pursuits, creative and intellectual endeavors, positive relationships 
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(both personal and professional) and a sense of meaning, purpose and accomplishment. For the purposes 

of the National Task Force and this paper, lawyer well-being takes a broad, whole-person approach to 

ensure that lawyers are thriving both personally and professionally.  

Table 1: Definitions of Well-Being  

DEFINITIONS OF WELL-BEING   

Author/Source Description 

National Task Force 

on Lawyer Well-Being 

https://lawyerwellbein

g.net/wp-

content/uploads/2017/

11/Lawyer-Wellbeing-

Report.pdf  

A continuous process whereby lawyers seek to thrive in each of the following areas: 

emotional health, occupational pursuits, creative or intellectual endeavors, sense of 

spirituality or greater purpose in life, physical health and social connections with others.  

 

Martin Seligman, 

Father of Positive 

Psychology: 

University of 

Pennsylvania  

https://ppc.sas.upenn.e

du/learn-more/perma-

theory-well-being-and-

perma-workshops  

There are five building blocks that enable flourishing: Positive 

Emotion, Engagement, Relationships, Meaning and Accomplishment (hence PERMA™) 

 

WholeBeing Institute  

https://wholebeinginsti

tute.com/about/spire/  

SPIRE well-being considers the whole person, encompassing spiritual, physical, 

intellectual, relational and emotional well-being.  

 

Gallup  

https://www.gallup.co

m/workplace/237020/f

ive-essential-

elements.aspx   

Five Elements: Career Well-Being (liking what you do every day); Social Well-Being 

(strong relationships and love); Financial Well-being (effective management of economic 

life); Physical Wellbeing & Community Well-being (sense of engagement with the area 

where you live) 

Merriam-

Webster Collegiate Di

ctionary (10th ed., 

1999) 

 

Well-Being: the state of being happy, healthy and prosperous  

Thriving: characterized by success or prosperity 

 

 

To enhance lawyers’ thriving, success and progress, we must first address what hinders “well-being” 

(within the more expansive definition) for the legal profession. A review of the literature suggests 

https://lawyerwellbeing.net/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/Lawyer-Wellbeing-Report.pdf
https://lawyerwellbeing.net/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/Lawyer-Wellbeing-Report.pdf
https://lawyerwellbeing.net/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/Lawyer-Wellbeing-Report.pdf
https://lawyerwellbeing.net/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/Lawyer-Wellbeing-Report.pdf
https://lawyerwellbeing.net/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/Lawyer-Wellbeing-Report.pdf
https://ppc.sas.upenn.edu/learn-more/perma-theory-well-being-and-perma-workshops
https://ppc.sas.upenn.edu/learn-more/perma-theory-well-being-and-perma-workshops
https://ppc.sas.upenn.edu/learn-more/perma-theory-well-being-and-perma-workshops
https://ppc.sas.upenn.edu/learn-more/perma-theory-well-being-and-perma-workshops
https://wholebeinginstitute.com/about/spire/
https://wholebeinginstitute.com/about/spire/
https://www.gallup.com/workplace/237020/five-essential-elements.aspx
https://www.gallup.com/workplace/237020/five-essential-elements.aspx
https://www.gallup.com/workplace/237020/five-essential-elements.aspx
https://www.gallup.com/workplace/237020/five-essential-elements.aspx
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multiple unique aspects of the profession that contribute to the problem. These can be summarized in five 

main factors: 

 1. The Negativity Bias and Pessimistic Explanatory Style 

It is a tough reality: All human brains are more likely to process and retain negative information than 

positive information. This is a result of our history as a species. If we were to survive in our pre-modern 

world, we had to remain ever-vigilant against potential threats. An early human’s reaction to a rustle in 

the leaves could mean the difference between life and death, and so, over time, our brains developed the 

“negativity bias”  (Vaish et al., 2008, p.383).  

Legal professionals unfortunately reinforce this negativity bias more than most people do. Lawyers 

are “built to critique, to second-guess, to demand accountability and assign culpability” (MacEwen, 2013, 

p. 41). Lawyers have to pay constant attention to many details that may threaten their clients, and 

“thinking like a lawyer” begins in law school. One misplaced paragraph can mean the difference between 

closing the deal or losing it to the client’s competitor. For better or for worse, the stakes are high. While 

lawyers need to notice these details, they are potentially harming their capacity for joy and positivity in 

the process (Seligman, Verkuil, & Kang, 2001). Over time, lawyers begin to feel and act pessimistic, even 

developing a “pessimistic explanatory style.” An “explanatory style” refers to the manner in which you 

habitually explain to yourself why events happen (Seligman & Schulman, 1986). According to the father 

of positive psychology Martin Seligman in his book Learned Optimism: How to Change Your Mind and 

Your Life, pessimists view bad events as pervasive, permanent and uncontrollable. Pessimistic lawyers 

may therefore believe that one bad event affects their entire life, that their condition will never improve, 

and that they are powerless to change this.  

 Scholars describe “the typical lawyer as a pessimist who is suspicious of change and resists being 

led” (Brafford, 2014, p. 16).  Moreover, lawyers tend to believe that these are qualities even necessary for 

success in their profession. In Why are The Lawyers So Unhappy, Seligman writes: 

https://scholars.law.unlv.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1591&context=nlj
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Pessimism is seen as a plus among lawyers, because seeing troubles as pervasive and permanent is 

a component of what the law profession deems prudence. A prudent perspective enables a good 

lawyer to see every conceivable snare and catastrophe that might occur in any transaction. The 

ability to anticipate the whole range of problems and betrayals that non-lawyers are blind to is 

highly adaptive for the practicing lawyer who can, by so doing, help his clients defend against 

these far-fetched eventualities. If you don’t have this prudence to begin with, law school will seek 

to teach it to you. Unfortunately, though, a trait that makes you good at your profession does not 

always make you a happy human being (Seligman, 2002). 

In order to avoid the damaging psychological effects of persistent negativity, legal professionals must 

learn how to compartmentalize, separating the pessimistic thoughts that may be appropriate in their 

professional settings from their overall worldview. To do so, coaches should help lawyers develop what 

Seligman calls “flexible optimism,” which factors in risk and allows lawyers to do their professional work 

while still allowing for positive emotions and maintaining an optimistic explanatory style (Seligman, 

2018). Positive emotions are fundamental to engagement and are part of the foundation for lawyers’ well-

being. In fact, Dr. Sonja Lyubomirsky and her colleagues conducted a meta-analysis of 225 studies 

examining positive emotions and determined that people who frequently experience positive emotions 

have higher professional performance, job satisfaction sociability and other positive behaviors 

(Lyubomirsky, King et al., 2005).  

2. Perfectionism  

Legal professionals tend to be highly ambitious and overachieving (Lukasik, 2012). These 

tendencies are exacerbated in law school and in the law firm environment and have been shown to be 

demoralizing. Research supports the view that perfectionism and being a “workaholic” are common 

inherent traits of lawyers and that lawyers’ tendencies toward perfectionism extend beyond their legal 

pursuits into nearly every area of their lives (Daicoff, 1997; Seligman, 2011). According to Brafford 

(2014), the personality traits of pleasing and achieving “result in self-destructive patterns when lawyers 

enter the competitive environments of law firms. Once there, everyone tries to please, managers throw 

everyone under the bus, and no one feels adequate” (Brafford, 2014, p.16).  
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 In The Pursuit of Perfect, renowned positive psychology expert Dr. Tal Ben-Shahar explains 

that, when rigidly applied, the propensity for perfectionism can impede happiness, because the 

perfectionist is never satisfied. The goals and high standards set by perfectionists become impossible to 

attain, so the individual inevitably “rejects the possibility of success.” Instead, Ben-Shahar suggests a 

model that offers a more balanced perspective as an alternative to perfectionism, which he calls 

“optimalism.” According to Ben-Shahar, the “optimalist” understands that “good enough” (in lieu of 

“perfect”) may be the best option, given the demands and constraints of life.   

3. Compensation and Reporting Structures  

The economic model for BigLaw has three main components: leverage (ratio of all lawyers to 

equity partners), hourly rates and billable hours (Harper, 2013; Brafford, 2014). While the specifics of the 

business model lie outside the scope of this paper, what is important to note here is that “the effect of 

firms’ reliance on the leverage-rates-billable hour business model is a continual push to drive up lawyer 

rates and billable hour requirements to produce more wealth for the equity partners—with little regard for 

the impact on the firms’ culture and people” (Brafford, 2014, p.12). The culture is entirely driven by the 

hierarchy and billable hour model. True leadership, mentoring, training or civic behavior are all 

disregarded and often not even a consideration for promotion, let alone compensation. The entire culture 

is affected by the fact that “most partners regard the long run as someone else’s problem” (Harper, 2013, 

p. 104). Activities aimed at personal and professional development without a short-term financial payoff 

are thus largely ignored.  

The detrimental effects on employees’ well-being should seem obvious. With all energies 

devoted to increasing the quantity of hours worked, attorneys experience “time famine”—not having 

enough time to meet their professional demands—like few other professionals. As the National Task 

Force stated, this time famine actually threatens the duty of care and individual competence. “Given their 

role in a public profession [lawyers] can also injure their clients by failing to provide adequate 
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representation” (Seligman, Verkuil, & Kang, 2011; Harkness, 1999; National Task Force, 2017).  After 

all, would you want your lawyer working on your most important documentation at 3:00 a.m. after having 

just completed a 12-hour marathon to meet her other deadlines? 

Furthermore, the hierarchical structure creates a lack of agency and control, particularly for junior 

lawyers. This refers to the fact that legal work is often not self-directed and that lawyers have little control 

over their job tasks and schedule (Seligman, Verkuil, & Kang, 2001; Brafford, 2014). Research shows 

that people in jobs with low decisional latitude have higher rates of depression and coronary disease, 

because workers who have high job demands concurrent with low decisional latitude are not in a 

position to be able to moderate their stress. This stress compounded over time leads to severe 

mental and physical health consequences (Kuper & Marmot, 2003, Seligman, et. al p. 11).  

I can recall from personal experience the inability to choose one’s own work, the limited 

access to client interactions, the unpredictable and unmanageable hours and the general 

psychological state of helplessness which is well documented and pervasive for attorneys. While 

this is particularly true for junior associates in Big-Law, by no means are the problems eradicated 

with seniority.   

4. Zero-sum Nature of the Legal Profession  

The adversarial nature of the legal profession also creates situations in which legal professionals 

frequently find themselves in combative states (Seligman, Verkuil, & Kang, 2001). When compared with 

other stressful jobs, such as surgery, it is important to remember that when a surgeon is trying to save a 

life, another surgeon would never be sent into the operating room to derail the surgery! In the legal 

profession, however, lawyers are consistently pitted against one another, both during courtroom 

arguments and battles for prestigious clients. 
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I was given the opportunity to serve as a guest lecturer for a seminar on negotiation skills at 

Columbia Law School in early 2020. In our class, we learned that developing social and emotional 

intelligence is a primary requirement for developing one’s skills as a negotiator. The zero-sum nature of 

the profession may be difficult to deal with, but a skilled lawyer who understands the value of preserving 

relationships may be more incentivized to find middle ground. There are, in fact, many cases that do not 

have to be zero-sum, but the lawyers simply never bothered looking into a potential compromise that 

might have benefited both sides of the case. In addition, developing social and emotional intelligence can 

help lawyers be more empathetic in the conversation. Despite the oppositional nature of the law, having a 

disagreeable disposition or antagonistic communication style is rarely helpful for lawyers, professionally 

or personally.  

5. Lack of Job Satisfaction, Meaning & Purpose 

According to the National Task Force, many lawyers show a “great ambivalence” toward their work. 

Multiple surveys from the American Bar Association (ABA) revealed that most lawyers are dissatisfied 

with their profession, would choose alternative professions if given the opportunity and are actively 

considering other job prospects (Brafford, 2014). Furthermore, the intense focus on profit maximization 

has caused “commentators [to] criticize the legal profession as having lost its soul” (Brafford, 2014 p. 25) 

and to opine that “the profession has largely disintegrated, they say, into a collection of producers of 

billable hours with no sense of duty to a higher cause” (p. 25). According to Brafford (2014, p. 25), 

various scholars:  

contend that the demoralization of the legal profession and loss of purpose beyond making money 

explains, in part, why so many lawyers are dissatisfied with their work (Schwartz & Sharpe, 

2011; Harper, 2013). Judge Patrick Schlitz (1999) (former big firm partner turned judge) 

published a scathing article that identifies big law firms’ focus on maximizing profits as a 

significant contributor to lawyer dissatisfaction. Schwartz and Sharpe (2011) suggest that lawyers 

may improve their well-being and the integrity of the profession by re-aiming their focus on the 

intrinsic values of the profession—such as providing wise counsel to their clients and protecting 

the norms of justice, fairness, and integrity on which the legal system is based. 
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It is an unfortunate reality that lawyers tend to be motivated by financial success, social comparison and 

competition. While financial freedom, supporting one’s family and making progress in one’s career are 

certainly important, the level of income for which lawyers tend to strive well exceeds the amount needed 

to meet these objectives. This does not lead to a meaningful and happy life, as shown by recent research 

conducted by Larry Krieger and Dr. Kennon Sheldon. The study of 6,000 lawyers working in a wide 

variety of legal jobs asked what elements of lawyers’ social surroundings contributed to their “subjective 

well-being.” The results showed that some of the factors that lawyers care deeply about, such as law 

school class ranking and income, had almost no correlation to their well-being. At the same time, 

autonomous motivation, intrinsic goals, connection and autonomy had extremely high correlation scores. 

In fact, the positive relationship between need-fulfillment for connection and autonomy was three times 

as large as the relationship between income and happiness (Kriger & Sheldon, 2015).  

As demonstrated by these five broad categories, the legal profession is in trouble. Lawyers need 

to develop optimism, cultivate positive relationships, find fulfillment in their work and reassess their 

values and definition of success in order to save the profession. Legal professionals need a toolkit based 

in positive psychology, mindfulness, resilience and overall mindset training.   

Related Concepts 

The executive coaching approach that I believe is best suited to the legal industry is based on a 

co-active model, integrating appreciative inquiry, transformational learning, positive psychology and 

mindfulness in order to coach lawyers on how to unlock and sustain their full potential.  

According to the University of Pennsylvania, where the field of positive psychology was developed, 

it “is the scientific study of the factors that enable individuals and communities to flourish.” It is 

described as the study of “positive subjective experiences, positive individual traits and positive 

institutions.” (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000, p. 5). Unlike traditional psychology which focuses on 

mental illness, depression, and negative thinking, positive psychology is concerned with strengths and 
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virtues – a focus which not only brings immediate positivity, but in fact long lasting well-being. 

(Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). The resulting summary of Seligman’s work on positive 

psychology is that a “meaningful life” which leads to lasting well-being requires five elements, mainly 

positive emotions, engagement, relationships, meaning & purpose and accomplishments. These five 

elements are identified by the acronym “PERMA”. (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). Additionally, 

positive psychology has now expanded beyond the individual into the field of positive organizational 

scholarship which concerns itself with the factors that create positive work experiences and thereby 

positive institutions.   

Appreciative Inquiry (AI) is an approach to organizational change that focuses on strengths rather 

than weaknesses. The premise is that there is good in every person and every organization, and by 

focusing on that “good,” you can engage and inspire a workforce, customers and other stakeholders in the 

future of the business; discover and expand upon business strengths and strategic advantages; and balance 

financial returns with contributions to society. (Hart, 2008; Biswas-Diener, R. & Dean, B. (2007) 

AI is based in positive psychology. Instead of traditional psychology or organizational situation 

analysis, AI looks takes a “glass half-full approach” to see what is working and what is good. Positive 

psychology and the AI model can be used to identify what is working in legal organizations, what are the 

strengths of each of the lawyers, what are their values, their dreams and how could they live with greater 

purpose. (Biswas-Diener, R. & Dean, B. (2007). Together, appreciate inquiry and positive psychology 

ask, “how can lawyers and legal organizations succeed”?  

According to Cooperrider and Whitney (2005), “the principles and practices of AI suggest the 

idea that collective strengths do more than perform - they transform.” By focusing on a shared positive 

image, any organization, even a law firm, can begin the change process. Hart (2008) states that “this 

image originates from the aggregate of the experiences shared among participants that capture peak 

moments, life giving experiences, and stories of personal and organizational excellence” (Hart, p. 635 ).  
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Currently, AI is not being applied to the legal industry. However, given the pervasiveness of 

negativity in the legal profession, as discussed above, AI could be immensely useful. The language 

around the lawyer well-being movement is constantly framed around burnout, greed, mental health 

problems and stress. The suggested model outlined below would instead focus on the positive aspects of 

the law, enabling lawyers to reclaim their power and identities and to flourish.   

Legal organizations, like any other, are comprised of individuals with rich stories, strengths and 

achievements. Through a positive approach to inquiry, individual learning and positive change can affect 

how the legal organization sees itself and its capacity to build a positive identity, one lawyer at a time. It 

is impossible for any individual to thrive in a toxic culture, which is why the CCCP curriculum looks at 

context in addition to content, before seeking to focus on conduct. Therefore, in order for lawyers to 

thrive, the existing leadership within each legal organization—and the entire legal industry that forces 

each individual firm to conform to certain expectations set by clients—must shift. 

Transformative Learning is an adult learning theory. The premise is that adults learn by a shift in 

perspective and forming new meanings about their selves and their worlds through critical reflection. 

(Hart, 2008) As previously discussed, unlike many other graduate studies, law school education does not 

offer an opportunity to examine oneself, and continued emphasis on hard skills throughout legal practice 

continues to disregard personal growth. Critical self-reflection is an important part of learning and 

leadership development (CCCP). This is perhaps why leaders of legal organizations are often criticized 

for their inability to manage and lead teams, having been promoted to these leadership positions solely as 

a result of mastering specific legal tasks (Brafford, 2014). If we can transform legal leaders on an 

individual basis, there will be a “coaching ripple” effect through the entire organization (O’Connor, 

2013). These transformational leaders are what author Liz Wiseman (2010) calls “multipliers” in her book 

Multipliers: How the Best Leaders Make Everyone Smarter. Multipliers are inspiring transformational 

leaders who serve as role models, articulate appealing and inspiring futures, foster creative thinking and 

use coaching styles to develop their teams.  
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While the study of AI and Transformative Learning is significantly more complex than addressed 

here, these concepts, together with positive psychology, are the basis for the coaching approach that I 

argue will be the most useful for the legal industry.   

Summary of Major Findings  

• The Legal Profession is Experiencing Unique and Devastating Challenges.  The legal 

industry is plagued by mental health problems, job ambivalence and overall dissatisfaction. 

Multiple scholars have now documented how the compensation model based on billable hours, 

combined with the zero-sum nature of the profession and the high levels of pessimism, 

perfectionism and competition, create a race to the bottom in terms of culture, well-being, client 

service and overall industry integrity at law firms.  

• Positive Psychology Principles Can Counteract Lawyer Challenges. Positive psychology 

applications focused on positivity and optimism; engagement; positive relationships; cultivating 

meaning and purpose; and a positive relationship with accomplishments can counteract the 

structural problems causing dissatisfaction within the legal profession.  

• Transformational Coaching Through an Appreciate Inquiry Approach. While coaching 

generally has gained popularity across the legal profession, coaching is still often viewed as a 

remedial “fix” for underperformers, as opposed to a truly transformational experience for high-

potential lawyers. To counteract the unique challenges of the profession, a deeper process of 

transforming perspectives through a focus on the positive can help lawyers thrive.    

Application and Implication for Coaching Practice 

In today’s fast-changing workplace, soft skills are not a luxury, but a necessity. Lawyers need 

these skills to manage uncertainty, foster innovation and ensure lasting organizational success. Executive 

coaching encourages and guarantees a culture of self-awareness and collaboration. This way, we are 
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taking definitive strides toward helping lawyers bring their best selves to work everyday. Through 

executive coaching, lawyers can improve their mental agility and performance, manage their stress more 

effectively and live better lives—both personally and professionally. 

In order to address the unique challenges of legal practice and provide a coaching experience 

based in positive psychology, appreciative inquiry and transformational coaching, I have redesigned the 

CCCP coaching process diagram with a process targeted at legal professionals.  

The Legal Professional Coaching Process has three pillars: Mindset, Meaning & Impact  

 

1. Mindset: Cultivate Flexible Optimism, Promote Courage and Possibility, Build Capacity for 

Self-Awareness and Management. 

The first step of the coaching model is to evaluate the client’s mindset – meaning the client’s 

assumptions about learning, emotions, behavior, and change. While mindset and worldview have 

broad assumptions and consequences, given the aforementioned problems associated with lawyers’ 
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specific and systems issues, particular attention must be paid to (1) cultivating flexible optimism; (2) 

promoting possibility & courage thinking and (3) providing opportunities for self-awareness and 

instilling capacity for self-management.  

Connection with Columbia Coaching Program (CCCP) 

The Columbia Coaching Certification Program (CCCP) is based on three coaching foundations – 

Principles, Competencies and Process. Evaluation of the client’s mindset falls within the first phase of 

the CCCP “Process” - specifically evaluating the client’s “Context”.  The CCCP “Context” requires 

paying attention to three important steps – “Entering & Contracting”, “Developmental Frames”, and 

“Situation Analysis”. Entry & Contracting and Situation Analysis is equally present in all coaching 

engagements regardless of the client’s specific circumstances or field of practice, as that is how the 

coaching arrangement initiates and how the coach delves deeper into the client’s specific topic. 

However, the “Developmental Frames” portion of the CCCP process is of particular importance while 

working with lawyers. The CCCP framework of developmental frames refers to three behaviors being 

(1) “clarifying client’s relationship (identity/concept) to self and to others; (2) determining emotional 

and social capacities (strengths & limitations; and (3) building the client’s capability for growth and 

change. 

During the “Mindset” phase of the legal professionals coaching model, clients are asked to dig 

deep into their limiting beliefs, acknowledge that their actions are responses to those limiting beliefs 

and the emotions they cause, and learn to be intentional about how they live their life. Hence, in order 

to “build the client’s capability for growth and change” we must first address their pessimistic 

mindset, their fear of failure & perfectionism and build their social and emotional capacities. We do 

so through the three suggested applications below:  

 



 

Copyright © 2021 Elina Teboul 

 
18 

A. Cultivate Flexible Optimism 

The Legal Professional Coaching Model begins with the coach working to reframe the coaching 

client’s cognitive bias and explanatory style. As discussed above, the research is irrefutable in that 

lawyers must learn to be optimistic in their personal lives (while still maintaining the adaptative 

pessimism required of their profession).  In the coaching context, a “disputing technique” can be used 

with clients. If the coaching client experiences an adversity, such as a senior partner displaying discontent 

with a particular work product, often the client may catastrophize and determine that the consequences are 

inevitable, such as a lack of promotion opportunity. A coach can help the client dispute these limiting 

beliefs and help the client see other possibilities and opportunities. This can help the client cultivate 

resilience by building their internal resources and developing the ability to see negative events as external 

(as opposed to being one’s own fault), specific to the single situation (as opposed to pervasive throughout 

one’s entire life) and changing (as opposed to permanent). 

Likewise, the job of a coach with a client suffering from the negativity bias is to help them “rewire” 

their brain for positivity: to see the good in life. Neuroplasticity refers to the brain’s ability to create new 

neural pathways, and research on neuroplasticity has shown that our day-to-day behaviors can have 

measurable effects on brain structure and function  (Hellerstein, 2011). The “three good things” exercise 

is a quintessential positive psychology exercise that can be employed here. This exercise entails writing 

down three things that went well each day and reflecting on these things at the end of the day. Multiple 

studies in which participants were asked to write down three good things that happened to them each day 

for a period of time showed promising results for increasing levels of well-being (Seligman, 2002). 

Coaches should ask their clients to reflect on why each good thing happened. The rationale here is simply 

that people may not be especially mindful about good events, even when they count them. Accordingly, 

asking clients for an explanation leads to “deeper” thought so the client does not miss the potential 

benefits of conscious gratitude. When these types of exercises are done consistently, the client’s brain 
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actually “re-wires for the positive.” In this way, teaching lawyer clients positivity practices 

counterbalances their negativity bias. 

B. Promote Courage and Possibility  

Perfectionism has been associated with a fear of failure and can lead to an inability to take action 

or diverge from commonly established ways of doing things. In fact, some scholars point out that 

lawyers’ “rigid intolerance for failure is so extreme and ultimately perverse that it disables [them] from 

being capable of sound decision-making” (MacEwen, 2013 p. 43). The role of the coach is to unpack 

these limiting and perfectionist beliefs and to help lawyers stop catastrophizing. If they can let go of the 

perfectionist tendencies and focus attention on taking a new perspective, they will be able to expand their 

worldview and transform their perceptions and reframe their level of understanding (consistent with the 

Developmental Frames model of 3CP).  

As discussed above, coaches should help the clients shift from perfectionism to “optimalism.” 

Coaches should help their clients understand when good is simply good enough. Coaches could help 

clients remove perfectionist tendencies through self-compassion work. For instance, an exercise could 

involve asking the client to share their perceived inadequacies; what they dislike about themselves or their 

work; or the factors that make them feel ashamed, unworthy or self-conscious. The client can then be 

asked to imagine someone who is unconditionally loving, accepting and supportive: someone who sees 

his or her strengths and opportunities for growth. By imagining the perspective of this person and how 

this person encourages and supports, your client can take steps toward change in a compassionate and 

nonjudgmental manner. When lawyers learn the skills of self-compassion, they will be able to live and 

work courageously, since fear of failure is driven by the inner critic, and the best way to quiet the inner 

critic is through self-compassion.  
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C. Build Capacity for Self-Awareness and Management 

As Ronda Muir points out in Beyond Smart: Lawyering with Emotional Intelligence, studies show 

that lawyers score above-average in intelligence but below-average in social and emotional intelligence. 

This can be traced to the fundamentals of legal education where lawyers are taught to “think like a 

lawyer” and be skeptical of emotions, instead adhering to the “rational man” standard. As Linda Parsons 

noted in her 2014 research paper for CCCP, when lawyers are engaged in the coaching relationship, “they 

are not trained to develop answers ‘from inside’ but, rather, are external fact collectors. Asking lawyers to 

‘look for an answer inside themselves’ is unfamiliar territory.” Lawyering with emotional intelligence 

requires the client to have an awareness of his/her emotions and be able to tap into and manage those 

emotions. In addition, social awareness requires the client to tap into the emotions of others and 

effectively manage the relationship by exhibiting empathy and other skills. As Daniel Goleman points out 

in Social Intelligence: The Revolutionary New Science of Human Relationships, while we often conflate 

these concepts, each has its own unique competencies that must be trained, as set forth in the chart below.    

Table 2: Social and Emotional Intelligence Competencies  

Emotional Intelligence Social Intelligence 

Self-Awareness → What we sense about ourselves  Social Awareness → what we sense about others 

- Primal Empathy, Empathetic Accuracy, Listening, 

Social Cognition  

Self-Management  Social Facility (Relationship Management)  

- Synchrony, Self-presentation, influence, Concern  

While coaching lawyers, coaches should help clients to expand their awareness and build their 

emotional vocabulary with a focus on the competencies noted in the chart above. Coaches can do so 

through resources, such as assessments to help clients become more aware of their strengths (e.g., the 
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VIA Character Strengths Survey), their learning styles (e.g., the Kolb Learning Style Inventory), their 

listening styles (e.g., the Personal Listening Profile) and their thinking style (e.g., the Neethling Brain 

Instrument).  

2. Meaning: Sense of Significance, Sense of Control, Identity  

Just as the first phase of the model aligns with the CCCP initial phase of “Context”, the second phase 

of the coaching legal professionals model aligns with the second phase of the CCCP model – “Content”. 

Similar to “Context”, “Content” has three  behaviors, which are (1) “Feedback”; (2) “Exploring Options” 

and (3) “Planning”. The CCCP program describes the objective of this phase as “alignment – learning for 

knowledge”. In this step, clients begin to look at observational feedback, they explore the payoffs and 

unintended consequences of their options, they imagine their possible futures, and create a plan with 

priorities, goals and critical success factors to work towards those possible futures.  

Similarly, during the “Meaning” phase of the coaching legal professionals’ model, lawyers begin to 

look at the feedback they derive from their work. Do they have a sense of significance, meaning are they 

intrinsically motivated and thus producing at a top level? If not, they devise a plan to create a sense of 

significance through “job crafting” – where they create an action plan with respect to the tasks, 

relationships and cognitive significance of their role. They further this week by devising strategic plans to 

get more control back into their work and professional lives. Lastly, in this phase they identify their 

values (which aligns with the Developmental Frames phase discussed above), and then create goals and a 

plan to live and work in line with these values.  

A. Sense of Significance  

Developing significance is about having a sense of meaning: the M in the positive psychology 

PERMATM model. It is about recognizing a purpose greater than ourselves and how we can impart this 

calling to others. As Daniel Pink states in Drive, his book explaining intrinsic versus extrinsic motivation, 



 

Copyright © 2021 Elina Teboul 

 
22 

management is “finally realizing that we’re full-fledged human beings, not single-minded economic-

robots,” and he argues that the general workforce is looking for “purpose maximizing” work.  

As the National Task Force found, lawyers tend to be “ambivalent” about their work. This can 

lead to disengagement and apathy. To counteract this lack of meaning and purpose, coaches can help their 

clients re-write the narrative of their work through a job crafting exercise developed at the Yale School of 

Management, as outlined below.  

Any job—from entry-level to the C-suite—can have purpose. It all depends on how you view that 

job. But what happens when we’re stuck in a job that doesn’t feel satisfying or fulfilling? What happens 

when we can’t see the purpose beyond our daily tasks, as many lawyers struggle to do? First, clients 

should put aside what their job description says on paper, and instead, think about the way they exist in 

their roles. What are their personal strengths and weaknesses? What is the most fulfilling and enjoyable 

part of their job? Which aspects do they like the least? By answering these questions, they will be making 

strides toward an important activity known as “job crafting.” 

Job crafting can empower lawyers to rethink and redesign their own jobs in ways that better suit 

their personal strengths and passions in order to foster better performance, engagement and satisfaction. 

Instead of a top-down approach in which managers dictate job descriptions for their employees, job 

crafting calls for a bottom-up approach that inspires people to take control of their professional lives. 

Most commonly associated with the research of Amy Wrzesniewski, a professor at the Yale 

School of Management, job crafting can be broken down into three different forms: task crafting, 

relational crafting and cognitive crafting. Task crafting involves changing the activities involved in our 

day-to-day jobs to better reflect our strengths, such as taking on more or fewer tasks or rethinking the way 

we perform tasks. (For example, a lawyer whose greatest strength is her creativity may dedicate more 

time to crafting contrarian arguments to support her position.) Relational crafting is about changing the 

nature of our interactions with other people. (For example, an extroverted senior lawyer may wish to 
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mentor new team members or interns.)  In addition, such practices also help lawyers combat the problem 

of low decisional latitude by taking control of their life and their work. 

Finally, cognitive crafting calls upon us to change the way we think about our tasks, relationships 

or overall job. It’s cognitive crafting that allows us to reframe the narrative surrounding our careers and 

find the purpose that fuels our daily actions. Cognitive crafting teaches us that the stories we tell ourselves 

about our jobs are just as important as the jobs themselves. It’s the perception that matters. 

Studies often distinguish between work as a job, a career and a calling. A “job” is defined in basic 

economic terms. It feels like a chore that you only do in order to receive an income. A “career” focuses 

more on climbing the ladder of achievement. You gain skills, influence and prestige as you progress. But 

a “calling” operates on a moral level, as well. Your calling is a passion. It forms part of who you are as a 

person. It’s work that has inherent meaning and value for you, rather than just an opportunity to profit or 

get promoted. It is these callings that promise the greatest sense of purpose and personal happiness. 

Coaches can help lawyers write personal mission and value statements to ascertain their sense of meaning 

and purpose.  

To offer a personal example, I did not see the greater purpose in my work as an investment 

management associate at Davis Polk & Wardwell LLP. My “job” enabled me to have financial stability, 

and my “career” gave me a sense of professional accomplishment. However, it wasn’t until I realized that 

the investment vehicles I was helping to create actually offered teachers, firefighters and healthcare 

workers an opportunity to augment their retirement savings that I was finally able to see my role as a 

purposeful “calling.”  

Many lawyers live in a perpetual state of thinking that they will be happier when they “kiss the 

ring,” (the words of a former client, a senior associate in BigLaw) and they are truly not enjoying the 

journey. Even if the ultimate goal is achieved, living in this way means that many lawyers are not leading 

the most meaningful life possible. When lawyers are so focused on getting ahead that they have accepted 
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such oppressive levels of stress and anxiety as normal, it is likely a sign that they are living “off purpose.” 

If we can help them see their significance and live on purpose, their life and their work will be meaningful 

and rich.  

B. Sense of Control   

Many studies show that when people’s needs are met and they are autonomously motivated, their 

job performance and well-being surge. For lawyers, as other professionals, this would mean higher 

engagement, job and life satisfaction and reduced burnout. As discussed above, many lawyers lack a 

sense of autonomy and control in their work. Lawyers need autonomy and discretion concerning 

scheduling, decision-making and work methods. While this often rests in the hands of senior leadership, 

coaches should work with clients to articulate their needs and find creative solutions to this problem.  

An example of a useful exercise to help clients feel in control of their own lives is the “spheres of 

influence” exercise. First, clients should be asked to consider all the things that are contributing to their 

feeling of overwhelm and then compartmentalize these items into three buckets: (1) where they have 

complete control and are able to resolve the issue without others; (2) where they have partial control or 

can influence the outcome through actions/behaviors; and (3) where the situation is completely outside of 

their control or influence. As an example, lawyers often feel like they have no autonomy over their 

schedule. Being honest about situations where they can control their perfectionist tendencies to get the 

work done faster; become better managers and delegators; or have an honest communication with a client 

about real deadlines can help bring control. Lawyers should unpack their limiting beliefs and fears about 

the particular situation.  

C. Identity  

Beyond social and emotional intelligence, lawyers often do not have a great understanding about 

who they are beyond their professional expertise. What are their long-term goals and passions? What are 
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their values? Many lawyers are hyper-achievers and see their entire self-worth as tied to their professional 

performance. If they are not lawyers, who are they? The job of the coach is to help the lawyer client have 

a sense of meaning and identity.  

An exercise to help establish a sense of self and identity is an exploration of values. A study by 

Kennon Sheldon and Larry Krieger found that, over the course of the first year in law school, students 

experience a shift from intrinsic values to extrinsic values, as well as a shift in their motivation for 

becoming lawyers from internal purposes, such as interest and meaning, to external drivers, such as 

financial gain, recognition and the desire to impress others (Lawrence S. Krieger & Kennon M. Sheldon, 

2004).  Moreover, this shift is accompanied by—and correlates with—their decline in well-being over the 

same period (Lawrence S. Krieger & Kennon M. Sheldon, 2015).   

It follows that if we wish to help our clients reach their highest personal and professional 

potential, we should encourage them to resist the pull toward the “institutional glide path” that measures 

success by superficial metrics, and instead help them forge a path that aligns with their personal values 

and the intrinsic motivations that inspired them to become lawyers in the first place. A values discovery 

exercise is designed to help lawyers reconnect with their core values and identify discrete action steps that 

they can take to achieve greater alignment with these values in their careers and day-to-day lives. 

Since values are not often a topic of conversation for lawyers (many law firms don’t even list the 

company values on their websites), it is important to help clients understand what “values” are and how 

they differ from other constructs such as strengths, goals or personality traits.  It is also important to 

explain that values are not about moral or ethical behavior and that lawyers need not strive for “virtuous” 

values.  You are not asking them to commit to a lifetime of service or non-profit work.  Nor are there any 

“right” or “wrong” answers.  Finally, it is essential to emphasize that what others have proclaimed as 

noble values are not necessarily those that are—or should be—authentic to them.  Assuming values 

imposed through extrinsic sources only creates dissonance and tension.  The goal is not to adopt values 
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that others find admirable, but rather to identify those that are true to yourself, and then to devise ways to 

live in better alignment with them.  

A values discovery exercise asks clients to identify five values that resonate most with them—the 

ones they deem most central to their sense of self.  They might find it helpful to ask themselves questions 

such as:  What’s most important to me in life?  What’s my life’s purpose?  What must I have to 

experience true fulfillment? These values need to be organized, prioritized and defined, and a clear 

explanation of why this value was chosen needs to be articulated. Next, lawyers should assess how well 

they are currently living in alignment with these values and, together with their coaches, create new goals 

and strategies to live in greater alignment with these values going forward. 

Coaches should encourage lawyers to use their lists as a guide when they are inevitably called 

upon to make countless decisions about what to do with their time throughout their legal careers.  Suggest 

that they make a point to check in with themselves regularly to consider whether the choices they are 

making and the activities in which they’re engaging are concordant with their values.  If not, urge them to 

consider whether they can find ways to spend more time and energy on activities that further their values, 

and less time on the experiences that conflict with them.  To be sure, this is no easy task.  But it is 

important to remind clients that if their values are not being honored, any short-term “success” will not 

bring the long-term satisfaction they so desire. 

3. Impact: Impact For Self, Impact for Others, Impact for the Legal Profession   

The impact that this coaching model is striving for is increased happiness and engagement among 

lawyers, empowering them to cultivate positive relationships and produce a healthy and thriving legal 

profession. There is no single agreed-upon definition of engagement, but it is the subject of an extensive 

body of research. While this body of research is beyond the scope of this paper, some factors that are 

frequently cited when measuring employees’ engagement is job satisfaction; a purpose or mission that 

imbues work with importance; opportunities to use strengths and to learn, grow and develop; close 

friendships; recognition; and being in the flow (i.e., losing yourself in your work) (See, e.g.: Gallup’s Q12 
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and the Ultrecht Work Engagement Scale). The truth is that when we are energetic, enthusiastic and 

happily absorbed in our work, we succeed at the highest levels. Research shows that engagement as 

measured by the Ultrecht Work Engagement Scale is linked to performance, productivity, retention, 

customer service, satisfaction, loyalty and profitability (Brafford, 2017; Jeve et al., 2015; Reijseger et al, 

2016). This is why individual impact leads to impact for others and has ripple effects across the 

profession. Energy and enthusiasm come from great culture and great colleagues, so any improvements 

for an individual help to inspire the entire organization.  

Hence, the third component of this model is using one’s newly defined identity to create real 

change for yourself, your relationships and the entire legal industry. This action-oriented phase aligns 

with the third phase of the CCCP process – “Conduct”. In conduct, the intended outcome as defined by 

CCCP is performance – learning from experience. This is where the client experiments and pilots action, 

creates opportunities for growth, self-appraisal and renewal and follows up on commitments. For the legal 

professional, the conduct phase finally letting go of limiting beliefs by embracing a positive future, 

investing in their relationships and social intelligence and using their new mindset and skills to change the 

entire culture of their organization, and by extension the legal industry as a whole. While the Phase I 

Developmental Frames work is constantly energizing this work, Phase III is really about taking action. It 

is about committing to leadership practices that inspire and empower others and creating a happy, 

engaged, productive and “successful” legal industry.  

A. Impact for Self  

The coaching relationship always begins with understanding the “gap”: where is our client today, 

and where does he or she wish to be in the future. Our job, as the coach, is to act as the vehicle for getting 

the client to their best self, a place where they have achieved “success.” However, what happens when our 

client’s definition of success is so narrowly defined? To illustrate this point, I offer the example of a 

former coaching client, a high-potential senior associate on her way to making partner. She articulated 
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success as “kissing the ring” (which means, in her case, making partner). While she referred to the “cycle 

of misery” that would be required to reach this lofty goal, as well as her uncertainty about staying at the 

firm even if she did earn this trophy, she nonetheless clung to the vision.  

While advancing in one’s career is certainly important, when the only measurement of success is 

driven by entirely extrinsic motivations, well-being inevitably gets put on the backburner. Coaches should 

help their clients redefine “success” as a place where they are engaged, happy, healthy and thriving. As an 

example of how coaches can work with clients to identify what success truly looks and feels like, asking 

clients to visualize their “Best Possible Self” is a helpful tool. The “Best Possible Self” exercise requires 

people to envision themselves in an imaginary future in which everything has turned out in the most 

optimal way. While this exercise can be used to change mindset and increase positive emotions and 

optimism, which we already discussed as necessary components of the lawyer coaching model, the 

exercise goes further to also increase optimism in terms of expecting favorable outcomes for one’s overall 

life (King, 2001; Peters et al., 2010; Sheldon & Lyubomirsky, 2006). Thinking and writing about the 

possibilities often generates images of realistic opportunities that can become action plans for 

development. 

When asking lawyers to imagine their Best Possible Self, it is important to ask clients to be 

realistic. I’ve personally experienced outcomes where asking unhappy lawyers to picture their best 

possible selves caused feelings of disappointment due to the large gap. After the exercise, the coach 

should take the time to plan steps with the client to help him or her move towards his or her best possible 

self in a way that is consistent with the expectations of the profession.  

Lawyers should let go of the limiting beliefs that personal well-being and professional success are 

incompatible. In fact, research shows that optimistic, positive and resilient people not only enjoy a better 

work-life balance and greater overall well-being and happiness, but they also experience enhanced work 

productivity and are more successful.   
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In addition, focusing on positive impact for self helps avoid burnout, which is highly prevalent in 

the legal profession. Burnout is a response to chronic stress and exhaustion that can lead to depression, 

substance abuse and even suicidal tendencies.  

B. Impact for Others: Cultivate Positive Relationships  

Positive psychology scholars have identified that relationships and social connections are crucial 

to meaningful lives – identifying this concept as the “R” in the PERMATM model. Our biology and history 

as a species support that we are social animals who are hard-wired to bond and depend on each other. We 

thrive on positive personal and professional connections. In fact, organizational psychology scholarship 

has found that one of the biggest predictions of our well-being at work is our relationship with our 

colleagues. It is no surprise that one of the pivotal questions of Gallup’s employee engagement survey 

asks whether respondents “have a best friend at work.” A large body of research has found that having a 

friend at work significantly increases our well-being and productivity. As Harvard Business School 

Professor Teresa Amabile points out, having a “positive inner work life” makes employees more 

productive and creative, “and one of the things that contributes to positive inner work life is a sense of 

camaraderie with teammates and close co-workers – a sense of bonding and mutual trust” (Ibrahim, 

2018).  

Coaches can help lawyers develop positive relationships through social intelligence and 

communication training. In The Good Lawyer, Douglas Linder and Nancy Levit offer a checklist of 

suggestions for lawyers to improve their social/emotional intelligence. In fact, Linder & Levit recommend 

that each lawyer “[t]hink of yourself as a coach as well as a provider of legal services. Recognize that part 

of your job is to move clients toward more positive emotions.” For instance, lawyers should be able to 

learn to give their colleagues and clients their full attention without multitasking.  In a culture where the 

expectation is to reply to emails within 20 minutes, coaches can help work with their clients on creative 

solutions to avoid interruptions and external distractions, such as checking email. Coaches could help 
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their lawyer clients practice active listening and paying close attention to others’ body language, tone of 

voice and facial expressions. Coaches may direct clients to study micro expressions through the Paul 

Ekman Institute as a way to learn the meanings of such non-verbal cues (i.e., develop their primal 

empathy). Utilizing coaching skills such as deep listening and presence will help lawyers to develop 

better personal and professional relationships. Coaches should also help their clients see the value in 

investing in these relationships for their own well-being.  

C. Impact for the profession  

Historically, law firm culture has focused exclusively on profitability. This has created a vast 

majority of the aforementioned problems. Coaching can help lawyers, and their entire organizations, 

realize that the alleged dichotomy between financial success and personal well-being is actually a false 

one. In fact, happy, healthy and purpose-driven lawyers are the most successful and resilient at work.  

The legal industry is plagued with retention problems due to the low satisfaction of its people. 

The high turnover rate ultimately wastes resources, both financially and physically.  Furthermore, as 

Anne Brafford points out, “the spiritual cost of soul-sucking firm cultures is impossible to estimate in 

dollars” (Brafford, 2017). Coaching can affect the culture of the legal profession to create a more 

cohesive and collegial environment. While helping an individual reframe his or her worldview, find 

meaning in his or her work and cultivate self-awareness is important work for coaches, ignoring the 

context and culture within which these lawyers live and work will leave little impact. How can an 

individual be expected to successfully execute on her plans, and grow as a result, if she is hindered at 

every step? Coaching attorneys with an eye toward broad change—particularly those in senior leadership 

positions who are able to implement firm-wide changes, as well as junior and rising associates who will 

be the future of the profession—is critical. Coaches can help their lawyer clients realize that, in addition 

to a focus on the bottom line, they should consider their teams, organizations and broader legal industry 
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when making decisions. Coaches can help to create transformational leaders that have a “multiplier” 

effect, inspiring and encouraging the rest of the profession toward positivity, resilience and success.  

Conclusions 

 This paper examined the unique challenges that currently pose an existential threat to the legal 

industry. The legal compensation model that encourages lawyers to consistently increase the number of 

billable hours they work, combined with the inherently adversarial nature of the law and the potentially 

damaging qualities of pessimism and perfectionism that are fostered within lawyers from the very 

beginning of their careers, has created a culture that does not prioritize personal well-being. As a result, 

lawyers are some of the most likely professionals to experience mental health issues stemming from stress 

and workaholism, ambivalence toward their jobs and an overall sense of dissatisfaction that not only 

harms lawyers’ individual well-being but also the industry at large, due to high rates of burnout.  

 Drawing on extensive research and my own experience in BigLaw, I have proposed an innovative 

coaching experience that is specifically tailored to address the inner workings of the legal industry and the 

pervasive problems that threaten every lawyer’s well-being. My coaching model, guided by the principles 

of positive psychology, appreciative inquiry and transformational coaching, suggests a three-pillar 

approach incorporating (1) mindset, (2) meaning and (3) impact. 

 Under the mindset pillar, coaches should counteract the professional pessimism of lawyers by 

cultivating “flexible optimism” that allows lawyers to remain prudent in their professional lives while 

adopting a more optimistic mindset personally. Coaches should also promote courage and possibility, in 

lieu of the perfectionist tendencies that can be damaging to many lawyers’ sense of self-worth, and 

expand the client’s capacity for self-awareness and management. 

 Under the meaning pillar, coaches should combat lawyers’ ambivalence toward their work by 

fostering a sense of significance and purpose within their clients. Coaches should also nurture the client’s 

sense of control and individual identity, since lawyers often suffer under the assumption that their entire 

sense of being is tied to their professional and financial success. 
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 Lastly, under the impact pillar, coaches should help clients reframe their understanding of success 

as one that is linked to their personal well-being and internal motivations, rather than simply an external 

construct—defined by superficial values such as promotions and bonuses—that often leads to burnout and 

depression. Coaches should also help clients discover positive relationships and social connections both at 

the office and at home. Focusing on the impact on the client’s self and on others will ultimately have a 

positive impact on the client’s law firm, as well. Lawyers who feel more purposeful and satisfied will be 

more productive and resilient at work—and less likely to quit the profession. 

 This new coaching model, uniquely designed with high-achieving lawyers in mind, is poised to 

benefit not only an individual client but also the legal profession as a whole. It is time to retire the 

harmful belief that personal well-being and professional success are mutually exclusive. The coaching 

experience that I propose will help lawyers enjoy greater professional and personal satisfaction and a 

more fulfilling work-life balance. In turn, these happier clients will become more productive and 

purposeful employees, helping to improve overall retention rates and foster a more positive industry 

culture. Coaching individual lawyers will have a ripple effect across their respective organizations and the 

legal community at large. Specifically, coaching lawyers in leadership positions provides an opportunity 

to spark transformational change by empowering those leaders to have a “multiplier” effect within their 

broader law firms, inspiring those around them and further developing their teams with the coaching 

principles in mind. 

 Additionally, I plan to incorporate elements of my proposed coaching model into my upcoming 

course at the Fordham University School of Law, Peak Performance Lawyering: Mindset, Self-Awareness 

and Resilience Training. Researchers have pointed to a troubling outcome of our current legal education: 

Many students enter law school having been inspired by their own internal dreams and motivators, but 

over the course of their education, they begin to place greater value on external and superficial 

motivations that ultimately harm their sense of self and personal well-being. There is also a critical gap in 

the existing law school curriculum, which prizes traditional intelligence but typically does not cultivate 
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social and emotional intelligence within new lawyers. I believe it is crucial to begin coaching lawyers 

while they are still learning. Otherwise, the industry is doomed to perpetuate the same problems that this 

paper has outlined. If we can provide the next generation of lawyers with a toolkit for attaining 

professional and personal success, before they even enter the workforce, then we will be one step closer 

to improving every lawyer’s well-being and transforming the industry for the better. 
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