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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Hello everyone, Welcome to The Loneliness Epidemic in the Legal Profession: Understanding Isolation, Prevention, and Support in Legal Practice.  I’m Marlo Lyons – I’m an attorney, licensed in California, a former journalist, HR executive and now I am an executive, career and team coach. �I’m truly grateful to be here with you today to address a topic that is both deeply important and, frankly, often avoided in professional conversations. You may think loneliness is mostly a personal and private matter. But I am hoping the data presented today – especially in the legal profession – will shock you and help you realize that loneliness is everyone’s problem. What we’re talking about today isn’t just a mental health conversation. It’s a business conversation. Lawyers are often trained to be stoic problem-solvers—focused, logical, and self-reliant—but that very training can sometimes isolate us from the support networks we need most. We’re a profession built on advocacy for others, yet many of us struggle to advocate for our own emotional well-being.
Loneliness erodes productivity, increases mistakes, and fuels burnout. And when burnout meets the high stakes of legal work, it becomes an ethical and client service risk. This is about protecting lawyers, law firms, and ultimately the clients you serve. 
So today, I’m hoping you acknowledge this is not a “soft” issue—it’s a serious, measurable, and growing challenge that impacts not only individual lawyers but also law firms, clients, and the justice system as a whole. And while the topic may feel uncomfortable or even a little vulnerable, it is precisely because it is uncomfortable that we must talk about it openly.



















Learning objectives

CLE- I

Recognize risk factors for loneliness and isolation in the legal
profession

Understand the neurobiology of loneliness
|dentify links between loneliness and substance misuse
Comprehend how to prevent loneliness in the workplace

Understand confidential sources for help and interventions
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Over the course of this presentation, here’s where we’re headed:
First, we’ll look at the research on loneliness and isolation in the legal profession. I’ll share some surprising—and concerning—data that highlights just how widespread and impactful loneliness is for lawyers, from junior associates to senior partners. This will give us a baseline for understanding the scope of the issue.
Next, we’ll explore the neurobiology of loneliness. We’ll discuss what’s happening in the brain and body when we experience isolation—how it affects stress hormones, decision-making, and even physical health. Understanding the science helps us move past stigma and treat loneliness as the legitimate health concern it is.
We’ll then turn to the 3. links between loneliness and substance misuse. In high-stress professions like law, isolation can drive unhealthy coping mechanisms, including alcohol and drug misuse. We’ll examine why these patterns emerge and the importance of early intervention.
From there, we’ll shift into solutions and how to prevent loneliness in the workplace, starting with creating peer support systems and psychological safety at work. We’ll talk about what a truly supportive workplace culture looks like, and how firms and teams can intentionally design spaces where people feel safe to speak up, seek help, and connect.
Finally, we’ll cover how to understand confidential sources and interventions—where to turn if you or a colleague is struggling, and how to navigate these resources in a way that respects privacy while ensuring people get the help they need.
By the end of our time together, you’ll not only understand the depth of the loneliness epidemic in our field, but also leave with concrete steps you can take—both personally and organizationally—to address it.
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Before we dive in, you might be wondering—who I am and why am I the one presenting this topic today? As I said my name is Marlo Lyons…
I began my career as a journalist—specifically an investigative journalist—which meant my job was to dig deep, uncover patterns, and shine a light on issues people often overlooked. That instinct to look beneath the surface is still with me today.
When the internet started—yes, that ages me a bit—I recognized it was going to reshape my field, so I made a big pivot. I went to law school and became an entertainment attorney, working for NBC and Viacom, now Paramount  or Skydance. For 12 years, I navigated the fast-paced, high-pressure world of law—experiencing firsthand both the excitement of the work and the intense demands that can lead to isolation.
I then transitioned into HR as a strategic HR business partner, where I became certified in executive coaching, working directly with C-suite leaders and senior executives. I later became certified in team coaching, often stepping in to help teams who struggled to communicate effectively, collaborate, or simply get along. 
All the while, I built a side business coaching senior leaders and C-Suite executives on their next career step or how to be their best selves in their current roles—work that eventually became my full-time focus along with facilitating workshops on topics like Loneliness. I finally went out on my own and started my own company as an executive, team and career coach. 
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Since then, I’ve launched the Work Unscripted podcast, had three books released—the most recent Wanted -> A Board Career for those seeking guidance on how to become a board director, Wanted a New Career for those transitioning careers,  and Wanted My First Career for college students and —and become a regular contributor to Harvard Business Review.

Why does this matter for today’s topic? Because I’ve seen loneliness from all angles—as a lawyer, as a leader, as a coach, and as someone who’s been inside organizations where isolation quietly erodes both individual well-being and team performance. My career has been about uncovering the truths we don’t always talk about, and that’s exactly what we’re going to do here today.






















Ask yourself

Where might there
be a small opening
to address it?

Where have |
seen this in my
own work?
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As I work through this presentation, think about two things: �First where have you seen this in your own work – either in yourself or your colleagues. ��And second – where might there be a small opening to address it? Even if you don’t lead a team, you DO have influence with peers, clients and the legal culture around you.























Why care about loneliness?
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So, why should we care about loneliness?  

Because the UN World Health Organization (WHO for short) reports 871,000 people die each year from loneliness…. “Let’s put that in perspective: That’s more than the population of San Francisco… gone every year from something we can prevent. We often think about workplace stress as inevitable in law  but we rarely connect the dots to its human toll. And yet, loneliness doesn’t just show up as sadness. It shows up as mistakes in case preparation, missed deadlines, short tempers with clients, and difficulty making clear-headed decisions under pressure.

Loneliness is the distressing feeling that arises when there is a gap between desired social relationships and what you want and need– meaning there is a lack of social ties and there is a social disconnection from others. It may show up as simply having very few relationships or true friends, not seeing enough people or not enjoying the interaction and engagement you do have. 

This may seem shocking because we have unlimited ways to connect to people through phone calls, texting, and too many social media platforms to count…

Yet the WHO reports One in Six people are affected by loneliness with significant implications for health and well being – 

And every hour 100 people die of loneliness related causes. 

We’re talking stroke, heart disease, diabetes, cognitive decline, depression with anxiety and heightened suicidal thoughts. 

This is preventable because one simple connection can be profound. Research shows true social connection –reduces inflammation, lowering the risk of serious illness, it promotes mental health and extends longevity. 

About now you’re thinking – yeah, okay but I don’t see anyone who seems lonely in my office or company….























Lawyers and loneliness

Physical, psychological, and emotional
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The U.S. Surgeon General identified loneliness as a public health crisis in 2023, and workplace disconnection was named a top contributor. In the legal field—where performance masks vulnerability—this effect is amplified.�
According  to a 2021 survey by the ABA, 61% of lawyers reported feeling lonely at least once a week, with 28% saying they felt that way most or all the time.
And here’s the thing — most of these lawyers will never say the word ‘lonely’ out loud. They’ll say they’re busy, they’ll say they’re focused, or that they’re just introverts. But when you peel it back, what you find is a quiet erosion of connection that chips away at both well-being and professional excellence.
I want to make sure you understand that Loneliness isn’t just about being physically alone. It can also be mental and emotional loneliness which stems from a lack of connection, understanding, or support. 
This disconnection can silently take root, with serious consequences. And we know this isn’t anecdotal. When nearly two-thirds of legal professionals say they regularly feel lonely, we are past the point of theory. This is actually becoming a crisis. 

We’re talking physical loneliness, psychological loneliness, emotional loneliness….any and all of them have been identified by the ABA as key drivers of substance use, burnout, and suicide in the legal profession.
And it’s been well known for a long time now that lawyers are statistically more likely to experience depression and substance misuse compared to the general population.















Defining loneliness in legal settings
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--- MARLO I SPLIT THIS INTO 2 SLIDES ---��I KNOW I MENTIONED BRIEFLY WHAT LONELINESS IS BUT LET ME MAKE IT CLEAR.
AGAIN – I can’t emphasize enough - Loneliness isn’t about how many people are around you. Loneliness is the perceived lack of meaningful social connection. 

So it’s about how supported, seen, and emotionally safe you feel in your environment. It’s also important to distinguish loneliness from isolation. 

Isolation is the physical, emotional, or psychological separation from others - like working remotely or being a solo practitioner - that can LEAD to loneliness…..
Loneliness is the perceived lack of connection. You can be in a bustling firm and still feel utterly alone if you don’t feel understood or supported.
I hope you recognize - These are very different from solitude (which can be restorative)
EXPERIENCING LONELINESS can differ based on where you are in your career or what type of law you practice.
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Defining loneliness in legal settings
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When it comes to Junior Attorneys: The often feel isolation due to lack of (CLICK) institutional knowledge, imposter syndrome, or fear of appearing incompetent. They may hesitate to ask questions or seek support. And THAT isolation can lead to loneliness. I’ve coached many first- and second-year associates who have told me they sit on questions for days because they don’t want to be judged. By the time they ask, the problem is bigger, and they feel worse. That spiral of silence, confusion, self-criticism is where loneliness thrives.�
When it comes to Senior Attorneys: They may experience isolation at the top—especially in leadership roles where they feel pressure to always have all the answers. They too suffer from Impostor Syndrome.  And they feel the need to appear confident and in control. They may also feel disconnected from younger colleagues or overwhelmed by administrative burdens,…and that isolation can lead to loneliness.  There is this unspoken loneliness that comes with leadership. When you’re at the top, you have fewer peers who truly understand your pressures. You might be surrounded by people but feel you can’t show uncertainty. That’s its own kind of isolation and loneliness and it’s rarely discussed in legal circles
So: Junior attorneys may feel invisible; senior attorneys may feel burdensome. Understanding these nuances helps us create better interventions and support systems, which we will discuss in a little bit.





















| dentifying loneliness
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Unfortunately, professional legal culture, while often well-intentioned, unintentionally fosters isolation, which can lead to loneliness. From law school onward, we are taught to rely on independence, stoicism, and results—not vulnerability or connection. While those traits may win cases, they also create barriers to authentic support and belonging.   

For example, one junior associate I coached at a corporate firm was a stellar performer on paper, but her sense of isolation and loneliness was profound. That’s the paradox—high achievement and deep loneliness can coexist. She shared privately that she regularly cried in her car before court appearances—but never told anyone for fear of being judged or misunderstood. 

It’s time we normalize conversations around emotional and mental load. Without addressing these systemic pressures, we risk perpetuating a cycle where lawyers feel both professionally successful and personally isolated…which leads to loneliness and that lack of meaningful connection.


























Loneliness risk factors

1. Type of law you practice

Long hours and unpredictability
High-pressure work and perfectionism
Confidentiality and lack of disclosure

Competitive firm cultures
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There are numerous factors that play into why loneliness is such a big risk in the legal profession. 
The type of practice you work in can lead to more isolation and loneliness…For example, Transactional lawyers may spend more solitary time drafting and researching, while litigators might feel isolation from repeated adversarial interactions….. So that leads to a lack of social connection. �
Also Long hours and unpredictability can lead to loneliness…�The legal profession is known for demanding, often unpredictable hours. Junior attorneys may stay late to prove themselves, while partners may face the stress of client retention, rainmaking, and complex casework. This erratic schedule makes it difficult to maintain social relationships, attend family events, or establish a healthy work-life balance—and it makes it difficult to even seek help on a regular basis - creating fertile ground for loneliness. 

High-pressure work and perfectionism are both culturally ingrained and institutionally reinforced in legal settings. Mistakes can feel career-defining, and the expectation to "always be right" prevents many lawyers from admitting vulnerabilities. This internalized pressure fuels anxiety, overwork, and emotional isolation—and that can lead to loneliness even when surrounded by colleagues.

Confidentiality and lack of disclosure are also risk factors�Legal ethics demand strict confidentiality, which can unintentionally limit emotional transparency. Lawyers often internalize distress, believing they must "protect the client" or "maintain professionalism." This reduces opportunities for candid conversations and mental health check-ins, especially in emotionally demanding fields like family law, criminal defense, or immigration.

Competitive firm cultures�Many firms foster an unspoken “survival of the fittest” ethos. Associates compete for partner-track positions; partners compete for clients and billable hours. Collaboration may be deprioritized in favor of individual performance. This creates environments where lawyers are reluctant to express vulnerability for fear of seeming weak, unqualified, or replaceable. And lack of sharing means lack of meaningful connection and can lead to loneliness. 

“Think about this combination: perfectionism, competition, and confidentiality. Each on its own is challenging. Together, they create a culture where people feel they can’t admit struggle, they can’t show weakness, and they can’t always connect openly. This isn’t just about being introverted or extroverted — it’s about structural conditions that make connection harder by design.

Finally Solo or remote practice models  - Solo practitioners and remote professionals often lack day-to-day peer interaction, while those in large firms might feel like "just a number" in a competitive environment. In some solo cases -  Isolation and loneliness can be exacerbated by practice demands: client conflicts, ethical stress, and administrative burdens all resting on one person's shoulders….

























Loneliness risk factors

Solo and remote professionals

solo practitioners
report frequent isolation

Lack of colleague
interaction and peer input

Increased reliance on
digital tools, less organic
connection
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Digging in a little deeper on Solo and remote practitioners , especially in rural or niche practice areas,….they often operate without consistent peer contact. Similarly, remote attorneys may lack casual connection points like hallway chats, mentorship lunches, or in-person debriefs. Without intentional effort to build community, these lawyers face greater risk of emotional isolation and disconnection from the profession.

In fact the ABA journal reported 48% of solo practitioners experience frequent isolation in 2021. 
They reported a lack of colleague interaction and peer input, Increased reliance on digital tools, less organic connection, a Risk of blurred work-life boundaries….all of this can lead to loneliness and burnout
Solo and remote practitioners often carry the burden alone. They may miss out on casual mentorship, brainstorming, or the simple affirmation that others are in it with them. 
Solo practice can sound freeing, but it comes with a cost. When you don’t have hallway conversations, spontaneous case brainstorming, or shared client wins, you’re missing the micro-moments that build belonging. Remote work, while convenient, can unintentionally mimic this isolation — especially when check-ins are all about tasks and never about the person.

















Case study
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Consider "Michelle," attorney practicing family law in a solo practice. She reached out to me as a client trying to determine what else she could do because she felt the loneliness was killing her in the legal profession. She told me she was winning cases and staying busy, but said, "At the end of the day, there's no one to ask if I'm doing it right—no sounding board, no mentor, no colleague to debrief with after a hard hearing to learn and get better" 

That sense of professional isolation compounds over time. In the end she learned through coaching that as busy as she was, finding a mentor, finding that sounding board, finding a community was he answer - She loved the law and her freedom working in a solo practice and didn’t want to give it up. But she was struggling with that love because of her loneliness, desperately seeking connection and now she has it.

Contrast that with Jean, a small firm litigator in business law who sees colleagues, and is in court daily but still feels emotionally cut off because the environment discourages vulnerability. Whether geographic or psychological, isolation takes a toll, leading to loneliness.

Michelle, the family lawyer loved her autonomy until she realized she hadn’t had a genuine conversation with a peer in weeks. Jean, the business litigator, on the other hand, had colleagues in the courtroom but rarely saw colleagues in the office because their workloads kept them in silos. Both situations look different on paper but feel remarkably similar — a slow erosion of professional connection that leaves you wondering if anyone actually ‘sees’ you in your role.

And let me share one more perspective - ABA research suggests that remote work—while convenient—can sometimes deepen isolation when it's not balanced with intentional connection. Let me be clear – this is NOT to be used for your reasoning or excuse for calling remote professionals and lawyers back to the office. Some people work remotely just fine and don’t feel isolation or exhibit loneliness. 

That said – solo practitioners with robust peer support networks such as virtual masterminds, bar affinity groups and simply having a coach, report lower burnout and greater job satisfaction. Connection is protective….but it has to be cultivated.





























Neurobiology of loneliness

1. Chronic loneliness activates stress hormones
Reduces sleep quality

Downregulates immune function
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I want to pause here for a moment to allow you to consider something powerful and go another step deeper: �loneliness isn’t just a feeling — it’s a biological state.

Chronic loneliness depletes you and activates stress hormones, �disturbs sleep, �downgrades immune defenses, �and increases sensitivities, magnifying fear of judgment or social rejection and anxiety. 

That means A junior associate who feels isolated after working late nights without acknowledgment isn’t just ‘being sensitive’ — their brain is coding that experience as danger. And when this becomes chronic, it chips away at our cognitive function and emotional regulation.


































Neurobiology of loneliness
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15


Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Research from social neuroscience shows that perceived social isolation triggers a physiological stress response. When lawyers feel disconnected, their brains and bodies interpret it as a threat. This ramps up stress responses, which elevates cortisol — the body’s primary stress hormone. This “threat vigilance” was evolutionarily protective back in the day from real threats – dinosaurs.   The problem is it can become harmful when it happens too often and becomes chronic. Why? Because chronic loneliness isn’t just an emotional burden. It can impact judgment, memory, and emotional balance. 
�It gets even more fun…elevated cortisol and persistent alertness impair sleep architecture, especially deep sleep and that results in fragmented, less restorative sleep.
Additionally, loneliness has been shown to downregulate immune responses, making lonely individuals more susceptible to getting sick and slower to recover from stress or infection. And for lawyers under demanding schedules, this physiological wear-and-tear can severely impair performance and resilience.  So if you are wondering why you are getting sick all the time – it’s not just your kid bringing things home from school or daycare. 
�Finally - Functional MRI studies reveal that loneliness heightens activity in brain regions associated with physical pain and emotional distress. This makes lonely individuals more likely to perceive benign social interactions (that you may think nothing about) as threatening, which can break down trust, and lead to what may be perceived as over-the-top emotional responses. In a legal context, this may manifest as heightened defensiveness, poor team collaboration, or reluctance to seek mentorship.  
If you want to go really deep on this subject, check out the session on The Neuroscience of Decision making under Stress, Lack of Sleep and Substance Abuse also available in the library.















Neurodivergence and loneliness

“The worst kind of loneliness
is to not be seen for who you
really are.”

— Adapted from Brené Brown
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And there’s more – the worst kind of loneliness is not to be seen for who you are. – That quote is by Brene Brown and it may feel relevant to you = but it is most often relevant to neurodivergent professionals. From professionals with high functioning Autism spectrum conditions to ADHD, to Processing differences and dyslexia  they may have an invisible kind of loneliness in a room full of neurotypical professionals – it is about being misunderstood.  So, they may be in a room full of colleagues and still feel completely disconnected.�
If you have neurodivergent attorneys – and trust me – you so have some – they may already be hypersensitive to social rejection and suffer from anxiety just from the way their brain is wired, Masking, or hiding your natural communication style to ‘fit in,’ is exhausting. Over time, it can create an emotional distance from colleagues, even if you technically work side-by-side. That loneliness can then exacerbate their sensitivity to social rejection and anxiety, increase their stress hormones further, interfere with their sleep and downregulate their immune function at a much faster and perhaps deeper level. 


























Neurodivergence and loneliness

1. Misunderstood behaviors
Being "othered” despite being present
Cost of masking

Microaggressions
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Underutilized skills

©Marlo Lyons Coaching, LLC 2026

17


Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
AND …What happens is neurodivergent traits start to show up and neurotypical people don’t know how to interpret those behaviors. That happens because neurodivergent professionals may not pick up on social cues in expected ways and may appear “odd” to some…�
They might interrupt unintentionally, miss eye contact, stim under stress, or need quiet time after court so they self isolate. 
These behaviors are often misinterpreted as disinterest, arrogance, or incompetence, which leads to social exclusion or lack of mentorship.
And then when perhaps they gather enough gumption to tell someone about their neurodivergence -  then they are marginalized as being “othered”- which means being treated as fundamentally different from others who don’t exhibit those traits—THEN they are being made to feel like they don’t quite belong. It's not always explicit or intentional. It can show up as:
Being excluded from informal conversations or opportunities.
Having your behaviors judged unfairly because they deviate from the norm.
Constantly needing to explain or defend how you operate or communicate.
Being tokenized—seen only through the lens of your difference.
For neurodivergent people (Autistic, ADHD, dyslexic, etc.), “being othered” often happens because their natural behaviors (e.g., stimming, info-dumping, avoiding eye contact, hyperfocus, needing clear expectations) are misunderstood as rude, disinterested, lazy, or antisocial…and once they are “othered” that leads to loneliness and knowing they simply don’t fit in. 
To prevent being “othered” you will find many neurodivergent professionals spend enormous energy “masking” or performing neurotypical behavior to fit in.
This includes suppressing stimming, scripting conversations, or forcing eye contact—actions that can feel exhausting and inauthentic.
Masking is linked to burnout, anxiety, and depression, AND LONELINESS…simply not feeling like part of the group authentically especially when support systems are absent.
Unfortunately, Legal Culture Magnifies the Problem: This Lack of understanding breeds microaggressions, lack of trust, and exclusion from high-visibility opportunities.
In a profession where speed, perfectionism, and conformity all matter - neurodivergent thinkers are at a disadvantage.
Traits like hyperfocus, pattern recognition, or deep logical reasoning can be assets in A FIRM OR CORPORATION….but they’re often missed or their skills are underutilized 
All of this can lead to self isolation which leads to loneliness even while surrounded by people. 



Are you thinking: that's not me?

Have you ever
worked through

a weekend without
talking to anyone
outside of work
and then left
feeling meh?

Have you been left
out of conversations
you feel like you
should have been
in? How did it affect
your energy, focus,
or confidence?

Have you ever

had a question you
wanted to ask but
you had no one to
ask or you were
afraid to ask it?
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If right about now you’re thinking NONE OF THIS IS ME… or I can’t relate…let me ask you a few questions…
Have you ever worked through a weekend without talking to anyone outside of work and then left feeling meh? �Have you been left out of conversations you feel like you should have been in? How did it affect your energy, focus, or confidence?
Have you ever had a question you wanted to ask but you had no one to ask or you were afraid to ask it?

These actions can lead to loneliness…
Loneliness doesn’t always announce itself. Sometimes it hides behind words like ‘I’m just busy,’ or ‘I like working alone.’ But the truth is, humans are wired for connection. Even if you prefer solitude, a total absence of meaningful interaction starts to affect energy, focus, and confidence. And in law, those three things are your currency.






















Case study: Neurobiology

1st year associate
* Remote worker

« No contact with manager
for 10 days

* Working on complex case

Cortisol increase - Anxiety increase - Stomach issues - Lack of clarity
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This reminds me of a client I was working with who was a first-year associate trying to figure out if law was her for her long-term. She was working remotely, hadn’t spoken to their manager in 10 days. She was unsure if she was on track on this complex case she was working on.  She opened one of our conversations apologizing that she may seem “off” because she didn’t sleep well last night and her stomach felt like it was in knots because of this huge case she was working on and had no guidance. She assumed she must be failing and by the time she talked to her boss, she wouldn’t have enough time to fix whatever she was doing wrong.  She broke down in tears just thinking about that …and she couldn’t think about the case! 
�Now you know what was going on – her brain was flooding with cortisol, narrowing her perspective, increasing her anxiety and creating stomach issues….digestion issues…and IT THEN created a lack of clarity on her work - and what this led to was lack of productivity and IT eroded her confidence. That left her feeling unsettled all the time…and alone. 

By the time this associate reached out for help, they were physically ill. They didn’t see the link between their stomach issues and their lack of human connection. But when we worked through it, the pattern was clear: uncertainty + isolation + stress = physical symptoms. This is how loneliness often goes unrecognized, because it wears the mask of ‘something else.
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When connection breaks down, coping mechanisms often fill the gap. In law, where substance use already runs higher than average, loneliness can be the hidden accelerant. We tend to address the visible crisis such as the drinking itself, the burnout, the medical leave,  without tracing it back to the quieter problem that started it.

This is where loneliness becomes dangerous. It doesn’t just hurt performance—it puts lives at risk. And in a field with high-functioning professionals, distress can go undetected for years.

Besides the health risks that I already mentioned….
Isolated lawyers may become depressed….some turn to alcohol or drugs to cope
Any and all of that could lead to suicidal ideation or suicide….
Shame often prevents them reaching out
Real stories like Janet’s illustrate how high achievement can mask high distress. Janet, a senior transactional lawyer, shared through a Lawyer Assistance Program that years of client success masked deep personal disconnection. She would finish high-stakes closings and celebrate alone. When her substance use escalated to the point of impacting performance, she sought help and was shocked to learn how many others shared her experience. She said, "I didn’t realize how lonely I was until I finally started talking to someone who understood."
This is why awareness and safe spaces to open up matter…..




























Stories behind the stats

Daniel Lena

Narin
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36 MIN
The stories of loneliness cuts across all ages, races, and titles. And because many legal professionals are high-achievers, that means they are high achievers in hiding it well.

1. Take "Daniel" – Mid-career, small-town solo attorney
Daniel left a large firm to open a solo practice in his small hometown. While he gained autonomy, he quickly found the isolation crushing. There were no colleagues to bounce ideas off, no spontaneous hallway chats. He confided that he often went entire weeks without a real, personal conversation with anyone at work. Daniel was outwardly successful, respected by colleagues in the field and he was busy with high-profile cases. He felt pressure to appear self-sufficient, even while silently struggling with anxiety and insomnia. The line between professional and personal blurred until burnout hit. His friends just thought he was busy. His colleagues at other firms thought he was private but he was actually lonely. That gap between perception and reality is what makes this issue so hard to tackle.

2. Then there’s "Lena" – Junior associate, first-generation college student 
Lena was the only woman of color on her litigation team. Everyone else seemed to speak an unspoken language of privilege and prestige, one she was never exposed to. She feared that asking for help would confirm their worst assumptions about her – that she didn’t belong there. Despite glowing reviews, she felt like an outsider and often ate lunch alone in her office. Her performance remained high, but she began to question whether she truly belonged in law — or whether the loneliness was just part of the price of success in the profession.

Even top executives like “Narin" has struggled with loneliness. He’s Senior executive and General Counsel at a tech company.
On paper, Narin had it all — title, salary, and a seat at the executive table. But the higher he rose, the more isolated he became. He couldn’t confide in his team, and venting to peers felt risky. He became increasingly guarded, second-guessing even minor decisions. ON our third session together, he admitted to me that he hadn’t felt “like himself” in years and had no idea how to reconnect. He was friends with all the people he now manages and now he can’t be friends with them and has to lead them but leadership at the top as incredibly lonely.  

Finally, "Priya" – she works Part-time, remote in-house counsel and is a mother of two kids under 4 years old. 
Working remotely gave Priya flexibility, but not connection. Calls were transactional. Feedback was scarce. Balancing parenting and law left little room for adult conversation. She constantly worried she was underperforming  and overcompensated by working late into the night. She felt invisible and indispensable at the same time — exhausted, but unable to name what was missing….until she identified that she was simply lonely…..
Four completely different stories – the same feeling – loneliness. 
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So the goal would be to prevent loneliness before it happens. And BEST WAY TO PREVENT LONELINESS IS CONNECTION…..
Reminder Connection does not equal or mean Proximity. �Physical presence doesn’t equal emotional connection. You can be surrounded by colleagues and still feel deeply alone if you don’t feel safe, seen, or supported. So just being around people wont’ prevent or stop some from feeling lonely….
Connection ALSO doesn’t mean adding more meetings to your calendar. So the antidote to being lonely is simply ensuring colleagues feel connected or connecting to others yourself – DEEPLY connecting. 

Often we confuse someone’s lack of interaction with not wanting to connect. But what we’re really talking about is someone who is feeling emotionally isolated—feeling like no one gets them, or that if they said how they really felt, it would cost them. Connection is the opposite. When someone says, ‘I see you, and I’ve been there,’ it rewires how we handle stress. So connection means creating moments where you feel seen and heard as a whole person and where you extend that same recognition to others. This can happen in a hallway chat, a quick text to check in, or even a brief moment before a client meeting where you ask about someone’s day and genuinely listen.

The legal field thrives on logic, independence, and output. But the data is clear: people who feel deeply connected at work are more creative, make fewer errors, and recover faster from setbacks. Connection isn’t a luxury—it’s a form of psychological immunity. You don’t need a huge team or elaborate strategy to create connection. Just one person. One relationship that lets you take off the mask and exhale. That one connection can change everything.
It’s feeling understood and supported and not judged – that means others are curious about behaviors if you don’t’ appear to be neurotypical or don’t behave in a way that they would in certain circumstances. Doing your best to understand and support someone in those instances creates connection. 
Finally – creating connection and Meaningful Relationships can buffer Stress –Research in occupational health and organizational psychology consistently shows that having even one close, trusted relationship at work can:
Lower cortisol levels during stressful periods
Increase resilience against depression and burnout
Improve cognitive function and decision-making under pressure
Enhance job satisfaction and organizational loyalty
 So that “weird guy in the corner office?” Perhaps he’s different but he may also be lonely because everyone thinks, he’s not my problem. Okay, maybe he isn’t…but if it was you, wouldn’t you want someone to try to understand you?























Preventing loneliness

1. Peer Support Systems
2. Psychological Safety
3. Corporate offerings
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So how do you create connection …there are three ways..and we’ll dig into each one. 

Peer Support systems, 
Building psychological safety and 
corporate offerings.

You don’t have to be in leadership to influence all three. You can start peer support informally, you can help normalize vulnerability in your own conversations, and you can encourage use of the resources already available. The important part is to think of these not as optional perks but as performance infrastructure — just like legal research tools or continuing education.






















Building peer support systems

1. Peer check-ins, end-of-week reflections
2. Connection micro-moments

3. Peer mentorship programs, mental health allies, affinity
groups, wellness committee, buddy system

4. "Real talk” spaces,” daily “meet and greet lunches” or safe
spaces to discuss loneliness and hear others stories

5. Manager training
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So how can you feel connected, understood, supported, and build meaningful relationships. There are lots of ways to feel connected with others….and one is building peer support systems. 

First, it seems so simple – but rarely done. Peer Check-Ins. Initiate a “5-Minute Pulse” once a week—one-on-one or in a team.
Ask: “How are you really doing this week?” or “What’s something that made you feel strong this week?”
And end of week check outs or reflections are a great way to end the week. These encourage self reflection and help professional identify any isolation patterns before they deepen. 
Also consider creating Connection Micro-Moments
Brief positive interactions—even compliments or acknowledgments—release oxytocin and reduce stress.
Model micro-engagements like:
“I noticed you handled that meeting with clarity under pressure.”
“I’m checking in—not about a task, just about you.”
“I would love your thoughts on….”

These start engagement and engagement leads to connection.
I like to say: ‘Connection doesn’t have to be big to be powerful.’ That peer check-in might be a five-minute phone call. End-of-week reflections might be sending a colleague one sentence about something you appreciated in their work. Micro-moments could be as simple as commenting on someone’s LinkedIn post or sending a quick congratulations on a small win. The brain processes these as genuine social contact and they add up.
More formally - your firm could set up programs like peer mentoring or confidential mental health allies- they are becoming industry best practices. They normalize help-seeking, reduce stigma, and offer attorneys spaces where they don’t have to wear their armor. The most effective programs pair structural support with grassroots participation—a blend of top-down commitment and peer-to-peer empathy.
You can discuss topics such as loneliness in affinity groups and provide educational resources like this presentation, or consider launching an internal wellness committee. A great example of setting up formal programs is DLA Piper’s global well-being program which includes the SPEAK Ambassador program that trains colleagues to become health and wellbeing ambassadors. The ambassadors act as a source of support and advice alongside managers and human resources.  They have more than 200 SPEAK ambassadors across 15 countries and 27 offices. 

Buddy systems can also be impactful….There’s power in having just ONE close friend – in fact Gallup research shows employees with one close friend at work are 7x more likely to be engaged and productive.

Encourage managers to ask: Who might need that one person right now?  And - can you help them make those connections?
Companies can also set up real talk spaces or have one table in the lunchroom dedicated to “meet and greets” lunches and anyone can sit there and join in the group lunch. I remember starting a job once and being the only one who ate lunch at my desk. I realized it was not within culture to do that at this particular office but I didn’t’ want to go and sit alone in the bustling lunch room….one person noticed that I was at my desk a lot and invited me to lunch nearly every day  thereafter until I had my footing. You’d be amazed how that little gesture can help someone who is new in a job, feel connected, feel like someone cares, feel like they belong before they really belong.
Also, just creating those safe spaces to discuss loneliness and hear other people’s stories could help someone realize they are not alone and others are also struggling.
Finally -  Train managers to notice and support isolated team members. Are they looking out for loneliness and disconnection. Or are they just too busy getting their job done and thinking that’s someone else’s problem? Remember loneliness impacts work and productivity so it is everyone’s problem. 

ALL OF THIS REQUIRES ALIGNMENT AT THE TOP – in fact… some law firms have been recognized for understanding just how important this is. Hogan Lovells has been awarded the Health Creating Accreditation through the City Mental Health Alliance in London for going above and beyond the standards in its approach to mental health and wellbeing.  That includes strong alignment among leadership and proactively managing wellbeing of teams and being role models for well-being behaviors. 

Don’t get hung up on needing to have a formal program. Informal systems often carry more emotional weight than formal ones because they’re voluntary, authentic, and not tied to performance reviews. A five-minute coffee break where you can drop the mask and just be yourself can be more restorative than a formal training session or program.

It doesn’t take much to help someone feel connected.  
Take a minute right now and simply Think about someone at work who helped YOU feel seen. What did they do or say that mattered? Now flip it—who might benefit from you being that person this week?

A culture of support doesn't have to be soft. It has to be human. Strong teams are built on trust, and trust starts with connection. 
























Creating psychological safety

Relative Importance to Team Performance

PSYCHOLOGICAL DEPENDABILITY  STRUCTURE & MEANING OF IMPACT OF WORK
SAFETY CLARITY WORK

Key Factors For Effective Teams (Project Aristotle - Google)
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As I mentioned, chronic loneliness can lead to Impaired concentration, lower empathy, and increased burnout risk. Loneliness makes it harder to do great legal work. This isn’t just a human issue or mental and emotional health issue— it’s a performance issue.

Here is a bar chart visualizing the key findings from Google’s Project Aristotle, which identified psychological safety as the most critical factor for effective team performance. The chart shows how it compares with other important traits like dependability and role clarity.

That’s why Psychological safety isn’t just a buzzword -It’s a performance tool. Psychological safety is the opposite of fear-based performance. In law, fear is everywhere — fear of making a mistake, fear of looking incompetent, fear of losing credibility. Leaders who openly admit when they don’t know something, or who share lessons from their own errors, send a powerful message: ‘You are safe here to be human.’ That’s the foundation for breaking loneliness.” When people don’t have to fear judgment or punishment, they collaborate, speak up, and take smarter risks.

As you can see….Psychological Safety stands out as the strongest predictor of team success.

Other factors like dependability, structure & clarity, and impact of work are important but secondary.

This supports the argument that fostering a psychologically safe environment isn’t just a “nice to have”—it’s essential for high-performing legal teams. 


























Creating psychological safety

1. Promote a culture where it's safe to ask for help
Invite all voices to participate

Normalize all communication styles

Encourage questions, dissent, and reflection

Model vulnerability as a leader

A L T

Debrief mistakes as data
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50. 

When we’re talking about psychological safety in the context of loneliness:
I’m talking about promoting a culture where “It’s Safe to Ask for Help”
In high-performance legal environments, asking for help is often seen as weakness. But in psychologically safe cultures, asking for help signals engagement, not inadequacy.
When leaders model this behavior—by saying, “I don’t know” or “I could use your input”—it normalizes vulnerability.
Create an environment that Invites all voices to participate, especially Quiet Voices
Consider using anonymous polls, written reflections, or rotating facilitators to hear from all levels—not just the most vocal voices…quiet voices usually have a lot to contribute but may not feel safe when there are louder or more senior voices in the room.
One example of how to invite all voices to participate: create a “Cross Fire Team” rotation—where junior attorneys are invited to poke holes in case strategy without consequence. When doing this, it has been shown to improve case outcomes because fresh perspectives can expose weaknesses. It enhances critical thinking because it provides junior attorneys a way to gain practical experience in analyzing complex legal issues. Most importantly, it also increases trust and collaboration – when you value junior attorneys input you are fostering a sense of inclusion and that strengthens the bond between junior and senior lawyers.  And finally it demonstrates a culture of continuous improvement and learning for all. 

Normalize different communication styles (whether someone needs processing time, requires directness for understanding, or has severe anxiety so they need to script their presentations)
Avoid pa’thologizing behaviors (e.g., “they’re cold,” “they talk too much,” “they’re hard to read”). That’s flat out judgment. 
But providing accommodations without forcing disclosure of differences such as providing written instructions on an assignment, or providing noise-canceling spaces can build psychological safety and it says “this company cares.” AND Model curiosity: “Help me understand how you work best.”
Also - Encouraging Questions, Dissent & Reflection
Legal work thrives on critical thinking. Yet many lawyers self-censor in fear of sounding uninformed or challenging authority. Teams flourish when: People can ask what may be considered “naïve” questions without embarrassment.  Disagreement is welcomed as a route to better outcomes. AND Reflection is built into case reviews, project debriefs, or staff meetings. Consider starting meetings with  a permission slip: Say, “No one has all the answers here. We want dissent. We want honest feedback. Let’s speak freely.” Or “I know it can feel risky to say something that contradicts the room. That’s exactly why it matters.”
Another way to create psychological safety is to Model Vulnerability as a Leader  Saying “I’ve made mistakes” or “I was unsure too” fosters trust. Vulnerable leadership reduces shame and creates space for others to bring their full selves.
Amy Edmondson who has deeply researched psychological safety and learning behavior found that leaders who admitted their own fallibility had the most engaged, high-performing teams. 

Let me give you an example: One managing partner at a midsize firm who I’ve worked was given feedback that his team was afraid of him. We worked on his own vulnerability and he now opens monthly meetings by sharing a personal story of uncertainty about the market or something that he’s working on and invites others to do the same. Turnover dropped by 40% in 18 months. People started to feel it wasn’t just about the work – it was about the connection.  

When there are mistakes - Debrief Mistakes as Data
Replace blame with curiosity. Ask: “What surprised us?” “What can we learn?” “Where did communication break down?”  I always suggest use who what when where, how and help me understand instead of “why” to start a question because “why is accusatory when the other ways of starting an inquiry encourage dialogue.
 Psychological safety is often misunderstood as being ‘soft.’ But in fact, it’s one of the hardest—and most strategic—cultural conditions to build. And it’s especially vital in law, where performance is scrutinized, perfection is prized, and vulnerability is rare. Think about your own team. Do people bring you problems before they become crises? Do junior colleagues feel comfortable giving feedback to partners? If not, the question isn’t about performance—it’s about safety.


Corporate offerings

1. Anonymous helplines (e.g. Lawyer Assistance Programs)
2. Mental health benefits through EAPs or insurance

3. Firm-level well-being policies
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55 MIN MARK
Finally there are corporate Offerings that can help people who are feeling lonely….
FIRST Anonymous helplines (e.g., Lawyer Assistance Programs). Every U.S. state has a Lawyer Assistance Program or LAP . And some firms do as well. These offer free, confidential support for attorneys struggling with stress, anxiety, substance use, depression, or burnout and loneliness.
Services typically include 24/7 crisis lines, one-on-one consultations, peer support groups, referrals to therapists, and recovery resources.
LAPs are confidential and not reported to the bar unless there is an imminent risk of harm. This makes them a lifeline for attorneys afraid of stigma or professional consequences.

Another corporate offering could be mental health benefits through EAPs or insurance
Firm-level well-being policies
When people know they have a way to find help and it won’t cost them career capital, they will feel more connected and engaged to an employer that cares. 
Some firms include “no questions asked” paid mental health days or subsidized access to therapy in their mental health benefits.  And many companies offer Mental Health Benefits through Employee Assistance Programs (EAPs)or insurance which  provide confidential access to counseling, crisis support, and mental health referrals—often at no cost to the employee. Coverage should be easy to access, visible, user friendly. 
3. Finally - Firm-Level Well-Being Policies –Implement policies that normalize asking for help: I mentioned mental health ambassadors. But even just having  well-being champions at the leadership level, conducting Anonymous mental health surveys and providing Mental health education in onboarding and professional development will help people know that there is someone who cares and that creates connection. 

Culture shift requires leadership modeling because here’s the challenge — many lawyers don’t use these because they fear being seen as weak, or they don’t trust confidentiality. Firms can talk all day about resources, but unless leaders model using them, uptake will be low. When a senior partner shares that they’ve called the helpline or taken advantage of therapy benefits, it normalizes it for everyone else. Partners and leaders sharing their own stories of struggle or therapy-use has a ripple effect. You can’t just make these a checkbox…they have to be real resources that are actually used. 
 
And make sure these are visible and offered often – such as providing quarterly reminders of available resources with maybe an example of someone who wants to share their story of using the resources. Consider training leaders and HR staff in mental health first aid.
AND consider promoting anonymous usage stats (e.g., “25 lawyers used the EAP last quarter”) to reduce stigma and normalize engagement. But of course make it clear you don’t have access to any other data except the number of use cases. 






















What you can do today

Reach out to someone who seems withdrawn
Share your own experience or check-in honestly

Be curious without judgment to understand
differences in behaviors

Advocate for wellness resources at your company

Use simple, supportive conversation starters
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So – what can you do today to help someone feel a little less lonely at your workplace? 
Reach out to a colleague who seems withdrawn
Share your own experience or check-in honestly
Simply BE CURIOUS about behaviors that may not make sense to you….without judgment
Advocate for wellness resources at your organization
Use simple, supportive conversation starters such as: �"I’ve noticed you’ve seemed quiet lately—just wanted to check in and see how you’re doing."�"I’ve had some tough stretches myself—if you ever need to talk, I’m around."�"Hey, we haven’t connected in a while. Want to grab coffee this week?“
“I noticed you behaved in a certain way, can you help me understand that behavior?” 

No accusations, no judgments…just empathy and understanding. 
This isn’t about grand gestures. Start small. Text someone: ‘Thinking of you — how’s your week?’ Send an article that reminded you of a colleague’s interest. Ask one question in your next meeting that’s about the person, not the project. These small moves create ripples that reduce loneliness without requiring massive cultural overhauls.
You don’t have to be a therapist to make a difference. You just have to be willing to say, "How are you, really?" and mean it.























Final thoughts: Connection
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We’ve covered the scope of the problem, the science behind it, the human stories, and the tools to address it. If you remember nothing else, remember this: connection is both prevention and cure. You don’t have to overhaul your entire practice to start. One small act of connection, repeated over time, can change the trajectory of a colleague’s career or even their life.�I’ll leave you with this: the next time you walk past a colleague’s office and think to yourself ‘someone should check in on them,’ let that someone be you.
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I hope this presentation was eye opening….and if you are feeling lonely or resorting unhealthy coping mechanisms, I hope this provided you some ways to get help. While it may not make you feel better, you are NOT alone…and others feel the same way. If this presentation resonated with you and you want to bring this program to your office to start the conversation about connection and loneliness, reach out. You can email me and find me on my website. For more information on how to create a healthy and happy work environment, listen to my podcast, Work Unscripted. 

And of course connect on all the usual social media handles – LinkedIn, Instagram, Facebook, TikTok and YouTube. Thank you for attending this presentation. The journey is yours….
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