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A Wellness-Focused Retirement &  
Avoiding Substance Overuse 
Contributed by Corey B. Rabin, Caron Treatment Centers 

Retired lawyers can often experience significant mental health and substance use challenges for a variety of reasons. There 
are steps lawyers in or nearing retirement can take to help ensure greater emotional and physical wellness, and to reduce 
their risk for developing a substance use disorder. 

This article details risk factors for substance use disorder in retirement and provides tips for preparing emotionally for and 
making the most of retirement. 

The Covid-19 pandemic forced many lawyers to reconsider their retirement plans. For some, that meant delaying retirement 
because of the financial impact on their practice. For others, the pandemic accelerated their retirement, adding to what 
many have called the Great Resignation. The 2021 ABA Profile of the Legal Profession reports that one-third of lawyers 62 
and older changed their retirement plans as a result of the pandemic. Of those, 47% said the pandemic hastened their 
retirement. 

Many lawyers struggle with loss and sadness as they transition from a career that reflected a core part of their identity. They 
are often leaving an established work culture that not only embraced alcohol but also may have created an expectation 
among lawyers that they earned the right to drink more in retirement. 

Just being a lawyer elevates an individual's risk for substance use disorder, a problem the legal profession is working to 
address. A 2021 study tracked more than 2,800 lawyers and found that 30% of respondents screened positive for high-risk 
or hazardous drinking, and 2% had received a diagnosis of alcohol use disorder. 

Some haven't planned effectively for the emotional wellness component of retirement. They have rock-solid financial plans, 
but they haven't considered what will happen in their personal lives post-retirement. This can result in feeling adrift, less 
relevant, lonely, and forgotten, setting the stage for greater degrees of isolation, anxiety, depression, and unhealthy coping 
behaviors. 

As Eric Webber, my colleague and program director of the Legal Professionals Program at Caron Treatment Centers puts 
it, 

Attorneys, like other highly regarded and respected professions, will typically derive a significant amount 
of their identify from their professional life. When retirement comes, it can be incredibly challenging to 
redefine who they are, how they relate to others—as well as themselves, and deal with loss of professional 
life and personal identity. Given that sense of identity loss, substance use can and often will be used to 
mitigate that pain and sadness. 

Risk Factors for Substance Use Disorder in Retirement 

Retirement, per se, does not cause substance use disorder, but the conditions surrounding retirement can set the stage 
for problems. It is important to understand that alcohol and substance use disorders are progressive diseases that may 
start small but snowball over time in their scope, symptoms, and consequences. 

A few of the trigger events that might put a retiring lawyer at greater risk for substance use disorder and other challenges 
include: 

• Involuntary retirement. A person pushed into retirement may have a greater difficulty than if retirement is 
voluntary and planned in a healthy way. 

• Health-related retirement. Poor health directly affects the ability to enjoy retirement. Health-related retirements 
often come unexpectedly, in ways that may cause financial difficulties. 

• Lack of a diverse social network. An individual whose social life revolves completely around work—going to the 
bar with colleagues after work, for example—will have a difficult time in retirement. 

https://www.caron.org/our-team/corey-rabin
https://www.americanbar.org/news/reporter_resources/profile-of-profession/
https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0250563
https://www.caron.org/treatment-programs/legal-professionals
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• Satisfaction with work. It's perhaps easier to retire from a miserable work environment, but if work was a major 
source of satisfaction, leaving will be difficult. 

• Stress. Some people find that being engaged in work calms them down, while others find it stressful. The 
unstructured nature of retirement itself can be stressful for those who are uncomfortable with uncertainty and 
prefer to be busy. 

• Age at retirement. Generally, the younger someone is at retirement, the greater the chance of having challenges 
with substance use disorder. 

• Financial stress. There will be less money coming in and, along with this, the fear of financial insecurity. Money 
troubles can lead people to seek escape in alcohol and drugs, or other addictive behaviors, such as problem 
gambling, over-eating, and sex addiction. 

• Personal life. Two-thirds of people who are retired experience marital conflicts when they retire. Dissatisfaction 
with home life can be a trigger for substance use disorders in retirement. 

Planning for Retirement 

In addition to being in good financial shape, lawyers planning their retirement need to strengthen skills to cope with the 
upcoming transition, which includes achieving a healthy work-life balance, improving overall emotional and physical 
fitness, attending to any medical conditions or checkups, and perhaps talking to a therapist or a faith-based counselor. 
This may include couples counseling, to proactively address any rough spots about the transition in both work and family 
life. 

• Cross-examine the witnesses. Lawyers should ask themselves good, hard questions about what matters to them. 
Knowing what's truly important will increase the likelihood of finding that sense of meaning and purpose in 
retirement. And that increases happiness. 

• Follow your gut. An intellectual, rational decision—something that may have made sense in a long and illustrious 
legal career—might not be the right choice anymore. This is an emotional decision, and gut feelings can more likely 
put us on a path to greater meaning, purpose, and happiness. 

• Lose track of time. There are times in life where an activity is so engaging that three or four hours go by in a flash. 
Do more of those things. Seeking purpose should be a joy, not a dreaded chore. 

• How do you want to be remembered? It's one thing to be remembered as a great lawyer, but this second phase 
of life is an opportunity to make a new and different impact. 

Adapting to a Retirement Lifestyle 

Retirement means moving into the next phase of life. Finding things that are purposeful, that help others, and that bring 
happiness can be critical to creating a post-work balance in retirement. These can include: 

• Volunteering. The simplest, most direct way to find purpose is by helping others. It is best when the work aligns 
with a person's passions and interests, be that helping stray animals at a rescue shelter or pro bono legal work at 
the local women's center. 

• Teaching or mentoring. This doesn't necessarily mean becoming a professor at a law school. Many colleges and 
universities have programs where lawyers and business professionals, without compensation, mentor business 
and law students. 

• Getting involved in local politics. Lawyers understand laws, codes, regulations, and government. Very often 
lawyers find a second career in politics, either as a candidate, a strategist, or as a campaign manager. 

• Consulting. There are many organizations and businesses that could benefit from an experienced advisor. 
Lawyers who are no longer engaged actively as a partner also sometimes can shift their status and be designated 
“of counsel” to the firm. This can allow them to continue their association with the firm, keep their email address 
and phone number, and perhaps be brought in on cases periodically. The late Mordecai Rochlin of law firm Paul 
Weiss worked in this role until he was 107 years old! 
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• Getting involved in a local faith community. Many people find the second phase of their life to be more focused 
on spirituality. Contemplating those larger issues as part of a spiritual community is something that can be 
extremely satisfying. Such organizations also often need guidance from someone with a legal background. 

• Taking time for yourself. Enjoy activities there was never time for before: Travel, visit museums, see Broadway 
shows, learn to play the harmonica, take a conversational French class. Creating new hobbies, or rediscovering 
old passions, can bring great joy. 

• Reading. Most lawyers are readers. Retirement is an opportunity to rediscover reading for pleasure. Reading can 
open a wealth of opportunities and interests never otherwise considered. 

Conclusion 

Frankly, all change can be difficult. In a meaningful transition, such as retirement after a lengthy career, it is difficult to know 
exactly what tomorrow will look like, but it's important to remain open to learning new skills and exploring new possibilities. 

Lawyers are particularly good at “catastrophizing” events, having spent their careers counseling clients about risks. In the 
transition to retirement, however, I encourage you to plan upfront and then let go and learn to enjoy the present. That's 
where we find the magic! 

However, if you or a colleague are struggling with mental health or substance use issues, it's critical to ask for help right 
away. You can start by contacting a nonprofit such as Lawyers Concerned for Lawyers or your state's Lawyers Assistance 
Program. Both are confidential. You can call anonymously, and they provide helpful resources. The good news is that there 
are strong specialized treatment programs for lawyers. Still, it's important not to delay because that first step can avoid 
distress and lead to a happier and more fulfilling retirement. 

https://www.lclpa.org/
https://www.americanbar.org/groups/lawyer_assistance/resources/lap_programs_by_state/
https://www.americanbar.org/groups/lawyer_assistance/resources/lap_programs_by_state/

