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DETECTION OF SUBSTANCE ABUSE

“An ounce of detection is worth a kilo of cure.”
What is Substance Abuse?

Substance abuse is the compulsive use of drugs or alcohol even in the face of negative consequences.  The decisive factor is NOT the amount or frequency of consumption but rather the impact the drugs or alcohol have on the person’s life.

The Scope of the Problem

18 million Americans have a drinking problem


14.8 million Americans are “current” illicit drug users


4 million Americans are addicted to prescription drugs


The estimated economic cost to American society for substance abuse is over $300 billion.  The cost, in terms of just lost productivity, medical claims and accidents, amounts to half of that total.


One of every 144 American adults is behind bars for a drug or alcohol-related crime.  Furthermore, 25-50% of the men who commits acts of domestic violence have a substance abuse problem and substance abuse is one of the two leading factors in child mistreatment cases.


Lawyers are even at greater risk of substance abuse.  For instance, it’s estimated that 15% to 18% of lawyers have a drinking problem.  This is compared with a 7% to 10% rate for the general population.  Substance abuse is a causal factor in over 50% of all disciplinary and malpractice complaints.
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1. Does your colleague lie about A&D use?

2. Does your colleague have trouble stopping A&D use once he/she starts?

3. Does your colleague show up to work under the influence?

4. Does your colleague avoid social interaction with peers?

5. Does your colleague behave irritably with co-workers?

6. Does your colleague’s work product indicate excessive mistakes or neglect?

7. Does your colleague miss important meetings or court dates?

8. Does your colleague call in “sick” more than twice a month?

9. Has your colleague been arrested for DUI?

10. Has your colleague been arrested for public drunkenness?

11. Has your colleague been involved in a fight recently?

12. Is your colleague having “serious” marital difficulties?

13. Has your colleague been accused of malpractice?

14. Has your colleague requested to borrow money?

15. Does your colleague take unnecessary sexual risks?

16. Has your colleague been having excessive car trouble?

WARNING SIGNS OF SUBSTANCE ABUSE

1.
Does your colleague lie about A&D use?

Lying about alcohol and/or drug use is one of the telltale signs of substance abuse, particularly as the problem progresses.  To avoid detection, a substance abuser will resort to denying alcohol or drug usage, or at least, minimizing it.
2.
Does your colleague have trouble stopping A&D use once he/she starts?

Substance abuse isn’t defined in terms of quantity or frequency of use.  A person can have, say, a glass of wine with dinner every night and not be an alcoholic.  Likewise, a person can consume a large quantity of alcoholic (on occasion) and not be an addict.  On the other hand, a person can use substances on infrequently and in small amounts and still have a substantial substance abuse problem if they have trouble stopping alcohol or drug use once it starts.

3.
Does your colleague show up to work under the influence?

This is a rather obvious sign of a substance abuse problem that has progressed well beyond the casual weekend use.  This person has very likely reached the point where they can’t make it through an entire day without their substance of choice.

4.
Does your colleague avoid social interaction with peers?

Most people realize that getting intoxicated in front of colleagues and superiors in the workplace is not a smart career move.  For the person who finds it difficult to abstain from, say, having several beers at the firm Friday Happy Hour, the easiest course of action may be to avoid the affair altogether.  

5.
Does your colleague behave irritably with co-workers?

For the person who is attempting to limit the use of substances to the weekends, getting through the week without using can be a challenge.  As a result, co-workers might encounter an irritable person during the week, particularly towards the middle of the week (Tuesday, Wednesdays and Thursdays).

6.
Does your colleague’s work product indicate excessive mistakes or neglect?

Excessive mistakes or neglect are a sign that something is amiss in the life of your co-worker, particularly if this person was previously a stellar performer.  In that case, your co-worker is almost assuredly encountering some problem, whether mental, emotional, financial, relational, physical or perhaps substance abuse.

7.
Does your colleague miss important meetings or court dates?

This is one of the most obvious signs of a substance abuse problem, particularly if such occurrences are common and not accompanied by extraordinary circumstances which warrant such answers.

8.
Does your colleague call in “sick” more than twice a month?

As a substance abuse problem progresses so does absenteeism from work, particularly absences centered around Monday and Friday.  Most often, this results from your co-worker taking extended weekends.  As the illness further progresses, you may notice the sick days creeping into the mid-week.

9.
Has your colleague been arrested for DUI?

This is a very serious warning sign, particularly if it is not immediately accompanied by a reduction or complete elimination of substance consumption.

10.
Has your colleague been arrested for public drunkenness?

This is another serious warning sign, as it evidences a blatant disregard for public intoxication.  In short, they are using substances and don’t care who knows about it.

11.
Has your colleague been involved in a fight recently?

The colleague who has been involved in a physical altercation is certainly undergoing some type of disruption – emotional, mental or perhaps substance abuse.

12.
Is your colleague having “serious” marital difficulties?

Substance abuse problems cause unusual strain in even the best of marriages.  The problems that your co-worker might be able to hide from you can’t be hidden from his or her spouse.

13.
Has your colleague been accused of malpractice?

Substance abuse is a causal factor in more than half of all malpractice cases.  More often than not, substance abuse causes otherwise good attorneys to miss deadlines, make excessive mistakes, miss court dates, etc.

14.
Has your colleague requested to borrow money?

A person in the midst of a substance abuse problem is often caught between two contradictory financial forces.  On the one hand, they are experiencing decreased productivity (and likely, decreased income).  Yet, on the other hand, they are experience increased expenses – legal, medical and otherwise. Your co-worker’s financial difficulties might become manifest if they enlist your financial assistance (or the assistance of others).

15.
Does your colleague take unnecessary sexual risks?

16.
Has your colleague been having excessive car trouble?

Motorists who drive under the influence invariably have minor automotive mishaps – bent fenders, minor dents, broken of sideview mirrors, etc.  The co-worker whose car looks like it has been in a demolition derby is likely in need of medical intervention, or a driver’s lesson.
TREATMENT OF SUBSTANCE ABUSE

Resources for Lawyers

	Program
	Phone Number
	Website

	Alcoholics Anonymous
	(212) 870-3400
	www.aa.org

	ABA Standing Committee on Substance Abuse
	(202) 662-1784
	www.abanet.org/subabuse/home.html

	AL-ANON
	(888) 425-2666
	www.Al-Anon-Alateen.org

	Drug Help
	(800) DRUG-HELP
	www.drughelp.org

	National Clearinghouse for Alcohol and Drug Information
	(800) 729-6686
	www.health.org

	Narcotics Anonymous
	(818) 773-9999
	www.na.org


PREVENTION OF SUBSTANCE ABUSE

As lawyers, perhaps the best thing we can do to prevent falling prey to substance abuse is to learn to handle one of its biggest contributors – stress.  As much of the stress in the practice of law is self-imposed, lawyers would do well to remember the following:

A.
GET A CLUE


In order to effectively deal with stress, we must first understand its source.  In other words, we must get a clue as to what is causing us stress.  When we do, we can then take one of the following approaches:


1.
Don’t Do That Anymore.  There’s an old joke about a woman who goes to the doctor and says, “Doctor, my arm hurts when I do this (moving her arm to demonstrate).”  In the punch line to this joke, the doctor replies, “Well, then, don’t do that anymore!”  Sometimes the answer to increased stress can be just that simple, don’t do that anymore!  Through delegation and task-shifting, lawyers can alleviate many of the “pains” of practice.


2.
Look on the Bright Side.  When the pressures mount (and they will), it’s always good to keep in mind that it could always be worse.  As lawyers, most of us have jobs that others would envy.  It’s good to keep this in mind from time to time.


3.
Learn to Deal with Difficult People.  As lawyers, we are often thrust into situations where we must deal with difficult people.  By the nature of the representation, we simply have no choice.  We don’t choose the judges who hear our cases or opposing counsel.  In large organizations, we don’t even choose our colleagues.  Therefore, we must develop a way to deal effectively with difficult people by using the tools of praise and modeling.



a.
Praise.  It’s been said that four billion people go to bed hungry every night for food but five billion people go to bed hungry every night for a sincere word of encouragement and praise.  By meeting the most widely unmet need in others (the need for praise), we can create instant harmony, even when dealing with normally inharmonious people.



b.
Modeling.  It’s been said that imitation is the greatest form of flattery.  There is some truth to this statement.  Most people are automatically inclined to like (and be reasonable to) people who are like them.  They can’t help themselves.  By learning to model the behavior of others, lawyers can greatly reduce the strife of dealing with opposing counsel and others who might naturally seem to be adversaries.

B.
GET A GRIP


Much of the stress facing lawyers is fueled by an exaggerated sense of self-importance. 

1.
The Firm Will Be Open on the Day of Your Funeral.  Unless you are a solo practitioner, it’s likely that your firm will go on without you.  In fact, many lawyers work in law firms where the name partners are long since dead.  If the firm can survive with its founders, it almost certainly can survive with you.  By coming to grips with the fact, a lawyer is freed from thinking that the weight of the firm rests on her shoulders.

2.
It’s Not Life or Death.  Many lawyers treat their client matters as matters of life or death.  As a result, they find themselves experiencing the physiological as well as emotional stress of a life or death struggle.  Yet, much of the stress can be alleviated when the lawyer realizes that, in most cases, they are dealing with a simple dispute over money; and it’s not even their money.

3.
Tame Your Inner Lawyer.  Law school teaches young people how to “think like a lawyer.”  And while such a mindset is essential in representing clients, it’s important for lawyers to learn when to turn it off.  While playing devil’s advocate or arguing in the alternative may be just what the client needs, these tactics only cause undue conflict and strife in interpersonal relationships.

C.
GET A LIFE

When we began to understand that there is more to life than the job, the inevitable stresses of the job have less effect on us.


1.
Stop Keeping Up With the Obamas.  One of the greatest self-imposed stressors is always trying to keep up with others.  It’s hard enough to achieve a sense of pride and satisfaction in our own lives.  However, to heap the added hurdle of being just as successful as our law school roommate, the person we entered the firm with, our brother-in-law, or whomever makes for an impossible task.


2.
Live Your Whole Life.  It’s been said that we are not human doings or human havings but rather we are human beings.  Yet, the sad truth is that many lawyers define themselves exclusively in terms of what they do (e.g., practice corporate securities law) or by what they have (e.g., a summer home in Hamptons, etc.).  The problem is that these things often add more stress to life than less because they provide no lasting fulfillment.  After all, who wants to die and have their kids put on their tombstone: “Here Lies Mommy, She Had a Lexus”?


3.
Do It Now.  Most people have a list of “someday whens” – things they will do someday when.  Someday when they have more time, they will take the family on that grand vacation.  Someday when they have more money, they will start contributing to the causes that mean something to them.  And the list goes on and on.  And all of these “someday whens” loom over a person like a weight.  The quickest way to throw off that yoke is to make someday when TODAY.  As it has been said, “You can’t make footprints in the sands of time while sitting on your butt and who wants to make buttprints in the sands of time?”[image: image1.png]
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