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Legal Employers’ Guide to 
Understanding and 

Preventing Suicide and 
Other Mental Health 

Emergencies

SallySpencerThomas@gmail.com

www.SallySpencerThomas.com

720-244-6535

Sally Spencer-Thomas, Psy.D.
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Can you guess who this is?
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Goals
To list at least three reasons why proactive 
workplace mental health promotion and 
suicide prevention matter.

To describe the “National Guidelines for 
Workplace Suicide Prevention"

To apply Joiner’s suicide risk model to 
the experiences of someone in the 
legal profession.

30-Day Action Step Commitment
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Trends in Legal Profession

The legal profession is facing a mental health crisis, with 
increasing rates of anxiety, depression, and suicide among 
lawyers. 
• 38.27% of legal practitioners reported depression in 2023, 

up from 31.17% in 2019
• 71.10% of legal practitioners reported anxiety in 2023, up 

from 63.95% in 2019
• 49.31% of legal practitioners reported substance abuse in 

2023, up from 41.19% in 2019
• 15% of respondents said they had contemplated suicide in 

2023
• 15% of respondents said they knew someone in the legal 

profession who died by suicide in the past two years
https://laterallink.com/lawyer-mental-health-crisis-unveiling-2023-data-trends-and-essential-resources-for-building-healthier-legal-
careers/#:~:text=Mental%20health%20struggles%2C%20specifically%20depression,for%20better%20mental%20health%20management.
https://www.abajournal.com/news/article/mental-health-initiatives-arent-curbing-lawyer-stress-and-anxiety-new-study-
shows#:~:text=Despite%20increasing%20focus%20on%20mental,from%20nearly%2015%25%20last%20year. 
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Have you been impacted by mental health, 
addiction, overdose, or suicide? 
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https://laterallink.com/lawyer-mental-health-crisis-unveiling-2023-data-trends-and-essential-resources-for-building-healthier-legal-careers/
https://www.abajournal.com/news/article/mental-health-initiatives-arent-curbing-lawyer-stress-and-anxiety-new-study-shows
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Employee
Engagement

• Absenteeism
• Presenteeism
• Turnover

Legal 
Issues

• Human Rights
• Discrimination
• Psychosocial hazards

Health & 
Safety

• Stress-related illnesses
• Errors and safety: 

distraction/judgement
• Disability
• Deaths of despair

SOURCE: American Psychological Association https://www.apa.org/monitor/2017/11/trends-workplaces

Making the 
Business 
Case (VOI)
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Striving, Self-
Reliant & 
Problem-
solving

Pressure = 
single-source 

identity, $, 
competition

Overwork, 
work-life 
disruption

Problem 
drinking & 
burnout

Disabling and 
life-

threatening 
depression, 
anxiety & 
addiction

Root Cause Analysis of 
Law

yer M
ental H

ealth 
Challenges
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Model of Suicide Risk: Joiner, T. (2007). Why People Die by Suicide. Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press.

Model of Suicide Risk

Perceived Burdensomeness 

Thwarted Belongingness

Desire for suicide/Escape 
overwhelming emotional 

pain

High risk for suicide 
death or serious 

attempt

Capability

I can.

I want 
to.

Joiner, T. (2007)
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What are the ways lawyers might feel like a 
burden or profoundly alone over the course 

of their profession?
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2024+2023202220212020

National Guidelines for Workplace Suicide Prevention
Project Timeline
National Action 

Alliance for 
Suicide 

Prevention 
establishes 

nation’s first 
Workplace Task 

Force

CDC 1st report 
ranking suicide 

rates by industry 

2019

Task Force 
forges 

partnership 
with AFSP 
and United 
Survivors

Begin Data 
Collection

CDC 2nd  
report 
ranking 

suicide rates 
by industry

National 
Guidelines for 

Workplace 
Suicide 

Prevention 
Launch 

October 10, 
2019

Canada 
launches set of 
standards for 
psychological 

health and 
safety in the 
workplace

Australia 
publishes 
Work & 
Suicide 
Position 

Statement

201820172016201420132010

1600+ Pledge 
Partners

Making Suicide 
Prevention a 
Workplace 

Health & Safety 
Priority

Anthem partners 
to support 

Workplace Suicide 
Prevention efforts 

to develop 
H.O.P.E. 

Certification

NY State & Colorado
Pilot of H.O.P.E. 

Certification 

Idaho/Washington
Northern Colorado
Southern Colorado

Texas
Arkansas

Host Workplace 
Wellbeing Summits
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8 Guiding Principles
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Getting Upstream
• Cultural shifts toward prioritizing wellbeing
• Addressing work-related drivers to suicidal despair
• Reducing bias
• Personal resilience and self-care
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Flickr Photo Credit Sandeep MM

Leadership
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“Be vocal, be visible, be visionary. There is no shame in stepping forward, 

but there is great risk in holding back and just hoping for the best.”
~Higher Education Center
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Flickr Photo Credit Sandeep MM

Psychosocial
Hazards
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Psychosocial Hazards at Work 
Job Design Challenges
• Low job control — lack of decision-making power and limited ability 

to try new things
• Excessive job demands and constant pressure/overtime 
• Effort-reward imbalance — related to perceived insufficient 

financial compensation, respect or status 
• Job insecurity — perceived threat of job loss and anxiety about that 

threat 
• Lack of job autonomy 
• Lack of job variety 
• Toxic work-design elements (e.g., exposure to environmental 

aspects that cause pain or illness) 

Toxic Interpersonal Relationships
• Bullying, harassment and hazing at work 
• Prejudice and discrimination at work 
• Lack of supervisor of collegial support — poor working relationships 

Family Disruption
• Work-family conflict (i.e., work demands make family 

responsibilities more difficult) 
• Family-work conflict (i.e., family demands make work role 

challenging) 

Lack of Purpose or Connection to Mission
• Heightened job dissatisfaction and the feeling of being “trapped” 
• Work is not meaningful or rewarding

Other Work-Related Health Impacts
• Work-related trauma (e.g., personal or seeing and accident or 

injury)
• Work-related sleep disruption (e.g., due to unexpected overtime, 

extended or changing shifts)
• Work culture of poor self-care and destructive coping (e.g., alcohol 

and drug use) 
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Adapted from NIOSH “Hierarchy of Controls”
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What are the most important psychosocial 
hazards?
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Midstream

30

Training

31 32
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Peer Support
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Downstream
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Mental Health & 
Crisis Resources
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Professional Mental Health Services

EAP 
(Employee 
Assistance 
Program)

Community 
and 
Telehealth 
Mental 
Health 
Services

Substance 
Use and 
Addiction 
Recovery

Crisis 
Resources

Suicide and 
Overdose 
Bereavement 
Support
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Mitigate Risk
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Department of Labor 
“Recovery-Ready Workplaces”

SallySpencerThomas.com

• Employment for People in Recovery 
• Encourage Help-Seeking and Help-Offering
• Access to Services
• Offer Accommodations
• Prevention and Education
• Reduce Bias and Barriers
• Recovery-Ready Employers –Ensure employees know the 

company is supportive of recovery and aware of policies 
and resources.
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Additional Action Steps to Consider

• Company-wide Statement
• Promote Messages of Hope in Recovery
• Supportive Policies – Inclusivity, Harm Reduction, 

Leave and Return-to-Work
• Promote Recovery Meetings and Supports
• Regular Training
• Awareness
• How to Have Supportive Conversations
• Harm Reduction
• Bring Resources to Life
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Postvention
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2020

Sept 2020: Self-
paced, on-line badge 
program
• Pledge partners 

register
• Small action steps
• Earn badges 

toward becoming 
“suicide-informed”
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• Deeper dive into practices
• Accountability mechanisms
• 3rd party verification of completion
• Customizable to diverse businesses
• Technical assistance from peer mentor
• Development of community of practice
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What’s Your Certification Level?
H.O.P.E. Certification is Similar to LEED Certification Process

51

30-Day Commitment
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Evaluation
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Thank you!
Stay Connected!
720-244-6535

Sally Spencer-Thomas, Psy.D.

SallySpencerThomas@gmail.com

www.SallySpencerThomas.com

Newsletter | Podcast | Blog | Webinars
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About Dr. Sally

• Dr. Sally is a clinical psychologist and award-winning mental health advocate 
with her own personal experience of losing her beloved brother to suicide. 
Her mission is to give voice to people who’ve lived through depression, 
addiction, and even suicidal despair and leverage their insights to develop  
bold, gap-filling strategies and programs - approaches that empower cultural 
and systems change in companies, unions and professional associations. 
Changes that support people into recovery and a life worth living . 

• Sally is the lead author on the National Guidelines for Workplace Suicide 
Prevention and President of United Suicide Survivors International. She is an 
accomplished speaker with a popular TEDx talk and a White House address 
to her credits. 
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