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THE KEYS TO
RECOVERY

BY

onna Spilis, of the American Bar
Association Commission  on
Impaired Attorneys, recently
reported a study by the Oregon
Bar found that as many as 15% of its lawyers
were addicted to alcohol. The Washington
State Bar found that over 18% of its attor-
neys are dependent on alcohol, and the State
Bar of California discipline staff estimates
that approximately 60% of discipline prob-
lems involve chemical dependency and/or
emotional distress.

Oregon's studies support California's statis-
tics. They reveal that 60% of the lawyers dis-
ciplined were chemically dependent at the
time of the disciplinary action. Of those, 60%
had malpractice claims filed against them
before entering the Bar's program for impaired
attorneys. Amazingly, after one year of absti-
nence, the rate of claims dropped to 2%.

The state of Georgia finds that more than
80% of client security fund discipline cases
involved some sort of attomey substance abuse.

We all know that alcoholism many times
goes undetected among lawyers and other
professionals. This is probably because the
most dramatic and apparent signs—public
drunkenness, legal problems, criminal
charges, outward displays of violence, job
losses, mental breakdowns, etc.—usually
appear in only the very late-stage alcoholics.
Even so, inside the professional may be con-
tinuing to suffer emotionally and, perhaps,
physically, through the progress of the alco-
holism cycle.

The first area to be affected by the disease
is many times that of family relationships.
This is fueled by the DENIAL which is symp-
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tomatic of the disease and leads families to
collapse rather than to suspect that treatment for
chemical dependency might be a way of saving
the family unit and possibly the marriage.

Our training, experiences, and positions as
attorneys and judges many times carry the
lofty ideals of power, strength. and self-
resolve. Willpower and being able to think our
way through problems and situations have
been characteristics that we have enjoyed
while growing up and throughout our school-
ing and careers. However, it is just this self-
image and characterization of how we see our-
selves that may serve as the wall that blocks
our ability to recover or seek the keys of
recovery from others.

Of course, among our ranks, there is a
strong tacit agreement not to interfere with the
freedom of our fellows. The historical view of
drinking as a part of gracious living and our
continuing ability to be a "high peformer” in
our practices serve to shield us from interven-
tion by our peers into an alcohol problem. The
alcoholic tends to work obsessively during the
mid stages of the progression of the disease,
further screening levels of suffering and prob-
lems that are ongoing. At these times, we may
find great peer approval and praise for placing
our careers above all else.

Explanations and justifications are rampant,
along with the denial that is a cornerstone that
permits the alcoholism (or drug addiction) to
continue actively. We are very good at avert-
ing attention from our alcohol problems even
when faced with irrefutable evidence.

We are perfectionists; we are those upon
whom our clients must rely and to whom our
clients and peers turn for help; we appear



calm, composed, and invulnerable; and we must not show any emotion that
may tend to imply weakness. Unfortunately, these characteristics and facades
may work against the solution to alcoholism and/or drug addiction and may
inhibit our willingness to go to others that may have keys to recovery and a
much happier existence. At one time, I said to myself, "I wonder if I am an
alcoholic.” At another, "I am not an alcoholic; I am not like that” referring to
the "real alcoholics"—the gutter bums, the winos, the drunks in public. Then [
said, "So I drink, leave me alone. If I am hurting anybody, it is only myself."

I had to experience more. | had to experience much more. The denial of the
extent of the disease and the inability to seek or get help was broken down by a
series of major and serious life events that were evidenced in great pain and
suffering to others as well as myself. I write this in the hope that there will be
early recognition, a breakdown of denial, and help for those who continue to
suffer.

You may find the below test helpful for yourself or for others to whom you
may pass it. We have the keys. Call if you want to open the door.

The Other Bar (statewide anonymous number): 1-800-222-0767. Local
meeting and information (714) 683-4030.

Are You An Alcoholic?

To answer this question ask yourself the following questions and answer them
as honestly as vou can.

Do you lose time from work due to drinking?

Is drinking making your home life unhappy?

Do you drink because you are shy with other people?

Is drinking affecting your reputation?

Have you ever felt remorse after drinking?

Have you gotten into financial difficulties as a result of

drinking?

7. Do you turn to lower companions and an inferior environ-
ment when drinking?

8. Does your drinking make you careless of your family’s
welfare?

9.  Has your ambition decreased since drinking?

10. Do you crave a drink at a definite time daily?

11. Do you want a drink the next moming?

12.  Does drinking cause you to have difficulty in sleeping?

13. Has your efficiency decreased since drinking?

14. Is drinking jeopardizing your job or business?

15. Do you drink alone?

16. Have you ever had a complete loss of memory as a result of
drinking?

17. Do you drink to escape from worries or trouble?

18. Has your physician ever treated you for drinking?

19. Do you drink to build up your self confidence?

20. Have you ever been to a hospital or institution on account of

drinking? a a
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If you have answered YES to any one of the questions. there is a definite wam-

ing that you may be an alcoholic.

If you have answered YES to any two, the chances are that you are an
7 alcoholic.

If you have answered YES to three or more, you are definitely an alcoholic.

(The above Test Questions are used by Johns Hopkins University Hospital,

Baltimore, Md., in deciding whether or not a patient is alcoholic.) [
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exclusively for the care of
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Independent Probate
Service

LORI MERCER
5041 La Mart Dr., Suite 130
Riverside, CA 92507
(714) 369-7844
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