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Morgan Lewis is taking a new approach to fostering well-being among employees. In the first of 
a series of Insights, Krista Logelin, the firm’s director of employee well-being, says minor 
tweaks in the way a person views a situation can have profound positive effects and offers simple 
thought exercises to encourage a more optimistic approach. 

One of my favorite quotations is, “Finding temporary and specific causes for misfortune is the art 
of hope.” Its author, Dr. Martin Seligman, director of the University of Pennsylvania Positive 
Psychology Center, holds a distinguished place among the world’s foremost thinkers on the 
subject of what enables people to thrive. 

I had the privilege of studying under Dr. Seligman at Penn and incorporated many of his 
pioneering concepts in my career as a consultant. I now have the opportunity to put that 
experience to work in my new position as the first director of wellbeing at one of the world’s 
largest law firms, Morgan Lewis. 



While Big Law does not always have a reputation for fostering or recognizing positivity, 
fortunately the management at Morgan Lewis has enthusiastically embraced these ideas.  

Program Launch 

I am in charge of a recently launched Morgan Lewis initiative—unique in the law firm world—
that we call ML Well. We are striving to reinforce the intellectual, physical, emotional, and 
occupational health of everyone who works at our firm, both lawyers and staff, with an 
underlying emphasis on engagement and community. Our program will include regular 
educational programming focused on how to create lives of meaning and fulfillment, as well as 
how to confront challenges to well-being, such as substance misuse and clinical depression. 

All of this is a logical extension of some steps we have already taken, including becoming one of 
the first signatories to the American Bar Association’s Pledge on Lawyer Well-Being. 

One element we plan to incorporate in ML Well centers on the notion of “explanatory style.” I 
use Dr. Seligman’s quote, with its emphasis on “temporary” and “specific” causes of misfortune, 
to introduce this concept to audiences. In essence, explanatory style directs how we think about 
misfortune or failure, which is a common aspect of everyone’s personal and professional lives, 
but which need not be determinative of success.  

One primary goal is to provide an alternative to corrosive and non-productive thinking, which we 
might call “pessimistic explanatory style.” 

Glass Half Empty or Half Full 

For instance, when confronted with a setback, a pessimist might react by thinking, “It’s me—it’s 
going to last forever and undermine everything I do.” Instead, we can adopt a different thought 
process, “optimistic explanatory style.” In this case, that might translate as, “It was only the 
circumstances. It’s going away quickly anyway, and besides, there’s much more to life.” 
The first way of thinking defines a reality in which progress stalls, now and at all points in the 
future. No ray of light or hope shines through and no path forward exists. The second, however, 
allows for the possibility of eventual growth and advancement, for overcoming obstacles.  



This might strike some as hopelessly polyannaish. Optimism seems unfashionable and perhaps 
even naïve in an age defined by cynicism, endless irony, and seemingly intractable societal 
divisions. 

However, good reasons exist for turning away from negativity toward a more positive view of 
how to respond to life’s personal and professional challenges. Science provides support for this 
notion, by way of research showing that compared to pessimists, optimists not only tend to have 
better health habits and are less likely to become depressed, but are more likely to live longer, 
achieve more, and produce higher-quality work.  

How to Get There? 

There are some simple thought exercises we can utilize to encourage a more optimistic approach. 
For instance, instead of telling oneself, “I’m a failure,” a more specific and accurate internal 
message might be, “I made a mistake today.” Rather than saying, “Meetings are a waste of time,” 
tone it down a bit to, “This meeting is a waste of time.” 

These approaches acknowledge the reality that some things don’t go right and that some
meetings really are a waste of time, while discouraging the notion that these are permanent 
conditions. They allow for the “art of hope” to enable a way forward without yielding to 
crippling despair. While these events may seem small or even potentially insignificant, the 



cumulative effect of a more positive approach has been shown to yield a host of positive 
outcomes. 

The same techniques work on a more personal level. “I’m bad at this,” could instead become, “I 
haven’t been able to practice this much.” Rather than, “It’s all my fault,” consider, “As a team, 
we could have done better.” In each case, the burden of failure becomes a bit lighter, while 
specific, correctable solutions emerge.  

Also deriving from Dr. Seligman’s quote is the notion that “permanence” equates with 
pessimism, while “temporary” fosters optimism. For example, replace “You always nag,” a 
permanent statement, with the more accurate and useful thought, “You nag when I don’t pick up 
my stuff.” 

Similarly, “You never talk to me” has little real-world meaning, but “I haven’t heard from you 
lately,” expresses a more specific and literal state of affairs that also implies a simple remedy. 
Achieving a more optimistic approach, with all of its attendant benefits, does not require a 
fundamental personality change or a complete revision in one’s point of view. A slight turn of a 
phrase, a shift from “always” to “sometimes,” can produce great payoffs in health and 
productivity.  
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