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Article of the Week from Harrison Barnes

Why the Best Actors and Attorneys Are Exactly Alike

Summary: Learn what the best attorneys and actors both have that enables them to rise 

above their peers.

Over the past several years I have met and been exposed to legions of amateur and 

professional actors and actresses. At one point, I was even spending several days a week 

in acting class and travelling the world for various conferences with professional actors. 

Additionally, I live in a neighborhood and around various well-known and famous actors 

and actresses. I see these people at school functions and other social functions. Our 

children play together and I meet and see these people regularly.

I say none of this because I think it is a “special” thing. I am not, by any means, part of 

this or friends with any of the famous people in this business. I bring it up because I have 

observed that the people who become (and stay) famous in the film industry have certain 

common characteristics, and I have observed that the attorneys who succeed (and stay 

successful) in the legal world have these same common characteristics. You can only rise 

to the top and stay there when you have the characteristics of a “true star”—and are not 

an amateur. If you are an amateur, you will rarely go far.

Many people go into acting because they want to be famous, be rich, or they want the 

approval of an audience (or something in between). These sorts of people are common 

and comprise the majority of people in the acting world and also the legal world. These 

sorts of people are motivated by their own need to feel important. They may have some 

natural looks, natural talent and enough drive to blast past others, but they are not 

necessarily as talented as the people they outshine.

• Just because you are extremely attractive does not mean you can be a good actor.

• Just because you are extremely smart does not mean you will be a good attorney.
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However, this is how people mistakenly think it works. People come to Hollywood that are 

good looking and expect the doors to open for them. Their depth of character, or passion 

for the subject matter, is something that they think is irrelevant. They will play all sorts of 

games to get on top and expect that this is all that matters.

• See The Only Thing That Matters is Commitment for more information.

Amateurs Are Calculating, Self-Important and Don’t Care About Their Craft

When I first moved to Los Angeles, my wife at the time had a friend who was engaged to a 

man trying to be a professional actor. At the time I had a few friends who had experienced 

quite phenomenal success at young ages in Hollywood. One had produced a few very 

successful movies; and the other had already been cast in a few important roles in major 

movies. I was also working for an important entertainment attorney at the time, and to my 

astonishment was working on and negotiating various contracts for well-known actors.

This man who was trying to be a professional actor was so eager to get ahead that he did 

everything he could to be my friend. He was angling for an introduction to my connections 

in the industry and he wasn’t even subtle about it. He was very good looking and spent 

several hours a day in the gym perfecting his body. He already had plans for what he 

was going to do with the money that he was sure he was going to make. But there was 

zero depth to him and he had no interest in acting other than being famous and making 

a lot of money. Like many before him, there was just nothing there. No “real” interest in 

acting. No character or depth of it. His success attracting good-looking women, or being 

in various modeling “shoots” in Pittsburgh, was meaningless when it came right down to 

it. His heart was not in the right place.

• See Putting Yourself Out There and Your Heart, Body and Soul for more 
information.

In addition to his heart not being in the right place, he was so opportunistic and obvious 

that it was amazing. His only interest in going out was to try and meet people who might be 

http://www.hb.org/the-only-thing-that-matters-is-commitment/
http://www.hb.org/putting-yourself-out-there-and-your-heart-body-and-soul/
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able to advance his career. He had no interest in meeting people if they could not help him. 

When he met people who could not help him, he simply blew them off and was rude. He 

spent a great deal of time self-grooming and feeling important. He was a user, a short-term 

person, and someone who was motivated to get as much as he could in the short run.

Even if this guy had somehow gotten a part in some sort of young person’s drama show, 

not much would have happened for him. For whatever reason, I’ve met several people 

from shows like that and most simply had careers that died after the young person’s 

drama show ended. They may be acceptable in a young drama show where being one-

dimensional works, but their attitude off camera quickly catches up to them. Their careers 

rarely last.

It is quite common for attorneys to believe that because they went to good schools, got 

good grades and even got into a good firm that they have somehow been anointed, like 

a good-looking young actor who gets a role on a television show. This attitude does 

not sustain a career by any means. These delusional (and amateur) lawyers may be 

openly critical of their law firms, believe they deserve special treatment due to their 

“pedigree,” and believe that just because they are doing the work (as opposed to a lesser-

credentialed attorney), the law firm should be incredibly thankful.

This sort of attitude never works. There are plenty of good-looking people in Hollywood and 

there are plenty of well-credentialed attorneys out there as well. The difference between 

the amateurs and the stars can be found in why and how the actor or attorney does what 

he or she does. Amateurs place more importance on form over substance and people don’t 

want to help them because they have nothing underneath. True stars, on the other hand, 

place more importance on substance over form and people want to help them because they 

radiate the kind of positive energy that comes from having the genuine goods.

As an example, I could have helped the guy I discussed earlier if I had wanted to. I could 

have introduced him to my friend who was a producer (and went on to make a major 

picture and successfully produce television shows). I could have said to my producer-

friend: “This guy is so genuine. He really cares about acting and is a true artist. He also 
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happens to be good looking, but the main thing is his heart is in the right place …” If I 

had been motivated to do this, and at all inspired by this guy, I might have been able to 

convince my friend to meet him and see if he could help him. But I did not do this. I did 

not want to help him because I thought he was one-dimensional and not referable.

True Stars Are Genuine, Gracious and Love Their Craft

A few years ago when he was just becoming famous, Bradley Cooper rented a house 

from my family over the Christmas holiday and brought his girlfriend and mother to stay. 

At the time I was living in a house that was quite extraordinary and that I rented out and 

used for films, commercials and other similar pursuits.

Cooper was one of the best guests we ever had. When he left the house he left us 

several bottles of expensive champagne and wrote a long, glowing thank you note. Prior 

to the visit, he stopped by the house and spent an hour or so chatting with my wife and 

walking around the property. He was incredibly nice, gracious and friendly—so much so 

that I am writing about it today.

The same goes for numerous other famous people like this I have interacted with and met 

throughout the years. They are incredibly nice, open and friendly—and even were before 

they became famous. They may try and keep their distance from annoying fans, but when 

they meet people they will generally be quite gracious and nice.

In contrast, it is the opposite for people who never become famous—or flirt with it by getting 

a few choice roles in this or that. These people, more often than not, exhibit the sorts 

of characteristics I noticed in the man that was trying to become famous by being one-

dimensional and calculating. This sort of thing never works. They are not nice, they look 

down on people who are not successful like them and they polarize people around them. 

At the time that Cooper stayed in our house, a few other up and coming actors did as well. 

These people were rude and polarizing. They complained, demanded refunds, fought with 

staff and exhibited strange and offensive behavior to everyone they came in contact with.

http://www.imdb.com/name/nm0177896/
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No surprise, these people had careers that stalled, and five years later (now) their careers 

are in the toilet. Their attitudes stopped them in their tracks. In fact, I have seen this so 

often and among so many actors that I believe I can actually tell who will become famous 

and who will not, and who will stay famous and who will not.

I take Bikram yoga classes occasionally and a (formerly) well-known actor was coming to 

my classes for a while. He has not had any roles in probably 10 years and was a famous 

child actor who is now known to be a jerk and never got any substantive roles after the 

age of 21 or so. If you know anything about Bikram yoga, you know that it gets extremely 

hot in the class, and after the class everyone runs to the showers. This guy had a habit of 

getting up right before the class ended (which broke the pace of the class and disturbed 

everyone) and running into the shower room (which was also the bathroom) and locking 

the door and leaving everyone locked out. We would all stand outside for several minutes 

with the door locked before we all went in and took showers.

One day someone said something to him: “There are several showers in there and we 

would like to take showers too! You do not have to lock us all out.”

“Sorry guys,” he puffed. “I’m not going to risk any of you snapping a picture of me and 

selling it to TMZ.”

I thought maybe this was something unusual, but then a guy from my acting class got a 

role in Buffy the Vampire Slayer and came back to a few of our classes to share stories 

of his limited success. After a break we all tried to go to the bathroom and everyone went 

to the large office-building bathroom. Like the guy from Bikram yoga, he had locked us all 

out of the entire bathroom—numerous stalls and more.

“What’s up with that?” I asked a guy from our class who has been in several shows like 

Dexter and others.

“He thinks we may try and take a picture of his junk. He’s out of control and acting like 

everyone does who is never going anywhere in this business. Just because he is getting 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bikram_Yoga
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Buffy_the_Vampire_Slayer
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dexter_(TV_series)
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$10,000 per episode does not make him Brad Pitt. Jesus. I made $60k two weeks ago for 

one day’s worth of work on a commercial and you do not see me locking 10 guys out of a 

bathroom.”

This guy lost his role on the series after one season.

People whose hearts are not in the game think it is all about them. They look down on 

others and show their insecurity in a variety of ways instead of realizing that everything they 

do and everyone they come into contact with can either advance their career or kill it. Your 

actions show where your mind is and who you are. There was also a high-ranking executive 

of a major studio in my Bikram yoga class. He was the sort of guy I imagine could have 

helped the career of the former actor if he wanted to. I do not know, but I am pretty sure 

he could have. He never said anything, but he too was one of the people who was always 

made to wait while the actor showered. I am sure that sort of behavior gets around.

See the following articles for more information:

• Narcissistic Entitlement Syndrome

• Do Not Be Controlled By Your Need to Feel Significant

True Stars Put Their Hearts in the Game and Are Connected to Their Craft

When you walk into an Apple store you know what the store is about. You know its 

products represent something. You know they do the best they can with every product. 

When you enter the store you are greeted by someone and salespeople wander the floor 

to make sure you get the help you need without having to wait in line. Everything this 

company does and every point of contact is done as well as it can be. No point of contact 

is squandered and everyone is treated well—regardless of how influential and important 

they may be. In addition, the company stands for something: It is not just about making 

money. It is about challenging the status quo and doing things the best way possible. This 

is important, significant and why the company does as well as it does. The company is 

http://www.imdb.com/name/nm0000093/
http://www.hb.org/narcissistic-entitlement-syndrome/
http://www.hb.org/do-not-be-controlled-by-your-need-to-feel-significant/
http://www.gig.com/company/273/Apple-Inc.
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passionate about what it does and you see this in everything they do. It is not just empty 

“me too” representations, it is for real and you know it.

When you go into the home of a real actor, you can tell his or her life is dedicated to what 

he or she does. Real actors have their hearts in the game. They love their craft so much 

they read about it and practice it every chance they get. They associate with other actors 

who share their passion and are part of a “real community” of actors. They don’t have 

egos because of how they look. They are not pretentious. They have artistic standards 

and generally can be heard talking with each other about their art and what it means to 

them.

I once spent a few hours on an airplane behind Laura Dern, a well-known actress. She 

was sitting next to her daughter and chatting excitedly to her about the “art” of acting. 

Then, Bruce Dern (her father—also a well-known actor) came to an acting school I was at 

and spent 5 or 6 hours talking about the art form. I’ve seen the same from Al Pacino and 

other great actors. They are in it for the art of what they do and it is palpable.

The best attorneys are like this as well. They have books about their practice areas on 

their bookshelves. They go to CLE seminars relevant to their practice areas and are 

passionate about what they do. They take great delight in interpreting and discussing 

the law. They do what they do because they have a profound and deep interest in the 

subject matter of what they do. They would work in a firm that paid less, or was not as 

prestigious, if they felt that it would bring them closer to being a better attorney. For them, 

it is about the profession and doing what they love. It is not about the money, and this 

passion is what makes them so good.

See the following articles for more information:

• Never Focus on the Money: Focus on Your Higher Purpose and Contribution

• Love What You Do

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Laura_Dern
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bruce_Dern
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Al_Pacino
http://www.hb.org/never-focus-on-the-money-focus-on-your-higher-purpose-and-contribution/
http://www.hb.org/love-what-you-do/
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You see well-known household name actors appearing in plays, small “Indie” films and 

so forth all the time. Why would they do this when they could make more money and be 

more famous by appearing in major productions? They do it because they are in love with 

the art of their profession and attracted to things that expose them to the art and make 

them feel more connected to it. They take any opportunity they can to hone their craft and 

be around other genuine artists who feel the same way.

It is the same thing with attorneys who take public service or public interest jobs that pay 

less than big law firm jobs but offer other rewards. These attorneys do clerkships, become 

prosecutors with the US Attorney’s Office or county agencies, enter the trenches as public 

defenders, or take jobs with a host of public interest organizations dedicated to causes 

like helping poor people or the environment. These attorneys pursue legal jobs that 

appeal to them from a personal standpoint and not a rational (money-making) standpoint. 

They love what they do, are proud of it and believe it is important. They are connected to 

their work and to the other like-minded people who also are committed to that work.

And this is the difference between amateur lawyers and true professionals; you can’t 

excel unless you believe in what you are doing and your connection to the work comes 

from a deep place within you. Just like actors who truly love the craft of acting will stand 

the test of time, so will lawyers who genuinely relish the “practice” of law in their chosen 

fields. No matter how good-looking you are or how much you crave fame or fortune (in 

the case of actors), or how well-credentialed you are or how much you want prestige 

and large paychecks (in the case of lawyers), you’ll never be truly great unless you are 

connected on a visceral level to the work you do and to the reasons you do it.

• See You Need to Enjoy What You Are Doing for more information.

True Stars Are Likable and Have Positive Energy Because They Are Genuinely 
Fulfilled By Their Work

And here’s the other piece of the puzzle. To succeed in any field, whether it’s acting or 

law or something else, you need people to like you. Nobody can do it all by himself or 

http://www.lawcrossing.com/jobs/pa-public-interest-jt-attorney-jobs.html
http://www.bcgsearch.com/
http://www.hb.org/you-need-to-enjoy-what-you-are-doing/
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herself; everybody needs help and the people whom others want most to help and to 

associate with are those people who have the kind of positive energy that comes from 

being genuinely inspired and fulfilled by their work and life. Your technical skill, grades 

and so forth matter very little in the long run. Instead, being passionate about your work 

matters more. In addition to passion, people need to like you and you need to be likable 

and liked by as many people as possible. The reality is that lawyers will advance, get 

clients and succeed to the degree that others like them. You need to be likable, and if you 

are not you will be in trouble.

If you are not likable then everything falls apart.

My wife recently fired a nanny that had worked for us for some time. The woman was 

technically very proficient. She showed up on time, did her work competently and did what 

was expected of her. She carried herself well and had a degree in childcare and other 

“surface” qualifications that made her suited to the job.

The problem was, however, that that her heart clearly was not in the right place. She was 

not present in the job. She complained often and was critical. She gossiped constantly 

about other families and how negative the lives and careers were of other people doing 

her job. She was constantly playing with her phone and not watching the children. Her 

work was rote and mechanical and she did only the minimum she needed to do. She 

cared very little about her job. We did not feel good having her around because her 

energy was negative and we knew she did not like the job and did not like us for having 

the job.

When she was fired and told all of this, she agreed and said that she was in the wrong 

profession because she did not like what she was doing. It is like this with attorneys as 

well. They believe that just because they have the qualifications they are suited to the job. 

Then they go into firms and their heart is not in the right place. They complain to others 

and take great pride and joy listening to others complain and hearing about bad things 

happening to other law firms. They hope for the worst—even for their bosses—and are 
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critical of their employers for having work for them to do. When they leave work, the last 

thing they want to do is improve their legal skills or learn more. They are not “artists” and 

are no different than an actor with one decent part who is unlikely to ever go far.

Conclusions

People can tell when you do not like your job. People can tell when they are being used. 

People can tell when you are in the wrong profession. People can tell when your heart 

is not in the right place. People can tell when you really should not be an attorney. You 

can choose your own path, but you should not stay on that path unless you are someone 

who belongs on the path. You will only belong on the path if you would follow that path 

regardless of whether or not you could do something else.

You will be tested, but if you make being an attorney who you are and commit to it 

completely on a spiritual, mental, and physical level, you will succeed. The key is that 

very, very few attorneys understand that. That is the real test that awaits every attorney 

that ever hopes to have an extraordinary career and life.

See the following articles for more information:

• Be Committed to What You Do

• Understand the Nature of People, Jobs and the Environments You Commit To

• You Should Not Dabble: To Succeed It’s All or Nothing

• Lessons of Stars: How to be a Star in Your Life and Career

Click here to contact Harrison
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