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The “Systematic Reason” Why Most Attorneys Fail in 
Large, Prestigious Law Firms
Summary: If you want to succeed in a large law firm, you need to understand what is causing so 
many other attorneys to fail. Learn more in this article. 

I started my early career as an asphalt contractor. Like practicing law, there is a great deal of 
money that can be made in asphalt contracting if you are very good at it. Like practicing law, 
people advance and succeed in the asphalt contracting business for a variety of reasons.

NOTE: At the outset, I want to warn you that much of what you are about to read may be 
offensive to you personally. It may upset you because I am going to lay out some cold, very 
hard truths about practicing law and succeeding at it—and it is not going to be what you want 
to hear. I am going to tell you why you may not deserve the success you have and how to 
hold on to it. I am also going to tell you why if you have a great opportunity you need to take 
advantage of it and give it everything the opportunity asks of you.

The most successful asphalt contractor I knew was making so much money that when he built 
a new house on top of a large hill he installed hydraulics on the home so he could move it in 
various directions to face the sun as it rose and fell each day. He was a huge success story. He 
was not educated, not incredibly motivated and not particularly “flashy” or obvious. He did one 
thing very well, however: He followed rules.

He had gotten very wealthy under a government program that benefitted minority contractors and 
people from special backgrounds. I am not going to tell you if he was handicapped, an American 
Indian, black, or something else—it does not matter. What is important here is that he was given 
a special opportunity because of something in his background that made the government want 
to advance him in an industry that had traditionally been dominated by white, middle class men. 
(Women contractors were also considered a “special group” under this program.)

As part of this program, the contractor had to

• document all of his workers,
• adhere to certain bonding requirements (he needed to have money set aside in case stuff 

went wrong),
• do work of a certain quality,
• have breaks at a certain time,
• pay his workers a certain way and a certain amount,
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• have diversity in his workforce,
• maintain his equipment a certain way,
• use materials that met certain standards,
• allow the government to audit his books, and,
• follow numerous other rules that most contractors do not have to follow.

Since the government was hiring him to build roads and do other things that were important 
for the public, the government had certain standards it wanted followed. Prior to getting this 
opportunity, the contractor had worked almost exclusively on parking lots and homes – areas 
where there is not a major need for having such systems. By the grace of God, he was suddenly 
able to compete in the “big leagues” and start working on federal and state highways – where 
millions of dollars flow.

He did these things, worked hard and succeeded beyond his wildest expectations. He understood 
that success came from following the systems and that you succeed to the degree you follow the 
systems.

He told me that when he won his first contract, one of the most successful people he knew said 
to him:

“You better not take this for granted and you better do everything they ask of you. Do not 
mess this up. Sometimes you only get one chance.”

In truth, this contractor got very, very lucky: He was not the most qualified to do the jobs and had 
less experience than other contractors. Notwithstanding, the program stepped in and helped him 
and he understood that this was a “lucky break” and he took the opportunity he was given and did 
everything in his power to make it work for him.

It did.

He soon became one of the largest asphalt contractors around and invested in his business, 
grew it and became more successful.

The least successful contractor I knew was also part of this program. He also got a large state 
job that was awarded to him under this program.

• The first thing he did when he got a large job was he went out and bought an expensive car.
• He liked to pay people in cash and started to believe all of the rules, procedures and so 

forth under the state program did not apply to him.
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• He did not maintain his equipment properly.
• He let his insurance lapse and never maintained his books in the way he was supposed to.
• Because he did not play by the rules, the state stopped him in the middle of one of his 

projects and did not pay him.
• He started bouncing checks and could not pay people, or pay for his equipment. His 

expensive car was repossessed.
• The last time I worked with him, he did not even have a bank account and was doing all of 

his deals in cash.

The contractor who failed had a sense of entitlement. He felt the rules and systems did not apply 
to him. He was owed “special status” and deserved the jobs he got. Instead of viewing the special 
advantage he had been given as a “blessing,” he blew it. Not following the rules cost him a 
successful business and the opportunity for major growth. It was as simple as that. The last time 
I spoke with him he was talking about hiding one of his dump trucks because he was worried the 
truck’s tires he had bought on credit were going to be repossessed.

In truth, the contractor who failed was more confident, a harder worker, a better salesman, had 
more “charisma” and was a better marketer than the one who succeeded. His failure was as 
simple as that he did not follow the systems and believed the rules did not apply to him.

You should never think the rules do not apply to you. In the world of major law firms, the rules are 
the same for everyone.
 
See the following articles for more information:

• Rules, Your Nature, and Your Career
• Group Rules, Walking Off, Suffering, and Your Career

One of the oddest things out there is the phenomenon of attorneys who believe that rules do not 
apply to them. I have been doing a lot of thinking about top law school graduates (Yale, Stanford, 
Chicago) recently because I keep seeing them fail and it should not be that way.

Like contractors who incorrectly believe they do not need to follow the rules, many top law school 
graduates do not reach anywhere near the levels of accomplishment they have the potential 
to reach in their careers. They typically come out of law school and may clerk, or do a position 
inside of a law firm for a year or two and then go do something else entirely – something not 
involving a law firm. Then after a few years of doing this they may decide they want to go back to 
a law firm.

http://www.hb.org/rules-your-nature-and-your-career/
http://www.hb.org/group-rules-walking-off-suffering-and-your-career/
http://www.lawcrossing.com/article/7606/Yale-Law-School/
http://www.lawcrossing.com/article/7640/Stanford-Law-School/
http://www.lawcrossing.com/article/2443/University-of-Chicago-Law-School-Chicago-IL/
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“Maybe they will allow me to come back as a partner,” they tell me.

“Why would they do that … because you went to a top law school?” I ask.

Guess what happens?

They do not get a warm reception—for even associate positions.

Law firms know they are likely to leave, will probably not follow the system and believe they are 
“above” being attorneys in a law firm. They may not work as hard, or will make unreasonable 
demands for advancement due to where they attended law school.

Because they have such a difficult time staying at the top of the law firm pecking order after 
a series of poor career decisions, many of these attorneys then find “safety” teaching in law 
schools, or sometimes working in government. There is nothing wrong with this, of course, and 
many people that come out of law school go and do these things. The issue, though, is that many 
of these attorneys show tremendous potential but end up in these environments (law schools, 
government positions) where there is limited advancement potential because they are not 
following the rules.

The secret of being enormously successful at anything lies in understanding the rules that 
govern whatever it is you are trying to accomplish. To be successful in an “established” game you 
generally need to follow the systems and cannot outrun them.

• Just because you got a job through connections does not mean you are exempt from the 
systems.

• Just because you got a job because you were first in your law school class does not mean 
you are exempt from the systems.

• Just because you got lucky getting a job does not mean you are exempt from the systems.
• Just because you may have been hired and advanced due to your affiliation with a special 

interest group does not mean you are exempt from the system.
• Just because you got a job because you interview extremely well and have a ton of 

charisma does not mean you are exempt from the system.

Many people can get in the door of a major law firm—and many get lucky getting inside of a 
major law firm. Very few can stay inside a major law firm and succeed there over the long term. 
They cannot do this without playing by the rules and following the systems.

• See Four Union-Like Rules of All Law Firms You Need to Know About for more 
information.

http://www.bcgsearch.com/article/900045023/Four-Union-Like-Rules-of-All-Law-Firms-You-Need-to-Know-About/


PAGE 5 www.bcgsearch.com

THE STANDARD IN ATTORNEY SEARCH AND PLACEMENT

Regardless of how special you may believe you are due to your background, you will never 
succeed in a law firm environment without playing by the rules. Anyone looking at your resume 
for more than three seconds inside of a major law firm can tell if you are following the system and 
playing by the rules.

• Quit your job without a new one lined up? REJECTED. Not following the rules and systems.
• Went in-house? REJECTED. Not following the rules and systems.
• Switched practice areas? REJECTED. Not following the rules and systems.
• Left the practice of law to try something else for a few years? REJECTED. Not following the 

rules and systems.
• Keep moving law firms every year or two? REJECTED. Not following the rules and 

systems.
• Became a contract attorney and now want to return to a large law firm? REJECTED. Not 

following the rules and systems.
• Became a solo practitioner and want to return to a large law firm? REJECTED. Not 

following the rules and systems.
• Moved to a small town to be near latest love interest, took a job in a small town, broke 

up and now want to return to a major market. REJECTED. Not following the rules and 
systems.

Everything you do to stay employed in the world of prestigious law firms is related to your ability 
to show that you are following the systems.

• “I don’t want to follow the system!”
• “I hate the lifestyle of large law firms!”
• “I look at the lives of partners and I want to be nothing like them!”
• “No one is going to tell me what to do—my family and independence are important to me.”

I have heard it all. You can criticize the system all you want, but the system works. Attorneys 
inside of large law firms who follow the system and play by the rules generally (1) have a large 
brand behind them, (2) are more employable if they move, (3) have access to better and larger 
clients and (4) make more money than attorneys not following systems.

No matter how you spin it, this is just how it works.

Most business people would much rather own a McDonald’s, Starbucks, TGI Fridays or other sort 
of chain restaurant than start their own hamburger restaurant, coffee shop or family restaurant. 

http://www.gig.com/company/376/McDonald's.
http://www.gig.com/company/72293/Starbucks-Corporation
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Most attorneys would rather work in a prestigious law firm making a massive salary than go to 
work in an unknown law firm.

• Anyone can start a hamburger restaurant. The barrier to entry is not that great at all. You 
might be able to do it for $20,000 (or less) and you will suddenly be in control of your 
destiny, will not need to follow orders and can do things how you want to! The odds are, 
though, that you will fail. Even if you do not fail the odds are you will not make much money 
at all. Most restaurants fail. How many people do you know who have started businesses 
and failed?

• Anyone can go to law school and pass the bar somewhere. After that, anyone can start their 
own law firm, or get a position with an unknown law firm making very little money. The odds 
are that the attorney will fail, or not do nearly as well as if the attorney had joined a serious 
law firm and followed the systems. Anyone can quit his or her job in a good-sized firm and 
decide to do something else on his or her own, or do something completely different. While 
there are certainly exceptions, most people who do this fail and do not make much money 
at all. How many attorneys do you know who have left large law firms and never been as 
successful ever again?

There is a price to starting a franchise:

To start a McDonald’s you need to pay a franchise fee of $1-million dollars and follow a rigid 
system dictated by the company for how you operate the business—McDonald’s has a 12-binder 
manual of procedures for everything it does. You need to be trained in the system in order to own 
a McDonald’s and you are going to constantly have your McDonald’s inspected, tested and more 
to make sure you are following the system. They will not sell a McDonald’s to anyone who wants 
one, either. They will interview you, probe your commitment and do everything they can to make 
sure that you are going to be the best fit for them. It is all about being the sort of person who will 
commit and follow the rules and systems.

If you do not follow their system you will lose your $1-million dollars and McDonald’s will take 
your restaurant over and never allow you to buy a franchise from them ever again. If you fail with 
a McDonald’s, or any other franchise, then most franchises will want nothing to do with you ever 
again. They believe you failed because you did not follow their systems. The same goes for just 
about every franchise out there that is worth owning. Franchises have systems, expectations and 
clear ways of doing things – and they work. Very few McDonald’s fail and most people who own 
them make a lot of money doing so.

You cannot own a McDonald’s, or other franchise, if you think that the rules do not apply to you. 
Can you imagine going to a McDonald’s where people did not wear uniforms, where they used 
different ingredients and menu items, where the style of the restaurant was unrecognizable from 



PAGE 7 www.bcgsearch.com

THE STANDARD IN ATTORNEY SEARCH AND PLACEMENT

what a McDonald’s should look like and where people did not follow the other systems that make 
a McDonald’s a McDonald’s? It would be crazy and it would not happen.

Can you imagine going into a major law firm where attorneys worked the hours they wanted, 
where attorneys came and went as they pleased, where attorneys only worked on what they 
wanted to, where people were paid well with no expectations, where things got done for major 
clients when the attorneys wanted to do them? It would be crazy and it would not happen.

There is a price to being an attorney in a prestigious and large law firm and staying an employee 
in a large law firm:

• You generally need to have gone to a good law school and done very well. You need to 
have shown commitment early on to get into a good law school.

• If you did not go to a good law school, you need to have done very well at the school you 
did go to.

• You need to be willing to work hard and play by their rules.
• You need to dedicate yourself to your practice area and the clients of the law firm.
• As you get more senior, you need to start bringing in business for the firm, or showing 

promise to do so.
• You need to do what is asked of you, follow the system and not quit or move around for 

inconsequential reasons.
• You need to not have any gaps on your resume—and you need to be committed to working 

in a law firm.
• The second law firms believe you are not committed to working in a law firm they will stop 

hiring you and will let you go.

You need to follow and understand the system that you are a part of. If you do not follow the 
system you will be in trouble and will not do well. There is a system for how things work in 
prestigious law firms and these systems are all basically the same at all good law firms. The 
procedures, rules and systems are all inescapable. The biggest mistake an attorney can make 
is to fail to understand and follow these rules and systems. If you do not understand and follow 
these rules and systems the odds are you will be in for a very rough ride in your career. The 
systems and procedures exist because they work and everyone is responsible for following them.

That is why I get so depressed when I see people who have so much potential falling off the 
map because they do not follow the systems. I speak with these people each week and it is 
depressing.
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On Friday I spoke with someone who somehow got a position in a top-tier law firm as a corporate 
attorney despite going to a fourth-tier law school and not having done particularly well there. This 
person also went to a lousy college. But she was a former professional model and beauty queen 
and she obviously had charisma and could sell herself well.

After a year of practicing law, she decided she was going to get married and pick up and move to 
an idyllic rural location and practice law there. She moved there for six months without a job and 
did not work for a while. She then broke up with her fiancé and moved back to a major US city 
and expected a warm reception from law firms. She became extremely angry with me when I told 
her that her odds of getting a position inside of a major law were slim to none. I asked her the 
following questions:

“How did you get a job in such a good firm coming out of the middle of your class from a fourth-
tier law school?” She knew someone.

“What would law firms think about her potential stability and commitment to working in a major 
law firm after having quit to move to a resort destination?” She had experience with a major law 
firm—why shouldn’t they be interested in her?

“How committed was she to practicing law?” She wanted to practice for a year or two and maybe 
go in-house.

“Would she leave if something more interesting came along again—a man, a new job and so 
forth?” Yes, she might, “but I do not need to tell law firms that.”

None of these things make this woman employable, despite charisma and whatever else is going 
on. No one in his or her right mind is going to hire someone who is not likely to work out and is 
not committed to the system. Why would they? There is no reason or motivation for law firms to 
bring people in who are not going to follow the system and give every indication from the start 
that they are not going to work out.
 
See the following articles for more information:

• The Only Thing That Matters Is Commitment
• Be Committed to What You Do

Doors open for a lot of people to prestigious law firms and they stay open to the degree attorneys 
follow the system.

• Doors may open because of your ethnic or religious background. You may be hired 
because you are a minority—or because you are exactly like the other attorneys there in 

http://www.hb.org/the-only-thing-that-matters-is-commitment/
http://www.hb.org/be-committed-to-what-you-do/
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terms of your race, religion and so forth.
• Doors may open because of where you went to law school, or how you did there. 

Going to a good law school is a positive thing (as is doing well).
• Doors may be open because you interview well, have a ton of charisma, are good looking 

or have other things law firms like. These are all good as well and can open doors.
• Doors may open because you know someone. Connections mean something and can 

get you into a major law firm.
• Doors may open because you are in a very in demand practice area and they need 

someone immediately and cannot find people. Just because a practice area is in 
demand right now does not mean that it will stay in demand—but it is enough to open doors 
sometimes.

Each day in my job as a recruiter I get doors open for people that may not otherwise open. When 
any door opens you need to walk through it and count your lucky stars and then work even 
harder and commit even more. You need to follow the systems of the firm and play by the rules.

People become successful in prestigious law firms—and life in general—to the degree they follow 
systems. The systems exist because when people follow the systems the group and individuals in 
them do better because they follow them. If you do not follow the systems and rules your career 
will generally get derailed. It happens quite quickly—and it happens to most attorneys. Just one 
bad decision and it could be all over.

• If someone who opens a McDonald’s suddenly stops following the system that person will 
lose his or her McDonald’s.

• If you stop following the system, you will lose your right to practice in a large, prestigious 
law firm.

No one cares what you did in the past—where you went to law school, how you did in law school, 
who you know, how you look, or how you interview. They care about whether or not you look 
like you will follow the system. Large clients hire brand name law firms because they have a 
brand. They get a brand because they have systems. These systems make law firms stronger 
and better at serving their clients. They ensure that the best quality attorneys, the most motivated 
attorneys and the most organized attorneys are showing up to work on their matters. That is why 
the most money and most important work goes to the largest law firms and is not in small lifestyle 
firms, in tiny law firms in rural areas, or in-house.

It goes to the firms and people with systems. McDonald’s, Amazon, Starbucks – all the brands 
and companies that succeed and become household names are those that create, follow and 
have systems.

http://www.gig.com/company/376/McDonald's.
http://www.gig.com/company/70978/Amazon.com,-Inc.
http://www.gig.com/company/72293/Starbucks-Corporation
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If a door opens for you, walk through and commit to the rules and system of where you are no 
matter what. Attorneys succeed and fail to the degree they are willing to follow and commit to the 
system.

Click here to contact Harrison

Our mission is to meet or exceed every attorney’s expectations for their job search 
and ensure they are succeeding and winning with BCG Attorney Search

Click here to contact Harrison
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