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The One Simple Rule for Succeeding in a Law Firm

Summary: Why do some attorneys succeed in large, prestigious law firms and others fail? The
reason generally does not have to do with how smart a given attorney is or where the attorney
went to law school. The real answer has to do with whether or not the attorney follows one
simple rule having to do with how much of a positive influence the attorney is within the law
firm environment.

When an attorney starts at any law firm, the attorney will quickly be introduced to various people
within the firm who will share a negative view of the firm and, when it comes to firm management
(i.e., the people who support the attorney and provide the attorney with a job), will speak in terms
of “us versus them.” In fact, most attorneys who work in law firms are exposed to a literal parade
of people coming into their offices, going out to lunch with them, texting them, taking them out for
drinks, emailing them and calling them on the phone to discuss how things are so negative and
wrong inside of their law firms.

* The people instigating these conversations and negative way of thinking never last inside of law
firms.

* In most instances, the people who choose to listen to and participate in this way of thinking also
will be gone in short order.

You must never think or act negatively towards the powers that feed you.

This rule should be tattooed on the arm of every law student and attorney out there. It is the
people who do not understand this simple rule who are responsible for the majority of the angst
and negativity associated with the legal profession. Additionally, many highly qualified attorneys—
who otherwise would be successful in the legal profession—Ileave the practice of law because
they do not understand this one simple rule.

* See 25 Reasons Most Attorneys Hate the Practice of Law and Go Crazy (And What to Do
About it) for more information.

The dumbest and most self-destructive (career-wise) thing that associates, partners and others
inside of law firms can do is to show in any way that they are against or in conflict with firm
management. Incredibly, however, the majority of attorneys (even those with excellent pedigrees)
fail in the largest firms because they do not understand and follow this simple, obvious rule.
Instead, the people who succeed inside of the largest law firms (and many of them have lesser
pedigrees) are the people who understand and follow this one simple rule.
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| know of attorneys who follow this rule and have had extraordinary careers. One such attorney
has been the right hand man of a partner with $30-million in business his entire career. He would
hardly ever say anything negative about anyone. With no business, this attorney has had a great
career in all respects and consistently earns well over $1-million a year just being a follower. If
you were the partner with $30-million in business, who would you want around you? Would you
want someone who was against you, or would you want someone who would always support you,
never say anything negative and follow you to the ends of the earth? If you were a leader, would
you want someone negative working for you or someone positive?

See the following articles for more information:

® Concentrate on the Positive, Not the Negative

®* The Top Five Ways to Be Positive (When Everyone and Everything around You Is Bringing
You Down)

The maijority of attorneys | speak with do not understand this rule. The attorneys who are hired
(and remain employed) by the largest and most prestigious law firms all understand this rule. Law
firms want to hire people whom they believe will be on the same team. Partners, associates and
others constantly move firms because they do not understand this rule. Law firms are constantly
hiring lateral attorneys because they have let go people who do not understand this rule and are
trying to find attorneys who do.

| know of one partner with a large $10-million book of business who moves law firms every

few years. He joins a new law firm and within a short time begins fighting with management
about how much money he should be taking home, how much support he should get and more.
He starts writing all sorts of letters back and forth to management and things quickly become
contentious and then he moves. He has done this at least four times over the past decade—
and he is getting a reputation. Major law firms are coming to understand his pattern of negative
behavior and choose to avoid him rather than risk their work environments becoming toxic.

The reason there is generally so much turn over, bias against senior attorneys, bias against
attorneys with multiple moves on their resume, bias against attorneys who have gone in-house,
bias against attorneys who have been laid off or fired from previous jobs—and so forth—is simply
because law firms want to keep negative people out. It is bad for business. It makes the law firm
an unpleasant place to work and govern. It hurts the quality of service that clients receive. The
entire economic model of the modern American law firm revolves around keeping negative
attorneys out while keeping in positive attorneys who support the management.

* See 5 Toxic Behaviors That Push People Away: The Best Way to Recognize These
Behaviors and Change Them for more information.
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As time has gone by, this challenge has become easier and easier for law firms. Law firms know
who the trouble-makers are and when they see people associating with these sorts of people
they put two and two together and assume they are the enemy as well. In this day and age, law
firms also use screen-recording technology and | have seen associates at major law firms fired
for posting messages about their law firm online. | have even seen attorneys harshly reviewed
for spending too much time on attorney tabloid websites. Firms are well aware of which attorneys
are making trouble.

Incredibly, most attorneys with their top law school degrees, 2,400 billable hour years and major
law firm resumes do not understand the simple rule that law firms want to keep positive people
around and exorcize negative people. Instead of understanding the importance of supporting
those they are working for, too many otherwise top-quality attorneys spend time criticizing them,
biting the hand that feeds them and associating with people on the way out.

In general, once the leadership of a law firm gets a hint that you are against it, you will become
someone the firm will generally stop favoring and whom the firm wants to oust. People stay in
power, make money and are successful to the extent they minimize their enemies, ensure there
is not dissent among the people below them and keep everyone happy. Attorneys who are not
part of the “tribe” that is in power will be pushed out and expelled like a virus. This happens in a
number of ways, including:

* Not being given work;

* Given nothing but busy work;

* Being reviewed harshly;

* Given too much work;

* Being ignored;

* Not being helped with assignments;
* Getting laid off;

* Getting fired; or,

* Getting asked to leave.

While attorneys may believe that the issues they are experiencing inside of a law firm are
performance related, in most cases performance has nothing to do with it. | have seen attorneys
make incredible mistakes that defy any and all explanation and keep their jobs (and get
promoted) because they were on the right side of management. When the management and
leadership of the firm favors you there is literally no mistake you can make that is too large.

PAGE 3 www.bcgsearch.com



ATTORNEY SEARCH THE STANDARD IN ATTORNEY SEARCH AND PLACEMENT

See the following articles for more information:

®* Why You Should Find Your “Tribe” and Not Just Focus on Money in Making Law Firm Job
Decisions

®* Four Union-Like Rules of All Law Firms You Need to Know About

Here are some examples of mistakes that shock the conscience, but that law firms “laughed off”
when an attorney they liked was involved:

* An attorney took some clients out golfing. The attorney got drunk, took his clothes off and passed
out in a dumpster behind a Target by the golf course. The client taped $20 to his forehead so he
could get home. The attorney was promoted to partner a few weeks later.

* Ajunior partner attorney on a large trial team got in a fight with a prostitute in his hotel room in the
middle of the night before a big trial. The police were called and the attorney was charged with
hitting the prostitute. The entire trial team was kicked out of the hotel and they needed to find a
new hotel in the middle of the night.

* An associate attorney forgot to file an important motion in a major case. The entire case was
dismissed and the client lost the case. The law firm spent hundreds of thousands of dollars
fighting to get the case back on track and eventually did. The attorney was promoted to counsel a
few months later.

If the management of a law firm likes you and believes that you are on its side, you can often
literally do no wrong. In contrast, if the law firm does not believe you are on its side, the firm will
go out of its way to make life unpleasant for you and get rid of you. Law firms crush those who
are not on their sides and the entire politics and hiring apparatus of major law firms revolves
around constantly “churning and adding to the pot” to increase the percentage of firm supporters.

As a legal recruiter, | place numerous attorneys each month in major law firms who do not have
the traditional pedigrees to be there—but they do have what the law firm is looking for—they
follow the “One Simple Rule.” | do not concentrate on trying to place attorneys from the largest
law firms, or the top law schools in other firms. | will happily work with these people, but it is
often a time suck if | see obvious signs the attorney does not understand the One Simple Rule.
The One Simple Rule applies to partner, associate and counsel hires. Most attorneys do not
understand that law firms really want someone who will follow the One Simple Rule, as opposed
to being narrowly focused on things like the attorney’s pedigree, experience and, for partners,
business. Law firms like these things, but they value the attorney’s allegiance to the One Simple
Rule far, far more.

The best law firms make the One Simple Rule a priority in all hiring decisions. When law
firms begin to become unpleasant places to work and start to fall apart, these firms start to
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deemphasize the One Simple Rule, or not pay attention to it, and the law firm becomes even
more of an unpleasant place to work.

When | am reviewing an attorney’s resume, | can generally tell how closely the attorney follows
this rule. There are aspects of an attorney’s resume that are far more important than law school,
grades and past jobs. The most important aspects of an attorney’s resume have to do with
indicating whether or not the attorney follows the One Simple Rule.

* See 10 Factors That Matter to Big Firms More Than Where You Went to Law School: Why
the Law School You Went to Ultimately Does Not Matter as Much as You Think It Does to
Major Law Firms for more information.

Here are some things that prestigious law firms do not like and show whether or not you are
following the One Simple Rule. Prestigious law firms that know what they are doing do not hire
people with any of the below characteristics.

* Prestigious law firms do not like to hire people who have gone in-house. If an attorney goes
in house, he or she generally does so because there is something about the law firm environment
that he or she does not like—whether it is the hours, getting business, or something else. The
attorney is likely to bring this doubt and negativity with him or her to the next job, or leave for
another in-house opportunity in the future. Major law firms almost never hire attorneys who have
gone in-house because they have shown they are unlikely to follow the One Simple Rule. (See
The Dark Side of Going In-house for more information.)

* Prestigious law firms do not like to hire people who have spent their careers in the
government—or done anything other than a clerkship, or a perhaps several years in the
US Attorney’s Office. If an attorney has spent too much time in the government, the attorney
has generally shown that he or she does not have the sort of drive that a law firm needs to
stay successful and competitive. Attorneys who go into the government will often become very
resentful when they get into a competitive law firm environment because the expectations will be
too different. In addition, law firms presume there must be something wrong with the attorney for
spending so much time in the government and not working in a law firm instead. These attorneys
have shown they are unlikely to follow the One Simple Rule.

* Prestigious law firms do not like to hire attorneys (without business) who have more than
eight years of experience. An attorney with more than eight years of experience who is moving
firms is generally doing so because the attorney is not “making the cut” at his or her existing firm.
If an attorney is not making the cut that means the attorney may not be viewed as enough of a
supporter of management and no one is helping the attorney because the attorney may not be
following the One Simple Rule. In addition, if an attorney is moving firms the attorney may be
jaded and angry after so much time in a law firm without success. If an attorney shows, or has
any form of resentment towards the attorney’s law firm, then it will look as if the attorney is not
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following the One Simple Rule. In general, most law firms believe that an attorney with more than
eight years of experience who does not have significant business and is not a partner is likely to
be at least somewhat defensive, angry and someone who is not following the One Simple Rule (or
will not follow the rule at their next firm). Accordingly, these attorneys are rarely hired.

* Prestigious law firms do not like to hire attorneys who want to switch practice areas. If
an attorney switches practice areas, he or she generally will want to switch firms, or even switch
practice areas again in the future. These attorneys have shown they are not happy in their current
law firms and this lack of happiness is something that will carry over to their next firms. In addition,
if these attorneys were liked enough by the powers inside of their firms then their firms would likely
have no issues with them switching practice areas. Attorneys who are in any way unsure about
what they want to do are likely to be angry, resentful, uncommitted and have other characteristics
that show they are not following the One Simple Rule and not be hired.

* Prestigious law firms do not like to hire attorneys who hold jobs for only a short period of
time, or switch firms frequently. If an attorney frequently switches jobs, the only explanation for
this in the eyes of most law firms is that he or she is doing so because he or she is unhappy, or
not doing well in a succession of law firms. Because attorneys more often experience problems
and issues in their law firms from not following the One Simple Rule than performance reasons
(i.e., they are perceived as against the management), new law firms will generally believe the new
attorneys are likely to be trouble. (See The Right and Wrong Reasons to Switch Law Firms for
more information.)

* Prestigious law firms do not like to hire attorneys who have resumes that indicate
they have been activists (of virtually any kind)—whether it is political, racial, sexual, or
otherwise. Law firms generally will shy away from activists of all kinds. The simple reason for
this is that the law firm knows that the attorney is likely to create trouble and find things wrong no
matter where he or she goes. The activist attorney is someone who likely will constantly create
issues and find reasons to be upset. Activists typically have an “us versus them” attitude and if a
law firm picks up the least bit of scent of this the firm will not hire the person. People who have
been activists generally do not follow the One Simple Rule. (See 6 Things Attorneys and Law
Students Need to Remove from Their Resumes ASAP If They Want to Get Jobs with the
Most Prestigious Law Firms for more information.)

* Prestigious law firms will never hire people who have ever sued a former employer,
or written anything negative about a former employer, or even on social media posted
anything that may have indicated less than 100% commitment to practicing law. Regardless
of the circumstance, if an attorney has ever sued a former employer this generally is a very
clear demonstration that the attorney does not follow the One Simple Rule. | once saw a ninth-
year attorney who was moving with a group of attorneys to another major law firm have her offer
revoked because she had written on a Facebook account something to the extent of: “I'm just
practicing law so | have money to do my music—law is no fun.” BOOM ... just like that her legal
career was finished. The law firm revoked her offer and she did not get a new job and went off
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and did something else completely—Ilosing out on a vital career in the process. The lesson is that
law firms will deal harshly with anything that shows you do not follow the One Simple Rule, or
even hints at it. (See The #1 Attorney Career Killer That Attorneys Are Never Taught for more
information.)

* Prestigious law firms do not like to hire people who show lots of independence—
they particularly, for example, generally do not like people who have been habitual
entrepreneurs. If someone wants to start a business, or make a lot of money, that person should
probably not be an attorney who wants to work in a prestigious law firm. Being an attorney is an
academic profession that requires hard work, commitment and is not entrepreneurial. If someone
is an entrepreneur, that person is going to quickly realize that he or she can make profoundly
more money doing other things and leave the practice of law. They will also tell a lot of people in
the firm this along the way and upset fellow associates, partners and others in the law firm. People
who are always looking for the next best thing do not make good prestigious law firm attorneys.
Attorneys who have independent ideas about their careers are not following the One Simple Rule.

* Prestigious law firms do not like to hire people who are overly ambitious and want to
become extremely rich and successful. Just as if someone is entrepreneurial, someone
who is overly ambitious is not likely to have a lot of patience for the politics of a law firm, or the
compensation ups and downs of law firms. Law firms are looking for people who (within reason, of
course) will take what they are given and offered. Law firms cannot run efficiently if people are so
ambitious they are likely to be impatient about advancement—they will create trouble and become
negative. Attorneys who are overly ambitious are not likely to be followers of the One Simple Rule.

* Prestigious law firms do not like to hire people who have been laid off, or fired from law
firms. | hate this rule because it seems like it unnecessarily penalizes many good attorneys. The
idea is, though, that if someone has ever been laid off or fired he or she is likely to be negative
about this experience, negative about law firms and will bring this with him or her to the next law
firm. | have never seen a laid off attorney rehired by the firm from which he or she was laid off. In
contrast, | have seen the same law firms hire scores of the same type of attorney months after
they have let go of the attorney. The reason for this, | believe, is because law firms simply do not
want negativity in their midst. An additional fact is that law firms generally use layoffs as a way to
get rid of negative people who are not following the One Simple Rule. When they lay people off,
law firms figure out how to keep followers of the One Simple Rule.

* Prestigious law firms do not like to hire people who have been solo practitioners. Law
firms are “group exercises” and places of “group activity” and where people need to show they
can communicate with one another and help one another. Anyone who believes they can “do it
on their own” is likely to bring this attitude with them to their new firm and this will undermine the
institutional, “follow the leader” attitude needed to succeed in a major law firm.

While most recruiters and others seem obsessed with an attorney’s overall qualifications, | have
found the majority of my placements are for attorneys who may not necessarily have the best
qualifications but who are following the One Simple Rule.
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* See The “Systematic Reason” Why Most Attorneys Fail in Large, Prestigious Law Firms for
more information.

One of the most interesting things | have noticed as a legal recruiter, for example, is that if an attorney
is relocating from a city he or she did not grow up in to their “home” city, the attorney is far, far more
likely to get a position with another major law firm than if he or she was simply trying to move firms in
the city where he or she is currently working. It may seem strange, but it has always been the case.
Attorneys who are relocating home (and have reasons for doing so) are generally considered to be
leaving their current firms not because of any conflict with the management, but because they want
to return home. It is also believed that if they move home they will be “rejoining” a team and will be
loyal to that team. In contrast, attorneys moving firms in one city are often presumed to be doing

so because they are in conflict with the management. At all points in time, every law firm is pushing
out attorneys it believes are in conflict with it. It is far more likely for a law firm to push someone out
because it believes that person is a danger to morale than it is for performance reasons.

Another frequent type of placement | make is of an attorney moving from a less prestigious to

a more prestigious law firm. If an attorney has positioned his or her move as one in which he or
she wants access to more sophisticated matters, larger clients and so forth, then this generally
goes over well. An attorney who is excited about improving, doing better work and who loves the
practice of law is not moving because of issues with the management, but rather due to a desire
to improve and commit to a place that does more sophisticated work. Portraying a move in this
sort of vein is something that works very well and raises no doubts as to whether the attorney is
following the One Simple Rule.

* See Top 10 Ways Attorneys Can Move to a Better Law Firm and Get a Better Attorney Job
for more information.

Conclusions

Anytime an attorney is moving firms as a result of the attorney’s questioning the law firm model,
questioning management, being angry and frustrated, or not being a team player, that attorney
generally will have a difficult time getting hired. Law firms are constantly hiring people out of law school
and others because they want people who are not negative and whom they hope will follow law firm
leadership. The entire organism of a law firm is meant to retain supporters and expunge people who
are not on the same team. Law firms want people who will commit and support management.

Unfortunately, the careers of most attorneys inside of law firms end unnecessarily—not because
they cannot do the work but because they adopt the “us versus them” attitude that holds
everyone on the “us” side back. When | talk with partners who are not succeeding, associates
who are not succeeding, and counsel who are not succeeding, in virtually every conversation it
comes out that they do not view themselves on the same team as the people they are working
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for. In contrast, when | talk to attorneys who are succeeding all they talk about is how they are on
the same team as the people running the law firm.

Many law firms have managed to largely keep people on the same team. Some of the best names in
the legal profession—Munger Tolles, Latham & Watkins, Sullivan & Cromwell, Wachtell Lipton, Gibson
Dunn, Cravath Swaine & Moore—are successful and have endured largely because they are so good
at nurturing and maintaining a culture where everyone views themselves on the same team and this
comprises the overall culture of the firm. In contrast, law firms that have failed—Dewey LeBeouf,
Brobeck, Finley Kumble—all did so precisely because they allowed their firms to splinter and everyone
not to be on the same team where the One Simple Rule was not being followed. Just as an attorney’s
success is dependent on following the One Simple Rule, so too is the success of a law firm.

| have certainly seen numerous attorneys who followed the One Simple Rule fail, but it is rare. In
contrast, however, | see attorneys every single day who have failed in their legal careers from not
following the One Simple Rule. More so than anything you do in your career, following the One
Simple Rule is the one thing that will make you successful.

While this might not seem like a difficult choice, it is a huge choice and one that ultimately will
control the course of your career. A good proportion of attorneys get this choice wrong and as a
result they do not have careers that are anywhere near as successful or satisfying as they might
otherwise have been.

See the following for more information on how to be a successful attorney:

* Why You Can Never Stop Practicing Law for More Than a Few Weeks Once You Start
* Why Most Attorneys Are Angry

®* The Most Important Characteristic Attorneys Need to Succeed and Why It Is Aimost
Impossible for Them to Keep It

®* The Most Important Lesson You Can Learn from Retiring Partners at Major Law Firms
* Top 10 Characteristics of Superstar Associates Who Make Partner

* What Yale Law School Teaches about How to Approach Your Legal Career That No Other
Law School Does

* 10 Biggest Career Mistakes Big Law Firm Attorneys Make (and 10 Ways to Survive in a Big Firm)

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
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