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Over the years, Andrew Harrison Barnes, the CEO of BCG Attorney Search, has offered his 
advice on nearly every facet of the legal job community and, throughout Barnes’ career, he has 
been intimately involved with the ebbs and flows of the legal job market. As a legal recruiter and 
practicing attorney, Barnes has specialized knowledge and is willing to share his wisdom for the 
benefit of law students, junior attorneys, senior attorneys, and partners. “His new book, entitled 
“Top 22 Law Firm Interview Tips: How to Excel in Law Firm Interviews” is an aggregate collection 
of the advice columns and articles he has written relating to the topic everyone looking for a legal 
job dreads: the interviewing process.”

Overall, Barnes believes that having a positive attitude, bringing enthusiasm, being adaptable, 
and showcasing your strengths is paramount to prevailing during the competitive hiring process. 
Barnes wishes to simplify the interview process and explains that, once you obtain the in-person, 
telephone, or video conference interview, it is no longer about your qualifications, for your 
qualifications get you in the door. At that point, it is about the employer wanting answers to five 
simple questions: 

(1) Can you do the job?
(2) Do you want the job?
(3) Will you fit in?
(4) Can the employer manage you?
(5) Will you do the job long term?

Barnes also addresses how to build rapport with interviewers and how to confront difficult, 
unforeseen questions asked during the interview. Barnes extensively covers the protocols and 
etiquette required at each phase of the hiring process: (1) Pre-interview; (2) Actual interview; (3) 
Post-interview. This collection even contains Barnes’ insights as to the significant differences 
between interviews with big firms as opposed to small firms; interviews with senior associates as 
opposed to junior associates; and interviews conducted in an office as opposed to a restaurant. 

Barnes lays the framework for his advice with his own personal experiences in his capacity 
both as a practicing attorney and as a legal recruiter that has helped create jobs by connecting 
qualified attorneys with law firms that have vacant positions and vice versa.
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1. What are some brief rules of thumb for attorneys to remember about 
law firm interviews? 

• Dress for success. The way you dress will reflect to the law firm how you will present 
yourself to clients and others.

• Give concise answers. Long rambling answers will always negatively affect your chances 
of landing the job. Let the interviewers draw their own conclusions.

• Don’t get into detail about previous work. Revealing too much about old jobs, clients, or 
cases will make you seem untrustworthy.

• Be aware of your body language. You can say a lot without opening your mouth, so 
remain conscious of it.

• Be honest. You’re not expected to be superhuman, so stretching the truth can only get you 
into trouble.

• Be prepared. Come into the interview knowing what you want to get across and ready to 
take on some tough questions. Know what’s on your resume. Getting caught off guard by 
something on your own resume reflects poorly on you.

• A job interview is like a blind date in that both sides feel a little nervous and forced. 
Standard blind date rules apply: nice handshake, maintain eye contact, smile when 
appropriate, and always listen!

• Listening is the most crucial part. It can be difficult for attorneys to get out of talking 
mode, but the interviewer should do about 80% of the talking.

• Paraphrase what the interviewer says back to him or her to show you are paying 
attention. 

2. What are the interview mistakes attorneys must avoid at all costs? 

There are certain people who seem to get every job they interview for and others who seem 
to lose the job in the interview. Interviewing has its own set of rules and is something that 
everyone needs to understand.

Here are the major mistakes that people make in interviews.
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A. Saying Something Negative About Your Former (or Current) Employer(s).

If you are looking for a job, the odds are that the organization you are interviewing with 
already realizes that the situation with your former employer was not ideal. That’s perfectly 
fine. However, when you say something negative about your former employer, this makes 
you look angry, bitter and like someone who could not get along in that environment. The 
interviewer will wonder if you will have the same problems again if they hire you.

More importantly, it makes you look disloyal. If you say something negative about your 
former employer, then the interviewer will know you are likely to do the same thing to them 
in the future.

There are a number of ways to answer why you are leaving (or left) a job without trashing 
an employer:

• You want a more team-oriented environment.
• The commute is too long.
• You want more responsibility.
• You’ve always wanted to work for the company you are interviewing with.
• There is no room for advancement at your existing company.
• You want to work at a larger company.
• You want to work at a smaller company.
• The new company is going in a direction that is exciting to you.
• You have heard really good things about the new company from other employees.

B. You Bring Up Salary and Benefits

While the amount of money the position pays (and benefits) is obviously important, it is 
annoying to interviewers when this is brought up early in the interviews. The employer’s 
purpose in interviewing you is to see if you can do the job and if you will fit in with the 
employer (i.e., what you can do for them). In addition, when you bring up salary and 
benefits, you seem to be presuming you already have the job.

The employer wants to feel in control, and asking about salary and benefits takes the 
control away from them.
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I have seen many people say something like this in the interview: “The job only pays that? 
I’m making much more than that right now.”

If the interviewer is still trying to determine whether you are right for the job, it is not exactly 
a good idea to bring up your salary requirements at that point.

If an interviewer really likes you, they will ask how much you are currently making, or made 
in your last job, so they can offer you the same amount (or more). Additionally, your goal 
in the interview is to make the employer like you and want to hire you. If you start talking 
about money early on, you will put the brakes on that process and annoy them.

C. Asking Any Question that Shows You Might be a Problematical Employee or Might 
Not Be Fully Committed to the Job

It is so stupid that people disqualify themselves from jobs by asking the wrong questions. 
Here are some of my favorite questions that people ask that get them disqualified from jobs 
during interviews:

• Does the job involve overtime? If you ask this question, you will show the employer that 
you are a clock watcher and/or working extra hours is something you do not want to do. 
No interviewer wants to hear this.

• How much overtime can I work? Conversely, many people work as much overtime as 
allowed so they can make extra money. Many of these same people are inefficient at 
work so that they can work extra hours. Hiring managers do not like to hear this either.

• How long until I get a raise or promotion? The employer is generally interviewing you 
because they have an immediate need to have someone do work in a certain position 
(not the position above you). When you ask about this, you are sending a message to 
the employer that you may not stay happy in the job you are being interviewed for.

• Can I work from home? While this question may seem harmless, in some companies it 
can be a real deal killer. Many organizations expect people to work in the office all the 
time. Other companies have had horrible experiences with this and only allow people 
to work at home who have earned trust over years of working for the company. Most 
interviewers are going to want to hire someone who is going to be in the office all the 
time (at least at first).
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• Do you have a paternity leave policy? Anything that shows that you are likely to be 
absent from the office for any length of time is a bad thing to ask about.

• How soon after I start can I take a vacation? Someone who is asking about vacation is 
already wondering about their time off. Employers do not like this.

• Will I be challenged in this position? What if you are asked to do a mindless project? Will 
the employer be able to rely on you then?

D. You Make the Interview About You and Not the Employer and the Work

When you are interviewing for a job, the interviewer is trying to assess whether you are 
interested in the job. If you are more interested in yourself than the job, this is not a good 
thing. The interview should be focused around how you can be of service to the employer 
and how you will help the organization succeed.

Many people come to interviews acting as if the employer needs to impress them. Your job 
is to impress the employer.

E. Appearing Defensive and Angry

Many people looking for a job are angry at their former employers. They may have lost their 
former jobs due to layoffs or been fired by a supervisor who had it out for them. They are 
mad that they have to look for a new job, and it comes through in the interviews.

You need to appear excited in your interviews and like someone who wants the new job. 
If the interviewer finds something negative in your background, stay calm and do not get 
angry. Never seem negative or judgmental of a former employer.

F. Providing Too Much Information That Gives the Employer Reasons Not to Hire You

Many people provide more information than they should in interviews. Incredibly, I have 
seen people tell me in interviews things like:

• They are former drug addicts. I’ve actually hired two people who told me this in 
interviews under the belief that they had cleaned themselves up and deserved a second 
chance (most employers would not do this). Both ended up relapsing and it was not a 
good situation. Keep this sort of information to yourself.
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• They just got out of prison. I interviewed the person who told me this in my living room 
while my children played in the next room. I was frightened and did my best to tactfully 
end the interview.

• Their stepdaughter and stepson are both 16 and are having a sexual relationship 
in the home. This particular “final” interview was held in a nice restaurant in downtown 
Los Angeles, and my wife came along with me to the interview. She was visibly shaken 
for days after hearing the details of this one.

• That they spent two years in a psychiatric hospital. This was a strange interview. 
The woman seemed very well put together and normal. This made me more leery of 
hiring her.

You should also not talk about:

• Your church or religion.
• Your divorce.
• Your marital status.
• Why you lost/got fired from a job (unless asked).
• That you grew up very wealthy or poor.
• Any diseases you may have had.
• Non-visible disabilities.
• Any medical diagnosis you may have received.
• Sexual abuse/rape you have experienced.
• Violent crimes you were a victim of.
• Recent deaths and tragedies in your family.
• Your sexual orientation. 

Just keep this information to yourself. It is never a good idea to provide any of this 
information because it can be polarizing to people. It also could reflect on the employer in a 
way they do not want to be associated with, and this is not a good thing.

Many people like interviews because they are a chance to talk about themselves.

• An interviewer is not your friend.
• An interviewer is not your confidante.
• An interview is also not a therapy session.
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An interview is a chance to show the employer what you can do for them and sell your 
strengths (not weaknesses).

G. Getting Caught Off Guard and Admitting It

There are all sorts of reasons you could be caught off guard. For example, the interviewer 
may mention things like:

• The job requires a great deal of travel.
• You are expected to work most weekends.
• You will need to have various responsibilities you were not aware of.
• You will have to train and mentor people.

Regardless of what it is, you need to keep your cool and not make a big deal out of it when 
the interviewer brings this information up. Your job is to get the job and not create doubt 
in the employer’s mind about your suitability for the position. You need to appear self-
confident and in control when you are interviewing. If you get flustered or do not project 
self-confidence, this will hurt you.

H. Making an Inappropriate Joke/Comment

Sexual and racial comments come up often in interviews. These are all huge “no-no’s”. 
Even if you sense the interviewer is the sort of person who would appreciate your humor 
outside the office, making inappropriate comments in an interview will almost certainly 
disqualify you from further consideration. Employers get sued all the time, and advertising 
that you are a lawsuit waiting to happen is not a good way to get a job.

I. Giving a Long-Winded Answer to a Simple Question

I’ve seen people spend 10 minutes answering a question that could have been intelligently 
answered in less than 30 seconds. There is no worse time suck than a person who 
shows up in your office and drones on and on when they could answer the issue in a few 
seconds. You need to get to the point when you are asked a question. You should respond 
to questions with a bit of detail, but not so much detail that your interviewer starts to get 
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bored. If your interviewer starts looking off in the distance or appears disinterested in your 
answer, you should stop talking and wrap it up.

J. Not Understanding the Company and What it Does (or Only Understanding it 
Superficially)

When you are interviewing with a company, they want to feel like you have taken the time 
to learn about them. This shows you care about the job (and your career). You should be 
interested in whatever it is the company does. If your interviewer has taken time out of his 
day to speak with you, the least you can do is research the company so you know how you 
can contribute to what they do.

K. Acting Desperate or Begging for the Job

I have seen people tell me they wanted a job so badly that they started crying. Other people 
have told me that if I do not hire them, they will be living on the streets, lose their homes, or 
have their cars repossessed. This sends alarm signals to the employer about things like:

• Your stability.
• Your ability to plan.
• Your reliability.

In addition, the employer is not concerned about your needs: the interview is about the 
employer and what is important to the company.

You need to project confidence in interviews. You need to show the employer why they 
need you and not the other way around. You need to sell yourself. If you appear desperate 
or very available, the employer is likely to be turned off.

L. Not Asking Questions

Many interviews end with the employer asking if you have any questions. If you do not have 
any questions, the employer will think that you are not serious about the job. In addition, 
the employer may think that you found the interview so boring that you do not want to know 
anything else.
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The right questions can demonstrate you are a really good candidate for the position and 
show how serious you are about the job.

M. Lying or Exaggerating

If you are an attorney interviewing with a major law firm, and they ask you if you have ever 
done a trial, you say you have, and they find out you have not, you will not be hired. You 
simply cannot lie in interviews. You should also not exaggerate your experience. It is better 
to tell the employer you have related experience, are a quick learner and have always 
done well with new tasks, assignments and responsibilities than to exaggerate during your 
interviews.

N. Not Trying to Identify with The Interviewer and Company During the Interview

Interviewers want to see if they will be comfortable working with you. It is important that 
you do your best to identify with the people you are speaking with by being open and 
connecting with them. Interviewers are far more likely to hire people they feel comfortable 
with than people who seem they may be difficult to get along with. One of the most 
important things you can do in any interview is to connect with the interviewer.

O. Talking About Other Places You Are Interviewing, or Answering Questions About 
this Improperly

It is a bad idea to bring up other companies you are interviewing with. It shows the 
employer that you may not be their first choice and gives the employer reasons to 
potentially dislike you (many employers do not like people from their competing 
companies). If you are asked this question, you should be very careful. Bringing up a 
less prestigious company may make the employer think that you are desperate for a job. 
Bringing up a company far more prestigious may make the employer thing that you are their 
second choice.

P. Not Having References Available for Immediate Contact

Employers will often ask for references in an interview. If you do not have references 
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available to contact immediately, this looks very suspicious and strange. People who do 
good work and are thought well of typically have references readily available.

Before you go out on an interview, you should have numerous references already prepared. 
This makes you look very competent and impresses employers.

Q. Letting Your Cell Phone Ring

I’ve seen people texting in the middle of interviews and answering their phones. This is a 
horrible idea and is almost certain to get you eliminated as a candidate for the job. Turn off 
your cell phone. Your focus in interviews needs to be 100%. If you answer your cell phone 
during an interview, the employer will think that you are someone who will talk on the phone 
during work.

3. Is there a decent way to answer the dreaded question “Tell me a little about 
yourself?”

• Most people are uncomfortable with it, but it’s really a great opportunity to make an 
impression.

• Treat it like an essay in school and think about it beforehand.
• Draw a correlation between how you describe yourself and the job description, be subtle, 

but connect your personality with the firm’s work.
• To learn more about the firms do some research. And declaimer the firms philosophy, 

successes, and history.

4. What resources are available for researching a firm prior to the interview?

• Talk to people you may know who have interviewed or worked at the firm.
• Request to be introduced to anyone who works or worked at the firm through your law 

school alma mater’s career service department and your LinkedIn connections. 
• Browse Law Firm Directories including LawCrossing (http://www.lawcrossing.com/

lawfirmprofile/), NALP and Martindale-Hubble.
• Review the bios on the firm’s website and LinkedIn profiles of any attorneys or staff you’re 

meeting.

http://www.lawcrossing.com/lawfirmprofile/
http://www.lawcrossing.com/lawfirmprofile/
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• Review the firm’s website for information about the practice group you are applying for, the 
partners, the clients and client matters and any recent successes.

• Search LexisNexis and Westlaw for opinions and jury verdicts where any of the attorneys 
you are meeting with are listed as attorney of record.

• Review legal industry periodicals such as JDJournal (http://www.jdjournal.com) or local bar 
magazines for recent publications about the firm.

5. What if you’re asked to address your personal weaknesses?

• Weaknesses can be turned into positive traits as well. For example, you can say you are a 
workaholic or that you can’t let a problem go until it is resolved.

• It’s best to keep everything positive, that way you create a positive association in the 
interviewer’s mind.

A.    A Little Bit About the Psychology of Attorneys and the Legal Profession

Attorneys are programmed to look for weaknesses in arguments and other people. This is 
just how they operate. They are good at spotting weaknesses in others and emerging as 
the victors in arguments. They expect other attorneys to always aggressively fight for their 
side as well. Attorneys would not have jobs if everyone just surrendered when confronted 
with their arguments. Arguing and taking sides is a “sport” for attorneys.

I’ve been involved in cases where someone from the other side stole millions of dollars 
from someone else and admitted it. Despite this, the attorney for the person who stole all 
of the money argued aggressively for the thief and did what they could to get the person 
out of trouble. They will use every argument they can regardless of the guilt of the person. 
Attorneys do this for murderers, rapists and other offenders. It is their role in society and 
what they are paid and expected to do.

Attorneys are paid to protect their clients’ interests and to portray their clients in the 
strongest possible light.

Thus:

• If an attorney does a bad job for their client, they are not respected by other attorneys.

http://images.lawcrossing.com/articleimages/auchwitz_large.jpg


PAGE 11 www.bcgsearch.com

The Standard in Attorney
Search and Placement

• If an attorney talks poorly about a client when the client is not there, they are not 
respected by other attorneys.

• If an attorney does not do everything they can to take a client’s side, they are not 
respected by other attorneys.

• If an attorney does not make the best possible argument they can for a client, they are 
not respected by other attorneys.

Attorneys often hide weakness (as long as it advances their interests) and portray strength. 
This is fundamental to the profession and is almost “genetic” in the nature of attorneys. This 
deep-seated requirement is something attorneys expect from each other.

Because attorneys want weakness hidden and strength projected, the most important 
thing that any attorney can do when interviewing for a job is to become an “advocate” and 
“represent” themselves. This means that the attorney needs to portray themselves as being 
competent, strong, and infallible.

To portray yourself as “in the right”, it is often necessary to potentially admit one weakness 
to overcome a greater one and get sympathy from an employer, but this needs to be done 
in a creative way. For example, an attorney in a courtroom television drama may say:

“My client is not a nice guy. Hate him for being a bad guy. But that does not mean he 
committed this murder. Hate him, but do not convict him of murder.”

In a similar vein, an attorney who is interviewing with a law firm might say:

“I realize that I did not go to the most prestigious law school. However, because of this, I 
also believe I need to work harder and will live, breathe, eat and sleep this job. I really want 
this job.”

That sort of statement shows that the attorney is interested in improving despite a 
weakness. This statement is also what I call “an S-curve modifier.” (More on this below.)
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B.    About the S-curve and S-curve Modifiers (I Promise this Will Not Turn Into a 
Drawn Out Economics Lesson)

The S-curve is a feature that is typically used to describe businesses and illustrates the 
following:

(1)    A business typically grows for a length of time until it tapers or levels off.
(2)    Then it begins to go down as it encounters resistance.
(3)    The resistance is typically the entrance of competitors, lower prices, or the 
simple fact that the majority of the market has already purchased the product.
(4)    The business then (usually) goes away, becomes a much lesser version of its 
former self (usually), or figures out how to start growing again.

Here is a very simple S-curve representing steps (1) through (3):

This generally happens to all businesses—unless they innovate, come up with new 
products, or figure out how to get new revenue out of existing products by tapping new 
markets.
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If a business is able to overcome the S-curve then the chart starts to look like this:

A new S-curve demonstrates that the company will be able to continue growing and 
generating revenue by overcoming the resistance that it is facing.

Incidentally, the S-curve is something that defines not just businesses, but our careers and 
lives. Unless we die an untimely death, most of us are born, grow up, get old and die. There 
is no way around this. It is the same way with careers. Most people start off their careers on 
the “ground floor”, they get a few promotions and—at some point—the growth stops, and 
their careers decline (and then end).

• For many attorneys, the decline starts when they are three months into their first legal 
job with a large law firm, and they clearly demonstrate they do not have what it takes.

• Other attorneys may “flunk out” during their summer associate job and not get an offer 
and have other problems.

• Still other attorneys may last until their seventh or eighth year, at which point they take a 
much less demanding job.

• Other attorneys may make partner then start tapering off around the age of 50 or so.
• Other attorneys may continue growing until their 60s or even 70s.

The best attorneys, of course, are generally the ones who are able to continue growing, 
improving and avoiding the downward slope of the S-curve.
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C.    How the S-curve is Relevant to Switching Jobs in the Legal Profession   

In business, it is nearly impossible for a company to raise money from investors or go public 
if it is on an S-curve that is going downward. In fact, to simply raise money from private 
investors, most companies need to show revenue increases of at least 10% annually. To go 
public, this revenue increase should be at least 30% annually! Because most S-curves end 
up going downward, investors will not put money into these companies.

No one wants to invest in a company on the way down regardless of the reasons. In the 
business world, people only want to invest in companies on the way up. It is the same thing 
with attorneys hiring attorneys. No employer wants to invest in an attorney on the way 
down. The biggest and best investment for an employer is hiring attorney on the way up. 
The most important thing you can ever understand about getting a legal job is that you must 
portray yourself as someone who is on the way up.

Because the concept of avoiding the perception of weakness is so deeply ingrained into the 
legal profession, and because employers want to hire someone on the way up, an attorney 
who is interviewing and looking for a new job should always portray themselves as being 
someone who is working very hard to stay ahead of the decline of the S-curve. This is the 
best possible move you can make.

• No one wants to hire someone on the way down. Do you want to know something? If 
someone has been at four or five law firms in ten years, each of a lesser prestige level 
than the last, the odds are very good that they are going to leave the sixth firm for an 
even less prestigious one. If someone is on their way down the totem pole and reaches 
out to an employer, the employer will avoid this person like the plague. Legal employers 
are really only interested in hiring people who are winning and part of the upward 
curve. Someone on the way up is inspiring and means the legal employer is investing in 
something that has more value tomorrow than they have today. Someone who is losing 
is bad luck. 

• No one wants to hire an attorney who appears to be losing. If an attorney complains 
of not having enough work, not getting along with peers, has issues with authority, 
makes mistakes, or has other conflicts, they look like a loser to the firm interviewing 
them. This is not what people want to hear. People want to hire people who are on their 
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way up, achieving great things and who will bring that historical pattern of achievement 
to their next job as well. All business is about winning. Virtually every employer out there 
wants to hire people on the way up. 

• No one wants to hire an attorney who has given up. I have spoken with countless 
attorneys throughout the years who are clear that, “I just want a job. I do not care what 
it is.” These attorneys appear to have given up. They may be “shaken” by the economy, 
financial conditions, or other circumstances. Regardless of the reasons, it is never 
advisable to appear to be someone who has given up. You need to portray the same 
confidence a great attorney would defending a guilty criminal in an impassioned closing 
argument before a jury. That is your job.

Thus, when you are in interviews with employers, it is crucial you portray yourself as being 
on the way up—and not on the way down on the S-curve.

History has taught generations of bankers, employers and businesses that it is never wise 
to invest in a business or person on the way down.

D.    How to Avoid (1) Being on the Downward Part of an S-curve or (2) Seen as Being 
on the Downward Part of the S-curve

In the business world, if a company sees its overall revenues potentially decreasing, it has 
a few options:

• Change how it is packaged. Companies will change the design of a product, bundle 
products together, change the quantity (offer more product for the same price), and 
other tools.

• Change how it is priced. Lowering prices will make the product or service more 
affordable to more people. Increasing the price will make profits higher and the product 
more exclusive.

• Find new customers. Companies will review their customer acquisition strategies and 
do their best to get as many new customers as possible.

• Move to other areas. Companies in search of more revenue will open branches in other 
areas of the country or the world.
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If you believe you are potentially facing a downward trajectory of an S-curve, the following 
are some useful ideas that can assist you in being seen as on an upward trajectory to new 
employers:

• Package Yourself Differently. This is something the best legal recruiters understand 
how to do. Essentially, when you are moving firms or jobs, you need to package 
yourself as someone who is on the way up and needs a different environment to capture 
new opportunities. An attorney working with small clients at a small law firm may tell 
interviewers of a larger law firm that they want to work with larger clients.

• An attorney at a firm in a small city may tell an employer in a larger city they want to 
live somewhere that offers better cultural experiences.

• Someone working with attorneys with good but not exceptional qualifications may tell 
an employer they want to work with better attorneys.

• Someone in a branch office can tell an employer they want to work in a main office 
because they are ambitious and dream of being part of firm management.

• A partner with clients who works at a litigation-only law firm may tell a new firm they 
want to work at a full-service law firm so that they can start bringing in corporate, 
patent and other work.

• A partner at a law firm with one office may tell a new firm they want to work at a firm 
with offices throughout the country so they can farm out work all over.

The idea is that you are improving, trying to get better, growing and trying to get ahead of 
the S-curve. Everything you say in your interviews needs to show that you are ahead of that 
decline. The longest job searches and most difficult job searches occur when attorneys do 
not understand this.

• Change How You Are Priced. It may sound simple (and it is) but if you are interviewing 
with an employer that pays substantially more than you are currently making, the 
employer is not going to see you as on your way down at all. Since our culture is so 
focused on money (and many attorneys are too!), if you interview with a better firm, you 
do not need to be worried about the perception that you are on the downward sloping 
portion of the S-Curve.

• Associates interviewing for jobs with higher paying employers are almost always 
perceived as being on their way up.
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• Partners who interview with other law firms with compensation systems that do 
not adequately reward business generation abilities will almost always be met with 
open arms—even if the firm is less prestigious—because they are “on their way up” 
(financially at least). 

• Find New Types of Employers to Sell Your Talent to. You can sell your services 
not just to law firms but to the government, in-house, to law schools, to public interest 
employers and more. I’ve seen attorneys making $250,000 a year take a job for $30,000 
a year from a public interest organization—and these were competitive jobs and no one 
certainly thought the person was on their way down. One way to keep moving up is to 
seek a new employer where you will have the opportunity to step off your current S-
curve and begin a new one—not as an associate or partner, but as an in-house counsel, 
law professor, or something else. 
 
A good way to keep your career on track is often to go to a new type of employer. This is 
an excellent strategy that can put you on a new path to achievement and marketability. 

• Move to a New Location. As a legal recruiter, some of the easiest placements for me 
to make occur when an attorney is moving to another state or geographic location. 
Generally, when an attorney is moving to a new location, they can justify the move by 
explaining: (1) they are moving to be closer to their family, or (2) they want to be in a 
bigger city with more opportunities. Each of these explanations are great because they 
portray strength—everyone respects someone who wants to be closer to their family and 
employers in big cities respect people trying to relocate there. 
 
If you are from Ohio and working in New York, a smaller law firm in Ohio will think your 
decision to return is perfectly normal and part of an upward S-curve career and life 
trajectory—settling down with one employer, starting a family, wanting to be a big fish 
in a small pond and so forth. If you are in a position where you suspect you might be 
entering a declining S-curve, moving to a different city is a great idea.

E.    Conclusion

The S-curve is something that every person should take into account when choosing:
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• Where they work.
• How hard they work.
• When they move.
• When they stay.
• When they begin looking for a new job.
• What they say in interviews.
• When they change careers.

You need to position yourself in such a way that you do not appear to be on the declining 
part of the S-curve. You need to continually find new ways of doing things that set you on a 
growth path. Your ability to (1) be perceived and (2) communicate to employers that you are 
on the upward part of the S-curve is crucial for your success.

6. How do you address inappropriate questions, like “are you married”, or 
questions about politics?

• If you’re uncomfortable answering a question, and it is indeed inappropriate, just ask how it 
is related to the job.

• Be polite even if you think it’s inappropriate.
 
7. Does the adversarial nature of lawyers work against attorneys in a job 
interview situation?

• A job interview is not a test of wills. It is an opportunity to demonstrate that you can think, 
listen, and articulate.

• Coming off as pushy or arrogant is a turn-off. Even if the job requires aggressiveness, you 
don’t want to seem like someone who is difficult to deal with.

8. What’s the best way to summarize your entire background?

    The Basics:
• Even for law students and young attorneys it can be difficult to encapsulate their whole 

history in a few sentences. For experienced attorneys, it can be a nightmare.
• Stick to what’s relevant for the job you’re applying to.
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• Refer to the resume; make it easier for the interviewer.
• Bring a list of representative casework.

A. Keep it Simple: Confessions of a Bad Interviewer  

When I was in college, I wrote a 500-page book that went into considerable depth 
evaluating the incredibly complex race relations that existed within the Detroit metropolitan 
area at the time. Specifically, I was interested in how African-Americans had, in many 
cases, avoided integrating into the larger society due to a need to strengthen their own 
society first. The theory I came up with was quite interesting because I noticed (in an 
exhaustive multi-year study) that the more religious and ethnic groups had historically come 
together and developed their own customs, unique beliefs, and so forth, the easier it was 
for them to integrate into the larger society.

I went so in-depth writing this book that I analyzed how Africans who had been forcibly 
brought to Italy had assimilated into the country 2,000+ years before then, did an 
exhaustive analysis of how other ethnic groups had assimilated into the various cities and 
other locations around the United States after immigrating here. It was an exhaustive study 
that looked at Jewish immigration, Irish migration, and multiple ethnic groups over hundreds 
of years in both the United States and abroad.

It generally took me about 30 to 45 minutes to explain this during job interviews I had 
during my senior year of college with investment banks, advertising agencies, and others 
who were unfortunate enough to bring this up during the job interviews. Because all this 
was featured so prominently on my résumé people always asked about it and, when they 
did, out of a sense of enthusiasm and loyalty to the material, I would launch into a long 
discussion about the material and what it meant. Within five to six minutes, the interviewers 
would all wear the same expression as they mentally checked out and started thinking 
about something else. When I was done with my lecture, they would generally thank me, 
and the interview would be over within a few minutes.

If you’re thinking “This is some boring shit!” you are not alone. In fact, I was so interested 
in this information when I was in college that when I started interviewing, I couldn’t figure 
out why I didn’t get further interviews. I never got the jobs I was interviewing for. In fact, 
it literally bored people to tears. It took me numerous interviews to figure out that talking 
about that crap in an interview was a huge problem.
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One day, I walked into an interview with someone who, at the time, was famous and since 
has become an even more famous hedge fund manager, Victor Niederhoffer. Even then, 
this man was probably worth hundreds of millions of dollars and was someone who was 
regularly in The Wall Street Journal, The New York Times, and other publications. I’m not 
sure what he was doing interviewing seniors at the University of Chicago, but there he was. 
We were about two minutes into the interview when he looked up at me and said:

“What is all this crap on your résumé about doing academic research about Detroit?” 
Niederhoffer had a couple of assistants sitting behind him smiling. A ton of students had 
tried to get interviews with this guy because working for him even then was considered a 
ticket to fortune. He was only interviewing 10 students that day and had announced before 
the interviews even began he was bringing back one or two, at most, for further interviews.

“Don’t know …” I said smiling.

“Well, you better forget about it because I can tell you no one cares. Can you forget about 
it?”

“Yes,” I told him.

“Okay, if you come to work for me, never bring this shit up again. The only thing that 
matters is what you do with what you know, and no one cares about what you know. Now 
tell me how many bricks are on that building across the street. That’s the only question 
I have for this interview. If you can do this, you will show me everything you have ever 
learned about math right now and that’s something I can use. I want to know the answer 
right now, and I do not care about how you reach it.”

I looked at the building, did some quick math in my head and then told him.
“Thanks. That’s all,” he said.

That evening I received a call from his office asking me to come in and interview the next 
week. The “vibe” that Niederhofferr had sent out to me during the interview was something 
that really left an impression on me. The feeling he gave me was that “results” and action 
mattered most.
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I didn’t get the job when I went back to see Niederhoffer. In an interview that lasted no more 
than 5 minutes or so, the person who interviewed me told me my résumé “looked too much 
like I wanted to go to law school” then asked me to leave. I thought it was very funny and 
wasn’t upset at the time.

What this Niederhoffer guy taught me, however, was that in an interview, you have to keep 
things simple. After the interview with Niederhoffer, when people started asking me about 
all of the academic stuff on my résumé, I would generally keep my answer to less than 20 
seconds. People would then continue with more questions, and I would keep these answers 
short and simple as well. Since I was interviewing with businesses and not academic 
institutions, I realized the smartest thing I could do was keep things simple, and this always 
worked.

What does this mean to your job search and life? It means the most important thing you can 
often do is to keep things absolutely as simple as possible. I’m sure there are a lot of things 
you have an interest in. This may include a 30-minute explanation as to why you lost your 
last job, or it may be a long-winded explanation of how you chose where to go to law school 
or get your MBA.

No one cares.

In fact, the less people know and the less you bore people, the better off you will be.

My grandfather grew up on a farm in rural Indiana. He put himself through school writing 
for a newspaper called The Michigan Daily. Because he’d grown up on a farm and spent 
his childhood with people from farms, he had a very easy-going style that enabled him to 
explain enormously complex ideas to people without very much education. When he got out 
of college, he ended up getting a job with the local Detroit paper covering World War II from 
Paris. After the war, he returned to Detroit where he became a very well-known newspaper 
columnist and had a radio show. He made his entire living off of keeping things simple 
and the ability to explain complex ideas to people in an easy manner. He wrote in simple 
language that the farmers he grew up with could understand, and it paid off.

The ability to take complex ideas and explain them to people in a simple and 
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straightforward way is something that’s a real skill and something not a lot of people can 
do. In fact, the ability to simplify ideas, concepts, and various things is one of the greatest 
skills there is. We all have the tendency to overly complicate our lives in incredible ways. 
We make our lives and everything we do much more complicated than it really needs to 
be. This is a huge mistake. When we make things uncomplicated, simple, and easy to 
understand and digest, we are always better off.

Think about the people who interview you. They have no interest in long-winded stories 
from you about this or that. All they are interested in is whether or not you are a good fit for 
the job. If you sit there telling them impossibly long stories, they are going to get bored very 
quickly and start thinking about something else. It’s a well known truth that almost everyone 
is more interested in themselves than other people. If anything, you should be getting 
the people who interview you to talk about themselves and not you in interviews. When it 
comes right down to it, most interviewers want to talk more about themselves than you.

One of my favorite quotes is by P.T. Barnum who said that “No man ever went broke 
by overestimating the ignorance of the American public.” Throughout my career, I have 
watched people who are not all that intelligent and cannot understand extremely complex 
ideas make a tremendous amount of money and start giant businesses explaining complex 
things in a very simple manner that would be viewed as condescending by academics and 
others in the know. I see this time and time again with books and other things that come out 
and skyrocket to phenomenal success. Here’s the best way to succeed in your job search 
and interviews: present yourself and what you do in a simple, easy to understand manner.

You need to keep things simple, and keeping it simple is something that can give you huge 
rewards in everything you do. The more simple you keep things, the better off you will be. 
When searching for a job, this is the best thing you can do. Don’t overcomplicate anything. 
Just keep it simple.

One of the most interesting pieces I ever read about the power of keeping it simple was 
from a well-known copywriter who was hired by the company that manufactured the Swiss 
Army Watch to market this product in the United States. The company had several different 
styles of the watches and versions for both men and women. The manufacturer was very 
eager to run an advertisement in major publications, which gave consumers the choice 
between several different versions of the watch.
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The copywriter told the watch company they shouldn’t do this. Instead, they should only 
market one version of the watch and not even market different watches for men and 
women. They should just try and sell one watch. The copywriter believed that if people 
had too many different choices to make between the watches, they would never be able to 
make a decision. Because of this indecision, they wouldn’t purchase a watch. However, the 
manufacturer believed that if they had the ability to choose between several watches, they 
would be more likely to pick out one they really liked.

Before rolling out a large national advertising campaign, the watch manufacturer agreed 
to do an A/B test where the manufacturer’s preferred ad showing more than one watch 
was run against an advertisement showing only one watch. The result was that the 
advertisement showing only one watch, as the copywriter said it would, outperformed the 
other advertisement with multiple watches dramatically.

Simplicity works in many, many areas. I’m not sure why, but businesses and people who 
keep things simple are often more effective than those who complicate things. For years, 
Honda Motor Company only made motorcycles. Then, slowly, they went into making cars. 
When they made cars, for the longest time they only made the Civic and Accord. When 
others, such as Chrysler, were starting huge crazes with minivans and other sorts of cars, 
Honda continued manufacturing just a few models of cars such as the Civic, Accord, and 
Prelude. I remember an interview with the CEO of Honda I read in the mid-1980s where 
he stated they might never start making minivans and the sorts of automobiles other 
manufacturers were making because it would make the car company “too complex.”

Years later, of course, Honda did start making minivans, but the philosophy of the company 
was to keep things as simple as possible for the longest period of time. The reasoning for 
this was simple: the more things the business did, the more room there was for error.
This is a philosophy you should carry over to your job search as well. When you 
concentrate on keeping things simple, you don’t give employers long-winded explanations 
and stories in reference to your various moves and so forth. You concentrate on doing a 
few things exceptionally well rather than doing many things in an average or below average 
manner. Keeping things simple will get you the best results.
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9. What about under-qualified attorneys? How can they address a question 
about their background?

• The interviewer may have already made up their mind about whether you’re over or under-
qualified, but you can make up for a lack of experience by expressing a personality match 
with the firm.

10. How about after the interview … thank you letter or no thank you letter? 

    The Basics:
• The cons of the thank you letter may outweigh the potential benefits.
• Even the most gracious and classy thank you letters can backfire.
• They can make you seem desperate like you have no other options.
• It’s best to leave on a high note and thank you notes give you an extra opportunity to 

negatively impact your chances of securing the job.
 
Thank you letters: risks vs. benefits

One of the most common questions that attorneys ask me after going in for an interview is 
whether or not they should send a thank you letter. The resounding answer is “no.” Before 
you ever send a thank you letter, please read this article.

The longer I have been in the business of legal recruiting, the more I have become 
convinced that sending a thank you letter is a bad idea. I have heard and seen far too many 
horror stories regarding thank you letters and believe the cost-benefit analysis strongly 
weighs against the writing of thank you letters. They are simply not a good idea.

There is one thing you should always ask yourself when considering whether or not to send 
a thank you letter: what would you think if you got one of these after a first date? In the job 
search situation, you are trying out for a potential long-term relationship with your employer. 
Just as there is in dating, you need to have at least some mystery to make the other side 
like you and, in addition, the other side wants to feel like they are lucky if you are interested 
in them, too.

http://www.bcgsearch.com/joblistings.php
http://www.bcgsearch.com/joblistings.php
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This article analyzes the benefits and the costs of writing thank you letters. I hope that after 
reading it, you too will conclude, as I have, that sending a thank you letter is not a good 
idea.

A. The Rationale for a Thank You Letter

Many attorneys think that sending a thank you letter is a good idea. The common reasons 
they think this are: (1) it shows they are interested in the job, (2) it shows they are 
appreciative and classy, (3) it helps them stand out from the crowd and be more likely to get 
hired, and (4) it restates your case.

1. Thank You Letters Show You Are Interested in the Job 

If you go to an interview, are nice to your interviewers and shake hands with people after 
it’s over, you are interested in the job. Moreover, if you apply to the firm in the first place, 
you are interested in the job. Think about it. The employer is already aware of your interest. 
If you really want the job, then let the employer know the reasons why during the interview. 
This is all you need to do.

Would you send a thank you letter after a good first or second date? If you got a thank you 
letter in the mail after a good first date, what would you think? You would probably think a 
couple of things.

First, you would think that you had already “closed the deal” and that the person was 
very interested in you. While this might seem like a good idea in some respects, it isn’t. I 
am not suggesting you play “mind games” in either your personal or professional life, but 
I am suggesting that you do not need to completely “show your cards” to your potential 
employer.

If you show your cards too early, the potential employer will think that you may not have a 
lot of options. The employer wants to feel as if you are someone that is in demand in the 
market, because they will view you more favorably. To revisit the dating metaphor: people, 
in general, would not be excited to learn that no one else would even consider asking out 
their boyfriend or girlfriend if he or she were single.
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2. Thank You Letters Show They Are Appreciative and Classy 

Many attorneys got it drilled into them at some point in their lives (by their grandmothers, 
perhaps) that a classy person always writes a thank you letter to show their appreciation. I 
do not necessarily agree with this.

In romance novels, notes are always being exchanged between the knight and his damsel. 
In addition, many Americans have misguided views about how others higher on the socio-
economic ladder than them behave. In this rarified environment (where a powerful partner 
you interviewed with might certainly live), it is imagined that thank you notes on expensive 
stationary are routinely exchanged after meetings.

Not necessarily the case. In fact, if a client got one of these notes, they would be more 
likely to think the attorney had ulterior motives rather than that they were classy or 
appreciative.

The fact of the matter is, you can express your appreciation at the end of the interviews 
by simply saying “thank you,” smiling and genuinely conveying your feelings through the 
use of appropriate body language. Regarding the “class factor”: you are who you are. You 
will come across as the person you are by the way you talk, the way you dress, the way 
you carry yourself and more. You are not going to change the employer’s mind about your 
classiness through a thank you note.

3. Thank You Notes Help You Stand Out from the Crowd and Make it More Likely You 
will Get Hired 

Many attorneys think that sending a thank you note will make them stand out from the 
crowd and therefore will be more likely to get hired. I will concede that this argument may 
have some validity if you are interviewing with an extremely small law firm. However, with 
large law firms, this is rarely going to make much of a difference.

Let me tell you how most interviews with large law firms work. I hate to be so simplistic, but 
in many respects this is how it goes:
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a. Partner gets your resume (and cover letter) from the recruiting coordinator of the firm via 
office messenger or email.

b. Partner reviews your resume and decides whether or not you look good within 1-5 
seconds.

c. You show up for the interview. Partner makes up mind about whether or not they like you 
by the way you look and what was in your resume within 1-5 seconds.

d. Partner interviews you for 15-60 minutes and partner may actually change their mind 
about whether they like you during the interview (10-15% of the time).

e. Partner fills out an evaluation of you in 1-5 minutes and sends it back to the recruiting 
coordinator.

f. Recruiting coordinator goes over your reviews from partners and associates who 
interviewed you and advises the hiring partner of them. Person is ultimately hired or not 
hired after some further discussion. This could take a day, or it could take months. Firm 
will be concerned with whether they have the money to hire you, the work to hire you, 
if your experience is right for the job, if your interviewers liked you, if you are likely to 
succeed in this position, your potential employment stability, your “fit” with the firm and 
more. 

While I have gone about making this point in an extremely long-winded way, I hope you 
can see that there is little a thank you note can do to improve your chances in the above 
process. Yes, the interviewing process can be and is different for different firms and for 
different classes of attorneys (partners, associates, etc.). Nevertheless, the basic interview 
follows this sort of format. Here, the thank you letter is not all that likely to make that much 
of an impact on the process.

Now, in the interest of fairness, I would like to point out that there are certain types of 
situations where a thank you letter could really serve to make your point effectively but 
where I still would caution against writing one. The most common instance is when you are 
a very well-credentialed attorney coming from a large firm and interviewing with a smaller 
law firm. Here, there is a possibility that you would be well served writing a thank you letter, 
and here’s why:

When I was in law school, a small law firm from a small town in Alabama came to interview 
at my law school. There were many well-credentialed attorneys at this small law firm, but 
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the fact remained that it was still a very small firm of less than ten attorneys. The firm only 
interviewed people who were on law review and had marketed itself as a rare lifestyle firm 
that was really exceptional. It got a lot of interest. For some reason, I wrote down the wrong 
time and showed up for the interview (being held in a small interviewing room on campus) 
about two hours early. Each interview was 20 minutes, so over the course of the next two 
hours I watched six separate law students in my class walk into their interviews with the 
firm. Based on the way the interview room was situated, I could also hear each interview 
occurring.

Each of the six people who went in for the interviews made the same pitch about how they 
did not want to practice in a big firm, money was not important, they were more concerned 
about a collegial atmosphere and more. It was amazing to me. I knew each of these 
students interviewing and they were among the most competitive people I knew. I also know 
each of them was full of it. Out of those six people, I know one of them went on to work at 
Latham & Watkins (who is now a partner I believe), and two of them who worked at Sullivan 
& Cromwell and another at Skadden Arps Slate Meagher & Flom.

The point here is that all these students were masterful “bs-ers”. Given what they did with 
their careers, it seems obvious to me almost all were lying to the firm. What I suspect is 
that if I had sat there the entire day, everyone would have said the same thing to this small 
firm. Certainly, the firm must have known that these people were not being honest. The only 
thing they were doing was trying to get the best job.

What this says to me is that there are certain rare situations when a note might make a 
difference. Here, every single one of these candidates was telling the same story. A note 
might have made their case a little better and made them sound more convincing in the 
end – if someone really did want to work in a small town in Alabama. Of all the potential 
situations where you would need to stand out from the crowd, though, this is about the 
only one I can think of where a note would help you do this. Given the small size of the 
firm, they would want a very intimate understanding of every candidate they hired. A note 
would also help separate those who are genuinely interested in the position from those who 
are not. Notwithstanding, this sort of situation is so rare that I do not think it merits further 
discussion.

http://www.lawcrossing.com/lawfirmprofile/accx7e78edeo1c7eaa4s22b5b9flbd4ae2b0/Latham-Watkins./
http://www.lawcrossing.com/lawfirmprofile/1a1x62ff877o247cce4s8f940e7la047afc0/Sullivan-Cromwell-LLP/
http://www.lawcrossing.com/lawfirmprofile/1a1x62ff877o247cce4s8f940e7la047afc0/Sullivan-Cromwell-LLP/
http://www.lawcrossing.com/lawfirmprofile/c45x25d4b0aod85bb7esd6e5f31lfbe008ce/Skadden-Arps-Slate-Meagher-Flom-LLP/
http://www.bcgsearch.com/browsejob/
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4. Thank You Letters Restate Your Case 

While the above discussion touched on this a bit, I believe it is important to devote a 
separate section to “restating your case.” Many attorneys who interview with law firms are 
under the impression that they need to (1) tell them what you are going to tell them in a 
cover letter, (2) tell them in an interview and (3) then tell them again in a subsequent thank 
you letter. If you have any familiarity with marketing, then you certainly may subscribe to 
this belief system as well.

I do not think you ever need to restate your case after the interview. If you have made 
your initial case well enough, you will not need to because you will already be believed by 
whomever is weighing the pros and cons of hiring you. If you restate your case, you may 
actually make things worse if there is any doubt or indecision with your reasons for wanting 
to work for the firm.

One of the most interesting classes I ever took in law school was a class in conjunction 
with the psychiatry department where we studied murderers. This class was fascinating 
because five other students and I actually got to watch police and psychiatrists interview 
murderers behind mirrored glass. One of the things that I learned in this class was that no 
matter how bad something is that someone does, they almost never think they are wrong 
or change their position. Throughout my legal career, as I worked for a judge, and then a 
string of attorneys, it became very clear to me that once someone has formed an opinion 
about something, it is exceedingly rare that his or her opinion will be changed. Certainly, 
outstanding lawyers can influence judges and juries. The truth remains, though, that most 
people believe what they believe and there is little you can do to change that. There are 
thousands of political, psychological and social situations where it is next to impossible to 
change what one party thinks.

In the interview situation, a thank you letter is rarely going to change how someone 
thinks about you. In fact, because people are more eager to justify their own decisions 
than anything, a thank you letter may actually serve the opposite purpose because the 
interviewer will read into it what he or she wants to in order to justify their decision.

If you did something wrong in an interview or if you did not make your case well enough, 
the odds are very slim that a thank you letter is going to make much of a difference. More 
than likely, it will hurt you.
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In closing this section, I want to briefly write about a situation where I worked with a 
candidate and wrote a series of thank you letters with him over an 18-hour period that 
ended up getting him a job. This is a rare situation and one where I believe a considerable 
amount of skill was brought to bear. It was not easy, though, and it certainly could have 
backfired.

My candidate was working in a very distant place as a corporate attorney. While I will not 
divulge the location, suffice it to say it was not in the United States and he was working 
in one of the most isolated places I have ever heard about. He was practicing in an area 
where no one spoke English, where the weather conditions were brutal and where he 
desperately felt the need to return to the United States. The problem was, the market was 
not right for him to return at all. Without meeting him, I got him numerous interviews in the 
United States after convincing him to spend 30 hours and a great deal of money on train 
and airline fares to travel here. In his first trip to the United States, he did not get a single 
job offer and had very poor interview skills. For all intents and purposes, his job search 
appeared doomed.

The candidate continued to contact me and, feeling incredibly sorry for him, I continued 
plugging away at his job search, but was unable to get any results. The market was simply 
not right. As luck would have it, I was able to set up a meeting with a partner I knew who 
was traveling to this distant land for an unprecedented business trip. After considerable 
lobbying, I got the partner to meet with the candidate in a town about 3 hours from where 
he lived in a hotel bar for drinks. Incredibly, the partner agreed to bring him back to the 
United States in a few weeks for interviews.

I prepped the attorney the best I could for the interviews, but they still did not go well. I 
learned this from someone else inside the firm on a Friday evening. My candidate was 
scheduled to get on a flight on a Sunday morning for his 30+ hour trip back. I called my 
candidate on Saturday morning at 7:00 am and told him to come over to the office so we 
could reposition his candidacy with the firm.

With considerable coaching, he did not complete his thank you letter until about 3:00 am 
that morning. It was an incredible effort. The letter went into detail about why he wanted the 
job, was brutally honest about his lack of opportunities, described how hard he would work 
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and how much the position would mean to him and ended up being a very moving product. I 
actually heard that a couple of partners who received the letter cried when they read it.

He got the job.

This situation, however, was extraordinary. There are not a lot of situations like this where 
you need to step in and really do something monumental to get a position. It worked here. 
It would not always work and it was a risk. I want to be clear with you that this sort of tactic 
should only be used in the rarest of situations.

B. Why You Should Not Write Thank You Letters 

You should not write thank you letters because, (1) they make you appear not to have any 
other options, (2) they give you an opportunity to screw up, (3) they can potentially polarize 
interviewers against you, (4) they can make you appear dishonest or disingenuous, and (5) 
they make you appear like you have nothing better to do.

1. Thank You Letters Make You Appear Not to Have Any Other Options 

Let me be frank about one thing: Most attorneys do not write thank you letters after an 
interview. In fact, I would say that less than 5% do. Accordingly, the people who will receive 
your thank you letter likely never wrote one themselves when they got a job at the firm. 
Therefore, their first questions are: Why is this person writing me a thank you letter? Is his 
current job in jeopardy? Is he desperate for a job?

As a legal recruiter, I have worked with numerous attorneys throughout the years. I have 
worked with attorneys whose firms were shutting down, attorneys who were unemployed 
and attorneys who were eager to find a new position for various reasons. The attorneys who 
typically ask me whether or not they should write a thank you letter are usually in trouble or 
desperate for a change like those above. I hate to be so brutally honest, but this is true.

If an attorney is considering writing a thank you letter, they have put themselves in a 
situation where they are effectively saying: “I really need this job, I want to give myself 
every possible advantage and a good thank you letter may really set me over the top.” This 
is not the best strategy.
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If you appear not to have any other options, the firm is likely to think there is something 
wrong with you that they do not know about. Firms want to feel like all of their attorneys 
are strong and in demand. If you do not appear in demand, firms will think that you are 
interviewing there because they are losers. Firms do not want to feel like losers.

There is also no way to make firms think you are in demand in a letter that is likely to be 
effective. Lawyers are suspicious by nature and are likely to think you are “bluffing” anyway 
if you try and make this case in a letter. It is also likely to piss them off. Keep the mystery 
going by not writing a thank you letter.

2. Thank You Letters Give You the Opportunity to Screw Up 

I have heard so many thank you letter horror stories that it is hard to count. When you write 
a thank you letter, the chances are very good you may make an error. They happen all the 
time. One of the most common errors is a typo, a misspelling, or something of the sort. You 
may get the firm’s suite number wrong, you may misspell a name – the list is endless. One 
of the more common ones I have heard, is attorneys interviewing with several firms and 
sending thank you letters and mixing up the people at different firms. This is more common 
than you might think. All of these errors are so common, I would estimate they happen with 
over 50% of the thank you letters attorneys write after an interview.

Regardless of your good intentions, these errors can be extremely fatal. They communicate 
a lack of detail in an extremely important piece of written work product designed to get 
you a job. They give those who interviewed you and were unsure or simply did not like 
you excellent ammunition to use against you to prevent you from getting a job. No matter 
how hard you try, you may end up making errors in these letters. I do not care if you were 
Summa Cum Laude from a top five law school and work at a top ten American law firm – to 
err is human.

Have you ever looked at someone’s handwriting and decided that you did not like them 
because it was too sloppy, not sloppy enough, too organized, too pronounced, too formal 
– whatever? The fact is, many people read others writing and will reach conclusions simply 
by the way it looks. I’m not kidding! Why on earth would you want to give someone an 
opportunity to dislike you based on this?
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In addition, we have not even spoken about the quality of the stationary you are using. Is 
it too expensive, not expensive enough, too colorful, too bland, too large, too small, too 
formal, too personalized, not personalized enough – whatever? Again, the quality of the 
stationary you are using says a lot about you. Maybe the person receiving it will like you 
based on this – maybe they will not. You simply have no way of knowing. Why, though, 
should you even take a chance?

I have also seen many stellar attorneys who were guilty of (1) faxing thank you letters from 
work or (2) sending a thank you letter from their work email address. These are stylistic 
things that can also cost you an offer – regardless of how good of an interviewee you are. 
Not worth the risk.

All of the concerns above are stylistic. Certainly, you can screw yourself up based on style, 
but what about substance?

In your thank you letter, you may say something like the following:

“As a patent attorney, I really feel Smith Smith & Smith fits in with my goals. I particularly 
look forward to the opportunity to start getting some litigation experience in addition to 
doing patent prosecution at your firm.” 

What if the firm does not have much IP litigation and only prosecution? You may have just 
blown yourself out of the water. Despite their representations in the interview, you have no 
idea what the firm’s plans are for you. You could say 10,000 different things like this in a 
thank you letter and end up not getting a job due to it, unbeknownst to you.

The point of this is that you never know how the firm is going to view either the stylistic or 
the substantive representations you make in your thank you letter. Be extremely careful 
before you write a thank you letter and know that it will have consequences you might not 
ever be able to foresee.

3. Thank You Letters Can Potentially Polarize Interviewers Against You 

The fact of the matter is, some interviewers are going to be more interesting to you than 
others. Consequently, you will make more of a connection with certain interviewers. While 
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this is perfectly normal, the fact that you might have more of a connection with one person 
than the other is not something that is going to serve you all that well in the interview stage.

When you write your interviewers thank you letters, there is a chance that some may 
compare letters. If one letter is long and shows an obvious connection and another does 
not, one interviewer may decide they do not like you due to this. Does this sound crazy? 
Yes. The dynamics of social organizations can be nothing short of insane. You simply 
cannot understand them – especially when you are not working there.

Do not make the dynamics of a certain firm work against you. This is almost unavoidable 
if you are sending several thank you letters. Many interviewees decide based on this logic 
just to write one thank you letter – to the highest ranking partner they interviewed with, for 
example.

Again, this can backfire. “He only respects the most powerful person he interviewed with?” 
one interviewer might think. “That person will not even be giving him assignments – I will.”

I hope you can understand that there is just potentially too much going on here with thank 
you letters for you to get involved. They can turn your interviewers against you. Avoid them.

4. Thank You Letters Can Make You Appear Dishonest or Disingenuous 

Thank you letters are typically rife with statements that sound suspect. Interviewees will 
say things like “it was the most interesting conversation I have had in a long while,” or 
“our discussion reaffirmed my belief that this is where I really want to work.” When an 
interviewer gets a letter like this, he is often surprised because you have may have only 
touched briefly upon what you are referring to. Accordingly, what you write will sound 
dishonest.

The main issue with thank you letters is that it is often difficult to say anything without 
appearing to be stretching the truth. The intent of most attorneys in writing them is to say 
anything in order to make a positive impression and stick out. This is often impossible to do 
without appearing to be pushing it a little bit.



PAGE 35 www.bcgsearch.com

The Standard in Attorney
Search and Placement

If you appear to be a little bit overreaching in your thank you letter, the interviewer may 
think that you may not be trustworthy. You may remind them of opposing counsel, an ex 
wife – or more. You need to be extremely careful.

Given this concern, many attorneys try and be understated in their thank you letters. The 
problem with this is that they then sound disinterested in the position – or even sarcastic. 
You can never control how others view what you write.

5. Thank You Letters Make You Appear Like You Have Nothing Better to Do 

Good attorneys are always busy. Clients and other attorneys in the firm always want to give 
them work because they know the work done by the good attorney is of the highest quality. 
Those are also the sorts of attorneys most firms want to hire.

When you sit down to pen a thank you note, many attorneys who receive it will not help but 
think that you have nothing better to do. This is extremely unattractive to many interviewers. 
Worse, you may fax them the thank you letter from work on the firm stationary, or send it 
using the firm postage meter. This looks bad. Really bad.

You want your interviewers to think you have a lot going on – so much so that you do not 
have time to write a thank you letter. You do not need to make all interviewers think this, but 
you need to make some of them think it.

6. What if you had a great interview but received no response to you thank-you 
emails? Here is a common question I received from attorneys:

Question:
I’m a third-year litigator and it’s been one week since I interviewed with a firm. I think 
everything went very well; even the head of the group was telling me how qualified 
I am. However, when I sent thank-you emails nobody responded. It’s a week later 
and I’m assuming the worst. My husband tells me I’m being a pessimist. What’s your 
thought?
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Answer:
It’s absolutely understandable to assume the worst in this situation, but what you are 
experiencing is not unusual at all right now. I’ve seen people in your exact situation end 
up getting offers, so you should not assume the worst. Of course, it would have been nice 
if the attorneys responded to your thank you emails but very often they don’t. Why? They 
want to be very careful not to say something (even if said casually) that could send the 
wrong signal.

There are so many ways to incorrectly interpret an otherwise innocent remark made by an 
attorney when he/she responds to a thank you email. For example, if somebody responds 
with, ‘’Nice meeting you, too – best of luck!’’ you might assume the worst (‘’Uh oh, if they 
were interested in seeing me again, they would not have said ‘best of luck’, which is 
something you say to somebody you don’t expect to see again. Damn!’’). On the other 
hand, if somebody responded politely with, ‘’Nice meeting you, too – I hope to see you 
again soon!’’ you might throw your hands up in victory on the premature assumption that 
‘’I hope to see you again’’ must surely (and literally) mean ‘’I hope we hire you and I hope 
to actually see you in our firm.’’ (I’m only half-joking ... I’ve heard this rationale many times 
from distressed candidates.)

As you can see, as a candidate in an understandably heightened state of anxiety, it’s very 
easy to quickly jump to conclusions that are not accurate. The attorneys at the interviewing 
firm often know this, so rather than risk being the one person who sends the incorrect 
message – and getting in trouble later on for speaking out of turn – attorneys often just play 
it safe and don’t respond. The rules of social pressure actually encourage people at the 
interviewing firm – especially those that are not critical to the decision making process – to 
simply sit tight and not respond.

I’ve seen many people not get responses at all and end up subsequently receiving offers, 
and I’ve also seen people get very nice and encouraging responses and end up not 
receiving an offer. All things being equal, a response is obviously a better sign than no 
response at all, but don’t assume the worst just yet. Hang in there.

C. Conclusions 

Getting a job, interviewing for a job and then getting an offer is a careful dance. This is 
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especially so with law firms. If you screw up at any stage in the process, you may lose your 
opportunity for an offer.

Ultimately, it is up to you whether or not you write thank you letters. In extreme cases, as I 
have pointed out, I think they can work. In the vast majority of cases, though, I do not think 
they are worth it. When you write a thank you letter you are taking a major risk you do not 
have to.

If not a thank you letter, then what?

All you have to do is shine in your interviews and make the best impression possible. Do 
this and nothing more and you will never have the need for a thank you letter.

11.  What’s the easiest way to avoid screwing up the interview?

A. Show Up on Time

Several years ago a friend called me and encouraged me to interview at his law firm. He 
told me people at the firm were involved in various movie deals and hobnobbing with movie 
stars. He told me all of the lawyers were driving around in Porsche convertibles and the firm 
represented Los Angeles as I had come to see it in movies and television shows. He told 
me the firm was so exciting that none of the attorneys actually practiced law, and instead 
spent their time ”doing deals” and socializing with movie stars.

For several months I kept hearing stories about this magical law firm. I discussed it with my 
wife on several occasions and, after a lot of soul searching, I decided to send my friend a 
resume. He called me back a few hours later and told me the firm was excited to see me.

I scheduled my interview with this law firm on a Monday. On Sunday night I drove from my 
house in Hollywood to the law firm in West Los Angeles to make sure I gave myself enough 
time to get to the interview. It took me about 30 minutes.

On Monday I decided to give myself 45 minutes. What I had not accounted for was the 
405 Freeway interchange. Back then, this was known as the most crowded interchange 

http://www.lawfirmstaff.com/
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in America. I sat on this interchange for at least 35 minutes doing absolutely nothing. I 
became increasingly nervous as the time for my interview came and went. I am sure I was 
sweating a lot. I may have bitten a nail or two. I started going over all sorts of horror stories 
in my mind about what would happen when I finally got to the interview.

I ended up arriving to the interview almost 30 minutes late. I was so late by the time I 
arrived the firm seemed to be debating whether they even wanted to interview me. It was 
one of the most uncomfortable experiences I have ever had.

Of course, I mentioned the traffic to the person who came out to explain to me that they 
were ”changing around everyone’s schedules” and would be right with me ”once they 
figured out how to do this”. I would like to tell you something: no one accepts the traffic 
excuse. Traffic is the oldest excuse in the book. Traffic is something you simply cannot use. 
When you are going to an interview, remember everyone else ended up making it to the 
office despite the traffic. These people did not have problems with traffic and were all there 
waiting to speak with you. Where were you?

When the interview got underway, it went very badly. First of all, the firm was not this mecca 
of lawyers living a celebrity lifestyle. Instead, people were doing very hard work that was 99 
percent unrelated to entertainment law. The people who interviewed me seemed like they 
belonged locked in a basement lab rather than in a law firm. They were quite introverted. To 
this day I cannot imagine how they were supposed to have been people who represented 
movie stars.

Each of the people I spoke with started off the interview by wanting to discuss why I was 
late. This simply did not get things off to a good start. It put me on the defensive the whole 
time. I could tell all the people I spoke with seemed at least a little upset by my tardiness.

There is a dynamic that forms in the workplace when you are late for an interview – or 
anything for that matter. First of all, people are expecting you to be there at a certain time. 
If they are working, they need to make sure they stop what they are doing at a certain time 
and block out time to interview you. They wait for you at the appointed time to interview 
you, ready to speak, and anticipate you walking in the door. They may go to the bathroom 
before speaking with you so they do not need to interrupt the interview. They may go get 
coffee before the interview so they have something to drink. They may organize their office 
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right before the interview.

While waiting for you to show up at a certain time, all sorts of things are going through 
the person’s mind regarding the interview. They feel anticipation and excitement about 
speaking with you. They have also likely reviewed your resume before the interview and are 
ready to ask you questions about your experience. If they see some experiences they feel 
you might have in common, they are probably eager to discuss them with you.

When you do not show up on time for your interview, people are suddenly let down. They 
feel a little upset. As each minute goes by, people get angrier and angrier you are not there. 
This erodes the confidence people have in you. The message being sent is:

-I do not respect you

-I do not respect your time

-This interview is not important to me

-This company is not important to me

In the story I told you, there was another dynamic in play that is important to mention. The 
law firm I was interviewing with was considered less prestigious than the law firm where 
I currently worked. Therefore, the people at the less prestigious law firm were already on 
the defensive. By showing up late, I sent them the message I thought I was more important 
than them. I was not doing this intentionally; however, this is the message that was clearly 
received.

There is an interesting dynamic at work with employers and law firms. Employers, like 
people in general, have a need to feel important. In the law firm world, for example, 
employers will rarely make someone a job offer unless they are almost 100 percent 
confident the person will accept. There is also a dynamic at work when an attorney 
searches for a job. When an attorney is looking for a job it is often much easier for him or 
her to get one with a better law firm than the one he or she is currently working for rather 
than with a less reputable law firm. Why? Law firms are often suspicious of attorneys who 
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are moving to law firms that are not as prestigious. They think if they are interviewing with 
a law firm that is not as high in the pecking order, there must be something wrong with 
them. Additionally, if they are not as highly ranked, law firms may be a little defensive when 
a person from a better law firm is interviewing because they know the attorney is from a 
more prestigious ”tribe.” This often makes it harder for the attorney to get a job with a less 
prestigious firm because the firm is more sensitive to even perceived slights.

Showing up late communicates to potential employers that you do not take them seriously 
or respect them. This is a huge mistake and something that sends a message you simply 
do not want to convey.

In show business, you notice all the time when actors start falling out of favor with studios 
and seeing their careers decline. Remember how popular Lindsay Lohan was just a couple 
of years ago? She negatively affected her career recently by showing up late repeatedly. 
Showing up late is simply bad business. As one person said about Lohan:

You can’t show up late. It’s very, very disrespectful… I think what an actor has to realize [is 
that] when you show up an hour late, 150 people have been scrambling to cover for you. 
There is not an apology big enough in the world to have to make 150 people scramble. It’s 
nothing but disrespect. And Lindsay Lohan is not the only one. A lot of actors show up late 
as if they’re God’s gift to the film. It’s inexcusable…

An interview is the first chance you have to make an impression on a new employer. It 
sends a message that determines whether you can be trusted and whether you will follow 
directions and complete work on time when you show up for the job you are interviewing 
for. An employer will often judge your future performance by whether you arrive on time.

Having hired hundreds of people over the years, I can say unequivocally the worst hires 
I made were people who failed to show up on time for an interview. The people who do 
not show up on time are almost always the worst hires because they get the job and do 
the same thing. In addition to not showing up on time, these people also play by their own 
rules in other ways. They do work the way they want, and when they want. They disrespect 
others and their needs constantly. They are the absolute worst employees in most cases 
and also the ones most likely to make trouble after they leave.

http://www.judged.com/
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In addition to showing up late for interviews, many people make the mistake of showing 
up late for other functions. You should never show up late for anything. The reason it is so 
important to show up on time is it sends the message you respect others and their time. It 
also sends the message you take others’ needs as seriously as your own. Being on time 
sends the message you will play by the rules, do what is expected of you, and do your best 
to get along with others and look out for their needs. You always need to be on time.

12. “Are you interviewing anywhere else?” “Why are you leaving your present 
position?” or “Why did you leave your last position?” – How do you address 
this? What if you parted on bad terms?

• You never want to say anything negative about your old firm.
• You don’t want to seem like a gossip. They will think you might badmouth them if they hire 

you.
• Turn it into a positive. Say that you want increased responsibility with a firm that offers 

growth or a firm that is a match with your personality and skills.
 
How to Talk About Other Interviews in Your Interviews
 
One of the questions I receive quite often from people I work with is whether or not they 
should talk about other interviews while they are interviewing with a potential employer. 
Let me emphasize one thing: This is one of the more important questions you will ever be 
asked in an interview. Regardless of your qualifications, how you respond to this question 
will have a direct bearing on whether or not you receive an offer from the employer. Be very 
careful how you answer it.

At the outset, it’s important to point out you don’t have to answer this question. This 
question won’t be asked very often. Indeed, it’s my opinion that this question is 
inappropriate. In no instance should you even volunteer this information unless you are 
asked. The problem is that if you are asked this question, you will look bad if you refuse to 
answer it. Not answering the question gives the employer the impression you will similarly 
“hide the ball” when working for them. It also doesn’t do much to assist you in establishing 
a bond of trust, empathy, and understanding with the potential new employer. Therefore, it’s 
my opinion that this question must be answered if asked. There are two important rules you 

http://www.volunteercrossing.com/
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must keep in mind when answering this question.

First, you need to understand most employers are unlikely to give you offers unless they 
think they are your first choice employer. There are certainly exceptions when employers 
make offers to people who they don’t think are their first choice employers. As a general 
rule, though, if an employer believes you are their first choice, you will be better off. 

Because I’m a legal recruiter, I see instances all the time when attorneys go to work for 
law firms that initially weren’t their first choice. Many firms are very good at recruiting and 
can convince most people to join their firm when they extend offers—even in the face of 
competing offers. Nevertheless, for the most part, an employer wants to believe you are 
their first choice, and the majority of the time this will have a direct bearing on whether an 
offer is extended.

Second, how you justify why you are interviewing with the other employers will also have 
a direct bearing on whether or not the employer makes you an offer. In addition to knowing 
they are your first choice, employers also want to know you are likely to remain with them 
after joining. They also want to know why they are the best fit among potentially competing 
offers. Furthermore, the employer wants assurances that he is not making a mistake on 
you. How you justify where else you are interviewing will have a direct impact on your 
potential success in terms of getting an offer.

A. Before You Ever Tell an Employer Who Else You Are Interviewing With, The 
Employer Must Believe They Are Your First Choice

I have a quick story from personal experience that’s related to law firm interviewing—albeit, 
indirectly. I formerly worked for the admissions office of a major American university in 
Los Angeles. In this position, I was largely responsible for ensuring that applicants to the 
University were interviewed by different alumni. While I wasn’t the one making the ultimate 
decisions as to whom the school admits, I did put together reports on everyone I spoke with 
and expressed my enthusiasm (or lack thereof) for each applicant. I would have a hard time 
believing my reviews didn’t carry at least some weight in the admissions process. A couple 
of years ago, I probably interviewed 50 students for the school that year. This school is 
generally ranked a “Top 10” American college. However, in some years it is slightly lower.

http://www.bcgsearch.com/
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As is typical of most interviews, I spoke with high school students about their dreams and 
aspirations for college and asked them why they were interested in attending the University. 
Because I also attended the school, I have a decent understanding of the sorts of students 
that are likely to be happy and fit in well there. In my experience, the sorts of students I 
believe would be a good fit for the school are also the same sorts of students who are the 
most enthusiastic and have the most compelling reasons for wanting to attend.

One challenge of these interviews was trying to decide who amongst a great number of 
highly qualified individuals really wants to go to the school. If someone isn’t qualified, my 
job was easy. Because the University is a highly ranked school, the majority of students 
I spoke with were inevitably applying to schools like Princeton, Yale and other similarly 
situated schools. Accordingly, one of the first questions on my mind was this: Why my 
school and not another highly ranked one?

This situation is compounded by an obvious fact: While I certainly believed the school I was 
interviewing for was the top university in the United States (and could argue convincingly 
about this all day), most years it’s not the number one ranked university by US News and 
World Report, which is what most students use to make their distinctions between schools. 
Now, if I was interviewing for a university consistently ranked number 1 in the United 
States, I would think that the university was every student’s top choice. Because the school 
I was interviewing for is not the number 1 ranked university, I knew that several people I 
spoke with might rather go to a more prestigious university.

Now if you think about it, this rationale is very similar to what goes on when people are 
interviewing with employers. In an extreme, if you’re interviewing with Google and a small, 
15-person computer firm in Palo Alto that pays less than half of what Google does, most 
rational observers would presume that you would rather go to Google than the small 15-
person computer firm.

Imagine for a moment what the 15-person computer firm is thinking if you tell them that 
you are interviewing with Google. Do you think they think you’d prefer to work in the small 
15-person firm? Imagine what Google is going to think if you tell them you’re interviewing 
with the small 15-person computer firm. They’re likely to think you’re not that marketable. 
Or they might think that Google is a reach for you and want to help you advance. You need 
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to put yourself in the shoes of the person making hiring decisions, because what they think 
will determine whether or not you’re ultimately hired.

Why do I ask myself if the student really wants to attend the university for which I’m 
interviewing? Because I want to make sure if I put a strong recommendation behind 
the person, they are likely to attend the school. Don’t get me wrong: if you are a stellar 
applicant you will still get a stellar recommendation. But someone who really wants what 
you are offering is always going to be far more attractive than someone who doesn’t.

What the University does with this information is their business. However, I do like to be 
able to say “the University is this person’s first choice and I am confident they will come if 
admitted. I believe the school is their first choice because of X, Y and Z. Furthermore, they 
are the sort of person I imagine would do quite well there because they share so much in 
common with others students I knew while there.”

When an employer is interviewing you, the same sort of logic applies. Employers constantly 
receive numerous applications from highly qualified individuals. If an employer thinks you 
will never take an offer, they’re unlikely to be interested in speaking with you. In the event 
you do get an interview, if the employer thinks you just want to go to the most prestigious 
employer (and they are not that prestigious) they aren’t likely to make you an offer.

As an aside, I should note I see this sort of phenomenon all the time in my job as a legal 
recruiter of attorneys. I deal with attorneys at some of the top law firms in the world on a 
daily basis. Many of these attorneys want to go to smaller firms that pay far less. While 
most of these attorneys are under the impression that the smaller firm would “die” to have 
them, the opposite is most often true. If the attorney is coming from a far superior law firm, 
the smaller law firm and its attorneys might be intimidated by hiring the attorney because 
they never worked in such a small law firm. People don’t like to spend time with those they 
think (or others think) are superior to them.

You can draw on personal experience in this analogy. If you went to a public school and 
are now in a profession like architecture, medicine, sales, and so forth, your high school 
friends would be a good example. A lot of those people probably haven’t not done much 
with their lives. You aren’t the same person anymore and they’re not as comfortable around 
you anymore. They are uncomfortable because they perceive inequality. Surely, this doesn’t 
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apply to all your past friends. However, I’m confident it applies to many of them. Regardless 
of how you may feel with this continued association, they’re likely uncomfortable. This 
is also one reason people do not tend to marry outside their social class, for example. It 
creates too many difficulties due to a perceived superior and inferior role. No one likes to be 
around others that remind them of their inadequacies. Employers are exactly the same.

I’m an expert in getting attorneys jobs inside law firms. Law firms, by their nature, are 
strange and unique creatures. Law firms want to save face. Having someone take another 
offer over theirs makes the law firm look bad in their eyes. It makes them feel inferior. This 
sort of event makes it seem that the other law firm is a more attractive alternative. It’s also 
a negative vote of confidence from you if you don’t take an offer if one is extended.

So, how does the question of whom you are interviewing with fit into the equation? First, 
you need to answer this question. This question will rarely be asked at the beginning of 
the interview, though. Before you ever answer this question, the employer you are 
interviewing with must—and I mean must—know that they are your first choice . If the 
employer thinks this, then telling them that you are interviewing everywhere can help you.

Back to the situation with the 15-person computer firm. You could still very easily get an 
offer from this firm if you play your cards right. First, you need to walk into this interview and 
convince the firm that you really want to work there.

• Maybe you know someone at the firm that has said good things about it.
• Maybe they do a certain type of computer work you’ve been interested in since high 

school.
• Maybe their office is right across the street from your house.
• Maybe you want to work in a smaller firm so you can feel a more collegial atmosphere.

You need an arsenal at your disposal to give the employer compelling reasons for hiring 
you. If you give the firm enough reasons why you’re a good fit, they will look at the fact that 
Google is interviewing you as something that verifies your worth in the market. The small 
firm needs to think you will be their first choice over Google. You taking an offer from them 
over Google will be a major vote of confidence in the small company, which is something 
they will use to impress upon its employees that they offer a great place to work.

http://www.lawcrossing.com/lcattorney.php
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When I was interviewing candidates for the University, I would answer the question of 
whether or not the candidate was really interested in my opportunity in several ways. For 
example, if the student had scored a 1580 on their SATs (almost a perfect score), was 
captain of the football team, student counsel president, and first in their class, and my 
school was the only top school they were applying to, then my job was easy. The student 
was most likely interested in what my school offered.

Even if the student was applying to several more prestigious schools, I could still judge 
whether or not this same applicant really wanted to attend the University by several 
methods:

• If their parents went to the University and they have always wanted to go there.
• If they attended the University for summer school.
• If they worked for a professor of the University during high school.
• If their life has been profoundly influenced by the work of some professor they want to 

study under.

You should get the idea. Even without this, a stellar applicant will still get serious 
consideration. The point is your interviewer wants to be able to say, “this opportunity is their 
first choice and I believe it.”

An employer wants the same assurances that they are your first choice. These assurances 
need to be given at the interview stage and they need to be given early. This is not an 
article about interviewing and I cannot tell you how to interview. I can tell you that when an 
employer believes they are your first choice, you will have a better chance of getting an 
offer with the employer.

If you apply to enough employers and package yourself correctly, you are likely to get more 
than one interview and may very well end up with several offers. Accordingly, you may often 
be asked in interviews who else you are speaking with and so forth. How you address this 
question will actually have a strong bearing on whether or not an employer hires you.

B. How You Justify Why You Are Interviewing With Other Employers Will Have A 
Direct Bearing On Whether Or Not The Employer Hires You

http://www.counselingcrossing.com/lcjssearchresults.php?kid=5571&kwt=Student%20Counselor
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There are several scenarios you should be aware of and each one merits a separate 
response. If you have prepared the interviewer properly, you will do very well when asked 
where else you are interviewing. Some potential scenarios are:

• (a) You are not interviewing with any other employers.
• (b) You are interviewing entirely with less prestigious employers.
• (c) You are interviewing with a mix of more prestigious and less prestigious employers.

Given the importance of each of these hypotheticals, they will all be discussed below.

1. You are not interviewing with any other employers

If you are not interviewing with any other employers then you should tell the employer as 
much. If you’re in school and this occurs, the employer should be under the impression 
that you’re just starting the interview process if this is the only interview you have so far. 
Employers don’t want to feel as if you are the black sheep and someone without a lot of 
options.

If you’re interviewing laterally (i.e., you are already employed and interviewing somewhere), 
it’s perfectly acceptable to tell the employer that you’re not interviewing with any other 
employers. In this situation, the rationale for having only one interview should be that (1) 
you are not interested in a new job for the sake of a new job, and (2) the only reason you 
are speaking with this employer is because they are a perfect fit for your interests. The 
employer needs to think they are a perfect match for you. There are several additional 
reasons firms like to hear you are interviewing only with them:

– It makes you look loyal to your current employer. By stating you are interviewing with 
only one employer, it makes it seem as if you’re not doing an “all out” search to find new 
positions. You are only interested in this one interview because the employer matches what 
you seek so closely.

– It puts the employer in a position where they know if they make you an offer, you are 
likely to take it. By having only one interview, the employer can give itself more assurances 
that if an offer is made, you will likely accept.
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– It puts the employer in a position where they know if they make you an offer you will not 
choose one of their competitors over them – If you inform the employer that you have only 
one interview, the employer will have the assurance that they will not have to “lose face” if 
you take an offer from one of their competitors.

2. You are interviewing entirely with less prestigious employers

There are some potential positives to this admission. The positives are:

Since we are the more prestigious employer, if we make the candidate an offer they will 
most likely come here.

If the employer is more prestigious than the one you are currently at, the employer will 
think you are trying to “move up.” It’s almost axiomatic in American culture that we respect 
individuals who are trying to move up and improve their lot in life. After all, most of our 
ancestors were immigrants at some point and moved up the ladder.

If you tell your interviewer that your other interviews are with less prestigious employers, 
you may have a problem. Here, the employer will certainly think to itself, “Can’t this 
individual get an interview with better employers? Is there something wrong with them that 
we are missing?”

In this situation, you need to be very careful. One way to approach this is to state you only 
are applying to places with openings and these are the only employers you are aware 
of with openings. In this way, the employer will believe you are applying to these other 
employers simply in response to what you know. While in all likelihood, you probably 
applied to more prestigious employers and have not heard back or were rejected, if the 
former is true, you need to make the employer aware of it.

The most important thing you can do in this situation is to make it clear to the employer 
that you are qualified to work for them. For example, if you are interviewing with less 
prestigious employers that pay far less, then tell the more prestigious firm that money is not 
a concern for you. Here, you can tell the firm you are most concerned with finding the “right 
fit” and that the less prestigious firms have a lot of attributes that might not be immediately 
transparent. In this instance, you put yourself in the position of someone who is more 
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concerned with practicing law in the right environment than someone who is concerned with 
making as much money as possible. This sort of characterization can only help you.

There are many ways to get creative with this response. In sum, the most important thing 
you can do in a situation where all of your interviews are with less prestigious firms is to 
make the firm aware that (1) you are very interested in them, (2) seeking to move up, and 
(3) most concerned about finding a good fit.

3. You are interviewing with a mix of more prestigious and less prestigious 
employers

The issue in this situation is about the most normal occurrence for people. Most people 
that are interviewing are speaking with more prestigious and less prestigious employers. 
Here, your case doesn’t need to be as compelling. Like all the situations discussed above, 
the employer must still be left with the impression they are your first choice. In addition, the 
employer must have a basis for understanding why you are interviewing with more than one 
employer.

Assuming you have done your job of giving the employer the impression they are your first 
choice., the employer should also understand why you are speaking with so many different 
sorts of employers. Here, the employer needs to be aware of why you’re doing such a 
broad search. Accordingly, the employer needs to be aware of why something is seriously 
wrong with your current employment situation.

Again, this is a delicate topic. In all interviews, you never want to leave the employer with 
the impression that you harbor any sort of ill will towards your current employer. Employers 
typically do not like interviewees who say bad things about those they work for because 
they believe that they could one day be on the opposite side of this. This simply makes you 
look bad. What you need to do in the interview is convince the employer that your current 
employment situation is preventing you from reaching your full potential. You need to 
project that you are leaving your current employer because you are trying to grow.

By upward momentum, I mean your desire is to be better at your job, get more business, 
get better work, and so forth. In sum, you should always try and portray yourself and your 
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job search as follows:

While your decision to join your current employer was a good one, you have continued a 
pattern of “growth” that has characterized you from the very beginning and is evident in 
everything you have ever done. While it’s unfortunate, your current employer is limiting 
your growth potential. The environment of the employer you are interviewing with offers this 
growth potential and that’s why you’re speaking with them. In fact, the growth potential of 
the employer you’re interviewing with is “hands down” the best of the bunch in terms of the 
other employers you’ve spoken with because of X and Y and Z…

If you were someone in charge of determining who you were going to hire, which candidate 
would you want to hire (1) someone without compelling reasons for being interested in your 
company, (2) or someone who needs the environment your firm offers to grow? I am sure 
you can see the logic of this.

It’s a fundamental human characteristic to want to feel good about ourselves. Finding 
someone who needs an organization like ours to thrive and letting them work with such an 
organization is something that makes hiring authorities feel good about themselves. You 
need to give employers compelling reasons for hiring you.

Moreover, giving yourself “upward mobility” makes you sound like a winner and not a loser. 
People want to associate with winners and not losers. Employers want to hire winners and 
not losers. Give yourself upward mobility.

THE LESSON

Employers sometimes ask in the course of an interview about other interviews you may 
have had. How you handle this question can determine your success. You must convince 
your current interviewing employer that their position is your first choice before divulging 
any information about other interviews, and be careful how you justify your other interview 
to your prospective employer. You must convince your current interviewing employer that 
you consider their position to be your best fit and would most help you meet your career 
goals of upward mobility.
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13. What about: “How did you do in law school?” Can you honestly answer 
the question if you didn’t do well in law school or went to a bad school?

   The Basics:
• Be honest. If you had good grades or went to a good school, it’s a plus.
• If you don’t want to mention the grades, steer the conversation to something worthwhile you 

did in law school (extracurriculars).
• Don’t be embarrassed of “ok” grades; grades aren’t everything, especially if you’ve been 

out of school for a while.

A. Law School Grades and Your Career

Grades are important to many law firms when making hiring decisions. However, the weight 
that they carry in these decisions most often depends on the particular firm involved and 
whether you are (A) a junior attorney or law student, (B) a mid-level to senior associate, or 
(C) a partner. At each stage of your career, the importance of your law school grades will 
diminish, and your work experience will take precedence in hiring decisions.

When you are considering a lateral move, there are certain firms that will never look at you 
unless you have certain grades. The most prestigious firms-such as Latham & Watkins, 
Skadden Arps Slate Meagher & Flom, Wachtell Lipton Rosen & Katz, and Munger Tolles 
& Olson, among others – will almost never hire you, or even interview you, unless your 
academic performance falls within a certain cutoff set by the firm, regardless of what stage 
you are in your career.

However, it is also worth noting that many prestigious firms are often willing to look at 
individuals who are stellar performers from schools that are not in the top 10 or even the 
top 25. The most prestigious firms are looking for excellence, and excellence in their minds 
begins the second you receive your first grades in law school, whether it is a first-, second-, 
or third-tier law school. Either you have it or you do not.

There are many reasons that several top firms are so strict about grades. The main reason 
is because it provides their clients assurances that the best lawyers possible are doing the 
work. People also talk about these firms and how difficult they are to get into. These firms 
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can afford to be so selective because they are places where many want to work. If you want 
to move into the very highest rungs of law firm practice (which is defined by prestige), your 
grades will continue to be important throughout your career.

B. The Importance of Grades for Junior Attorneys and Law Students

As any attorney who has ever participated in on-campus recruiting is no doubt aware, 
grades are an extremely important criterion that firms use in the hiring of junior attorneys. 
Grades are far more important for law students than junior attorneys. Indeed, at no other 
point in your career will your grades be more important than when you are looking for work 
just out of law school.

C. Law Students

One of the main reasons that grades are emphasized so much for law students is that firms 
have very little else to go on when they are making hiring decisions. Firms can look at your 
college and your performance there. Firms can look at what activities you participated in 
during law school. Firms can also judge how much they like you. Nevertheless, in terms 
of judging how serious you are about law school and how much aptitude you show for the 
practice of law, grades are generally the most important standard that firms use in the hiring 
of law students.

In many respects, this is somewhat understandable, and there is support for firms’ taking 
law students’ grades so seriously. For example, several studies have been done that have 
shown that your LSAT score – and not undergraduate grade point average – is the best 
predictor of your academic performance in your first year of law school. Similarly, there 
have been studies done that show that your performance in your first year of law school 
(and not during your second and third years) is the best predictor of whether you will pass 
your state’s bar exam on the first attempt.

The largest and most prestigious firms typically have the most stringent grade cutoffs for 
law students. In addition, the firms that do on-campus recruiting at your law school also 
tend to place a great deal of emphasis on grades due to the fact that they can compare 
the transcripts of many students at one time. Many large national firms will only consider 
graduates in the top 5% from some national law schools, yet they will consider the upper 
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50% in the hiring of law students from the very top national law schools. The importance 
of your grades will generally increase as you go down the law school ranking ladder. For 
example, if you attended Yale Law School, your grades will be much less important to most 
law firms than they would be if you attended a fourth-tier law school.

Nevertheless, it is important to note that law students from most law schools can find 
positions in most cases, regardless of their grades. If you are interviewing with firms that 
typically do not do a lot of on-campus recruiting at your school, the odds are that grades 
will be emphasized less than they otherwise might be. In addition, many smaller firms may 
emphasize grades a great deal less than top national law firms due to the fact that they may 
be more than happy to get a student from your school. Finally, there are certain specialties 
(such as patent law) where your academic performance in law school may be emphasized 
even less than your undergraduate performance by some firms.

As recruiters, we have been amazed by the fact that grades are not always emphasized as 
much as some attorneys might think. We have seen attorneys from fourth-tier law schools 
at the bottom of their classes get positions during law school with top national law firms, 
for example. In general, there is a certain predictability as to what kind of firm law students 
will end up at based on their grades. Nevertheless, there are exceptions to this rule, and 
we continue to see them on an ongoing basis. The fact that the exceptions occur with some 
regularity should clearly demonstrate the fact that there are forces at work beyond grades 
in the hiring decisions of many firms.

D. Junior Associates

Associates with one to three years of experience that are considering a lateral move are 
typically worried about their academic performance and what effect it might have on their 
ability to move. The reason associates worry about this so much is due to the fact that they 
have been so recently conditioned about the importance of grades during law school. As 
you progress in your career, grades recede in importance. Many attorneys are able to move 
as junior associates to firms they might not have been able to get jobs with while they were 
in law school.

The largest explanation for why grades will recede in importance when you have one to 
three years of experience is due to the law of supply and demand. If you think about it, the 
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law of supply and demand is something that is important throughout your legal career. As 
a law student, you competed with many associates who are distinguishable based on not 
much more than the law school they attended and how well they did there. The best jobs 
generally go to the best students from the best schools. As a practicing attorney moving 
laterally, the best jobs generally go to the attorneys who are most in demand. In this case, 
more often than not, it means the attorneys from the best firms, with the level of experience 
and the demonstrated expertise that the firms need. As set forth below, due to the law of 
supply and demand, as a lateral attorney seeking to move, you will be competing with fewer 
attorneys for the same positions, and firms will not be able to be as selective in terms of 
your grades:

• First, when you are one to three years out of law school, you have presumably begun 
to specialize in some branch of law. The more arcane that branch of law is, the fewer 
attorneys you will be competing with for your position. Accordingly, firms desiring 
someone with your skills will be more likely to overlook a less-than-stellar academic 
performance to get your experience. As you are no doubt aware, firms are forced to 
write off a great deal of an attorney’s time during his/her first year of practice because 
an attorney is not very productive in his/her first year. As you get more skills and 
experience, your value to firms increases because they do not have to write off as much 
of your time. The value of this training increases exponentially depending on how few 
attorneys practice in the same branch of law as you do. 

• Second, many attorneys leave the practice of law entirely during their first three years. 
Accordingly, those that continue to practice law are competing with fewer people for 
the same positions. Because there are fewer people to compete with, firms do not feel 
the need to be as selective with which attorneys they are willing to hire, especially with 
respect to law school grades. 

• Third, you will be benefited by the fact that you have proven that you are dedicated to 
the geographical location you are in. The benefit of being part of the legal community 
and having stability in the region is something that is very important to law firms. 

• Fourth, the supply and demand of attorneys is also affected by the fact that many 
attorneys disqualify themselves from big-firm practice very early in their careers by 



PAGE 55 www.bcgsearch.com

The Standard in Attorney
Search and Placement

accepting jobs with firms that are not conducive to moving laterally to a grade-conscious 
firm at a later date. For example, many attorneys accept positions with insurance 
defense firms or smaller unknown firms that do unsophisticated work. While there is 
nothing wrong with this decision, the fact of the matter is that most firms that care about 
grades want to hire attorneys they perceive as having the training it takes to practice law 
in a big-firm environment. Because the substantial majority of law graduates go to firms 
that grade-conscious firms perceive as not providing a high level of training, the fact of 
the matter is that most grade-conscious firms cannot afford to be overly grade-conscious 
when hiring laterals. In fact, the quality of the firm you are coming from is usually far 
more important than your grades when you are moving as a lateral with one to three 
years of experience.

If there was ever a better illustration of the points discussed above in action, it is the hiring 
of corporate attorneys on both coasts in 1998 through most of 2000, which took place at 
a dizzying pace. Many of the most prestigious national law firms were hiring corporate 
attorneys out of small law firms without ever seeing so much as a transcript. This pattern 
emerged because the firms had more work than they could handle. While most of the 
best-known names in the legal profession were inflexible with lowering their standards, a 
great many firms did budge on their standards and hired everyone they could get. In this 
circumstance, the importance of grades virtually vanished.

None of this is to say that grades ever completely become irrelevant. If you think about the 
law of supply and demand, you will quickly realize that it can also make grades important 
later in your career. In the example above, there was a tremendous demand for corporate 
associates on both coasts for a period of three years. By 2002, this trend had reversed 
itself. With numerous corporate attorneys from top national law firms competing for the 
same positions, grades again became a determining factor in hiring decisions.

E. A Mid-level to Senior Associate

In the mid-level to senior associate realm, the same prejudices that the largest firms have 
about grades are still present, and they remain generally quite interested in your grades. 
Nevertheless, as recruiters, we have noticed a greater willingness of firms to look the other 
way or not take grades as seriously as they would for law students when dealing with 
someone with substantial experience.



PAGE 56 www.bcgsearch.com

The Standard in Attorney
Search and Placement

F. The Mid-level Associate

Regarding a mid-level associate, firms are generally most concerned about your legal skills 
and the potential you show. If you are coming from a firm with some stature, then law firms 
will assume you have the training to do the work that they need done. Mid-level associates 
are typically quite profitable for firms because they can efficiently do the work that firms like 
to bill at lower rates in order to appease clients. When considering a mid-level associate, 
most firms will look at your grades, but most firms’ largest concern will be with your ability 
to do the work and the potential you show for growth within the firm. The same illustrations 
outlined above regarding (1) your specialization, (2) the number of attorneys still practicing, 
(3) your geographic commitment, and (4) choice of firms that have given you high-level 
training become even more important for mid-level associates than they are for junior 
associates.

G. The Senior Associate

After several years of practice, the same four factors identified above become increasingly 
important in firms’ evaluations of your relative strengths. In addition, firms become more 
concerned with your potential to make partner and your business-generation abilities. The 
elevation of these criteria into a firm’s evaluation of you assumes an importance that far 
outweighs concerns about grades with probably 99% of all American law firms.

H. The Partner

At the partner level, grades have almost no importance. Concerns about your business-
generation abilities and other factors make almost all other factors practically irrelevant. In 
fact, we would estimate that in 7 out of 10 partner placements we make, the firms hire our 
candidates without ever requesting to see their grades. There are, of course, exceptions 
to this, as some very prestigious national firms will continue considering your grades to 
be of paramount importance throughout your career. On some occasions, we have seen 
partners who were national figures in their practice areas with multi-million-dollar books of 
business not get interviews because of their law school grades. However, this occurs very 
infrequently, as there are not many firms that are not going to accept a potential rainmaker 
into their firms just because he/she got a C in Evidence 25 years ago.
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Conclusion

By far, grades are most important for law students. As law school grades are the only 
measure of what you have done relating to the legal field before you enter a firm, there 
really is no other way for a firm to judge your abilities at this level. Once you have reached 
a point in your career where you have gained meaningful work experience, they become 
less important and continually decrease in significance the longer you practice. While law 
school is three short years, your legal career can span more than 30 years. Accordingly, it 
goes without saying that your law school performance is by no means the most important 
indicator of the success you will have in the practice of law. Nevertheless, there are some 
American law firms where your grades will prevent you from getting a position throughout 
your career. However, with all the opportunities available in the market, one’s law school 
grades 10, 5, or even 1 year after law school are not something that will hold you back with 
most firms if you have managed other aspects of your career correctly.

14. How important are the clothes you wear?    

   The Basics:
• Clothes aren’t the most important factor, but they can’t be underestimated.
• No one ever got a job for dressing nicely, but people have lost out on jobs for not dressing 

nicely.
• Always go for a more conservative style of dress.
• Men: suit, tie, and leather shoes.
• Women: business skirt and low-heeled conservative shoes; avoid perfume and flashy 

jewelry.
• Even if the firm is more casual, dress conservative for the interview.

A. What is appropriate dress for an interview?

I have thought a lot about this question over the years and I really believe I have the 
answer. The answer is as simple as this: Dress as you want to be seen. While this may 
seem an overly simplistic answer, I believe that with some further elaboration the meaning 
of this will become clear.
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In my first law firm job out of law school, I worked in a law firm in Southern California that 
literally had been featured in magazines like Cosmopolitan and other trendy magazines 
because it had no dress code. Today this is the norm for a lot of law firms and other 
employers around the country. However, more than a decade ago this was considered 
extremely unusual – even in free spirited Los Angeles. This particular law firm loved to talk 
about how casual they were and how easy going things were because of no dress code. 
Partners would wear Hawaiian shirts, shorts and sandals and the dress code of the firm 
really did contribute to a certain sense that things were much different here than they were 
in the formal New York City law firms most of the attorneys came from.

The thing I realized after being at the law firm for some time and being involved in the 
recruiting at the firm was that there were generally two types of people the firm interviewed: 
Those who came in dressed casually in shorts and those who did not. Law students loved 
to show up for interviews dressed ultra casually and really felt they were doing the right 
thing. More often than not, however, the law students did not dress casually and it was even 
rarer that a lateral attorney candidate would dress casually.

After watching approximately one year of interviews I began to notice a pattern: Everyone 
who showed up for their interview dressed very casually did not get hired. In almost all 
instances the “casually dressed” associates interviewing them would make one remark 
or another about how the person did not seem that serious about the job and so forth. On 
perhaps one or two occasions, I heard something about how the person was dressed, but 
for the most part they would refer to other reasons for the person not being hired that had 
little to do with how the person was dressed. Deep down, though, I know that the reason 
the person was not hired had to do with how they were dressed. I just knew it.

When I consider the importance of dress in business and in the practice of law, I keep 
thinking more and more how important it is. Generally, when people are younger they 
are more shallow and tend to focus on style over substance; however, in my case I may 
be different. I firmly believe that among the most important things you can do is keep a 
flawless appearance – both in interviews and at your actual job. You must always be acting 
the part, and in order to act the part you must look the part.

One of the first things I realized when I started practicing law came from a very intelligent 
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judge I clerked for, Robert H. Cleland. When I was younger I loved quoting people such 
as Judge Posner and using outside philosophers in my writing. I felt this made my job all 
that much more enjoyable and really added an extra level of intellectual depth to the work 
I was doing. In fact, I would venture to say that I viewed the content of what I was writing 
as more important than having perfect punctuation, for example. A few weeks into this first 
job, Judge Cleland said something to me that I will never forget. He said something to this 
effect:

“If your presentation is not perfect, people assume the logic you use to reach your 
conclusions is also not perfect. No matter how brilliant you are you will never have your 
point heard or taken seriously because your presentation will not be taken seriously.”

Judge Cleland was right about the presentation of written work, and I believe this is also 
applicable to how you dress and present yourself. If you walk into a Rolls Royce dealership 
dressed like a construction worker they are not going to take you seriously. If you walk into 
a bank looking for a big loan with scruffy shoes they may not take you seriously. If you walk 
into court dressed poorly they will not take you seriously.

Think about the organizations you have belonged to and jobs you have held. I would 
venture to say that the best dressed people in these organizations were generally at the 
very top of the food chain in their respective organizations. Why do you think this is? There 
are several reasons looking the part is a good idea.

First, can you imagine the Vice President of the United States meeting an important world 
leader dressed in a cheap suit – or a suit that was well worn? How about if he wore a winter 
parka at a ceremony at Auschwitz?

This picture was in the media for days and was the source of numerous, numerous 
outraged blogs and media stories. People were very, very upset because they felt that 
Cheney had disrespected our country – and Jews killed by the Nazis – due to the way he 
dressed.

I have been completely ripped off only a few times in my life. One was by a sleazy 
dishonest insurance broker who sold me a whole life insurance policy that was barely 

http://images.lawcrossing.com/articleimages/auchwitz_large.jpg
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worth the paper it was written on. I remember to this day that this guy was among the 
best dressed individuals I had ever seen when he signed me up for the insurance policy. I 
believe I must have fallen for this because I believed that someone dressed as well as he 
was must be honest and delivering a solid financial product.

Who would you want to represent you:

• An attorney dressed in an expensive well fitting European suit; or,
• An attorney dressed in a cheap suit that was ill fitting?

Think about these questions. Ask yourself who would you rather hire:

• An attorney dressed in an expensive well fitting European suit; or,
• An attorney dressed in a cheap suit that was ill fitting?

I could go on and on with this, but the fact of the matter is that you need to put yourself in 
the shoes of your employer and your potential clients. Both your employer and potential 
client will be most interested in hiring superstars. They want someone representing them 
who really reflects the professionalism and esteem that they personally hold themselves 
to. What brand would you prefer to represent you or your law firm or company: cheap or 
expensive?

Take a moment to think a bit about this. A man or woman who dresses exquisitely needs to 
put a lot of thought and effort into this. They need to ensure that they shop diligently for the 
right clothing and get clothes that are most suitable to them. They need to take the time to 
make sure their clothes are well kept up and pay attention to details, from the dry cleaner 
they use to the creases that appear in their pants. They need to make sure their clothes are 
tailored properly. They need to make sure they are purchasing good quality shoes and that 
these shoes are well polished and the heels are not too worn down. They need to make 
sure their belt has no scratches. They need to ensure there are no runs in their pantyhose 
and they need to ensure their slip is not showing. The list of what is required to dress 
like an outstanding professional could go on and on and on. Being a very professionally 
dressed person requires a ton of effort and an enormous amount of attention to detail. 
Being a good dresser also requires an enormous amount of multitasking. In fact, being a 
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good dresser requires so much attention to detail that most people are simply not willing or 
capable of doing this.

There is a final point that I bring up with the effort to be a good dresser that is perhaps 
among the most important of all: In order to be an outstanding dresser you must have a 
lot of self-confidence and self-esteem. You absolutely must have a lot of self-esteem if you 
are going to purchase an expensive blouse, shoes or other sorts of clothes for work. You 
also need a lot of self-esteem to believe you are worth dressing the part. Most people do 
not have the self-esteem it requires to look their best at all times. In order to look good you 
must believe that you deserve to look good. Napoleon Hill once made this clear in his book 
Think and Grow Rich: ‘’What you think, so you will become.’’

Just as most people do not have the ability to master the details of dressing well, most 
people do not have the ability to master the details of being good attorneys. The level of 
detail and coordination required to be a good attorney is simply far, far too much. This is no 
different than what it takes to dress well. Most people are simply not able to look the part 
needed to dress well.

You cannot change where you went to law school. You cannot change how you did in law 
school. You cannot change who your parents were. You cannot change where you worked 
last. You cannot change your race. You cannot change the degree of attractiveness you 
generally have to the opposite sex. You cannot change your accent rapidly. You cannot 
change the quality of jobs you have held in the past. You cannot change whether you were 
fired from your last firm or not. There is way, way too much that you cannot change. The 
one thing you can change, however, is how you present yourself every single day. You 
owe it to yourself to go all out in this category. Not being your best is the absolute biggest 
mistake you can make.

The law student who is first in his/her class may have studied until 2:00 am every night for 
three years to get where they are. The law student who goes to a top Ivy League law school 
may have gotten a silver medal in the Olympics and an A average in college to get into the 
law school of their dreams. Your competition for a job may have worked in a better ranked 
firm in a bigger city. None of these people may get the job you are seeking if they do not 
dress as well as you do for interviews. None of them may get promoted if they do not look 
as good at work as you do each day.

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1585424331/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=211189&creative=373489&creativeASIN=1585424331&link_code=as3&tag=emploreseai0d-20&linkId=3WF5COQ4CEVOTO67
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Is it shallow for me to say that dressing well at work and interviews is one of the most 
important things you can do? Most definitely. Am I right? Most definitely. Why not change 
the thing about yourself that is easy to change?

Tons of people out there go to self-help interviewing seminars. They read books, they hire 
career coaches. Why don’t they wake up and do the easiest thing of all: Look and dress 
flawlessly for work.

I urge you to make the most out of every day at work regardless of whether you are 
interviewing that day or not. Look professional and dress in a conservative and well thought 
out way for work. This will position you well, help you keep a job, and discipline you to pay 
attention to details. Refine your appearance throughout your life by dressing better and 
better and better. Over time, your world, the people around you, and your surroundings will 
continue to change for the better. Look your best for interviews. 

B. What to wear to a lunch interview?

Here is a commonly asked question I receive: 

I am scheduled to have a lunch meeting with a firm next Friday. This firm is known 
for having a casual Friday dress code (e.g. jeans, polo tops, etc.). I don’t want to look 
overly dressed or stuffy at my interview; should I attend this interview in something 
more casual as well? - H.D.

Answer:

Dear H.D.,

Thanks for your question. My general rule of thumb when it comes to dress codes for an 
interview is that it is always better to be overdressed vs. underdressed. Thus, even though 
your interviewers may be in very casual clothes, you should still probably attend your 
interview wearing a formal suit. Even if a recruiting coordinator tells you it is okay to dress 
less formally for an interview, it is always safer to go with a more formal outfit.
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Remember, you are primarily the one who is being evaluated so it is important to look your 
best. Dressing in a suit will also make you feel more professional and polished. It also 
shows your interviewers that you are taking their meeting seriously and that you respect 
their time.

In choosing a suit, be sure to pick neutral colors. Navy blue or black are always solid 
choices. You may have a fantastic fashion flare, but an interview is not the time to display 
it. For men, simple yet elegant ties in traditional colors will be well-received. If you are 
choosing between two potential looks for an interview, go for the more conservative one. In 
addition, choose dress shoes that are more formal and would not be mistaken for a more 
casual shoe. You want to make sure your visual presentation of yourself is as strong as the 
professional one you will be making during your interview.

For women, there is a little bit more flexibility. If you are interviewing with a firm that has 
a reputation for being more old-fashioned or stuffy, you may want to opt for a knee-length 
skirt suit. Many firms, however, including most of the firms on the West Coast, view classic 
pantsuits to be appropriate interview attire. Like men, I advise my female candidates to 
wear suits that are more neutral in nature. Black or navy is always a good choice, along 
with a solid collared shirt.

Please keep your jewelry to a minimum and your hair tidy. Make-up for women should also 
be pretty minimal. In regards to shoes, a classic closed-toe pump is always a good bet. At 
times, open-toed shoes can seem too informal or inappropriate for an interview, so do not 
go this route. I also tell my female candidates to bring a briefcase instead of a purse, as I 
think this looks a little bit more professional. It is also practical to bring a briefcase, as you 
can safely and neatly store extra copies of your resume, transcripts, writing samples, and 
references in it.

I would also recommend not wearing any cologne or perfume to an interview. Some people 
are very sensitive to scents and not all people have the same tastes as to what smells 
good.

I hope these tips are helpful to you and that your interview goes well. Best of luck to you!
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15. Any advice for the shy? How do you appear to be confident when 
nervous?
    
    The Basics:

• Rehearse! Write up practice questions and answers.
• Do it in front of the mirror.
• Have a friend or relative ask you questions.
• Be thoroughly prepared for every possible question. Its better to be over-prepared than to 

be caught off guard.
• Be conscious of the telltale signs of nervous behavior, fidgeting, stammering, saying “you 

know”.
• Try to relax, but don’t get too relaxed. Revealing too many personal details, taking off your 

shoes, or treating the interviewer like one of your pals can make you look like a crazy 
person. 

A. The Importance of Your Sense of Self

Once, when I was around 17 years old, I was sitting in a car with a friend of mine, waiting 
for another group of kids. My friend was very wealthy and by this age had already inherited 
several million dollars – and he was very arrogant about this. In addition, he had been 
raised to think very highly of himself. He seemed to believe he had done the absolute best 
in everything he did. Even though he was not a great student, he reasoned that this did not 
matter, since the best students would one day be working for him. He had an incredible 
level of self-confidence, and people around him could never shake this, even if they tried. 
He had been beaten up at least a few times that I could remember, but he never seemed to 
care. His tremendous sense of self was internal to him and was unwavering. Everyone who 
knew this particular guy thought he would one day be extremely successful. His self-belief 
set him apart on so many levels from all other kids.

As we sat there in the car, we discussed our futures. He had big plans for himself, which 
included heading an investment bank in New York, going to a major business school, and 
generally taking on the world. When it came time for me to share my plans for the future, I 
still remember quite well what I said:



PAGE 65 www.bcgsearch.com

The Standard in Attorney
Search and Placement

“I will be very happy if I get a three-bedroom house in a nice neighborhood and can at least 
afford to travel once in a while,” I told him. “I really hope I can get a decent job when I get 
out of college.”

“It’s tough out there, but I am sure you will manage to get something,” he said.

I never forgot this particular conversation because at that time in my life this was all I 
expected for myself:

• I thought my biggest challenge would be finding a job when I got out of college.
• I never thought I would be an attorney.
• I never thought I would even go to a good college.
• I never thought I would leave Detroit – and I never really had big plans for myself.

My sense of who I was and what I could achieve was simply not at a high level. At some 
point, however, based on encouragement from my father, teachers, and others, I began to 
develop a stronger sense of self – a sense of self that encouraged me to aim high in my life 
and to believe that I was capable of incredible things. Over time, this sense of self began to 
stick, and it continued to grow for me. A strong sense of self is the most important possible 
thing you can possess, and developing a strong sense of self will change your life.

Do you think the close friends I had when I was 17 would have helped me develop this 
strong sense of self? In most cases it is not our friends who will encourage and push us. 
It is not that our friends are trying to hurt us; it is just that, as much as they like us, they 
may not want us to change. For example, my friend at the time liked being around people 
who looked up to him, and he avoided people who looked down on him. If I had changed 
then, the dynamic between us would have changed (and it eventually did, when I changed). 
People around you may want a certain level of control over their relationship with you in 
your career and life, and they want whatever makes them look and feel the best. While 
they may like it if you do well, their doing well is their priority. Please understand this: If you 
have a strong sense of self, this will alter the power balance in your relationships with many 
people around you. This is why so many people never change and reach their full potential.

Many children develop a strong sense of self starting from the moment they are born, from 
their parents, who encourage them and help push them to do better and better. But it is not 

http://www.employmentcrossing.com/
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just parents who help us develop a strong sense of self. A strong sense of self comes from 
many areas in our lives and from the feedback we receive from the world:

• Our Recognized Abilities Give Us a Sense of Self – If we are very intelligent and 
test well, we may feel smart, and this may contribute to a strong sense of self. If we are 
considered interesting or funny by others, or have been called industrious, inventive, 
and so forth, this may contribute to a strong sense of self.

• Our Various Affiliations Give Us a Sense of Self – We may be members of a certain 
sports team, college, or other group that is interested in particular things.

• Our Religion Gives Us a Sense of Self – If we are members of a certain religious 
group, this will give us a sense of self related to the religion.

• Our Social Standing and Relationships Give Us a Sense of Self – We have a sense 
of self based on the people we are friends with and how we are regarded by others.

• Our Occupation Gives Us a Sense of Self – Our jobs and what we do for a living give 
us a sense of self.

• Our Families and Family Relationships Give Us a Sense of Self – Our wives or 
husbands, our parents and other relatives, all contribute to our sense of self.

• Our Past Gives Us a Sense of Self – Things that have happened to us in the past and 
things that people may have said about us in the past may contribute to our sense of 
self.

When you get to know people, they will constantly be telling you about themselves and 
various things they have done. I have heard people brag about being the best free-thrower 
on their basketball team, setting local records for shot put, getting the best score in their 
school on a standardized test, dating the homecoming queen, and more – often forty 
or more years after all this occurred. Why? These people’s sense of self is intertwined 
with things that they achieved decades ago. It is who they are and who they consider 
themselves to be.

Most of us rarely develop our sense of self deliberately. As children, we may further develop 
the characteristics for which our parents give us positive feedback, because we naturally 
seek acceptance, love, and protection from the people who provide us care. As we grow 
older, we do the same thing with the schools we attend and within our peer groups, where 
we also seek acceptance and protection. We may have different senses of self with our 
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peers than we have at home. We may have a different sense of self on the athletic field 
than we have off the athletic field. In addition, our motivation may be affected by our sense 
of self. If we are told we are very smart by others, we may study more and work harder in 
school, due to having a sense of self that is strongly related to our academic skills. If we are 
given the impression that a certain behavior will improve our sense of self then we will likely 
engage in this behavior.

Recently my wife and I have started watching a television show called Bait Car. The show 
is about the police parking a nice car in a bad neighborhood with the keys in it. The car 
always gets stolen on the show, and the police have a method for turning off the car as the 
car thieves are speeding away. In most instances, there is more than one person involved 
in the theft, and sometimes kids talk other kids into stealing the car. The kid that ultimately 
steals the car usually does so because he wants to be accepted by the other kids. In some 
neighborhoods and around certain people, our sense of self might be related to committing 
crimes in order to be accepted.

What is inside of you, what you feel and believe may be entirely different from what the 
rest of the world is telling you. If you have a strong sense of self, you can overcome nearly 
any obstacle out there without being concerned with anything – except for what is inside of 
you, what you feel, and what you believe. We all think about ourselves and our lives in a 
certain way, and this ultimately ends up controlling the future of our lives. Our beliefs about 
ourselves have a tremendous amount to do with what ends up happening to us, what we 
accomplish, and the quality of our life.

Inside each and every one of us there needs to be an understanding of who we are. 
Our sense of self underlies our internal strength as human beings, and it enables us to 
accomplish what we desire. Our sense of self needs to give us the ability to power through 
– no matter what others may say about us, and no matter what sort of feedback we may get 
from the world.

Developing a strong sense of self enables us to be happier and more successful and to 
live better lives. Unfortunately, most of us do not live our lives in accordance with our own 
sense of self and, instead, our sense of self is based too much on what others are doing out 
in the world, what others have, and what others say about us – these are externals that are 
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irrelevant to what is really inside of us. If you have a strong sense of self, then what you do 
for a living, your past, your religion, your parents, your affiliations, your recognized abilities, 
and more should not affect your thoughts about what you can accomplish.

Having a powerful sense of self is going to make all the difference in your life. You need to 
understand that your thoughts about yourself and your capabilities need to come from what 
is inside of you, not from societal structures that may have led you to believe who you are.

A powerful sense of self will make all the difference in your life. You must understand that 
your sense of yourself and your capabilities come from inside of you, not from the external 
forces that have brought you to your current place in life. What you feel internally might be 
completely different from what the world is telling you, and you must learn to focus on the 
former rather than the latter. 

16. What are the differences in interviewing with a big firm vs. a small or mid-
sized firm?

    The Basics:
• Many big firms have a set of procedures for interviews and things are more rigid. They will 

often have callback interviews, which is not a guarantee that you will get an offer.
• Smaller firm interviews can be less formal sometimes, but you should always appear 

conservative even if the interview is less formal. 

A. How Attorneys Choose Law Firms

As professional search consultants, part of our job is to counsel attorneys on a daily basis 
as to how they should choose between competing law firms. There is a considerable 
degree of insight that is needed to understand the psychology that attorneys use to decide 
between competing offers, and contrary to popular perception, attorneys do not always 
choose to work in the highest-paying or most prestigious law firms. Understanding why 
attorneys choose one firm over another can help you both attract and retain attorneys after 
they are hired.
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While there are exceptions, most attorneys choose between competing law firm offers 
based upon:

• The perceived prestige level of the firm.
• The perceived sense of importance that the attorney attaches to working in a given firm.
• Whether or not the attorney perceived that he/she will be assimilated in a socio-cultural 

perspective into the firm.
• The perceived work offered.
• The attorney’s perceived advancement potential in a given firm.
• Money.

As we analyze the placements we make, even we are surprised to see that the least 
important consideration to most attorneys is the money offered. How law firms deal with the 
perceptions that motivate attorneys’ choices to join a given firm is of paramount importance 
in recruiting talented attorneys.

RULE 1: MOST ATTORNEYS WILL CHOOSE A FIRM BASED ON THE FIRM’S 
PERCEIVED PRESTIGE LEVEL

While there are exceptions to this rule, attorneys will generally pick the more prestigious 
(i.e., well known) firm over the less prestigious firm. For large national law firms, there is 
certainly a drawing power that they have over more regional or smaller competitors that 
to some extent allows them to exert control over the hiring process. Larger firms may 
have more interesting work, a greater variety of work, more stability, the opportunity for 
$1,000,000+ annual salaries at the partnership level, great support staff, and a whole 
variety of other positive factors.

OBSERVATION: As a general rule, most attorneys crave stability and want to be high 
achievers and, as a result, have great fear about what others think of them and tend to 
be very risk-averse as well. Perhaps because we are a consumer oriented – and brand-
oriented culture, however, many attorneys are attracted by name brands at the expense of 
logical decision making.

The drive toward large national law firms is something that is quite understandable once 
you realize that attorneys are conditioned during college, law school, and after law school 
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that more prestige is better – if not essential – to the advancement of their legal careers. 
Again and again, we see attorneys choose more prestigious firms over less prestigious 
firms. Attorneys often do this after they have told us at the commencement of a search 
that they are seeking a smaller or more congenial firm and not a major national law firm. 
Accordingly, we generally put a great deal of effort into working with attorneys to make sure 
they are clear about their goals before we ever start working with them.

A great proportion of all future attorneys have already made the decision to attend law 
school by their third year of college. They knew, even as freshman, that getting into 
a top law school requires serious academic achievement and a respectable body of 
extracurricular experience. Many of these future attorneys may have even seen getting into 
a top college as something that was important for them to get into a top law school one day.

For the most part, future attorneys are people who have always been pushed, both 
externally and internally, to succeed at a high level, and all future attorneys take their 
decision to go to law school very seriously. Just like they did when they were getting ready 
to attend college, future attorneys are often reading books about different law schools and 
studying these law schools and trying to see if they will have the ability to get into various 
law schools based upon their academic performance. Future attorneys must also take the 
Law School Admissions Test. Depending on the future attorney’s grades and LSAT score, 
most will have a very good idea of the type of law school they can get into by December 
or January of their final year of college. Very few future attorneys who do not excel on the 
LSAT or excel academically will get into a top law school. The quality of the college the 
student attends will also have a direct bearing on the type of law school he/she ultimately 
gains admission to.

To make a long story short, by the end of the future attorney’s fourth year of college, 
most will generally have a list of law schools that have accepted them. With very rare 
exceptions, these future attorneys will generally choose to attend the law school that has 
the best ranking or reputation. While attorneys may take a few years off before attending 
law school or go to a law school where they can work while attending law school, for the 
most part, future attorneys are motivated by going to the best law schools. Through both 
career counselors and other students, future attorneys are told again and again that their 
ability to get a position out of law school will be a function of the quality of the law school 

http://www.bcgsearch.com/joblistings.php
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they attend. Very few future attorneys are not aware of this when they matriculate at any 
American law school.

Hence, the first decision an attorney makes in becoming an attorney is generally motivated 
by a prestige factor. Early on, future attorneys make decisions that will influence their 
futures based more on the perceived quality of the institution than any other identifiable 
factor. The better the school the future attorney chooses, the more job opportunities he/she 
will be likely to have in the future.

When a future attorney gets into law school, the competition begins once again. With 
limited exceptions, the future attorneys who get the best grades and the most honors in law 
school will get the best jobs following their second summer and when they graduate. As 
future attorneys see their classmates with the best grades and qualifications going to the 
biggest and best firms in the largest cities, they quickly come to believe that it is best to go 
to the biggest and best firms. It is no different from when they were in college and saw the 
best students getting into the best law schools.

When an attorney is switching jobs, or looking at possible alternatives, the same light 
generally switches on in his/her head again. Bigger and more prestigious is better. 
Accordingly, for the most part, the better the firm is in the future attorney’s mind, the more 
likely the attorney will be to choose that firm. Future attorneys see the salaries at larger law 
firms, and these salaries (at the partnership and associate levels) can be staggering. Future 
attorneys also come to believe that joining the largest firms will provide them the most 
opportunities later on if they choose to exit the practice of law. Future attorneys also want 
to practice with attorneys who are like themselves and believe that many of the attorneys at 
the largest and most prestigious firms are the most intelligent and accomplished.

OBSERVATION: Attorneys who do not get into prestigious firms following graduation will 
often continue trying – again and again – to get into the prestigious firms after they begin 
practicing because they have been so thoroughly conditioned to believe that bigger and 
more prestigious is better. It is, incidentally, for this same reason that larger and more 
prestigious firms often do not have any problem attracting talent at most points in time.
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OBSERVATION: One thing we see quite often is a law student from a top national law 
school summering his/her first year or splitting a summer in his/her second year with a 
smaller, regional firm. Probably 9 times out of 10, if this student did well in law school, he/
she will end up going to a larger firm in a big city that is more prestigious. Why this happens 
should be self-explanatory if you understand that most attorneys are motivated by the 
prestige factor.

While we believe prestige is the most important aspect that attorneys consider when 
switching jobs, it should be emphasized that the way in which a smaller firm handles the 
issues below will generally influence whether or not attorneys will join a firm with a prestige 
level they initially perceive to be below that of other firms.

RULE 2: THE SENSE OF IMPORTANCE ATTORNEYS ATTACH TO WORKING IN A 
GIVEN FIRM WILL STRONGLY INFLUENCE WHETHER THEY ACCEPT EMPLOYMENT 
THERE

While the perception for many attorneys is that a name-brand law firm is “safe” – and 
conversely that a lesser-known firm is “not safe” – smaller, regional firms can certainly beat 
larger law firms in the competition for talent if they understand how attorneys think and the 
advantages they offer over large law firms. The sense of importance an attorney attaches to 
working in a given firm is often paramount in his/her decision to join one firm over another.

OBSERVATION: The sense of importance attorneys attach to a given job is one reason 
why attorneys may turn down higher-paying positions to why work for federal judges or join 
the United States Attorneys’ Office. It is also one reason many smaller and less prestigious 
firms have little problem getting a steady stream of highly qualified attorneys to join their 
firms. In fact, many of the best attorneys we encounter (such as former United States 
Supreme Court Clerks, Rhodes Scholars, law school valedictorians, and others) are not 
always interested in working for the largest and most powerful (i.e., prestigious) law firms. 
Instead, they are attracted to working in positions they perceive to be the most important. It 
is for this reason that many well-known criminal and civil rights firms, for example, are able 
to attract many of these types of attorneys – despite the facts that they do not pay as much 
as larger firms, they do not have great support staffs, and many outside the legal profession 
may not have heard of them.
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Attorneys are attracted by firms where they can feel important and inspired. It should go 
without saying that not every firm can engender this sense of importance to the degree 
many smaller firms can. Accordingly, this is one reason smaller firms often attract star talent 
over their larger-firm counterparts.

In watching certain smaller firms grow, we are amazed by how good some of them have 
become in recruiting high-level attorneys with some of the most outstanding qualifications 
imaginable. Firms that are the best at recruiting are able to interest attorneys in their firms 
and get attorneys to work there by tapping into the needs that attorneys have for both 
prestige and a sense of importance. How masterfully this is done will have a lot to do with 
the firms’ success in getting young attorneys to come to work for them.

John Grisham’s The Firm. The actions of these smaller firms, in many respects, paralleled 
what was going on in the Illustrative recruiting that took place in John Grisham’s book The 
Firm. Because this example is it is important to give an explanation about the book.

Mitch McDeere, the appealing hero in The Firm, is a poor kid whose only assets are a 
first-class mind, a Harvard law degree, and a beautiful, loving wife. More than probably 
hundreds of firms he could have chosen from in the United States, Mitch chose Bendini, 
Lambert & Locke (“Bendini Lambert”) in Memphis, Tennessee – an area of the United 
States where he had absolutely zero ties. Bendini Lambert offered Mitch more than 
any other firm: a new BMW; a new house; and a large salary, with many incentives and 
bonuses.

They also offered Mitch a community and way of life and the sense that he was joining a 
very important firm.

In our belief, the reason Mitch chose Bendini Lambert is the same reason countless 
attorneys are persuaded to join less prestigious and smaller firms over larger and 
more prestigious firms on a consistent basis. We believe an attorney like Mitch would 
have chosen Bendini Lambert because of its perceived prestige level and the sense of 
importance he believed he would get from working in the firm.

In the movie and the book, Mitch knows very little about Bendini Lambert before he even 
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goes on his first interview. In fact, he only comes to take Bendini Lambert seriously when 
he realizes he will be part of something that is very difficult to get into and that has a lot of 
other top attorneys in it. The firm does an extremely good job of impressing upon Mitch (1) 
the potential for success he will have there, (2) that it makes very few offers a year, and (3) 
that he has the opportunity to be part of something great. Mitch is also made to feel that he 
will be part of an exclusive and highly qualified group of attorneys.

Bendini Lambert’s ability to make Mitch feel he is joining something important is why we 
believe Mitch chooses the firm. As we review examples of firms that have managed to 
convince our top candidates to work for them over smaller firms, we are struck again and 
again by the similarity between what these firms do and what happened with Mitch at 
Bendini Lambert.

OBSERVATION: It should go without saying that large, prestigious law firms can make 
associates feel important by joining them. In fact, we believe this is why associates join 
most large law firms and do so regardless of how they actually feel about the firms. For 
the most part, larger firms often become complacent and feel they do not need to make 
associates feel important and can rest on their laurels. This is one reason why smaller firms 
can become good competitors for the same talent and steal star talent away from larger 
firms.

One of the most brilliant hiring partners we know from a recruiting standpoint is extremely 
good at making associates feel like they are joining something important. In fact, this hiring 
partner’s ability to do this may be one reason this firm has increased from fewer than 5 
attorneys 15 years ago to more than 100 today. When this partner sees a resume from a 
candidate he likes, he immediately calls the candidate and says something to the effect that 
he gets hundreds of resumes a week and generally just throws them in the trash. He then 
tells the young recruit that his/her resume is one of only a few resumes he has seen in a 
long time that caught his attention. He tells the young attorney that his firm is the best firm 
of its kind in the United States. He tells the recruit the firm has top graduates of Harvard, 
Yale, Stanford, and other schools. Incredibly, the young recruit may have never even heard 
of the firm or knows very little about it whatsoever – just like Mitch in The Firm. However, 
the attorney quickly realizes that there would be a real benefit to interviewing in this type of 
firm.



PAGE 75 www.bcgsearch.com

The Standard in Attorney
Search and Placement

When the attorney arrives in the firm, he/she is paraded in front of a number of highly 
qualified attorneys who invariably have far better qualifications than the young recruit. He/
she is told that the firm is doing extremely important work. and that the partners make more 
money than at other firms. The firm showers him/her with press releases and promotional 
materials. and convinces him/her that the firm is a better place to work than other firms. The 
firm does such an outstanding job with all of this that the young recruits cannot help but 
be impressed. Very few candidates who are interviewed by this firm turn down offers when 
they get them.

OBSERVATION: Many attorneys practicing in larger firms talk consistently about how they 
want to join a boutique firm or something of the sort. Many attorneys may have different 
perceptions about what is important and have certain perceptions about what working in 
a smaller firm means. For some attorneys, working in a smaller firm may be perceived as 
working fewer hours, having a more collegial atmosphere, practicing in a more intimate 
setting, working with smaller clients, or having more partnership prospects. Each of these 
things are, however, factors that attorneys feel are important when they decide what they 
want to do with their lives. They are not necessarily draws that are likely to attract the most 
stellar candidates all the time, unless they come with more “punch.” All of these ideals for 
attorneys are useful recruiting tactics, but should be distinguished from what all firms can 
do to make associates believe they are part of something important.

Most firms that are able to attract truly star talent do so by identifying what makes an 
attorney feel important. They make candidates want to work for them. Communicating 
the firm’s strengths in a way that is memorable and distinguishes a firm – even if it is in 
Memphis – can enable firms to attract star talent and make that talent choose the firm over 
its competitors. What is most important is that the firm taps into the attorney’s need to feel 
like he/she is part of something important.

RULE 3: THE ATTORNEY’S PERCEPTION HE/SHE WILL BE WELCOMED IN THE FIRM 
WILL HAVE A STRONG INFLUENCE ON HIS/HER CHOICE TO JOIN ONE FIRM OVER 
ANOTHER

This should be self-evident. Nevertheless, far too many firms lose star candidates because 
they cannot do this. Humans are social animals, and attorneys are no exception. Most 
attorneys have a very good understanding that they are likely to succeed in certain types of 
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firms and not others depending on the types of attorneys they are working with.
What is important here is the type of chemistry the attorney feels he/she has with other 
attorneys in your firm. Keep in mind that attorneys want to work with people who are similar 
to them in a lot of respects. If an attorney feels he/she is joining an environment that does 
not appreciate people like him/her, then he/she is going to have a very difficult time joining 
a particular firm. Because there is quite a bit that goes into this calculus, it is useful to 
investigate this topic from two perspectives: (1) the social perspective and (2) the cultural 
perspective.

The Social Perspective. Undoubtedly, one of the best firms in a market we serve should 
have no problem whatsoever attracting star attorneys. This firm has a client “A-list” that 
would impress anyone. Attorneys who join this firm should also be assured of the possibility 
of working on really important cases and transactions, working with an impressive group of 
attorneys, and making a lot of money. We could sell this firm all day to an attorney who has 
never set foot in the firm. This firm has the prestige level and certainly could make all the 
attorneys it interviews feel like they are going to be doing something important if they were 
to join this firm. Nevertheless, this firm consistently fails on the social perspective, and an 
attorney who walks in the door of this firm for an interview rarely chooses to return.

The firm is often confrontational with its candidates in interviews. The associates in the firm 
are all noticeably tense. The firm seems to have little interest in the candidates it interviews 
and does not really seem all that committed to anyone who works there. The attorneys 
who work in this firm are all “cogs in the wheel,” and candidates are made to feel this way 
in interviews. Partners are extremely rude to secretaries (as are all the attorneys in the 
firm), and the secretaries all act militant out of fear of doing anything whatsoever wrong. 
The associate/partner interaction is the same. The associates rarely interact with each 
other outside of work because the firm just has something in the air that makes associates 
confrontational with each other.

Firms like this are just not welcoming places to work, and we cannot understand why a firm 
would consistently choose to remain like this. While firms like this may be tremendously 
powerful and have very healthy partnership profits, their odds of long-term success are 
severely diminished by their inability to attract and retain star talent because of their social 
issues. Firms that approach their recruiting efforts by doing any of the things wrong that this 
example firm does are going to have a difficult time making associates feel welcome there.



PAGE 77 www.bcgsearch.com

The Standard in Attorney
Search and Placement

OBSERVATION: None of this is to say that certain firms will not be able to consistently 
attract certain types of attorneys based on the social makeup of the firm. For example, 
there are certain firms in certain markets we serve that seem to consistently attract the 
same types of attorneys – whether they are particularly outgoing, attractive, bookish, or 
otherwise. Attorneys in firms with well-defined cultures typically share many traits that 
go beyond their academics. There is nothing wrong with this whatsoever, and in some 
respects, this is the strength of the given firm. What is important for firms to realize is that 
firms with well-defined cultures may not always be able to attract all types of attorneys. It 
is often during these instances that an attorney may truly not be a “good fit” for a given law 
firm.

The Cultural Perspective. Firms that are made up of a lot of people who are a candidate’s 
same race, religion, sex, or sexual orientation are often far better able to attract other 
attorneys who share similar characteristics. It is important for every firm to emphasize its 
diversity in interviews to make sure candidates will feel welcome, regardless of who they 
are. Attorneys want to feel welcome wherever they go. Firms that can truthfully state “We’re 
a meritocracy” are firms that are likely to have the most success in recruiting different types 
of people. These firms are also the best places for attorneys to work, regardless of their 
backgrounds. It is extremely important that firms show their candidates that they will be 
welcome, whatever diversity the candidate represents. The best and brightest candidates 
are generally attracted to firms that do this well. In many respects, this is not surprising, as 
this country is a meritocracy.

OBSERVATION: Firms that are true meritocracies typically are able to attract attorneys 
of all sorts of different backgrounds. The perception of a good portion of the people in 
the United States is that law firms have traditionally been white-male bastions. To some 
extent, that may be true; however, firms that wish to draw the best and brightest certainly 
need to find ways to attract star talent by showing people who do not fulfill the traditional 
stereotypes that there is room for them. In some respects, it seems ridiculous that we are 
discussing this in this day and age because there does appear to be a tremendous amount 
of diversity in a great many law firms today. However, to the extent a variety of groups of 
people can be welcomed into your firm, all the better.
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RULE 4: THE TYPE OF WORK AN ATTORNEY IS OFFERED WILL HAVE A STRONG 
INFLUENCE ON HIS/HER DECISION TO JOIN A GIVEN FIRM

Candidates consistently choose firms based upon the type of work they believe they will 
be getting. One of the most significant things we hear from attorneys over and over again 
is that they want to leave their firms because they are not getting the type of work that they 
want. Whether the attorney is a litigator, corporate attorney, or patent prosecutor, they all 
seem to have similar concerns with the type of work they are doing.

It is during extremely important for firms to identify what type of work a an attorney wants 
to do during the interview stage and see if there is room for the firm to offer that attorney 
the type of work he/she is seeking to do. In the law firm environment, there is an endless 
variety of work that an attorney may be seeking to do, and firms that take the time to 
understand what type of work a candidate is seeking to do will often be successful in 
recruiting an attorney.

In a certain respect, when a firm communicates with recruiters and potential candidates, it 
should be ensuring at all times that it is communicating the type of work the candidate will 
be doing with a great deal of precision. If a firm believes that it has opportunities for young 
litigators to go to court, it should say so. If a firm believes it will offer a patent prosecutor 
the opportunity to do a mix of patent prosecution and softer IP, it should say so. If a firm 
believes that it will offer an attorney the opportunity to do more private than public company 
work, it should say so. Honesty and openness are essential at the beginning.

Firms need to take a lot of time communicating what type of work the attorney will be doing 
if he/she joins the firm. Because this is within the control of firms, they should never neglect 
to talk about this with as much specificity as possible. Attorneys, very often choose a firm 
based on what the firm tells them about the work they will be doing.

RULE 5: ATTORNEYS WILL OFTEN CHOOSE TO JOIN A FIRM BASED UPON THEIR 
PERCEIVED ADVANCEMENT POTENTIAL

Virtually every first-year attorney at every prestigious law firm in the United States says 
something to his/her peers (and us when we speak with them) to the effect of “I do not want 
to be a partner. I’m just doing this for a couple of years.” This, however, is at odds with what 
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ends up happening with many of these attorneys’ careers. The majority of these attorneys 
will become partners at some point in their careers, whether it be at a large or small firm.
Why, then, do attorneys pretend like they do not care about advancement potential? One 
reason, we believe, is that attorneys are afraid of failure. The prospect of making partner 
at most large national law firms is exceedingly dim. Accordingly, associates will often tell 
fellow associates that they do not want to make partner. It is important to keep in mind 
that most attorneys are highly motivated individuals and do want to succeed. Succeeding 
is something most talented attorneys have been doing since they were in high school. 
Attorneys want to succeed at all costs, and it is part of their nature.

OBSERVATION: When an attorney joins his/her first firm out of law school, he/she rarely 
has any idea about what it takes to succeed in a law firm. He/she knows little about firm 
dynamics and the necessity of an attorney’s ability to get business later on in his/her 
career. He/she knows little about the difference between attorneys who are classified as 
counsel, salaried partners, equity partners, service partners, or rainmakers, for example. To 
the extent a firm offers advancement potential, it is important that this be communicated to 
attorneys to the greatest extent possible. The more senior an attorney gets, the more he/
she is going to be concerned about his/her advancement potential.

Smaller firms are often able to do a far better job communicating advancement potential 
than larger firms and often get attorneys to join them who would otherwise join larger firms. 
Even with relatively junior recruits, a firm’s ability to communicate advancement potential 
will help set it apart from its competitors. While advancement can certainly mean many 
different things at many different firms, the ability of a firm (the firm’s willingness) to be up 
front about positive potential for advancement can help set it apart from its competitors.

RULE 6: UNLESS THE SALARY IS DRASTICALLY LOWER, MONEY IS A LESS 
IMPORTANT CONSIDERATION FOR ATTORNEYS THAN MOST FIRMS SEEM TO 
BELIEVE

To us, it seems strange that money comes at the end of this calculus. Certainly, money 
is an important consideration to many attorneys because they need to make a living, and 
dramatic differences in money can certainly sway a given attorney one way or another. 
Nevertheless, for attorneys whom you would like to see as long-term employees of your 
firm, money is often secondary to other considerations. In their first jobs, especially the first 

http://www.bcgsearch.com/joblistings.php


PAGE 80 www.bcgsearch.com

The Standard in Attorney
Search and Placement

year or two out of law school, attorneys are generally far more motivated by money than 
other concerns.

With the recent salary increases in the year 2000 and the bonuses many attorneys received 
in 2001, it would certainly seem like money is a major motivator of many attorneys. In a 
sense, many of these salary increases were likely motivated by the fact that hiring partners 
and firm management viewed money as a tool for retention and attracting top talent. While 
money can be a draw for new attorneys or attorneys coming from firms where there is gross 
below-market compensation, money cannot always attract attorneys.

The money factor ignores that many attorneys are motivated by psychological and other 
factors that are often far more important than money. Perhaps focusing on things like an 
attorney’s need to feel important, an attorney’s need for certain types of work, and an 
attorney’s need to feel welcome from a socio-cultural perspective would be better than 
simply increasing salaries every six months. While we can certainly appreciate the need to 
remain competitive in the marketplace, firms should understand that other factors are often 
more important to attorneys than a paycheck.

B. To Boutique or Not to Boutique

Moving from a large general practice firm to a smaller boutique environment requires a 
good deal of forethought and may require some significant adjustments. Recently, I spoke 
with a senior associate that was working at a boutique firm. She had been there for less 
than a year and had previously worked for a number of years at an AmLaw 100 law firm. 
I could hear the frustration in her voice about having made a move that she thought was 
definitely the wrong move for her career. Although obviously a very bright and accomplished 
attorney, she unfortunately had not considered the significant differences that can exist 
between large firm practice and practicing in a smaller boutique environment. Attorneys 
moving to a smaller boutique environment from a large general practice firm would be 
well advised to take note of some of the significant differences that may impact their daily 
practice.

Culture. Although many smaller boutique firms can provide excellent cultures, the size of 
some of these firms makes it impossible to ‘’escape’’ the grip of a difficult partner. Whereas 
in a large firm, if an associate is having trouble with a partner in a particular group, he/she 
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may be able to simply fill his/her plate with work from other partners, thus avoiding combat. 
In a smaller firm it is virtually impossible to avoid anyone.

Sophisticated Clients and Work. Some smaller boutique firms have very high profile 
clients that spin-off sophisticated work – and some don’t. An associate should ask for and 
evaluate a list of a firm’s Top 10 representative clients and matters which have been most 
recently serviced by the firm. Another consideration is the length of time these particular 
clients have been with the firm.

Viability of the Firm’s Practice Focus/Financial Stability of Firm. A smaller boutique’s 
practice focus can have everything to do with its viability for the short-term and long-
term, particularly in an economic downturn like the one we are currently experiencing. 
For example, a real estate boutique that has not expanded its practice capabilities may 
suffer tremendously in a down cycle. Depending on the size of the firm, its client base and 
financial stability may not survive a tough cycle. Thus, before joining a smaller boutique 
focused in a particular specialty, associates should consider both the short-term and long-
term effects the economy would have on a firm’s viability.

Power in the Hands of a Few. It is fairly common for a few name partners in a small firm to 
have control over most if not all of the decisions being made about the firm. These partners 
often maintain control over all of the clients, the strategic growth of the firm, and also have 
the power to decide how particular associates will progress at the firm. Thus, exploring 
whether making partner is actually possible and the path for progression at the firm is very 
important for any associate transitioning from a large firm.

Mentorship. In large general practice firms, mentoring relationships for associates often 
come about as a result of formal mentor assignments or naturally via consistent work 
with a particular partner. Because of the nature of how small firms generally manage their 
cases and time, and primarily because of lean staffing on cases, what often occurs in small 
firms is that associates are thrown into the pool to ‘’sink or swim.’’ This is not necessarily 
intentional on the part of partners, but is often a result of a lack of time to allocate toward 
practical training. Of course, some associates leave large firm practice to gain hands on 
experience, so this ‘’sink or swim’’ opportunity may be just what they are looking for.



PAGE 82 www.bcgsearch.com

The Standard in Attorney
Search and Placement

Resources/Technology. Often associates coming from large firm practice don’t realize 
just how accustomed they have become to the every day resources allotted them in large 
firms. These resources include such things as updated computer systems, having a laptop 
and smartphone, upgraded phone systems, the ability to work remotely and accessibility 
to a night staff. Associates often take these resources for granted and consider them to 
be standard in the industry. The reality is that some smaller firms don’t have the expanded 
resources of larger firms. There can be significant trade offs moving from a large firm 
environment to a smaller firm, and one of the trade offs may be fewer resources.

Billable Hours/Face Time. Working in a firm of 20 to 30 attorneys is dramatically different 
than coming to work and having the ability to ‘’lose’’ oneself in a firm of 500 attorneys. In a 
smaller firm environment, regardless of whether you might be working remotely, if you are 
not in the office everyone knows it – and it is often not looked upon favorably. For whatever 
reason, smaller firms tend to be harder on their associates regarding actually being in the 
office. Perhaps it is because these firms tend to be so leanly staffed and that they need the 
few associates they have to be immediately accessible at all times. Of course, this is not 
true of every small firm, but it is definitely something I hear from attorneys who have come 
from large firm practice and are accustomed to managing their day/billing time, whether 
they are physically in the office or not. In addition, associates who have transitioned to a 
smaller firm for fewer billable hours may find that because these firms tend to be so leanly 
staffed, the billable hour expectation can actually end up being much higher.

Compensation. Many associates are willing to take a cut in pay for promised lower billable 
hour requirements. Although some smaller firms may actually live up to these promises, 
associates may find that they are billing at the same levels, but are receiving considerably 
less compensation.

Moving from a larger general practice firm to a smaller boutique environment has many 
advantages, but there are definitely adjustments which should be considered before making 
this type of move. Being cognizant of the adjustments you may have to make moving to a 
smaller firm environment will allow you to prepare for a smoother, successful transition.
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17. What are the differences between interviews with associates and junior 
partners and interviews with senior associates and partners?

• Junior partners and associates are still “gunners” who are often in competition with the rest 
of the attorneys. Do not act too competitively or they might see you as a threat. Act friendly.

• Older partners aren’t usually caught up in competition with the rest of the staff. They will 
want to see a competitive edge and will also be more concerned with things like grades. Be 
hard working and determined.

Know Your Audience

The Associate or Junior Partner Interviewing an Associate

As a general rule, associates and younger partners in law firms are looking for candidates 
who are primarily likable. For instance, they are interested in the type of candidate they 
could have lunch with. Associates and younger partners are not as interested in your 
qualifications as they are your personality. You need to impress these people. Let them see 
that you are a friendly, likable person. One of the biggest mistakes that interviewees make 
is trying to impress younger partners and associates that they are “gunners” or extremely 
competitive workers. This can prove dangerous because it’s an approach that may imply 
that you think you’re a much better worker than the people who are interviewing you. While 
this may in fact be true, you must never let such an attitude surface during an interview 
with younger partners and associates. If you were granted the interview, you’ve got the 
qualifications. Concentrate on making younger partners and associates think of you as a 
friendly person and not as a competitor.

The Typical Partner-Associate Interview

Remember, however, that older partners and mid-level partners are concerned with your 
grades and your ability to work hard. It is when you are interviewing with these particular 
lawyers that you can take the opportunity to tell the firm how talented you are and how 
hard you like to work. After all, these are the people who are most likely to make the final 
decision as to whether or not you should be hired. They are looking for hard workers who 
have the capacity to one day bring in business. However, it will still be important to them 
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to learn that your interviews went well with the younger partners and associates. That 
information will naturally tell them that you are likable and that you probably get along well 
with others.

18. How should an attorney handle an interview in an unconventional 
situation? Law firms will often take you out to lunch or for drinks to get to 
know you.

    The Basics:
• The worst mistake is to get drunk. If the interviewer is drinking, have the same thing and 

take it very easy.

• Eat at the same pace as the interviewer and only order the basics. Don’t order an appetizer 
or desert if the interviewer doesn’t, etc. This ties right into the whole notion of appearing 
conservative at all times.

• Mind your manners and always treat your servers with respect. The same goes for 
receptionists in the office. No one wants to work with a jerk, so always be courteous to 
everyone in the entire job interview process.

• Don’t let your guard down. Unconventional interviews like this test mainly your small talk 
skills, but you should approach them with the same level of respect and enthusiasm as any 
other interview.

Below you will find a couple of tips that I hope will be helpful to you in acing your 
unconvential interview.

1. Wear nice but comfortable shoes.

During interviews it is imperative to look your best. Keep in mind, though, that if your 
interview includes a lunch meeting, you may find yourself walking several blocks or more to 
the firm’s restaurant of choice.

If you have a pair of shoes that look sharp yet are also comfortable, definitely pick this pair 
for your interview. There is nothing worse than trying to act social and friendly when your 
feet are killing you.
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Try to also wear clothes that “breathe” and will allow for good ventilation. If it’s a warm day, 
you don’t want to arrive at the restaurant looking like you just left the gym.

2. Give equal attention to all interviewers.

You mentioned in your question that you will be attending the lunch meeting with three 
other attorneys. Try to ensure that you are giving equal attention to all interviewers present. 
This can be a tricky predicament, especially if one of your interviewers tends to be more 
dominant in the conversation. You can make everyone at the table feel equally important if 
you make eye contact with all of your interviewers.

Even if one person is generally asking all of the questions, make sure that you 
acknowledge and address everyone there so no one at the table feels snubbed by you. At 
most firms every attorney who interviews you will generally have a say in whether or not 
you get an offer. Thus, you don’t want to ignore the more junior-level associates in your 
attempt to make a great impression on the more senior-level attorneys at the lunch.

3. Order wisely.

Believe it or not, your interviewers will evaluate everything about you, including what you 
order at lunch. A good rule of thumb is that you should never order a meal that is more 
expensive than your interviewers’ meals. Try to gauge what your interviewers are ordering 
first, and then pick an item on the menu that is slightly less expensive than what they are 
ordering. In addition, if none of your interviewers are ordering beverages, refrain from 
ordering one for yourself and stick to water.

Also remember to order “neat” foods that are easier to eat and have minimal chances of 
spilling or splattering. Foods that you can cut up with a fork and knife are generally a good 
bet. Stay away from foods that require you to use your hands or that are liquid like soup, as 
you want to avoid getting messy during the interview.

If possible, also try to order food that is more “elegant” in nature. Ordering a simple fish filet 
or chicken breast plate will probably create a more sophisticated impression than ordering 
something more “grubby” like a bacon cheeseburger.
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Lastly, avoid eating food that may get stuck in your teeth. It will be difficult for your 
interviewers to take you seriously if they are solely focused on that big piece of spinach 
stuck in your teeth.

4. Don’t drink alcohol.

Refrain from drinking any type of alcohol at your lunch. No good can come of it. Even if you 
are at a lunch with a bunch of junior-level associates and they encourage you to order an 
alcoholic drink, politely decline their offer. Your interviewers are free to get as tipsy as they 
would like during the interview; you, however, are not. Keeping focused and sober will help 
you succeed in making a good impression during the meal.

5. Don’t get too comfortable.

If you are fortunate, you may encounter interviewers with whom you have an instant 
rapport. This is a wonderful occurrence when it happens and something you should strive 
to create with everyone you meet during the interview. But remember not to mistake having 
solid rapport with your interviewers for an opportunity to get too comfortable with them.

You need to constantly remind yourself that you are being judged from the time you arrive 
for your interview until the time you physically leave the firm. A lot of candidates make the 
error of thinking that if they are having lunch with junior-level associates, they can be more 
informal than they would be with a partner. Some of your interviewers may tempt you into 
gossiping about other firms and “bad-mouthing” your current employer, but stay clear of this 
type of behavior.

If you put yourself into a situation where you are seen as negative or gossipy, this can 
seriously endanger your chances of getting an offer. Qualified candidates have been 
rejected from interviews for exactly this reason. Thus, try to stay positive and upbeat in 
everything you say during lunch. If your interviewers start gossiping, try to make neutral 
statements in response or gently steer the conversation into a different topic.

Also remember to abstain from cursing or using slang during your interview. As tempting 
as it is to let your guard down, you are not having lunch with friends or colleagues – you 
are having lunch with people who are evaluating your every move. Don’t bring up issues 
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that are highly personal or controversial in nature, and remain even-keeled throughout the 
conversation.

6. Be ready to talk about your interests outside of practicing law.

During lunch, in addition to finding out more about your legal background and experience, 
the interviewing attorneys may also try to gauge whether or not you are someone they 
would like to work with at the firm on a personal level. Be prepared to discuss interests 
outside of practicing law. If your interviewers feel that you are not a well-rounded person, 
they may be more hesitant to provide a strong recommendation of your candidacy to the 
firm.

Before your interview, think about a couple of hobbies or interests that you would feel 
comfortable discussing during lunch. Sports and travel are generally safe subjects to bring 
up during your interview. Remember: being someone who has fascinating interests outside 
of the law is something that many firms find very attractive in candidates.

7. Use your manners.

Bring your best manners to lunch, specifically with regard to dining etiquette and general 
politeness. Also, don’t forget to extend your appreciation for the meal by thanking everyone 
both for their time and for buying you lunch. Being humble, gracious, and thoughtful during 
your lunch interview will likely create a great impression on your interviewers, which will 
hopefully result in getting you the offer you deserve. I wish you the best of luck at your 
interview!

Kind regards,

Harrison Barnes 
Managing Director 



PAGE 88 www.bcgsearch.com

The Standard in Attorney
Search and Placement

19. What about video conference and telephone interviews?

    The Basics:
• Law firms will often conduct telephone interviews before formally bringing you in for an 

interview.
• Technology is advancing and videoconferencing is becoming more and more common.
• It’s a great way to look for a job during a lunch break without battling traffic, etc.
• Don’t forget that they can see you. No nose picking, yawning, or looking around the room.

 
I have recently realized how uncomfortable many of my candidates are with the idea of a 
phone interview. The most common concern my candidates have is that they feel that they 
interview better in person. They worry that their personality may not come through over the 
phone. They also feel that if the firm were truly interested in them, they would bring them in 
for a face-to-face interview.

• Why a Phone Interview?

A phone interview is very common when firms are talking to an attorney who is located out 
of town. However, I am seeing more phone/screening interviews happening even for local 
candidates. Many candidates are confused or insulted when this happens to them.

Firms are run more efficiently than they used to be. When I started practicing law in the 
early 2000s, phone interviews were rare, even for out of town attorneys. If they liked your 
resume, they brought you into the office. Firms wasted a lot of time and money doing this, 
and thus, the screening interview has become far more common. Many firms even have the 
screening interviews conducted by the recruiting coordinator, rather than the attorneys, so 
as to not to waste the attorneys’ time.

• The Common Goals of a Phone Interview.

As an interviewee, your goal in a preliminary interview is a focused goal: to get a second 
interview. The firm usually will either have very targeted questions about your experience, 
or they will ask very broad questions. This is because you will likely face one of two 
scenarios: the firm either wants to know that, in general, you have the type of personality 
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that they want, or they are looking for very specific experience before moving to the next 
step with you.

The first step is to know, if possible (it usually is), who will be interviewing you.

If you are being interviewed by an attorney or attorneys, obviously, find out what you can 
about them. If the attorney is the chair of the department and does not handle the kinds 
of work you would be doing (this happens often in IP and litigation, for example), research 
who the firm’s clients are, and which attorneys do the work that they likely have you in 
mind for. Know something about the client base. Even if the entire interview consists of you 
answering their questions, you can answer them with an eye towards the firm’s client base 
and the work you are capable of.

If you are being interviewed by an HR person or Recruiting Coordinator, the questions 
may be more general. A Recruiting Coordinator wants to hear how you speak and present 
yourself. They may ask you the much-reviled, “tell me about yourself,” for exactly this 
reason. They may ask about your ties to their community. On the other hand, they may 
have specific questions about certain experience that the firm is targeting before they move 
forward with a candidate, and the RC may jump directly to that.

No matter who is interviewing you, there are common questions they will probably want 
answered. If you are coming from out of town, they will want to know why you are targeting 
their town. Especially in my market, which covers the Midwest and Rocky Mountain regions, 
firms always want to know if you have ties to their area. This is because each city is unique, 
and more importantly, each city thinks of itself as unique. They all want to know that you 
understand their town, and that you won’t be unhappy if you move there. It amazes me how 
often candidates underestimate the importance of where they live.

Often, attorneys think that the worst case scenario is that they will move to a town they 
know nothing about, and if they hate it, they will move on in a couple of years. This almost 
never works out. Trust me, your firm will know if you are unhappy, and they will be very 
disappointed, and it won’t end well. They do not want to hire someone who will leave after 
a couple of years. They want to hire someone who is in for the long haul. It is therefore well 
worth your time you do at least some research on the city before you do the phone screen. 
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Show them that you have researched the cost of living, the major attractions, a little history, 
and some neighborhoods where you might like to live. This goes a really long way towards 
getting an in-person interview, because it shows that you are serious about their city.

They will also want to know why you are moving on from your present position. Never, ever, 
trash your current employer (or, if you were laid, off, your past employer). Come up with the 
most neutral (honest) explanation you can. Is the workload lighter than you had hoped? Is 
your work provider retiring? Is the work itself not what you had anticipated? Do you have 
some reason unrelated to the job for moving (your spouse has enrolled in graduate school 
in another city, for example)? Keep in mind that negativity tends to reflect poorly on you.

• Tips and Tricks for Acing the Interview.

A. Get to a land line.

I can’t stress this enough. I recently had an interviewee, despite my advice, use his cell 
phone for an interview. Sure enough, the call was dropped several times, the potential 
employer was frustrated and annoyed (this was very clear in their feedback to me), and the 
attorney did not get a second interview. Even if your call is not dropped, the connection is 
just never as clear on a cell phone.

B. Go somewhere where you are comfortable.

Take advantage of the fact that they can’t see you. Wear comfortable clothes (although I do 
not actually advise pajamas). Sit somewhere quiet where you can speak freely and will not 
be interrupted.

C. Speak slowly and extra clearly.

Interviewees discount how much easier it is to understand someone when you can see that 
person’s face. Often, we do not realize when we speak quickly or when we mumble, but 
it can hurt you in a phone interview. Be extra careful to enunciate and speak slowly. Take 
a moment before answering each question and pause. This also gives you a moment to 
reflect on your answer.
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D. Review everything you submitted in your application and be familiar with all of it.

This is true for your in-person interviews as well. You never know what piqued their interest 
in you. Was it an article you wrote? A particular deal you did or a case you handled?

E. Print out helpful material and have it sitting in front of you.

It is hard to remember everything you need to know in an interview, and in our nervousness, 
we often forget things we later wish we had said. Again, the fact that they can’t see you can 
be used very much to your advantage. Print out the following documents and have them 
spread out in front of you:

• Your resume (and deal sheet, writing sample, etc., if applicable). 

• The bios of those interviewing you. 

• A list of likely questions and answers. If you are working with a recruiter, she may 
provide you with such a list. You can also add your own, tailored questions that you think 
the firm may ask you based on your particular experience. If there are sticking points 
on your resume (a layoff, a lot of moves from firm to firm), you can be sure the firm will 
ask about them, so attack those first in your written list. Write out all of the answers, and 
have them spread out in front of you. Interviewing is nerve-wracking, and you may forget 
what you wanted to say. Having written notes will be invaluable. 

• A list of items you would like them to know, if possible. Think of this list as aspirational. 
If, for example, you are interviewing with someone who has similar personal interests, 
try and sneak this in, but don’t insist if it feels unnatural. If you have a recent certification 
or more skills that are not on your resume, again, try and get these in, but don’t push it. 

• A list of questions you would like to ask them. 

• This is also really important. Interviewers almost always ask you if you have questions 
for them. You should avoid saying “no”. Again, if you are working with a recruiter, she 
can help you think of questions to ask. Avoid asking about money, compensation, 
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fee structures, and the like. These questions are always inappropriate in a screening 
interview, and discussion of money just makes people uncomfortable. More appropriate 
questions center around type the of work you will be doing, how it will be distributed, 
how you will receive feedback, and how projects are staffed. 

• You should not ask about things that are immediately available on the firm’s website, 
so make sure you have looked at it in detail. Press releases are especially helpful as 
they discuss items such as high-profile matters, wins, and new partner and associate 
additions to the firm. These are things you should know inasmuch as they affect the 
group you are interviewing with.

There are actually a lot of advantages to doing a phone interview. You can make a great 
impression over the phone if you plan ahead. You can have tools and interview aids at your 
disposal that are not available in an in-person interview, and that will make the process 
much easier.

20. What should I do in preparation for the interview?

Throughout my years as a practicing attorney and now as a legal recruiter, I have come to 
realize that while some people are inherently confident about their interviewing skills, most 
people get very nervous about interviews. Thus, for the vast majority of us, it goes without 
saying that interview preparation is essential, helpful, and absolutely necessary.
But confident attorneys beware! The bottom line is that no matter how great you believe 
your interviewing skills are and no matter how many interviews you have “nailed” in the 
past, everyone benefits from proper preparation. 

As a helpful starting point, the following are four issues that even the most confident 
attorney should consider when preparing for an upcoming interview.

1. How will you answer the question “Why are you looking?”

Everyone who has ever made a lateral move has had to answer this question. It comes in 
many forms: “Why are you looking?” “What brings you here today?” “So, tell me about your 
situation.” Whatever form it takes, we all know it is coming. Yet attorneys are just as likely 
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to struggle with this question as they are to struggle with the question that comes out of left 
field. Why is that?

One reason might be that the reasons for leaving a job often exist at a “gut” level. In other 
words, in your mind you know why you want to leave. But when it is time to articulate your 
reasons, the words do not always come out as smoothly as they exist in your mind.

Another reason this question can be difficult to answer is the “trying to impress” factor. 
Even if you have articulated your reasons for moving, chances are you have done so to 
a spouse, friend, or someone else you trust. But in an interview you are sitting in front of 
someone who is evaluating the words that come out of your mouth. Thus, you can’t very 
well say, “I want to leave my current position because I want to bill less hours” or “I don’t 
get along with the people in my group.”

Whatever the reason, attorneys struggle with this question. The best way to ensure that 
you do not fall into that trap is to prepare, prepare, prepare! Put all of the reasons you want 
to move down on paper and work on how you can articulate those reasons to a potential 
employer. And make sure you practice saying them out loud. Do you sound sincere? If not, 
you need to go back to the pen and paper. Repeat until the words that come out of your 
mouth are honest, reasonable, and demonstrate that you have given this move the thought 
that it deserves.

2. Do you have any nervous ticks and/or habits?

Whenever I am nervous (or deep in thought), I twirl my hair. When I was a kid, I did it when 
I was having a hard time falling asleep. I did it during my SATs and every other important 
exam I took. I did it so much during law school that whenever I got started, one of my 
friends would say, “Oh, there goes Veronica, winding up her brain.”

But I know myself well enough to know when I am going to launch into the hair twirling. So 
when I was fresh out of law school and working at the D.A.’s office, I used to wear my hair 
tied back whenever I was in trial. The same went for interviews – my hair was always tied 
back.
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The moral of the story is “Know your nervous habits and control them.” It sounds truly 
simple, but the stories I have heard of nervous ticks that sent interviews into downward 
spirals are endless. To name just a few: non-stop pen clicking; restless legs; talking with 
the hands; darting eyes; one word or expression that is used over and over again (“to be 
honest,” “let me tell you,” “actually,” etc.); cracking fingers; and my personal favorite, hair 
twirling. These are all things that people do, and most often they don’t even realize they are 
doing them. So know yourself and have a plan for controlling those nervous habits.

3. Be ready to listen to the questions.

To some extent, all interviews are predictable. Why are you looking to leave? What do you 
think makes you a good fit for our firm? What are your strengths? And so on and so forth. 
Now, add the fact that as attorneys we tend to think we know it all and can anticipate what 
comes next. The end result: even the most polished and gracious attorneys are capable of 
blowing interviews because they do not listen to questions before answering them.

Equally important is the need to answer the actual question that is asked. Again, as good 
as we are at anticipating what we will be asked, we also think we can anticipate what the 
interviewer wants to hear. Doing so can result in an absolute failure to actually answer the 
question.

The key to avoiding this is simple: listen to the question and take time to think about your 
answer before you start talking. Although a good interview should feel like a dialogue and 
not like a deposition, you should never find yourself interrupting the interviewer or talking 
over him or her. During your interview preparation take some time to literally visualize the 
interview and, in doing so, take care to visualize a scenario in which you carefully wait for 
the question to be asked. During the interview be extra mindful of any tendency you may 
have to answer the question you anticipated rather than the question that was asked.

By simply being mindful of the importance of listening, you will be much more likely to 
actually listen and answer the question that is asked.

4. Do your homework!

Making a connection with your interviewer is crucial. However, many people think that if 
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they are “good with people,” the connection will happen naturally. While having natural 
rapport with people is a key factor, there is much more than that to a successful interview. 
Today’s job market is highly competitive, and as much as interviewers want to know that 
you are easy to get along with, they also want to know that you have given serious thought 
to your move and, more importantly, to their firm.

Thus, beyond thinking of how you will answer common interview questions and what you 
will wear, you must take the time to gather information that will enable you to convey 
interest in the particular opportunity before you. Know your interviewer; know the firm; and 
know what questions you are going to ask about the firm and the practice you seek to join.

Remember: interview preparation is absolutely essential in today’s job market. Do not allow 
yourself to fall into the trap of thinking you can “wing” it — your interviewer will know that 
you have done so and will undoubtedly conclude that you are not truly invested in your 
job search. By taking the time to think about the five issues presented here, you will know 
that you have covered the essentials of interview preparation, and that alone will be a 
tremendous confidence booster.

21. How do you achieve success in an interview when you are making a  
lateral move?

We have seen the same scenario repeat itself over and over again. We send a highly 
qualified candidate out on an interview, only to later learn that a job offer was never 
extended. What went wrong? The reasons for unproductive interviews vary from one 
attorney to another. Furthermore, interviews are often handled differently, depending 
on whether the interviewee is a senior partner, an associate with one to four years of 
experience, or a senior associate. Hiring organizations also pose questions about certain 
topics at different stages of the interviewing process. However, candidates need to be ready 
to answer every question, whether it’s posed to them during the initial screening interview, 
the callback interview, or during a post-offer stage.

Let’s review how even excellent lawyers can suddenly find themselves in need of new jobs. 
Then we’ll take a look at some helpful pointers that will greatly increase every attorney’s 
chances of receiving a job offer for the right position at the most opportune moment.
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You’ve Decided to Look into Other Opportunities 

Imagine the following scenario. You are an associate in a major Chicago law firm. You 
accepted the firm’s offer just after graduating from law school because the lawyers who 
hired you said they would allow you to do public company work and offered you a great 
salary. You even sincerely liked the partners and associates in the firm during your time 
there as a summer associate (at least most of the time). Furthermore, your reviews were 
much more encouraging back when you were a summer associate than they are now. 
Today, your reviewers act almost cold and calculating. You’re certain that you haven’t 
changed, so what’s going on now?

You were envied by many of your law school classmates when you received an offer 
from such an outstanding firm. Your family even found it a bit difficult to believe. You are 
currently earning twice as much money as your father ever did, and you grew up in a small 
town outside of Rapid City, South Dakota. You are a hero of sorts among the people back in 
your hometown. You’ve heard from your younger brother, who is finishing up his last year of 
high school in your hometown, that your former teachers still brag about you to their other 
students.

However, you’ve been at this firm for two years, and it doesn’t even come close to being the 
type of firm you expected it to be. Of course, you knew when you joined the firm that there 
would be grueling work at times that might even require you to put in many hours, seven 
days a week. You knew as well as anyone else that money doesn’t grow on trees. You knew 
that you would have limited client contact when you joined the firm. Yet you’ve now learned 
that your friends who are associates in other firms in Chicago (and other markets) are being 
given more responsibilities and have more client contact than you have. While you are 
just being assigned rather mundane tasks, many of your friends are actually handling real 
deals. You’ve even discovered that associates in your own firm, who’ve been out of school 
two to three years longer than you, aren’t being assigned many more responsibilities than 
you’re currently shouldering.

After evaluating your short-term and long-term career goals, your personal and professional 
strengths and weaknesses, and your chances for personal and professional growth at your 
firm, you make the decision to look elsewhere. This is not an easy decision! In fact, it may 
be one that you agonize over for months before ever deciding to act.
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What Happened? You Didn’t Get an Offer Following Your Recent Interviews 

You contacted a professional search firm. The search firm suggested that you send over 
your resume so it could submit it to several other big-name Chicago law firms. The search 
firm arranged seven interviews for you. You went to the interviews and thought you did well, 
even though none of the firms really matched your interests and goals. You received three 
callback interviews, only to wind up without a single job offer.

You began to feel shocked, depressed, worthless, and trapped. Will you have to remain 
with your current firm forever? Because there are many days when you can’t even stand 
your job anymore, you begin to worry about what will happen if others in the firm discover 
your true thoughts and feelings about remaining there. Does this mean that you will never 
become a partner? Will they fire you? Should you leave the practice of law entirely? What 
about your student loans?

As a graduate of a highly ranked law school, coming from a top firm, you can’t understand 
why you’re encountering problems trying to land a new job. Your professional search 
consultants may have never practiced in a top firm; they may not even be lawyers. They 
have no idea what’s going wrong either. Therefore, you decide to stick it out at your current 
firm and continue with your unhappy existence.

You may even find yourself wanting to join the Peace Corps or teach high school English. 
(Weren’t those things you always wanted to do?) At other times, you start wondering if 
you’d like to set up a solo law practice back in your small hometown outside of Rapid City. 
Maybe you should return to school and obtain an M.B.A. You’ve even started privately 
thinking, “Who cares about student loans and family?”

If all of this sounds a bit too difficult to believe, think again. Candidates who fit profiles 
similar to the general one just described continue to approach us on a regular basis. 
What’s important to remember is that you never need to ever let your own situation become 
so desperate. In fact, there are attorneys out there who can truthfully tell you that they 
consistently get almost every job they try to land. What do these attorneys know that you 
haven’t learned yet?
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Keep in mind that no one is saying that if you apply certain principles, you will get every 
job you seek. You must be realistic and recognize that every job interview involves various 
swing factors that you cannot anticipate or control. There are even hidden agendas 
involved with most interviews. For example, personal chemistry and other external factors 
may influence whether or not a given interview goes well for you. Many times, there is very 
little you can do to control these factors. However, there are things you can do to overcome 
even personal chemistry problems. Always remember that, like other employers, legal-
hiring organizations want to hire the very best person for the job.

Attorneys who consistently follow all of the pointers set forth below tend to get hired more 
often than other applicants.

Why Did You Decide to Interview for This Position? 

To give a meaningful answer to this question, you will need to know all about the different 
types of work the firm does and be able to clearly state why it is so attractive to you. You 
must be able to convincingly express why you’re interested in working on such projects. If 
you already know people at the firm, you need to state that you’ve spoken with them and 
that you share their outlook (be sure you speak with your contacts before the interview). 
You should add that you understand the reasons why these other people find the firm so 
attractive. However, this question can involve a trap, so beware. The interviewer may be 
checking to see if you will begin criticizing your current organization. You should never do 
so in an aggressive manner. What you can do is discuss your need for different types of 
work, for increased responsibilities and challenges, and your desire to be part of a firm that 
is growing. You may add that you also want to be working for a firm that values all of your 
skills. Never bad-mouth your current firm or supervisors. If you do so, you will be viewed as 
indiscreet and disloyal.

Understand Your Goal

There is one key goal you must focus on during each stage of the interviewing process. You 
need to make a positive impression. Never express concerns or doubts during an interview. 
There are probably plenty of candidates for the same position who will not express doubts 
during their interviews. Your goal is to get the job, and you can only accomplish that if you 
make a positive impression. You made a positive impression back when you applied to law 



PAGE 99 www.bcgsearch.com

The Standard in Attorney
Search and Placement

school and when you landed your current position. Try to remember how you managed to 
do that. Never forget how important it is to make a positive first impression. You will have 
numerous opportunities in life to make a bad impression. Resist the temptation to be lazy 
and come fully prepared. Think about everything you’re planning to say during an interview 
before you say it.

If You Are a Junior Associate 

Junior associates’ reasons for wanting to move are usually quite similar. They usually want 
to get more or better experience. Junior associates are typically screened by the hiring 
organization before they are brought in for a full round of interviews. During this early 
phase, the interviewers are just trying to gather rather general information about each 
candidate.

The screening interviews conducted by law firms are usually handled by the hiring 
partner of the firm or by a member of the recruiting committee. The types of questions 
this individual will most often ask have to do with the junior associate’s work and 
responsibilities. It is important for the candidate to avoid asking numerous questions about 
such subjects as salary, vacation, and benefits at this stage. The junior associate’s job 
is simply to leave the hiring organization with the impression that he/she is hardworking, 
dedicated to the practice of law, easy to get along with, and mature. You must make a 
positive first impression at this stage. You want the firm to believe it can have confidence in 
you as an excellent advocate working on its behalf.

If You Are a Senior Associate 

Firms are very careful about interviewing senior associates. They will spend a considerable 
amount of time just deciding whether to even interview you. Unlike junior associates, the 
need for senior associates is typically far more defined in a legal-hiring organization. As a 
senior associate interviewing for a position, you will need to convincingly sell your client-
management skills and work product to the firm. You will need to appear well prepared and, 
if hired, ready to “hit the ground running.” Additionally, you must be ready for questions 
designed to determine if you will be able to fit easily into the firm’s social structure.
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Firms expect senior associates to ask a number of intelligent, probing questions during 
interviews. Be sure to ask questions about the individuals you will be working with and what 
your specific responsibilities will be so that you can determine if you will be comfortable 
working in the new firm’s environment.

Be sure you try and tactfully discover whether there is any type of dispute surrounding 
your interest in the firm. It is common knowledge that firms are always a bit cautious about 
hiring senior associates because they will be in competition with other senior associates for 
partnership. Furthermore, new senior associates have yet to be trained in the firm’s unique 
style.

If You Are a Partner Candidate

If you are a partner candidate, you may already know the people who are interviewing you. 
At the screening stage, they will have only one main concern: How much business can you 
bring with you? Your situation is quite different from that of junior and senior associates, 
who must concentrate almost exclusively on selling their winning personalities and strong 
talents. As a partner candidate, you must be ready to give an accurate estimate of the 
number of clients you can bring with you and convince your interviewers that these clients 
will fit in well with the new firm’s practice environment.

However, we are witnessing an increasing trend – especially in the Northwest-of firms’ 
seeking out experienced partner-level candidates, even when they do not have significant 
business they can bring with them. One reason this is happening is that many firms are 
realizing that they have a significant amount of partner-level work without enough qualified 
senior partners to handle it. Obviously, if you’re a senior partner candidate interviewing with 
one of these firms, it will be important for you to concentrate on selling your special talents 
and personality.

Show Enthusiasm No Matter What

The sad fact is that some of us simply go into interviews on bad days. Others get flustered 
at some point in their interviews or lose enthusiasm during the latter stages of the 
interviewing process. No matter what your situation, you need to realize that the people 
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who most consistently land the jobs they want are resilient and able to put their best foot 
forward in all of their interviews.

One poor interview can engender a negative vote that will turn a potential offer into 
a rejection. You must remember to think of yourself as a lawyer during each of your 
interviews. Lawyers need to be “up” whenever they are dealing with clients or appearing 
in front of a judge. You need to be resilient and keep yourself in a positive state of mind 
throughout every stage of the interviewing process. You must also remain calm, even if 
you’re asked 10 separate times why you are deciding to move. Each time you answer this 
question, you need to respond with the same amount of enthusiasm that you displayed the 
first time the question was asked. Remember that every interviewer will be watching you 
closely; always assume that each one has a veto.

Enthusiasm and “being up” involves more than just indicating your desire to work for a 
particular employer. All legal organizations want a person with spark or something that sets 
him/her apart. The tendency of all of us is to be circumspect and cautious during interviews. 
Of course, there will always be that threshold cat-and-mouse moment after you first meet 
when you and your interviewers will attempt to size up each other. Was your handshake 
too firm, too soft, or just right? Are you trying to avoid eye contact with your interviewers? 
Does your voice indicate that you’re experiencing stress? Do you appear meek and self-
effacing or filled with self-confidence and the ability to take charge of situations? Are you 
too aggressive or passive? All of these questions are designed to shed some light on the 
subjective ways your interviewers will be evaluating you.

While no one can tell you how to act with each specific person, we can tell you this: You 
must exude serene self-confidence without appearing arrogant. Regardless of your age, 
your employer expects you to be able to talk with high-ranking corporate officials and the 
press. When you project the right demeanor, you are indicating that you can do the job. If 
you miss the boat here, you stand a chance of flunking the interview and losing a great job.

You might be surprised to learn which basic mistakes you are making without even knowing 
it. Many of our most successful candidates have told us that they practice their interviewing 
skills. Some even put on the clothes they plan to wear to the interview before asking a 
loved one or good friend to sit down and ask them the most difficult interview questions 
they think might be posed to them. They then ask those who are role-playing with them 
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to then be brutally frank about how they are presenting themselves. You don’t have to be 
a professional interviewer to spot flaws in another person’s interviewing style. Be sure 
you practice your interviewing techniques BEFORE you go to the real interview. Your 
accomplishments have gotten you in the door. The interview is the final barrier. Treat it with 
the importance it deserves.

Sell, Sell, and Sell!

While this adage could be incorporated into some of the material already presented above, 
we’ve decided that it’s so important that it needs to have its own section. You need to sell 
yourself. Many lawyers act like they are uncomfortable with selling. This always seems 
strange to us. Virtually every human being on this earth knows how to sell. You did some 
successful selling to land your current job. Before that, you sold yourself to your law school 
during the application process. To a great extent, you sell yourself every time you make a 
new personal friend. If you’re involved in a serious personal relationship with a significant 
other, that means you managed to sell who you are to that person too. What have you 
managed to do each of those times? You convinced the other person or organization that 
you deserve to be treated with respect and are a very worthwhile individual. Apart from self-
esteem issues, it is difficult to understand why some people aren’t able to sell themselves 
during interviews.

A failure to sell yourself during an interview can create many negative repercussions. 
Lawyers who do not sell themselves run the risk of being seen as arrogant, cocky, and 
disinterested. Such behavior also makes the lawyers appear ignorant of the fact that many 
other attorneys may be competing for the same position. Always sell yourself. When you do 
this, you not only make yourself look better, you also make those in the hiring organization 
feel good about themselves because your behavior indicates that you want what they have 
to sell. If you were a legal-hiring organization, would you want to hire the attorney who 
knew how to sell him/herself or the one who did not?

Realize That Law Firms Never Want to Hire Losers

The firm will decide whether or not it wants to hire you based almost exclusively on how 
well you do during your interviews. However, legal-hiring organizations, especially law 
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firms, never want to hire losers. Your job during any law interview is to convince the legal-
hiring organization that you are not a loser.

You can categorize interviewees in many ways. The following list of three basic types of 
candidates tends to match the three main types of lawyers. Those interviewing you will 
try to figure out which lawyer profile fits you. Law firms characterize lawyers as losers, 
cruisers, and grinders. Cruisers and grinders will get hired, while losers will be quickly 
forgotten.

The Loser Candidate

First, a law firm wants to make sure you’re not a loser. Law firms believe that a loser is 
a candidate who acts inappropriately during the interview or doesn’t appear to be truly 
interested in the job. Losers are also those who will be difficult to manage if hired and 
indicate to their interviewers that they have had significant problems with their supervisors 
in their current or past positions. Law firms also believe losers are those who do not have a 
strong interest in practicing law or are arrogant.

Firms are always reluctant to hire interviewees who indicate that they do not like to work 
hard. You may also appear to be a loser to a firm if you fail to look directly at each of your 
interviewers during different points of the interview. All of the traits just described tend to fit 
losers; these attorneys rarely ever get hired. They generally make very poor lawyers and 
fail to thrive in a law firm environment.

The Cruiser Candidate

Cruisers represent about 30 to 40 percent of the people interviewed by law firms. A 
cruiser is the type of candidate who tends to do his/her work in a fairly competent manner. 
However, he/she never demonstrates a high level of enthusiasm for the practice of law. 
Furthermore, he/she never does anything to indicate that he/she is a truly outstanding 
lawyer who would like to make partner. At least he/she does not demonstrate a fierce 
drive to become a partner. Cruisers comprise the majority of people working in large law 
firms. They have truly exceptional backgrounds, good skills for developing clients, and 
are capable of doing good work. They may even make partner one day. However, though 
cruisers do get hired, they are generally not the most desirable candidates.
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The Grinder Candidate

Grinders, on the other hand, are sought out. A grinder is a person who demonstrates a 
single-minded obsession with being the best performer possible. They tend to bill the most 
hours, they try very hard to fit in well with everyone socially, and they do very excellent 
work. While grinders desperately want to become partners, they manage to demonstrate 
their ambitious nature in appropriate ways. They also actively seek out clients. Oddly 
enough, some grinders fail to attract many new clients because they are so obsessed with 
the practice of law. In addition, these types of candidates may sometimes demonstrate 
certain weaknesses. However, they are usually malleable, which helps them overcome their 
weaknesses. These types of candidates typically get the most offers.

Though there are some exceptions to the categories listed above, you can be sure that 
losers never get hired and grinders land all of the most desirable positions.

Remember That the Interview Isn’t Completely within Your Control

Regardless of how well you prepare and no matter how well you fit a firm’s ideal profile, an 
interview can still go poorly without really being anyone’s fault. Personal chemistry is often 
the culprit.

It is our job at BCG Attorney Search to eliminate any and all misconceptions on behalf 
of both the candidate and the law firm before a first meeting takes place. However, 
unexpected glitches do occur sometimes. Hiring requirements can change dramatically 
based on the loss or addition of a client. An employee from another office might be brought 
in to fill a vacancy. A person who was planning to leave may decide to stay at the last 
minute, leaving you out in the cold. Be prepared for the unexpected. Life is like that. If you 
become one of our candidates, your resume will probably be submitted to more than one 
firm. When we agree to take you on as a client, we stick with you. We will “exhaust the well” 
while trying to help you land the job you deserve.

22. What do employers truly want to know when they interview you?

I know people who seem to get every job they ever interview for, whether or not they’re 
the most qualified candidate. But most people who interview don’t get the job. This isn’t 
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surprising, given the number of applicants for each opening. But bottom line, there are only 
five reasons people don’t get the job they’re interviewing for.

Employers are really asking five questions in their interview:

1. Can you do the job?
2. Do you want the job?
3. Will you fit in?
4. Can we manage you?
5. Will you do the job long term?

If you can successfully communicate positive responses to these, then there’s nothing else 
you need to prove, and you’ll get the job. But the truth is, most people cannot effectively 
communicate those five simple things.

1. Can You Do the Job?

In most cases, if you’ve earned an interview, you probably can do the job. You’ve 
demonstrated that you’re qualified, that your education and experience endow you with the 
requisite “hard skills” to perform and succeed. You generally won’t get an interview if you 
don’t have the necessary hard skills for the job.

Regardless of your qualifications, however, hard skills alone are never sufficient to get you 
a job. An interview is rarely about your technical skills and experience, but rather about 
something else entirely: your “soft skills.” Soft skills have to do with your personality and 
will be very much on an interviewer’s mind:

• Can you communicate well with others?
• Are you creative?
• Can you adapt to different environments?
• Will you work well with a difficult supervisor?
• Will you do more than is expected of you?
• Can you work in a team?
• Are you willing to learn?
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Many people in the work world have mistaken ideas about meritocracy and the importance 
of hard skills in the end. Here are some meritocracy misconceptions you may be ingrained 
with:

• Your past achievements guarantee your future success.
• Going to a good school means success in life.
• Having good grades makes you smarter and more likely to succeed.

Yes, all of this matters to some degree, but make no mistake: quite often candidates with 
less impressive qualifications get more offers because they do a better job selling their soft 
skills in the interview. Regardless of what you’ve done in the past, employers are really only 
concerned about what you can do in the future.

Several years ago I hired someone from a unionized position in a school system to start 
a division within our company. This position required creativity, multitasking, and working 
long hours. Although this candidate met the job requirements, hiring her turned out to be a 
gigantic mistake for the simple reason that she was unable to adapt to a new environment.

Shortly after joining us, she started asking about various procedures she was accustomed 
to that she felt should be in place. She insisted that everything be documented. She was 
upset by the company’s lack of protocols or processes and the absence of formal break 
times. She was used to structure and reporting hierarchies that were foreign to our still-
formative company.

Her expectations weren’t unreasonable, and had our work environment been similar to 
her previous one, she would have had the perfect soft skills for the job. But our company’s 
unstructured environment was too different, and her soft skills did not mesh with it.

When I got my last dog I named him Badger, because I admire the characteristics of 
badgers:

• Badgers can work alone, but also in groups (badgers have even been known to hunt 
with coyotes).

• Badgers hunt all night and day.
• Badgers are completely fearless (they’ll eat larvae from a bee’s nest).
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• Badgers are fierce, will protect themselves, and are generally unafraid of other animals.
• Badgers are thick-skinned (literally)—so much so that it’s difficult to pierce with even 

a bow and arrow. The looseness of badgers’ skin also allows them to twist and turn on 
their attackers when held.

• Badgers will attack and eat venomous snakes.
• Badgers will hunt in the open and will even fight people.
• Badgers are intelligent and can use tools.

As with badgers, you’ll be served well by being versatile, easily adapting to a new 
environment, and having a strong work ethic. Because when employers consider you for a 
job, they’re mainly looking for a good fit with the company.

Employers are also deeply interested in your level of productivity. Some people show up to 
a job, work hard, and accomplish all their tasks for the day, while others work more slowly 
and less productively. Obviously, if you had a business to run, you’d be most interested in 
hiring the people who show up to work and get a lot done.

When prospective employers perceive you as extremely productive, you immediately stick 
out as someone hirable. People who work hard and stay focused rarely lose their jobs. So 
how do you convey a high productivity level?

• Be prepared to talk about your experience. When asked about your experience, don’t 
just list your work history. Tell brief stories that address the qualities the employer seems 
to be seeking for the job: attention to detail, getting along well with others, making the 
employer money, working hard.

• Keep answers about your experience to under two minutes. Stories longer than 
a minute or two are likely to bore your interviewer, an obvious negative for you. Most 
interviewers prefer succinct answers that get to the point quickly while still conveying 
your personality.

• When talking about your experience, detail the results you’ve gotten in the past. 
Employers are more concerned with results than your past duties. Include specifics 
about what you achieved in your previous employment and emphasize the results you 
could produce for your new employer as well.

• Appear genuinely interested and enthusiastic about your profession and what you 
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do. Employers have a choice of many candidates, so you need to appear focused and 
proficient in the subject matter relevant to the job in question. People with a profound 
interest in and passion for what they do are always preferable to those who simply do a 
job. After all, who would you want to hire? Someone with a passing interest or someone 
who takes the work seriously? Talk about seminars you’ve attended on your own time, 
books you’ve read, and other extracurricular activities related to the job. Make sure the 
employer gets the impression that you’re highly committed.

• Remember that you’re marketing a product – yourself. When you interview and 
describe your experience and qualifications, you’re presenting a product and need to 
make your proficiencies stand out; make it clear you can do the job and do it well. Use 
strong, confident language and make eye contact. Sell yourself. Employers don’t care 
that you have bills to pay or want a prestigious position; they’re looking only for the best 
possible product to fill their needs.

2. Do You Want the Job?

A surprising number of candidates show up for an interview when they don’t really want the 
job. Many people seem to either think they’re above the job, see the job they’re interviewing 
for as a steppingstone to something better, or are interested just in the money. That attitude 
comes through loud and clear.

Make absolutely sure the interviewer realizes you’re there to do the job you’re interviewing 
for, and that this is the job you want. If the interviewer senses for a moment that you’d 
prefer doing something else, chances are you’ve blown it.

I cannot tell you how many people I’ve interviewed in the past who told me they planned 
on doing something else in a few years. Why would I hire them? I’d rather hire someone 
who wanted the job than someone just passing through. I’ve had jobs for gardeners, for 
example, and been astonished when guys with Ph.D.s showed up with stories about a slow 
employment market, expecting me to hire them. I’d have to be out of my mind to hire a 
Ph.D. as a gardener who was interviewing because of a bad job market:

• He wouldn’t be committed to the job, and he’d want to do something else.
• He’d resent the job and what he’d be paid to do it.
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• He’d feel the job was beneath him.

Employers hire people who really want the job. An employer wants to feel good about giving 
someone a job. When I hire a gardener, the best candidate has done gardening for his or 
her entire career. This person understands plants and how to do the work and enjoys doing 
it. I don’t want to hire someone who doesn’t really want the job. People who like their jobs 
almost always are better at it than those who don’t.

When people are trying to judge whether or not you want the job, they’re almost always 
asking whether your heart is in what you are interviewing for. Many people interview for 
jobs their heart just isn’t in. Employers can tell this about you very quickly. So how do you 
convey that you really want the job?

• Look, act, and dress professionally. You want to come across as polished, even 
flawless. People who want jobs are on their best behavior for interviews. This is a basic 
sign of respect that shows the employer you want the job.

• Bring your resume, samples of your work, and a written list of references with 
you. People who want the job come equipped with this information. You need to be 
prepared to talk about your experience in as much depth as the employer wants. You 
also want to show your interviewer that you have plenty of materials to back up your 
qualifications. Bringing samples of your work and a list of references shows confidence 
and a forward look.

• Learn as much as you can about the employer and your interviewers. Learn 
everything you can about the company you want to join. Plan to spend at least a few 
hours reading up on the company before you even set foot in that interview. Read their 
mission statement, company history, and anything currently in the news. Show them 
you’re truly interested in working there. If you have the names of your interviewers 
ahead of time, read up about them too.

3. Will You Fit In?

Fit is of massive importance to employers. It’s one of the main things interviewers screen 
out, and they do it fast.

If you show up to an interview with a fitness company and you’re 55 years old and 100 
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pounds overweight, do you think you’ll fit in? You won’t stand a chance of getting the job. 
You know it and the company knows it. You just won’t fit in.

When I was practicing law, I once represented a small trucking company that had been 
sued by a woman who’d applied to be a driver. That trucking company in a rural town 
was made up of all men and was a macho type of place. She was (predictably) not hired 
and sued the trucking company. The basis of her lawsuit was that she hadn’t been hired 
because she was a woman.

When the case got to trial, you could see the snickers of the jurors, judge, and just about 
everyone else involved but the woman and her attorneys. Clearly, the woman would not 
have fit in with the group of rough truckers. Despite evidence that she might have been as 
qualified as the male truckers who’d been interviewed, it took the jury less than 20 minutes 
to return a verdict against her. The woman had not been hired because she was not a good 
fit.

Fit is incredibly important to employers. You need to appear to be a person who’ll fit in.

Here are some factors to determine whether you fit in:

• How you dress for your interview.
• What employers pick up about your political leanings. 
• Your sexual orientation (and how evident you make it). 
• Your religion. 
• Your sex. 
• Your age. 
• Your race.
• Your interests outside of work. 
• Your general personality. 

If you don’t think this stuff matters and that employers are open-minded, you’ve got another 
thing coming. It doesn’t matter if the company calls itself an equal-opportunity employer. 
Employers care a ton about whether or not you fit in, and they take it incredibly seriously.

Several years ago 60 Minutes featured a young technology company made up mainly of 



PAGE 111 www.bcgsearch.com

The Standard in Attorney
Search and Placement

young college graduates. These kids were all sleeping at their desks, bringing their pets to 
work, eating their meals there. I remember watching this show with a couple in their early 
50s.

“Dear Lord!” one of them said. “Who on earth would do that?”

Now it just so happens that these two people were unemployed. Do you think someone in 
his 40s or 50s could show up at this company and get a job? Absolutely not. They wouldn’t 
fit in. Intelligence, background, and experience would simply not matter when it came right 
down to it. A more important question would be was that person willing to sleep at his desk? 
Work seven days a week? Share interests with his co-workers?

All of this matters.

Remember, the interviewer needs to like you. In order for this to happen, you must appear 
to fit in with the culture of the organization. Each organization has its own culture. You need 
to assess this culture quickly and do your best to appear as if you’d fit in. At the same time, 
be honest with yourself. Would you be happy in this environment? A good fit works both 
ways.

Before any interview, ensure that you understand the values of the company. These values 
are often on the website or in corporate brochures. In the interview, it’s always a good idea 
to refer to some of these values to demonstrate a good fit. How?

• Don’t talk about conflicts you’ve had in past positions. Any sort of conflict is a red 
flag and signals a questionable fit. Leave it out, whatever it was.

• Avoid divulging personal details like your religion or political affiliation. While this 
might help you in some instances, you simply have no way of knowing for sure how this 
will go. It’s better not to bring it up at all.

• If asked illegal questions (about your race, age, ethnicity, and so forth) be careful 
not to offend the employer; answer as gracefully as possible. A woman who’s asked 
her age, for example, can demur with humor with something along the lines of “A lady 
never tells her age.” This sidesteps the question with a minimum of fuss. Be careful with 
these sorts of questions should they come up. Although you may decide you don’t want 
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to work for a company that doesn’t respect lawful hiring practices, you also don’t want to 
make a bad name for yourself in the industry by reacting poorly.

4. Can We Manage You?

In just about any interview, you’ll be asked why you left your previous employer, and the 
one before that, and so on. Employers want to determine whether you’re manageable. 
What does it mean to be manageable? For most employers it comes down to being good at 
taking orders.

Often when people are asked this question, they start to complain about their past 
employers. They talk about how much they disliked their supervisor, the bad morale in the 
company, and so forth. If your reply is the least bit negative toward supervisors and others, 
you’ll come across as someone who cannot be managed.

I’ve heard people in interviews say they quit because they didn’t think it was fair that their 
boss asked them to run an errand during work, or because they were given work they 
thought was beneath them. Say anything like this and you’ll appear unmanageable.

Employers expect you to show up on time, be ready and willing to work, and be happy 
following orders as well as work independently. If you don’t want to be accountable to 
someone else or follow orders, then you shouldn’t be working for someone else. Ultimately, 
though, everyone works for someone else.

Being perceived as someone manageable means that you’re seen as someone who puts 
the organization and job first. If you’re asked to do something, the employer needs to be 
confident you’ll do it and make it a priority. An employer wants to believe that your career is 
your priority, and following orders is part of that.

Concerned about things like work-life balance? That’s fine; just keep it inside. The employer 
needs to believe that what matters to you is not work-life balance but your job. When it 
comes to working for just about any employer, it is not, regrettably, remotely about you—it’s 
about the employer.
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Many people get distracted when they get older and end up getting interrupted more often. 
It becomes harder for them to focus as much on work, and their lives away from the job 
take over. Time away from work, devoted to family, sports, children, activities, church, and 
vacations, moves up in priority. Many older job candidates discuss personal commitment 
issues during the first interview. This is a mistake..

People who get distracted by tasks away from the office are effectively having their careers 
and time managed by someone or something else. This is not what an employer wants to 
see or hear. An employer needs to believe that your number-one priority is your career and 
job. People whose careers are their priority are infinitely more manageable than those who 
have other priorities.

Being manageable also means being flexible. For example, when employers ask whether 
you’d be willing to move, they’re interested in what you’re willing to give for the job. You 
want to land that position? Demonstrate that you’re willing to do whatever it takes to get the 
job done.

• Show yourself to be someone who’ll do what’s asked. People who question orders 
are considered unmanageable. If you’re applying for a position that requires that you 
take orders from someone—which is most often the case—you must appear willing to 
follow those orders.

• Always speak positively about your former employers. Negative comments give the 
impression that you’ll question authority and have “anger issues,” even if your negative 
feelings were justified. You need to be seen as affable and able to work with different 
personalities.

• Talk about positive performance reviews that you’ve received if the opportunity 
arises. People generally get positive performance reviews only if they’re doing a good 
job and following orders.

5. Will You Do the Job Long Term?

Employers are extremely interested in whether or not you’ll continue with the company, and 
in that current position, over the long term. Anyone can show up for an interview—or the 
first day of work. Not everyone will continue to show up month after month and year after 
year. That’s the kind of person employers want to hire.
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Many people are dabblers; they never commit to one thing for the long haul. How many 
projects have you, for example, started (such as a hobby, exercise routine, or diet) only to 
stop a short time later? Some people, however, keep going and push through, even when 
the going gets tough. They don’t allow themselves to get distracted. They’re the ones 
employers want to hire.

It’s expensive for employers to hire people. They spend valuable time seeking out 
candidates. Then there’s the expense of training someone and arranging setups with IT and 
other departments. And if the person leaves, there’s the drag on morale to contend with. 
For these reasons, if employers don’t think you’ll do the job long term, why hire you? You’re 
just going to waste their time and money.

If you have stellar qualifications and are attempting to get a position with a not-so-
prestigious company, you may actually find it difficult to get hired. Why? Far from being 
impressed with you and your qualifications, the company may think you’ll leave when 
something better comes up. They may also think you want higher compensation than 
they’re willing to give and will move on for more money should the opportunity arise. 
Employers don’t want to risk that, so you might find in some instances that you can’t even 
get an interview.

Similarly, if your resume is littered with various job changes, employers will reason that 
you’ll change jobs again at the drop of a hat. Lots of people move between jobs like this, 
and generally each successive job becomes more and more difficult for them to find.
Another issue for employers comes up if you’re attempting to enter a new field. If you’re 
interviewing for a position that doesn’t appear to be the sort you’ve had before, the 
employer may worry that you won’t stick around. Because you’re trying something new, you 
might turn out not to like it. Employers are taking a risk that you’ll both excel in the position 
and enjoy it enough to see it through and stay with the company.

If you do have several job changes on your resume or if you’re making a career change, 
you need to communicate to employers that you’re capable of sticking a job out. An 
employer wants to know that this position represents something significant to you, 
something you’ll commit to for the rest of your career.
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Remember these concepts when you interview:

• Employers want people committed to the geographic area they’re in. They want to 
know you’re connected and set to stay. Particularly if you’re planning to move to a new 
area for the job, you need to play up any connections you have there to demonstrate 
that you’ll stick around.

• Employers want people committed to the profession they’re in. Be sure to come 
across as someone who wants to do the job for many years, if not your entire career. 
Even if you’ve changed companies, you need to explain your experience in such a way 
that it all appears connected and part of your career path.

• Employers value stability in both your career and your life. A home, a mortgage, 
and a family are all signs that you’re stable and not going anywhere. When an employer 
learns that you’re “settled down,” this signals that you’re committed and are likely to 
continue with the company over the long term. If there’s a chance your interviewer thinks 
you’re a flight risk, don’t be afraid to indicate you have a stable home life.

You can read entire books about interviewing, but when it comes right down to it, what 
employers care about are the five questions presented here: (1) Can you do the job? (2) Do 
you want the job? (3) Will you fit in? (4) Can we manage you? (5) Will you do the job long 
term?

23. Final Thoughts

Employers Want to Hire You

One of the most important things for you to realize when looking for a job and you see a 
position advertised is this: the employer wants to hire you.

If the position is advertised, the employer is actually desperate to hire you. When I say 
”desperate,” I mean the employer wants you yesterday, not today. The employer is losing 
money, or has a need that is really “calling out” when they start advertising jobs.

A few years ago, I was running a company that was growing like crazy. We couldn’t hire or 
bring people on fast enough. I remember I hired a person and paid him $85,000 and his 

http://www.employmentcrossing.com/
http://www.advertisingcrossing.com/
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assistant another $50,000 just to bring people in. I advertised our jobs on our own website 
and also made sure that those same jobs were advertised on numerous job boards. In one 
month, I took out contracts for over $120,000 worth of job postings. Twice a week, I would 
meet with this manager and the conversations would generally go something like this:

“I have over 40 job openings right now! Each of these jobs that aren’t filled is costing me a 
tremendous amount of money. You are probably costing this company like $500,000 a week 
by not getting these openings filled and filled fast!!”

Each day, I would watch this person go home with a stack of hundreds of résumés to 
review. He used to fall asleep every single night reviewing résumés. Our need for people 
was absolutely out of control. We needed bodies and didn’t know what to do.

In other parts of the country, I remember we needed people so badly that people would 
walk in, start interviewing, and if they looked like they were respectable they were hired on 
the spot. During this busy time, I heard a story from one of our managers about when a girl 
walked in for an interview to our office, which was bustling and out of control. He looked at 
her and said: 

 ”You look fine. I don’t have time to interview you. Sit down and start answering the phone!”

This is what it’s like when companies are growing and need people. They want to hire you. 
Sometimes, if you get really lucky, they don’t even ask many (if any questions).

I remember walking out of my office one day and seeing a man with scores of tattoos down 
his arm sitting directly outside of my office. I had no idea how he had been hired. The man 
had a shaved head and was wearing jeans and a starchy clean tee shirt. He had a belt 
on that appeared to be a chain of some sort and was also wearing boots. The man had 
some of the most intimidating and scary looking muscles I’ve ever seen on a human being. 
He looked like a larger skinhead version of Mr. T, with a shaved head, and a bad attitude 
towards humanity. Just to be clear, this is not the sort of office atmosphere I’ve traditionally 
fostered where I have worked. This was quite a scene for me and a lot to take in. I didn’t 
care, however. It is best to allow people to be themselves.

http://www.employmentcrossing.com/lcpostnowjob.php
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”Nice tattoos!” I told him as I exited my office. I noticed that his biceps were probably larger 
than my calves. I probably shouldn’t have said this. The tattoo on his arm appeared to be 
some sort of important scene. It looked like a woman with a snake wrapped around her 
body screaming. Whatever it represented, the tattoo was intimidating.

I will never forget what happened next. The man looked up at me and growled, then went 
back to whatever he was working on. I was afraid he was going to kill me.

I met with several people over the next few days and no one could figure out how he got 
hired. We’d been so busy with everything, he’d been hired by mistake. He’d showed up 
for work and people were so afraid of the guy, they didn’t want to tell him he wasn’t really 
hired. Then, incredibly, he was allowed to start work. At the time, we had around 120 
people working in the particular office. About 30 people who were sitting within 20-feet of 
this guy were stone cold silent during the day. It had formerly been a fun and playful work 
atmosphere, but they were all absolutely terrified. Men and women.

“We need to fire this guy and get him out of here,” I told a group of our managers behind a 
closed door meeting one day. “I’m afraid he is going to kill someone.”

It certainly looked that way. The guy skulked through the office, bumping into people, and 
staring them down in response when they didn’t react. Everyone (including myself) was 
absolutely terrified of this man.

“I’m not going to fire him. He will kill me if I do!’” one manager said. One after another, the 
managers came back with the same thing. There was no way any one of them was going to 
fire this guy because they were terrified of him.

Every single manager refused to fire the guy. They were afraid of physical violence directed 
towards them. We ended the meeting with none of us knowing what to do. A few days later, 
a guy in the mail room declared that he was not afraid of the guy and would fire him. This 
completed the process and everything went pretty smoothly from there, as far as I know.

When companies are in ”hiring mode,” they need people so badly that even assassins 
can make it through the door (as evidenced by this case). Back at this particular point in 
time, our company was so desperate to hire people, it was amazing. These are the sorts of 
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employers you need to find. A company that is growing and needs people.

In a bad economy, places like debt settlement firms, collections agencies, and others are 
growing and bursting at the seams. In a good economy, it may be mortgage companies. 
The point is there are always tons of employers out there who are growing and want to hire 
you. I read a story the other day about a debt settlement company that is growing so fast, 
it’s unbelievable. You need to find companies like this.

When you go in to interview with any company, they are desperate to hire you or someone 
else.

Think about it. When an employer takes the time to line people up to interview you 
and bring you in to speak with them, they must be pretty eager to hire someone. Most 
employers that are interviewing people are very eager to hire. Here is what happens, 
however: most people go into interviews and throw off all of the wrong signals and end up 
not getting the job.

It happens to everyone.

You don’t get the job because you throw off the wrong signals and the employer thinks you 
either don’t want the job, don’t have the confidence or charisma for the position, or cannot 
handle the position.

Every interview you go on, the employer is wishing and hoping from the bottom of their 
heart that you are the perfect person for the position. The employer wants you to go in 
and say all of the right things and do all of the right things. When you go into an interview, 
you should assume the employer is enthusiastic about hiring you. Many people, however, 
end up psyching themselves out and thinking something else is going on. They go into the 
interviews with a bad attitude and an attitude that prevents them from getting the job of their 
dreams. Do not let this person be you.

If an employer takes the time to put an advertisement somewhere, the chances are they 
really need someone. It costs $500 or more to post a job on many websites. If an employer 
takes the time to pick up the phone, call you, and bring you in for an interview, chances are 

http://www.hound.com/
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they’re interested. They may have had hundreds of applications just for your spot.

Employers interviewing you are excited. They want you to be exactly the person they are 
hoping you will be and the sort of person they advertised for. Go into each interview ready 
to seize the day. Take the job you’re entitled to and deserve.

People go into interviews many times with very low expectations. Instead of believing they 
are the perfect fit for the job and that the employer really wants to hire them, they go in with 
the attitude that the employer will probably choose someone else, or they may not fit the 
position.

Why do employers want to hire you so much?

They want to hire you because without you in the company, they are losing money. 
Regardless of the job you are interviewing for, whatever you are doing is likely something 
a good employer can make money off of. If you’re answering the phone, you are giving 
someone more time to work on other aspects of the business (bringing in clients, for 
example). If you’re sweeping the floor, you’re allowing people in the company to not have to 
worry about this and, instead, spend their time worrying about something else. Companies 
that need people, need them because they can make money through their efforts.

What I want for you is to look at all of the job opening advertisements out there and all of 
the companies out there as opportunities. You need to understand that employers are eager 
and enthusiastic to hire you. Don’t allow yourself to think otherwise.

THE LESSON

Whenever you attend an interview, remember you are there because your prospective 
employer has already made an investment in calling you in and really wants to hire you. 
Most people enter an interview with negative preconceptions about their employer’s 
opinions and their own prospects, ultimately bringing about their own failures. Bringing 
such thoughts into an interview projects negative vibes. and signals a lack of enthusiasm 
and confidence to your employer. Always keep a positive outlook when walking into an 
interview. 
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Here is Some Practical, Real-World Advice from Washington, D.C. Law Firm Attorneys 
and Recruiting Managers

A. PRE-INTERVIEW PREPARATION

“Self-awareness is critical. You need to show that you have really evaluated yourself, your 
skills, and your interests. For example, if you are interested in litigation, be able to explain 
why you are interested in it and WHY you think you would be good at it. Give specific 
reasons!”

“Have questions for every interviewer, even if it means asking the same questions multiple 
times. Interviewers always comment negatively on candidates who do not have any 
questions. To interviewers a candidate with no questions is not interested in them or the 
firm.”

“The most impressive interviewers are those who can clearly articulate why they are 
interested in our firm, with specific reasons that are based on research.”

“Know our bios. If you can’t take the time to research us, that’s a sign of a bigger problem.”

“I am always impressed with students who can explain why they went to law school and, 
more importantly, where they see themselves in five years. I’m not really that concerned 
about the actual answer, but it’s important to me that a student takes his/her career 
seriously enough that he/she has given this some thought.”

“Do not discount the importance of writing samples. Those that review them take them 
seriously. Make sure you are providing your best possible work and triple-check for typos 
and Bluebooking.”

“Take advantage of your law school career services office. They are experts and can really 
help you make sure you are preparing the right way.”

FIRST IMPRESSIONS/ETIQUETTE

“Don’t come in empty handed – carry a professional-looking portfolio containing an easily 
accessible pen and notepad.”
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“Turn off your cell phone. Get a haircut. For men, wear a dark suit, a white/blue shirt and 
red/blue tie. Take off that strange looking high school ring. No one will appreciate your 
unique fashion sense. Don’t give people something weird to remember you by two months 
later when they’re trying to remember who you are and whether you deserve an offer.”

“Do not look at your watch during the interview and turn your cell phone off. A firm 
handshake, smile, and good eye contact are critical.”

“Do not speak negatively about attorneys, professors, career services personnel, other 
firms or anyone else in the legal community. The legal community may seem very large, but 
it is actually very small.”

“Be polite and courteous to support staff such as secretaries, front desk receptionist, 
etc. They often have the ear of decision makers and will not hesitate to provide informal 
feedback on you, especially if you are not respectful.”

“Read a book on interviewing etiquette before your interviews. You will pick up helpful tips 
you would have never thought of.”

B. THE INTERVIEW ITSELF

“Start a conversation with your interviewer before they have a chance to ask a question. 
Facilitate a conversation and not an interrogation or deposition.”

“Don’t ask about benefits, vacation, part time, flex scheduling, billable hour minimums, 
perks, maternity/paternity policy, free lunches, summer associate events, computers, 
scheduling time for your honeymoon, taking a year off after law school to go hiking, etc. in 
your first interview.”

“Remember that the easiest topic to ask someone (interviewer) is about him/herself - 
people naturally like to proselytize about their own accomplishments. Ask why we joined 
this firm, why we like it, etc.”

“You will be asked to talk about your prior experiences, so be prepared to discuss each and 
every detail of your resume.”
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“Some of us are not good interviewers and we get nervous as well. If necessary, it never 
hurts to take the lead and help carry the interview with somebody that is not doing a very 
good job.”

“Please don’t tell me you’re interested in practicing ‘international law’ because there’s really 
no such a thing.”

“The more laughter during an interview and the more we like you personally, the more we 
will overlook your weaknesses and play up your strengths. It happens all the time.”

“The more the questions relate to the interviewer’s personal experiences—as opposed to 
administrative-type issues—the better.”

“If you really don’t know the answer to a question just say, ‘I really don’t know the answer.’”

“Don’t focus too much on our firm’s training programs. For some reason, it annoys me and 
seems too self-serving. Research it on our website instead.”

“Realize that you may be responsible for carrying on an interesting conversation with 
perhaps a half-dozen strangers for an extended amount of time at lunch. Have some 
emergency topics in your mind if you need to ‘tap-dance’.”

“Do not ask only questions that shed the firm in a negative light. You can ask questions 
about things that you are concerned about, for example a merger or practice group leaving 
a firm, but balance those questions with questions about things you feel are positive 
aspects of the firm, like high rankings on a survey or something the firm has under “news” 
on their website (firms typically only post good news).”

“Remember that partners are joint owners in the firm – when someone points out 
weaknesses in their firm, they take it personally.”

“Don’t say something like ‘I’m trying to decide between a 1000+ lawyer firm and a 12 
person boutique.’ It really makes you sound like you have no idea what you want.”
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“Don’t let your guard down at lunch.”

“Do not feel you need to over explain things you perceive as weaknesses about yourself.”

“Assume that everything you say to each interviewer will be discussed and compared by 
each of the interviewers when you’re gone, and scrutinized for inconsistencies.”

“If an interviewer initiates a debate on a legal issue, don’t get too passionate and heated 
about defending your position. Remain calm, composed, and focus on making logical 
sense.”

“Realize that the law firm needs you as much as you need them. Don’t come across as 
needy or having low self-esteem.”

“The more you focus on how your skills and experience can help make our lives easier, the 
better.”

C. POST-INTERVIEW

“I recommend to students that they not call repeatedly when someone is not answering. 
We have caller ID and it is ‘stalker-ish’ to see a person call 40 times in a row. A message or 
email is much more effective without scaring the person you are trying to reach.”

“When we give you our business card and say ‘call with any questions’, only take us up on 
it if you have a REALLY good question. If you’re not sure what a REALLY good question is, 
ask your career services office.”

“Don’t get too hung up on thank-you notes. If you want to write one, email is fine. Just make 
sure there are no typos and you don’t write the same thing to each person.”

“If you are anxious about a possible offer, don’t call to ‘check in’ unless you have a good 
reason for doing so, such as another pressing offer.”

These tips were surveyed and compiled by Dan Binstock, Esq., Managing Director of BCG 
Attorney Search’s Washington, D.C. office
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24. Cheat Sheet

The primary purpose of an interview is for an employer to measure how well you will fit 
into the organization. An interview also provides the interviewer an opportunity to see how 
well he or she can work with the candidate. In lateral hiring, it is a reasonable assumption 
that if you get called for an interview, the employer already has good reason to believe that 
you have the necessary skills and experience to perform the job. While questions will arise 
during the interview that help clarify your experience, what is most important at an interview 
is the non-verbal communication that occurs and rapport that is established.

Establishing rapport at an interview is not easy. In many ways, an interview is like a blind 
date. Both sides want to be in a relationship, but the courtship is somewhat forced and 
unnatural. Since you have so little time to make a good impression, there are a few things 
that you should always do when interviewing for a new position. The items at the top of the 
list are probably already familiar to you, but keep reading:

• Show up early in professional attire. Unless you are told otherwise, wear a suit (even if 
the workplace where you are interviewing is business casual).

• Bring extra copies of your resume or anything else that was sent to the employer.
• Review your resume beforehand and be thoroughly familiar with the contents (it is 

not unusual for an interviewer to ask you specific questions about something on your 
resume).

• Research the employer beforehand (many organizations are now on the Internet, but 
most large organizations can also send you a firm brochure or annual report).

• Try to find out in advance who will be interviewing you and research their background.
• Focus on the needs and concerns of the interviewer and how you can help meet 

those needs. Save the hard core “what’s in it for me” questions for after an offer is 
extended (e.g. don’t ask about benefits, compensation, job perks, etc. in early rounds of 
interviewing).

• Decide ahead of time what are the 2-3 points you would like to get across at the 
interview. You probably will not have time for more. The “kitchen sink” approach of giving 
20 reasons why you should be hired is less effective than going with your best assets 
(e.g. “I have outstanding writing skills and have written articles for MCLE;” “I am a great 
negotiator and have had responsibility for negotiating million dollar deals;” “I prevailed in 
a very difficult case at the Appeals Court”).
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• If you did not do so when you created your resume, prepare a selected list of 
transactions that you have worked on and be prepared to discuss your role in these 
transactions (or cases). This is also a good exercise to help you focus on what you 
really want from a job.

• Listen, Listen, Listen. As lawyers, we are not trained to listen. Rather, we are taught 
to advocate or counsel. But being a good listener is probably the best way to develop 
rapport. A good sign that you are developing a good rapport with the interviewer is that 
the interviewer is talking 80% of the time. Ask open ended questions and listen carefully 
to the answers. If you are asked a question, ask clarifying questions to show you are 
listening and to be sure you are answering the right question. Make good eye contact 
and use body language that shows you are paying attention (e.g. nodding). Paraphrase 
some of the information that has been given to you by the interviewer (e.g. “It sounds 
like ABC Corporation sends you a lot of business;” “I bet your litigation department will 
be happy when the ABC case finally goes to trial”).

• Realize that you are probably starting from scratch with each person that you meet–i.e. 
more often than not, the interviewers will not talk to each other until after they have all 
met you.

• Be prepared with some well rehearsed answers to interviewing question standards (e.g. 
“where do you see yourself in 5 years?” “Why did you go to law school?” “Why do you 
want to leave your current job?” – hint: answer with something positive that draws you 
to this employer rather than something that makes you want to leave your current firm 
– “What are your greatest strengths and weaknesses?”).

• If you lack experience in a particular area where the employer has articulated a need, 
try to show the employer how other experience that you have had is analogous to the 
experience they would like to see.

• Don’t make assumptions about what the employer is looking for. Ask questions to find 
out. Sometimes, different interviewers are looking for different things in a candidate. I 
recently spoke with a candidate who assumed that there was a lot of travel in the job. 
He planned to tell the interviewer that he liked to travel. In truth, there was little travel in 
the job.

• Don’t bad mouth your current employer. Nobody wants to hire a disgruntled attorney, 
and saying negative things about your current employer raises the inference that you 
would not hesitate to do the same if you were hired by this employer and things were not 
working out.
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• Send a short thank you note to everyone you spoke with right after the meeting, even if 
the meeting was arranged by a head hunter. Underscore your best selling points.

A good interviewer will try to make you feel comfortable at the beginning of the interview 
by discussing neutral topics and by making you feel welcome (“Is it still raining outside?” 
“Did you have trouble finding us?” “Can I get you something to drink?”) But the truth is that 
many professionals do not have good interviewing skills and may actually feel as insecure 
as you. Don’t be surprised if you have little opportunity to get a word in or if the questions 
that the interviewer asks seem trite (“Why did you decide to go to law school?”). Adapt 
your communication style to theirs and be responsive. If they seem to like short focused 
answers, give those short focused answers. If they seem to like the questions that you are 
asking, keep asking questions. In short, try to make them feel comfortable if they do not 
seem to be able to make you feel comfortable.

Finally, show a lot of interest in the firm/job. You will have many chances to decide that you 
do not want to make the move. Articulating ambivalence at an interview is a good way to 
ensure that you will not be invited back and may even be insulting to the interviewer.

Impress yourself upon your prospective employer!

Once you are offered an interview, you have effectively won half the battle. At this point, it 
is generally all about “fit.” Your credentials and experience have made an initial impression 
and now it is up to you to impress yourself upon your prospective employer.

In order to really be yourself, you have to know yourself and what it is you are seeking 
to accomplish. By assessing your known interests, and working to develop additional 
interests during the course of your preparations, you will naturally develop a better sense 
of yourself. But it is critical that you also take the time – prior to your interviews – to further 
develop your self-awareness. By doing so, you will gain an understanding of yourself and 
will develop a self-confidence that will capture the attention and interest of those with whom 
you interview.

The following types of questions should help you to develop your self-awareness prior to 
your interview:
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• What are my long-term professional goals and how will this position help me to achieve 
those goals?

• What, if any, short-term sacrifices am I willing to make in order to achieve my long-term 
goals?

• What concerns, if any, do I have about accepting a position with this prospective 
employer?

• What do I believe I have to offer my prospective employer and what makes me unique/
sets me apart from other applicants?

• What are my greatest strengths and my greatest weaknesses at this point in my 
professional career?

• What skill(s) am I most interested in developing and which prospective employer is best 
situated to help me gain those skills?

If you take the time to think about these (and similar) questions, and thoughtfully respond 
to them prior to your interview, you will develop a better understanding of how you can be 
of value to a prospective employer. In addition you will be better equipped to proactively 
seek out the information you need to determine whether a particular job accords with your 
interests and career goals. As a result, you will be much more at ease and confident during 
the interview process.

And remember that it is to your benefit to be yourself! Your personality is what will 
distinguish you from the other candidates. Think about your own past experiences 
interviewing potential employees or co-workers and how refreshing it was to interview 
someone who offered up no pretenses, gimmicks or artifice. Consider the fact that you are 
likely to be just one of many people interviewing for the position, all of whom presumably 
have similar credentials. There is very little to set one person apart from another in such 
a circumstance and, thus, personality (or ‘’fit’’) is often the deciding factor that leads to an 
offer.

Finally, you should strive to impress yourself upon every prospective employer, even if you 
are not certain that the firm is the exact right fit for you. The focus prior to and during your 
interviews should be on being prepared and presenting your best self so that you can get 
the job offer and create every possible opportunity for yourself. There will be ample time 
after the interview to decide if any given opportunity is right for you.
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