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The Self Inside theLawyer
With his own inimitable wisdom, Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes

articulated thecrux of thematter when hesaid, ÒWhat lies behind us and

what liesbefore us are tiny matters, compared to what lieswithin us..Ó

Our thoughts, perceptions and interpretations are so thoroughly
affected by what lies within us that it behooves us to take a closer look.

We need a clear awareness of the powerful influence of the self inside.

Otherwise, we may miss the difference between what actually happens
and what interpretation we give it. Consider the following war story:

It was my first trial. I was representing a woman who
had slipped and fallen. Her injuriesweresoft tissue. She
testified that shehad been treated by numerousdoctors
but had been unable to obtain relief.

She testified that her pain had prevented her from
being able to run. Sheexplained to the jury that running
washer way of letting off steam.

During closing, I wasblackboarding the damages.
When I got to pain and suffering, I chalked up about



$230,000. Even before I had finished writing down this
number, I noticed from thecorner of my eye the first
juror in the front row. She wasshaking her head no. The
juror, in her eighties, appeared offended that I would
even suggest such a dollar amount.

I wasshaken. How could I have had the audacity to
ask for so much money? Thiswasa soft tissue slip and
fall, not a drowning! Thiseighty-year-old juror wasnot
buying it and it was painfully obvious. I wasvery upset
with myself.

A friend of mine, who had comedown to watch the
trial, saw what I had seen and quickly ran out to buy me
a roll of antacids.

The jury was out for only a few hours. When they
returned, that juror couldnÕt even look at me. I wanted to
kick myself for not taking the $15,000 offer. So it came
as a complete surprise to me when the foreman read the
verdict: The jury had given my client the six figureswe
requested.

After the jury wasexcused, I went over to speak to the
juror and asked her why she had squirmed when I wrote
the dollar figure on theboard. She looked at me and, in
a very serious tone, told me, ÒYoung man, I play golf
every week. That game iseverything to me. When she
told usshe couldnÕt run any more well, you couldnÕt give
mea million dollars to giveup my game. Your client
deserved much more..Ó

The Lawyer Personality

In the mid-nineties, the Altman Weil consulting group conducted a

survey of ABA members to learn whether lawyers possess specific,
identifiable personality traits. While lawyers are a diverse group who

come from a broad rangeof socioeconomic backgrounds, it soonbecame

clear that, in regard to personality traits, they were more alike than
different.

Altman Weil used the Myers-Briggs system, which has been widely



used as a tool to understand and distinguish between types of
personalities. It is not a clinical test. It does not qualitatively measure the

status of oneÕs mental health. Instead, it offers a way for people to

recognize the ways in which they perceive their internal and external
worlds.

People perceive their worlds in different ways, from different

domains. Yet some go through life believing that everyonesees the world
as they do. Not only is this narcissistic, but it is also scientifically

inaccurate. We must, therefore, learn how to think beyond our own

interpretations and learn to see the world throughour clientsÕeyes. But
letÕs begin by seeing what the world looks like through the eyes of

lawyers.

Under theMyers-Briggssystem it is believed there are at least sixteen
separate personality types. Viewed this way, it could besaid there are at

least sixteen identifiable ways (and probably thousands more variations)

of interpreting and responding to our world, at least within thecontext of
defined personality types. Accordingly, it has been said that most lawyers

fall within at least four category types: thinking, judging, introversion

and sensing. In lawyers, these four types are coupled in the following
ways.

Thinking/Judging

Thevast majority of lawyers are considered Òthinking/judgingÓtypes. Of

thetwo, thinking is the morepervasive trait.
Unlike feeling types, who make decisions on an emotional basis,

thinking types tend to objectify what they perceive and make decisions

from a highly structured sense of logic.
Almost 80 percent of lawyers surveyed are said to be guided in their

work by logical abstractionsrather than emotions. Lawyers tend to think

their way through problems rather than being guided by their feelings. As
problem solvers, lawyers believe there is little they cannot accomplish by

using intense levels of logic-based thinking. This often results in lawyers

viewing people, events and things abstractly, within a logical and
analytical framework.



Lawyers are also considered Òjudgers,Óaccording to Myers-Briggs
tests. Judgers tend to thrive on procedure, established guidelines, rules

and routines. The Òthinking/judgingÓ combination thrives on order,

structure and intensive levelsof planning.

Introversion/Sensing
Approximately 20 percent of lawyers are said to be the

Òintrovert/sensingÓtype. This personality seeks out privacy, is almost

always highly reserved and prefers to think through ideas alone. Yet
when Òintroversion/sensingÓis present in a personality that also has the

Òthinking/judgingÓ mix, it produces a person who becomes highly

energized by focusing internally.
These types of people are focused on learning from the physical

world. They are intensely practical and insist on seeing tangible results

from their activities. They are said to be less interested in abstractions
and more interested in analyzing data.

No matter what their personality type, it is clear that lawyers are

highly active thinkers. Thequestion is whether our thinking is limited by
our interpretations or whether we have the ability to reshape our

thinking, learn new perspectives and thereby effectively navigate new

anddifferent domains.
When we find ourselves limited by our own perspectives, what holds

us back? What prevents us from going further? Ourselves. Our domain of

law, while often challenging and sometimes troubling, has grown both
familiar and comfortable to us. We have worked long and hard to think

like lawyers. But in the process, to some degree, we ourselves have

becomethebarrier between where we areand wherewewish to be.
Yet self-determination is only possible through the process of self--

examination. If we are to learn how to lead, manageand market, it is an

absolute necessity to apply our self-determination to the challenge of
developing new perspectivesand learning new domains.



Moving Beyond Our Interpretations

Lawyers have an enormous capacity to learn and think. By taking the

time to examine and understand how we think and to study different

waysof thinking, wecan step outside of the proverbial box.
Lawyers need to go beyondthelimits set by their own interpretations.

For years marketers have talked about theeffect of attitudeon thequality

of our performance. View any challenge from the vantage point of
potential gain, and chances are, the action you take will yield superior

results. The opposite can be said as well. Anticipate defeat and loss and

thatÕswhat you can count on.
Thankfully, the mind possesses enormous plasticity. We are not just

thesum total of our thoughts. We are much more. We have thepower to

shape the very way we think and view the world. Only thehuman mind
possesses such a skill. It is thepower to choose who we wish to become

by choosing how we think. This requires a conscious and determined

effortÑ as did learning how to think like lawyers.

Select Your Point of View with Care

Lawyers need to reach a different level of thinkingÑ not merely extend

their existing knowledge base. We are not interested in knowing more

of what we already know but in learning entirely new ways of thinking
in entirely new areas that are powerful enough to change our actions at

a fundamental level.

Science has foundthat our thoughts and, in particular, our beliefs can
shape our experience and, therefore, our actions. Ironically, what is now

being proven by science has been intuitively known by great thinkers for

centuries.
Goethe wrote, ÒMan is made by his belief. As he believes, so he is.Ó

And over two thousand years ago theBuddhasaid, ÒThe thought manifests

as the word; the word manifests as the deed; the deed develops into
character. So watch the thought and itsways with care.-.-.-.Ó

As suggested throughout this book, the types of mental skills that

make you particularly skilled at law can work to your detriment when it



comes to leading, managing and building a successful practice. Like the
carpenter who sees solutionsonly through his hammer and nails, lawyers

tend to see solutions through use of their linear-based logic.

Language and Perception

Over the last few years, a debate has raged among neuroscientistsÑ

mostly between neurolinguists and neuropsychologists. -Neurolinguists
argue that language frames our perceptions, while neuro-psychologists

argue that our perceptionsshape our language. Perhaps both are right.

In any event, the intertwining of language and perception can have a
remarkable effect on our professional lives. Consider how thedirectional

component reflected in language mimics how the mind views its world.

ÒLooking aheadÓis said to bepreferable to Òlooking back.ÓÒOn theway
upÓis said to be superior to Òon the way down.ÓÒThinking bigÓis

preferred to Òthinking small.Ó

Languagecan drive our points of view in relation to how we approach
different types of challenges. We say that we look ÒforwardÓwhen we

reference theÒfutureÓand we look ÒbackÓwhen we reference theÒpast.Ó

In theleft column of Figure 5.1 are what could beconsidered past-based
points of view, and in the right column are future-based points of view.

LetÕs look at both extremes.

We must also consider the concept of of selective perceptionÑno t
only, for example, whether a glass is seen as half full or half empty, but

also whether weÕre looking at a big glass or a small glass. How we

choose to perceive the glass is our decision. If we act upon our
perceptionsand selectively perceive thingsas insufficient and small, then

that is what we tend to find, and theopposite isalso true.

The simple truth is that thinking like a lawyer is inconsistent with
building and managing a thriving enterprise, where we will be taking

risks and welcoming mistakes, opening boundaries, being proactive and

creative, and living in the possibility of our visions. This is a different
sort of domain from that of trying cases, and to succeed, wemust remove

our lawyer hats and put on our entrepreneur hats. If being an excellent



lawyer who is also an excellent entrepreneur is something you really
desire, take comfort in knowing that you are totally capable of getting it.

LetÕs take this idea one step further. For argumentÕs sake, letÕs suppose

youÕre the type of person who tends to see a glass as half full (very
unlikely, if youÕre a left-brain-dominated lawyer). Whether you see a

glass as half empty or half full is important, but remember that there is

another valuable insight to consider: Thesize of theglass determines the
size of therisk weare willing to undertake.

FIGURE 5.1: PAST- AND FUTURE-BASED VIEWS

PAST-BASED VIEWS FUTURE-BASED VIEWS

Language Language

I have to-.-.-. I choose to-.-.-.

It canÕt be done. LetÕs do it this way

If only I did-.-.-. I wil l-.-.-.

Phraseology Phraseology

I see barriers-.-.-. I see opportunity-.-.-.

IÕm doing it all backwards! My life is in front of me-.-.-.

I wonÕt do that again-.-.-. IÕm moving ahead-.-.-.

IÕm going down for the count-.-.-. IÕm headed for the top-.-.-.

Sample Traits Sample Traits

Reactive Proactive

Sees obstacles Sees opportunities

Resists risk Accepts risk

Avoids change Embraces change

Tradition driven Choice driven

Left-Brain Driven Right-Brain Driven

Memory driven Creative driven

Logic driven Emotion driven

If we say that we are the type of people who want to take on huge



challenges, especially in our professional lives, then we will need to see
both a largeglass and one that isdefinitely half full.

We must understand that if we choose to take on small challenges, the

risks will besmall but so will therewards. ItÕs theproverbial dilemma of
wanting big things but thinking too small to get them. This type of

thinking is fundamentally inconsistent.

If youÕre out to reinvent your law firm, you will need to look through
a new set of lensesÑyou will need to see theglass as both largeandhalf

full. So, choose a challenge worthy of your ambitions.

In The Master Game, Robert S. de Ropp wrote: ÒLife games reflect
life aims.ÓA great example of this is Michael Jordan. When Jordan tried

playing professional baseball, many thought it was an act of arrogance.

Some ridiculed him for daring: ÒWho does he think he is? Just because
hewas great in basketball, what gives him the right to think heÕll be great

in baseball?Ó

He wasnÕt, but thatÕsnot what is important here. The point is that great
athletes like Jordan freely choose to take risks even while they are at the

top of their game. In contrast, most of us choose the safety and comfort

of success rather than exposing ourselves to thepossibility of defeat. We
get so stuck in our own success that we stop taking aim at our goals and

consequently we find ourselves out of the game.

Therefore, if you choose to take on small challenges, expect small
rewards and small disappointments. There is nothing wrong with

choosing small challenges. People live their lives like this every day.

However, itÕs both na•ve and silly to expect large rewards when the
challengesweundertakeare small.

Likewise, if we take on largechallenges, we can expect largerewards

and yes, sometimes, large disappointments. They are opposite sides of
the same coin. However, what is critical to recognize is that whether we

choose to play small or play big is entirely up to us. ItÕsour choice.

In order to make your professional life as fulfilling as possible, you
must build a firm that will soar. Know that in doing this, youÕve chosen

to play a big gamethat will takegreat strength and courage.



You will need to jump high and take careful aimÑ follow through on
your shot and donÕt take your eyes off thebasket until you hear theswish

of theball through thenet.

And remember, the way you think about your game is how you will
end up playing it.
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