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Preface

This book grew out of our work together in the Dean of Students’ office 
at a Top 10 law school. As the dean of students (Cliff) and a licensed 
psychologist (Rob), we were charged with the mission of helping to 
equip law students with the essential life skills necessary to make it 
through law school and sustain a balanced and ethical legal career — to 
achieve success and thrive in the profession.

The origins of our collective experiences, which aided our work, go 
back a bit further than our time at Northwestern Pritzker School of Law. 
Our journey, apart and together, has been one of adventure and discov-
ery. And in this book we share the road map with you to guide you on 
the path to leading in the law with emotional intelligence (EI) in the 
twenty-first century.

cliFF:  
the rocky road to ei-based leadership

In 2004, I became the associate dean and dean of students at North-
western Law, a top law school with an accomplished faculty and alumni. 
Prior to that role, which is unmistakably one of leadership, I had little 
awareness of having any particular leadership skills or holding a mean-
ingful leadership role. I had been a civil litigator in a small private prac-
tice, then a law teacher. I had received some training in the Myers-Briggs 
Type Indicator® (MBTI®), a personality assessment of unconscious pref-
erences. I had briefly held the position of academic counselor in the law 
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school. But none of these positions or trainings included substantive 
training or experience in leadership.

While problem-solving and strategic and analytical thinking skills 
from law school were beneficial, these planning and implementation 
skills and experiences have their limits. Thus, at the start of my time as 
associate dean and dean of students at Northwestern Law, I managed the 
job not necessarily spectacularly but certainly well enough. I welcomed 
the responsibility, perhaps taking on matters that were beyond my legal 
training. Legal training, as I understood it, meant that I could handle 
pretty much anything that came through the door. In private practice, 
however, I learned limits, sending the tax matters to a tax lawyer and the 
cases that were beyond my expertise to an expert in that area. In con-
trast, student problem-solving in an academic institution is the respon-
sibility of the people in charge of the institution, and I was the one with 
direct responsibility for them. Not surprisingly, then, in the first few 
years, I made some mistakes and sometimes focused in the wrong places. 
But all in all, I competently did the job — lots of perspiration, some in-
spiration, and a decent scorecard for the job.

This felt right and comfortable until the tide of students struggling 
with law school and self-care reached a point where I recognized that my 
legal training and problem-solving skills no longer helped me or the 
students. Whether this was a change in the students or greater recogni-
tion on my part and the profession’s awareness of the importance of 
psychological health, I could not say; but the trends became clearer, and 
my acuity for what I could and could not do in this realm became greater. 
In particular, more and more students with weakening or compromised 
mental health were coming into the office, and there was a simultaneous 
push for “practice-ready” graduates at the conclusion of law school. To 
be sure, most high-performing, highly successful, highly motivated stu-
dents work past the basic anxiety and lowered self-esteem that comes 
with the first year of law school and are loath to attribute failings (low-
ercase f) to anything or anyone but themselves. I had been able to distin-
guish the serious (sent to counseling services) from the manageable 
(dealt with by me or my staff), but the balance was shifting fast under 
my feet. Part of the problem was my lack of training and expertise in 
psychology and counseling, and part was in the institutional counseling 
services being spread across a variety of schools within the university, 
each with very different needs and challenges. Top students were strug-
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gling with the impact of legal education on their ability to learn, and I 
needed help.

This challenge has been widely recognized in legal academia. Re-
searchers have identified how legal education replaces students’ intrinsic 
values (such as honesty, integrity, humility, self-care, family and other 
relations) with extrinsic values (such as money, prestige, and achieve-
ments) — with the result being reduced self-esteem, poor mental health 
(and increased anxiety and depression), and a decline in performance. 
But the concern is not just that some students have mental health con-
cerns that are exacerbated in law school. Many students go to law school 
with strong mental and physical health and then become susceptible to 
the same mental health concerns either due to the rigor and demands of 
law school or because the displacement of their intrinsic values with 
extrinsic ones has a significant and detrimental impact on their self-
worth, identity, and purpose.

My own journey through law school was marked by some of the 
struggles I was seeing in the students. No one in my family had gone to 
law school, so I knew little of what I was getting into or how and what to 
get out of it. I had no family financial support, so the cost of the venture, 
the debt incurred, and the pressures of those weights were on me alone. 
I also felt so alienated in the first year (1L) that I seriously considered 
leaving after the year was done. I only decided to stay after sage friends 
suggested that I take it one step at a time. That first step I took was work-
ing in a law school clinic during my first summer. What I did not realize 
then but know now is that the experiential learning brought out and 
developed key EI skills in me — validating the need for self-awareness 
and recognizing and building my empathy in particular. (These are two 
of four key domains in emotional intelligence, all of which will be ex-
plained in the chapters that follow.) Those 1L feelings and experiences 
were so strong that they remain with me to this day.

If I was going to be able to do the dean of students job that I had been 
hired to do, then I had to get help in this realm. I understood exactly 
what the research said and needed someone who understood what hap-
pens in the law school and in legal education to address the issues of law 
students. That person could work with the university’s counseling and 
psychological services in the health center, but that person also had to 
work very closely with me to understand what they were dealing with 
and how to present a unified approach. That person would have to be 
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physically in the law school to see students individually, in groups, and 
in larger gatherings, as well as at critical times like the start of the semes-
ter and during exams and on-campus interviewing — all of which would 
go a long way toward bringing balance to the students and helping them 
through law school.

Northwestern Law needed a dedicated psychologist, someone who 
would understand the students for who they are: a unique group of 
high-achieving individuals who were now in an ultra-intense and com-
petitive environment; a diverse group hoping to enter what is still a very 
homogenous profession; and a young, idealistic, equity-driven group 
entering a world defined by events that most of us see as changes. It 
would take a team to address those students who were reeling under the 
pressures. Little did I know, at that time, that the team would then also 
ensure that everyone could understand the interconnected impact of 
legal education, debt, and mental health and well-being in the positive 
framework of leadership.

With this general research and after gathering specific data and trends 
on Northwestern Law students, I negotiated and lobbied for and then 
got the green light to hire a staff psychologist who would be both a mem-
ber of the university’s Counseling and Psychological Services (CAPS) 
team and dedicated to learning about and serving the law school popu-
lation. From the hiring process, my team identified Rob as the best can-
didate, and our working relationship began.

rob:  
in the ei carpooling lane with cliFF

Being Northwestern Law’s dedicated psychologist was a dream job 
for me. To have the opportunity to help hundreds of law students over-
come psychological hurdles on an individual level while developing 
broader wellness programming in such an important profession was 
truly one of the greatest honors in my career. While I always valued the 
individual work, I entered the role with an eye toward expanding the 
notion of wellness services to include leadership, career development, 
and success.

My path to becoming a psychologist was defined by a life-changing 
experience of my own. I had participated in a semester-long National 
Outdoor Leadership School (NOLS) wilderness expedition during my 
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sophomore year of college that entailed spending roughly one hundred 
days straight in the wilderness. I have always been introspective and 
questioned deep existential realities, such as the meaning of life and pur-
pose. As a freshman in college, I recognized the gravity of career 
decision- making and the importance of finding a calling as I navigated 
the multitude of career paths and choices and recognized the weight of 
everyone in my life asking me, “What do you want to do with your life?” 
(i.e., “What are you going to major in?”). During that time period, I 
came to recognize the significance of finding a calling, a career path, that 
would provide meaning and a sense of purpose. I recognized that so 
much of a person’s life and identity is determined by what they do for 
work, and as I grappled with that decision myself, felt the weight of it, 
and worked through it on the NOLS course, I found psychology and a 
love for helping others grow as leaders — a passion for helping others 
find a meaningful and balanced career of their own. 

I spent the next decade earning a doctorate in psychology and 
learning the essential skills and practices that it takes not only to help 
others find a meaningful career path but also to help them thrive as 
leaders in all parts of their lives and attain success. I also grew passion-
ate about helping specific professions identify and overcome the inher-
ent challenges in their vocations. My research on career development, 
psychology, and leadership revealed that the same essential psycholog-
ical and behavioral habits underlie mental health, career advancement 
and success, and exceptional leadership; that they ultimately fall under 
the EI umbrella; and that they can be developed in school simultane-
ously as students learn the intellectual and technical skills that they 
need to succeed.

My background in leadership and psychological health led to the 
realization that these two key differentiating factors of success in the 
legal profession share the same underlying mental and behavioral hab-
its: in other words, wellness and leadership are intricately connected. By 
developing emotional intelligence during law school, graduates would 
be practice-ready to lead and find a balanced, sustainable approach to 
their legal careers. So when the Northwestern Law psychologist posi-
tion was posted, I leaped at the opportunity to extend my work to an-
other profession.

Even before joining Northwestern Law, I recognized the pioneering 
potential in this work. My private leadership consulting practice was 
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already flourishing in business and medicine, and I knew that the legal 
profession was years if not decades behind these professions in incorpo-
rating psychological science and leadership development into training. 
I had successfully established mindfulness, EI-based leadership pro-
grams in a large health system, a state department of transportation, and 
the school of engineering at Northwestern. (The EI course for North-
western’s engineering school, a version of which is still offered to this day 
for all incoming Northwestern undergraduate students, was developed 
in collaboration with a dean in engineering and another psychologist at 
Northwestern.) I witnessed the power of emotional intelligence for phy-
sicians and engineers in rounding out their professional skills. These 
proactive methods to reach students who were not coming in of their 
own volition was a clear need and I thought that Cliff and I could build 
on those ideas in the law school setting. Initially, the course idea seemed 
nebulous to Cliff, and he pushed me to focus on more immediate needs.

Once in the role, I saw firsthand that many high-achieving students 
(and lawyers for that matter) were not seeking out mental health ser-
vices for myriad reasons, and I recognized that various factors both in 
an individual’s culture and within the culture of legal education often 
prevent lawyers from seeking help. Like all professional groups, law stu-
dents and lawyers are interested in leadership and success, and if the 
skills needed to stay psychologically healthy could be incorporated into 
programs targeting these outcomes, I knew that I could reach far more 
students. I quickly realized that the answer was a for-credit “leadership 
course” — not waiting around in the clinic for students to find me once 
they were struggling.

rob and cliFF:  
creating an ei leadership driver’s manual

Rob had built his programming and continually raised the prospect 
of developing a course that would be preventative, business-savvy, and 
grounded in empirical research from diverse fields including business, 
psychology, and neuroscience. We talked more and more specifically 
about what such a course would look like in the law school. Over time, 
the idea began to clarify and crystallize.

Through our conversations about the course and its components, 
Cliff came to realize (and make sense of) much about himself, his path, 
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and his choices. For example, Rob’s affinity for mindfulness gave Cliff a 
name for something that he had practiced, most intensely as a runner. 
Our conversations about planning, programming, and teaching brought 
to light the key aspects of personal values — something that also had 
been at the heart of Cliff ’s work but without a framework. For example, 
Cliff ’s decision that he could not manage the evolving student issues at 
Northwestern Law was tied to humility. His earlier decisions to go to 
and then stay in law school despite the alienation and mounting debt 
were driven by independence. And his caring ethic was pure empathy, 
and it defined not only his current work but also many of his job 
changes preceding his current role. Above all else, our conversations 
made Cliff more aware, or self-aware, of what he was thinking and feel-
ing both in the moment and deeply — respectively, mindfulness and 
personal narrative or identity. This resonated deeply within Cliff as he 
began to see connections that he had not understood. He wondered, 
“What if I had understood those powerful aspects of self-awareness 
when I was in law school?”

At the same time that we were developing the course, we worked with 
thousands of students, addressing individual student issues, creating 
individualized plans for students, and developing community-wide 
programs presented at key points (orientation, exams, grade distribu-
tion, and on-campus interviewing). While attending to all students, we 
saw that the students who struggled more through law school lacked in 
areas that came naturally to outstanding students. However, it was not 
about their IQ or LSAT scores. This struggle was not with the cognitive 
skills that the legal field regards so highly. Instead, it had to do with 
well-being and being “well-rounded.” Time and again, the students who 
ended up in our offices lacked emotional and social skills. (These expe-
riences and others provide the basis for some of the anonymized vi-
gnettes that appear throughout this book.) Rob provided Cliff with the 
connection between psychological health and leadership, as well as the 
research in psychology, business, leadership, and organizational behav-
ior identifying the distinguishing factor for these professionals as the 
lack of EI skills.1

As we discussed the leadership course, Cliff came to realize that what 
made him an effective leader (as reported to him by others) in the office 
and in the law school community was living and working his values: 
honesty, integrity, humility, empathy, a willingness to be vulnerable 
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about his own experiences, and, above all else, the moment-to-moment 
and deep self-awareness of these values so that he could act on them. He 
also came to realize that he had taken the next step as well in creating 
time and space to understand his own emotions and act in an inten-
tional way with that understanding. His leadership ability was almost 
completely attributable to a growing or high level of emotional intelli-
gence — the core of the course that we were constructing.

With the understanding that these skills and competencies are visible, 
tangible, trainable, and measurable — and with Rob’s clarity that the 
course had to be based on emotional intelligence — we developed one of 
the first EI-based leadership courses for law students: called “Leading in 
the Law;” it has been offered for credit since 2014. The course elevates 
students’ ability to see themselves as leaders — of the legal community 
and of themselves — and to see the importance and value in having a 
high degree of self-awareness to get there. Growing their self-awareness 
is integral to students’ avoiding and addressing the inherent pressures in 
legal education and properly assessing and addressing the wave of ex-
trinsic values placed before them — which enables them to make the 
right decisions for themselves. Countless students have benefited in 
their law school careers and beyond. Luckily for them, the key habits and 
skills needed to achieve success (however it is defined) also lead to psy-
chological health.

We have taught the course consistently since then and in a variety of 
formats, even as our lives and careers changed. Rob left his full-time 
position at Northwestern Law to develop a wide-ranging practice with a 
focus on leadership consulting and psychological assessment while 
maintaining his adjunct faculty role to teach the course. His methods 
use and build on the content of the course. In 2017, Cliff returned to 
teaching full-time and expanded the range of his courses, all the while 
bringing many of the methods here into his pedagogy. Through all of 
these changes, our focus on how EI competencies lead to strong leader-
ship in both the law and life has remained constant.

↑ ↓ ↑

As we taught the course, we found that others’ materials did not 
match our needs, so we used our course materials to create this book. In 
this book, we draw on our research and experiences to share how you 
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can incorporate emotional intelligence into your personal and profes-
sional life and be a strong and effective leader in the twenty-first century.

We anticipate that you are investing in this book either to gain or 
hone your leadership skills or to explore the benefits of emotional intel-
ligence in your life and career, or because you understand the impor-
tance of intrinsic values and recognize that your happiness and success 
require something more. We are with you for any of these reasons, as 
well as others that may apply.

One of our guiding values is generativity — the willingness to open 
doors for others, to make their journey smoother, and to inspire positive 
change. Thus, this book is about trying to make the profession better 
through the addition of each new generation of lawyers by assisting 
global efforts in making the law more humanistic and collaborative, as 
these virtues will always win over the traditional adversarial approach. 
This book and its individualized exploration through self-discovery and 
reflection exercises will help you, whether you are a law student or a 
lawyer, to develop a high(er) degree of self-awareness, to manage your 
emotions in making difficult decisions, and to understand (empathize) 
and resonate with others — thus finding your leadership skills to address 
the challenges of the twenty-first century.

Other core values for us are love and family. They have driven our 
respective career decisions: Cliff left the regular practice of law and 
shifted into teaching, and Rob focused his practice and leadership in 
Asheville, North Carolina, where his family is centered. Our core values 
underlie and connect to just about every decision we make in our lives. 
We hope that is clear in our actions and aids today’s lawyers in deciding 
their paths as well.

rob & cliFF  
January 2025





xxvii

Introduction

What makes an effective leader? And what will make you an effective 
leader? While we mean leader in the traditional sense (the head of an 
organization or group of individuals) and in the lateral sense (people 
who step into guiding or directing roles in groups or teams), we also aim 
to expand your notion of leadership to include leading in your life to 
self-actualize and attain your goals. We came to answer these questions 
indirectly when we sought to answer a different one: “What do law stu-
dents and lawyers need to succeed?” In discovering the answer to this 
latter question, we uncovered a strategy to enable you to develop your 
leadership skills for the professional and personal challenges of the 
twenty-first century.

Our purpose in writing this book is to aid you in achieving success 
and well-being — in law school, in the traditional practice of law, or in 
roles and organizations beyond — by helping you to develop and 
strengthen a clear set of skills best defined as emotional intelligence, or 
EI. By emotional intelligence, we mean a deep self-awareness and empa-
thy, a strong resonance with others, and a self-understanding that drives 
one’s purpose. Through learning about emotional intelligence and its 
component domains of self-awareness, self-management, social aware-
ness, and relationship management, you will improve client service, per-
sonal well-being, and your relationships within organizations and insti-
tutions. Thus, the EI skills* described in the following chapters hold the 

* We use the terms skills and competencies interchangeably to describe the parts of 
emotional intelligence that are teachable, learnable, and growable within you.
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power to make a tremendous impact in your life as a law student, a 
practicing attorney, and a human being.

Over the years, we came to see this happen in real time during our 
leadership course and in consulting with legal professionals. First, a stu-
dent leader responsible for enforcing the rules shared how she applied 
her newly developed self-awareness and self-management skills in deal-
ing with a member who was not fulfilling their obligations; she used 
these skills to pause and find out what was really going on before decid-
ing whether to discipline or give grace in this particular situation (rather 
than just deciding to punish, which is what she would have done prior 
to taking the course). This student leader learned vital information that 
helped her to frame a solution that got the work done and preserved a 
good relationship. A couple of years later, when we taught the course 
over winter break, several students came to our final class session with 
stories about how their self-awareness and empathy had allowed them 
to have better conversations with friends and family over the holidays (a 
time when conversations can sour quickly). Then we saw our students 
come to view each other in new ways: in one case, after participating in 
in-class sharing sessions that provided the opportunity to watch each 
other develop relationship-building abilities, one outgoing journal 
leader saw how a class member would be very capable of stepping into 
that same position the following year. And, finally, a practicing lawyer/
client shared how, after talking with his spouse about empathic curios-
ity, the couple elevated their end-of-the-day conversations to better un-
derstand what the other was dealing with, which inherently deepened 
their relationship.

Thus, because of our personal experiences with law students and law-
yers and a century’s worth of research in the field of leadership, we now 
know that these central leadership skills and practices can be developed. 
We have found that law students and lawyers who are able to do this 
exhibit a different kind of leadership — one based in self-leadership with 
emotional intelligence at the core.

Learning this type of leadership is particularly important for you as 
law students and lawyers because life in our post-pandemic world can 
feel isolated and factionalized. Ultimately, leadership is about your abil-
ity to build connections with others — seeing others, finding their true 
potential, and helping them to see it as well — and how you make them 
feel in the process. Leadership requires seeing others’ strengths and vir-
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tues, developing relationships that allow them to see their best selves, 
and inspiring them to become leaders in their own ways. The best lead-
ers provide a mirror for others to see their own potential, to start to be-
lieve in themselves, and to find the motivation and courage to self- 
actualize — that is, to become their best selves and reach their greatest 
potential, both professionally and personally.

On your journey so far, you have probably encountered one or more 
of these leaders — people who inspired you, who really saw your gifts and 
virtues, who helped you believe in that version of yourself, and whose 
experiences influenced your own skills and values. This book outlines 
your next journey: one of self-discovery as a leader. The exercises, infor-
mation, and legal application of material from fields as diverse as busi-
ness, psychology, and medicine will equip you with the skills necessary 
to sustain happiness, develop rich relationships, and lead in the law in 
the twenty-first century.

research about law students,  
lawyers, and success

At this point, we need to unpack some paradoxes in legal education 
and the legal profession. Everyone enters law school with strong cogni-
tive skills. Most admissions processes focus to a great degree on the mea-
sures of those skills as found in LSAT (or GRE) scores and GPA num-
bers, and to a lesser degree as reflected in interviews and essays. However, 
although the American Bar Association1 has suggested that law schools 
assess emotional intelligence in the admissions process, an extensive law 
school search reveals that few, if any, currently do so.2 This is so despite 
employers and clients expecting lawyers to have, in addition to critical 
cognitive skills, the skills to remain poised under immense pressure: they 
want lawyers who listen to their clients’ needs, who strongly empathize 
to help meet those needs, who resonate with others, and who are aware 
of and able to regulate their own emotions so that when clients pay for 
the lawyer’s services, they receive 100 percent of their lawyer’s time and 
effort. These EI-related expectations make sense because, as confirmed 
by a meta-analysis (a summary of the research on a given topic), emo-
tionally intelligent people perform better in their jobs.3 Although all of 
these expectations implicate strong EI skills (and strong cognitive skills), 
these EI skills are only partially captured in high LSATs and GPAs.
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While superior cognitive or intellectual abilities, legal knowledge, 
and hard work are necessary just to get in the game, key ingredients of 
success and performance are often left to fate to develop. Indeed, re-
search shows that, roughly, only 15 percent of success is determined by 
intellectual abilities or technical skills and knowledge.4 This suggests 
that 85 percent of what determines your happiness and success is outside 
of what you learned in law school. And chances are you feel this and 
know it to be true. So, what makes up over three-quarters of your success 
and happiness? Research suggests that much of it falls into the how and 
why of living. It’s about how you approach and respond to the work that 
matters. Research suggests quite clearly that success and happiness for 
lawyers, and for people generally, has as much (if not more) to do with 
social and emotional intelligence as it does with legal knowledge and 
cognitive intelligence.

What happens, then, in law school is far from surprising and quite 
troubling. Legal education includes an approach that wears down indi-
viduality, undermines self-esteem, increases stress and anxiety, and es-
calates mental health concerns — and yet lawyers shaped by this ap-
proach are regularly promoted into leadership positions not only in the 
profession but also in business and government. Those who successfully 
navigate (and survive) both the education and profession are examples 
for all, but they represent only a fraction of those with the potential to 
bring their problem-solving and analytical skills to bear on the chal-
lenges of society and the world. If the process has worn them down and 
stripped them of their values, and if their primary motivation is personal 
gain, then they will bring little or no authenticity or resonance to their 
work as leaders.

Studies by Larry Krieger and Ken Sheldon, and by Jerome Organ, 
David Jaffe, and Katherine Bender, show that shortly after starting law 
school, a large portion of students experience diminished social, mental, 
and emotional well-being, and the incidence of depression and sub-
stance abuse rises dramatically.5 Other studies show that depression and 
substance abuse continue into practice.6 These studies identify as partic-
ular causes of these changes the replacement of law students’ and law-
yers’ intrinsic motivations and values, which are healthy and sustaining, 
by extrinsic motivators that can be difficult to quantify and meet, partic-
ularly when amplified by the perfectionistic tendencies of many law stu-
dents and lawyers. This research is supported by self-determination the-
ory, one of the oldest theories on motivation in psychology, which posits 
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that one will be far more motivated when driven by intrinsic as opposed 
to extrinsic factors.7 As a limited example, law students’ intrinsic values, 
such as a passion and drive for justice and fairness, are displaced by ex-
trinsic values, such as economic gain, career achievement, and other 
rewards (journal editorial roles, leadership positions, and awards) along 
the way.8 These extrinsic values are moving goalposts that students can 
easily and continually push further and further away as they achieve 
their goals, a process that amplifies mental health issues because it makes 
success seem tenuous.

a balance in values

These extrinsic values are not inherently bad. It is OK to want to 
earn money, achieve promotions, and attain select positions in law 
school and life. But if extrinsic values come to replace your cherished 
intrinsic values and cannot be met or fully satisfied (for example, 90 
percent of the students cannot be in the top 10 percent of the class), 
then you may feel personally challenged in ways that you have never 
been before. If not handled well, such challenges can negatively impact 
your physical and emotional well-being and, ultimately, your perfor-
mance and success throughout your legal career. The door is then open 
to the development of negative personal habits and characteristics that 
could lead to divisive relationships, mental health concerns, or sub-
stance abuse.

The shift from intrinsic to extrinsic motivators occurs inherently in 
legal education. Students are encouraged to begin thinking about extrin-
sic motivators during their first semester: the first-year law student faces 
pressure to think about potential leads on summer associate positions 
for the next summer, their class rank, and which legal journal to serve 
on. All of these are presented as being dependent upon first-semester 
grades, and all are a means to receiving accolades and more. These es-
tablished traditions in legal education are like dangling succulent fruit, 
enticing achievement-oriented law students to switch their focus away 
from the passionate intrinsic motivators that brought them to law school 
and toward an external and often shallower focus. In contrast, in the 
same time frame, doctoral and medical students become deeply engaged 
not only in learning and reading but also in pursuing their interests 
while developing a course of study based almost entirely on their intrin-
sic passions, interests, and values.
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The replacement of intrinsic values with extrinsic ones also has 
broader implications. By instilling and elevating the importance of ex-
trinsic gains in a zero-sum space, legal education displaces strong, pre-
existing skills and values, such as empathy, diversity and inclusion, eq-
uity, cultural competence, and social justice. It takes great personal will 
to maintain empathy (a capacity that can wax and wane) when first-year 
grades are on a rigid curve. The purity of learning, which flourishes in 
sharing ideas and solutions, can be clouded by a selfish desire to not 
want to help others to succeed — and surely you have heard stories of law 
students’ trying to figure out who should be marginalized so that they 
get the low grades. To be blunt, these are not intellectually, socially, or 
emotionally healthy approaches to living, learning, lawyering, or leader-
ship. Thus, we join you in search of the alternative: leading yourself and 
others with strong emotional intelligence.

Success requires personal dedication to a cause greater than yourself 
and relentless adherence to your core values in life and work; it comes 
when you passionately follow your interests and live your values. This 
can be more difficult than it sounds, especially when you grew up in an 
educational system and larger ecosystem that perpetually rewarded ex-
trinsic accomplishments. The difficulty increases when you know what 
you are interested in, care about, find meaningful, and value and yet are 
continuously bombarded with complex and competing social, emo-
tional, and career data. Answering the age-old question “Who are you?” 
can be quite challenging indeed, but doing so is nevertheless a prerequi-
site for developing strong, sustainable emotional intelligence. When you 
follow your authentic interests and abide by your values, happiness and 
success ensue. The key differentiating questions then become “How do 
you develop your interests and find your calling or purpose?” and “How 
do you become the leader of others and yourself?”

Specifically, the key skills necessary to strike a healthy balance be-
tween intrinsic and extrinsic values lie in self-awareness and self- 
management, two cornerstones of emotional intelligence and of benefit 
to all law students and lawyers. Emotionally intelligent lawyers are 
keenly aware of what is driving them and of the complex interplay be-
tween their emotional reactions, cognitions (internal narratives), and 
actions. Emotional intelligence provides the tools necessary for law stu-
dents and lawyers to retain their deeply held intrinsic values while si-
multaneously (and healthily) pursuing extrinsic add-ons.
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Fortunately, even if law schools do not screen for emotional intelli-
gence in the law school admissions process, law students and lawyers 
can still build and develop their EI skills no matter where they are in 
their academic or professional careers. The key is that both the individ-
ual and the organization must value developing and enhancing the indi-
vidual’s EI skills.

From values to leadership

Let’s reframe the paradox described above as you transition into the 
heart of this book. Law students today bring with them a world of differ-
ence from almost every lawyer who is teaching or practicing. Today’s 
students grew up against the backdrop of wars in Iraq and Afghanistan 
and view them as formative life events; have only ever known the ubiq-
uity of technology; have always had a wealth of information (and its 
overwhelming nature) at their fingertips; have witnessed the normaliza-
tion of incivility in American politics and lives; keenly feel the existential 
nature of the climate crisis; have been disproportionately impacted in 
certain ways by the COVID-19 pandemic; are accustomed to there being 
dissonance between what is true and what is fake; and are now having to 
contend with the growth of artificial intelligence (which can exacerbate 
a number of the other issues on this list). Lawyers who are even just a bit 
older view these events as changes from the past and not necessarily how 
the world works. This gap is both generational (in the typical sense) and 
stark (atypical if one thinks about the dramatic difference between the 
role of technology and information in the early twenty-first century ver-
sus the latter part of the twentieth century).9 The stark nature of this gap 
means that current leaders in the legal community need to be aware of 
and responsive to the changes in who is entering law school and, in turn, 
entering the legal profession.10 If the legal profession and its members are 
to grow and progress, its leaders need to be compassionate, empathetic, 
and self-aware — what we call twenty-first century leaders.

“Exercise” Your Leadership Potential
With that framing, let’s talk about your self-discovery journey and 

exercises (not the kind that make you sweat — we promise!). This intro-
duction and the chapters that follow each contain self-discovery exer-
cises (followed by reflections on those exercises) and/or reflective writ-
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ing exercises. These exercises include thought-provoking questions and 
journal prompts to help you develop emotional and social intelligence.

For these exercises, take out a piece of paper or open a new Word 
document and answer the prompts. Make sure to write out your re-
sponses. There is something irreplaceable about putting pen to paper (or 
fingers to keyboard). We recommend that you invest in an EI leadership 
development journal or notebook — a dedicated space to write your 
thoughts and responses. We know what you are thinking: “Really? A 
journal.” But trust us, research is clear that if you really want to evolve as 
a leader, you must start with deep self-reflection, which is best achieved 
through thinking and writing so you can flex the brain regions necessary 
for insight. Having it all in one place can be a great way to grow and re-
flect on that growth!

We include reflective writing exercises in particular because reflec-
tion is a key aspect of learning. These exercises require taking time and 
space to consider what you are thinking about as you learn and record-
ing those thoughts in a written format. Once you start to write, do not 
worry about “answering” the questions or about the length of your re-
sponses. In other words, you do not necessarily have to address every 
question directly, particularly if your answers to the questions coalesce 
into an otherwise thoughtful essay. Note that reflective writing is not 
concerned with characteristics found in typical written projects, such as 
structure, word or page limits, themes, and grammatical perfection. You 
know that phrase “Dance like no one is watching”? Well, just write and 
don’t overthink it.

The following are tips for writing a reflective paper:

→ Choose a quiet space.
→ Clear and focus your mind on the prompt(s).
→ Write the first things that come to your mind.
→ Keep writing until you have emptied your mind of your 

thoughts.
→ Do not think.
→ Do not judge.
→ If you get stuck, write “I feel stuck.” Keep writing.
→ You will know when you are done.
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So we’ll begin here with exercises related to leadership. These exer-
cises will ask you to think about great leaders you have been privileged 
to know, to help illuminate the characteristics and skills necessary for 
success as a lawyer. You will then be asked to reflect on yourself and your 
leadership goals. To illuminate the essential characteristics and skills 
necessary for success as a lawyer, really spend time thinking about who 
have been the most influential people in your life. They will become your 
representative heuristic!

↑ ↓ ↑

selF-discovery exercise 1:  
best boss

1. List a few people you have known or worked for who epito-
mize great leadership, brought out the best in you, and in-
spired and motivated you.

2. Write some notes about what these people said or did that 
moved you.

3. Write about how each of these people affected you. What was 
the impact? How did they make you and others feel?

4. What characteristics come to mind when you think of them? 
Try to make a list of the characteristics that really capture 
their leadership.

5. Share one example with a friend, including why you thought 
of that person and the lessons that you can incorporate about 
leading.

[STOP and COMPLETE before reading further.]

↑ ↓ ↑
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reFlection on selF-discovery  
exercise 1

What conclusions can you draw from your notes about the most in-
fluential leaders in your life? What leadership traits, characteristics, and 
qualities come to mind? Try to write those out, if you haven’t already. 
After making a list of the characteristics that define the leader you chose, 
what do you notice?

We have done this exercise with various professional groups across 
industries, and we always find the same result. Participants usually do 
not list technical competencies or specific knowledge about a particular 
industry. While those are important and obviously threshold competen-
cies for the work, what differentiates typical from outstanding leaders 
(or lawyers) are social and emotional skills — that is, emotional intelli-
gence (EI). The difference is about how those people make you feel and 
the way they influence you, not where their degree is from, where they 
previously worked, their status in the organization, or how much money 
they make. Most likely, the leader you chose saw you as a person and 
recognized and supported your strengths. You not only felt “seen” but 
also felt that they helped you to see your strengths. This style of leader-
ship required self-awareness on their part in order to stay focused on 
you and your strengths — a value in bringing out the best in those around 
you — and deep empathy to understand who you are and where you are 
in your development. This highlights how emotional intelligence forms 
the foundation for several of the core leadership practices we hear exec-
utives wanting to develop (i.e., coaching, mentoring, succession plan-
ning). In the coming pages, we will explain how to develop many of the 
characteristics that you likely listed.

↑ ↓ ↑

reFlective writing 1

This is a good opportunity to start reflective writing and begin the 
process of clarifying who you are and what values drive your leadership. 
Knowing your values (work-life motivators) and from where they orig-
inate will allow you to stay on course throughout your personal and 
professional life as well as provide you with a roadmap for your decision- 
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making. To really start to get in touch with what matters most to you, 
write a response to each prompt below. Remember: just start writing and 
try not to overthink it!

→ Who are you?
→ How did you get here?
→ Where are you going?
→ What brought you to read this book?
→ What do you hope to gain from this book and your journey?
→ What drives you now? What is your passion?
→ What was your passion when you started law school?

  

We will return to these questions throughout the book, so your reflec-
tion here is designed partly to set a baseline in your thinking as you start 
reading and partly to help you experience the rethinking and reconsid-
eration of your answers as your thinking progresses. In other words, 
your answers may change and develop over a relatively brief period of 
time as your thinking about the meaning of the phrases changes or as 
new considerations make you rethink the pieces in your answers and 
how they fit together. But finding new meaning and reconsideration of 
previously held views or beliefs are key aspects of growth and problem- 
solving skills — and growth and problem-solving skills are both critical 
elements of becoming a better lawyer and a great leader.




