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Your legal research is thorough, and your legal drafting is clear and per-
suasive.  You are an expert in the law governing your practice area.  Is that 
enough to make you a “great lawyer”?  Probably not.

What is your attitude and work ethic like?  Are you a creative thinker and a 
flexible problem-solver?  Do you communicate expectations clearly to your 
teammates and work well in a team?  You will need all these skills too before 
you can call yourself a great lawyer.

Those are all so-called “soft skills.”  They are difficult to learn and tricky to 
measure.  But to be a great lawyer, soft skills are as necessary to master as 
hard skills like legal drafting and subject matter expertise.

Collins English Dictionary defines soft skills as “desirable qualities for cer-
tain forms of employment that do not depend on acquired knowledge: they 
include common sense, the ability to deal with people, and a positive flexible 
attitude.”  Psychology Today describes soft skills as “the interpersonal, emo-
tional, persuasion, and political skills that leaders use to communicate to 
help teams and organizations achieve goals.”  Soft skills include things like 
effective communication, teamwork, strong work-ethic, time-management, 
attention-to-detail, flexibility, problem-solving, creativity, etc.

Admittedly, soft skills are hard to learn and hard to put into practice.  And 
even if you are an experienced practitioner with solid interpersonal skills, 
there is always room for improvement.  Below are suggestions to improve key 
soft skills:

•  Communication and teamwork.  A team can form even from very 
different individuals, and you do not have to be “best friends forever” 
outside of the office to be an effective team.  You do have to commu-
nicate effectively and respect each other.  How can a group of isolated 
professionals sitting quietly behind closed doors turn into an interac-
tive team?  Start by opening your door, and encouraging others to do 
the same.  

  Invite your colleagues to discuss strategy and address problems with 
you immediately, rather than waiting until an issue become a crisis.  
Realize that just inviting your colleagues into your office is meaning-
less unless you also create an environment where questions and even 
mistakes can be shared safely.  This requires a great deal of self-aware-
ness and self-control.  Expressions of anger may be understandable 
when a serious mistake is made, but they are rarely helpful.  Belittling 
or embarrassing someone for a mistake or a question is never appro-
priate and generally means that the person will never speak to you 
about their mistakes or questions again—and that can be a disaster!



  Try not to over-rely on email; there is benefit from your teammates 
hearing your voice—especially if you are working remotely—as it 
makes you more “present.”  And make sure each member of the team 
is clear on their responsibilities and deadlines.  Often an assignment 
that is perfectly clear to you may not be clear to your team.  Restate 
responsibilities verbally and follow-up when appropriate with an 
email outlining everyone’s tasks.  It may seem repetitive, but your 
team will appreciate it!

•  Work-Ethic, Time-Management, and Attention-to-Detail.  As 
with promoting good communication and teamwork, improving the 
office’s work-ethic, time-management, and attention-to-detail starts 
with you.  Practice punctuality by being early for all deadlines and 
meetings.  There is no such thing as “Miami time.”  Being early shows 
respect for others and is professional.  Avoid the tendency to put off 
projects that you do not like.  We all have some task that we dislike 
doing, but delaying seldom makes the problem better.

  A mentor once told me never to ask for extensions, but grant all 
reasonable extensions to others.  That is hard standard, but it is worth 
trying!  It requires time-management and a commitment to stay on 
a schedule.  I’ve heard from people who say that the key to staying 
on track is to read emails only once or twice a day.  That may work 
for some people, but it may be equally effective to just turn off your 
computer’s audio email alert if you are easily distracted. 

  For me, the key to staying on track is obsessive list making.  I have at 
least three to-do lists: work, home, and family.  Often, I have sub-lists 
for particular complex projects.  The lists do not have to be beauti-
ful—remember the point is not the list itself but rather the informa-
tion on it.  Develop a personal notation system to indicate priority on 
the list (i.e., a star by important tasks, numbers indicating priority, a 
downward arrow for tasks that can wait, etc.)

  Multi-tasking is the enemy of attention-to-detail.  Once you have a 
list with your priorities marked and have committed to completing 
certain tasks within a certain time, you will be able to focus on one 
task at a time.  Avoid committing to new tasks—even fun tasks—that 
will make it difficult or impossible to meet any of your commitments.  
Telling yourself that you will just stay up until 3 a.m. to get everything 
done may be feasible once or twice, but that way, madness lies.  Learn 
from my mistakes—I’ve tried it and just ended up getting sick.



  Finally, give yourself a work space free of distractions.  A friend told 
me recently that she would be twice as productive if YouTube did not 
exist.  My personal weakness is Internet news sites.  If the Internet is 
a distraction, turn off the wi-fi for a couple of hours.  If your smart 
phone is a temptation, put it on the other side of the office.  Make it 
just a little more difficult for a distraction to steal your attention.

•  Flexibility, Problem-Solving, and Creativity.  

  According to Business Insider, Amazon CEO Jeff Bezos plans his 
most important meetings between 10 a.m. and noon because he feels 
that is when he makes the best high-importance decisions.  If you are 
not a morning person, you may be at your sharpest in the afternoon 
after a cortadito.  You may be a night owl.  Again, self-awareness is 
critical.  Schedule your most difficult tasks and conversations for 
whenever you are at your best.

  Make it a priority to look at complex issues from multiple viewpoints.  
Try not to approach problems with a “Superman” mentality, i.e., 
that it is your job to swoop in and save the day by unilaterally solv-
ing the problem.  Importantly, consciously decide to stay calm and 
listen when difficult issues arise.  When a decision needs to be made 
quickly, consider having a “standing meeting,” where everyone meets 
standing up (possibly with a cup of coffee in hand).  The meeting will 
be faster and have more energy.

  Schedule time to brainstorm, both as a group and by yourself.  Inertia 
may prejudice you against doing something new, even when you are 
looking for innovation and creativity.  Winston Churchill said, “You 
must put your head into the lion’s mouth if the performance is to be a 
success.”  Be brave, and give yourself and your teammates the permis-
sion to try new things.

Soft skills are more important than ever.  Excel at them personally, and you 
will emerge as a leader.  Promote them in your team, and you will have less 
staff turnover and you will retain more clients.  Practice makes perfect!
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