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July 8, 2010 at 9:27 p.m. I assume most Clevelanders, 
like me, had spent the previous 26 minutes glued 
to their television to find out if our hometown hero, 
LeBron James, was going to stay. Much had been made 
of this moment, and the build-up was unlike anything 
ever seen before in sports. Then LeBron said it – “I’m 
taking my talents to South Beach.” I couldn’t believe 
it. I never thought that someone who grew up in this 
area would go out of his way to treat his hometown 
so cruelly. Couldn’t be possible. By the next morning, 
however, my disbelief had given way to anger. 

Look – I don’t play basketball professionally. My verti-
cal leap is about six inches. My three point range is 
non-existent. And dribbling requires constant glances 
at the floor as I lope down the court like a wounded 
goat. When it comes to basketball, I certainly don’t have 
the skills to pay the bills. That said, I can recognize the 
mistakes made by a basketball player. Especially when 
those mistakes go beyond the game. 

If you look past the accolades given to LeBron James 
and instead focus on his actions while in Cleveland, 
they hint at his character and his professionalism – or 
lack thereof. There are lessons to be learned from this 
debacle – lessons that apply equally well to the practice 
of law. It’s interesting that LeBron is 25, about as old as 
a typical law school graduate. Twenty-five years on this 
planet, however, didn’t necessarily equip you with all 
you need to know to act as a professional and make it 
in this line of work. LeBron’s terrible decisions, while 
painful to “witness,” transcend basketball. They can 
teach us all how to act, or rather how NOT to act, in 
our own professional lives. 

Don’t Mail It In
I’m sure you’ve heard the saying “When the going gets 
tough, quit.” No. How about “When life gives you lem-
ons, quit.” Never heard that one either. There’s a reason 
for that. We all watched the wildly inconsistent efforts 
that LeBron gave in the second round of the playoffs 
against Boston. It was at an all-star intensity in Game 3, 
and barely at a JV level in Games 2, 4, 5 and 6. 

As an associate, when you turn in some shoddy piece 
of cow manure and try to pass it off as your best 
work, you are emulating LeBron James in his absurd 
performances in the Boston series. Would you ever tell 
your colleagues “You’ve been spoiled since my last few  
efforts have been great. I can’t give 100% all the time.” 
Of course not. It’s insulting to your colleagues, your 
client and to yourself. Partners will no longer trust 
you. You will be seen as a liability and no longer given 
important work. 

You, like LeBron, are paid very well to perform a  
service. Your work is expected to be flawless. This 
means reviewing your work several times. Better yet, 
ask one of your peers to take a look before handing it 
in to the assigning partner. It is not enough that your 
colleagues know that you’re intelligent, capable and 
competent. If you are perceived as someone who will 
occasionally “mail in” work product, your standing in 
the firm will suffer. 

A professional only delivers work that is in final form. 
A professional also takes ownership of the work 
product that he or she generates. There is no such 
thing as a document that’s “almost” ready to go. Your 
firm’s reputation is on the line every time you deliver 
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work product to a client. The client won’t care 
whether this is the one time in five that you 
aren’t giving your best effort – they’ll just 
take their business elsewhere. And after a few 
clients leave on your watch, you will likely find 
your job security severely diminished. 

Give 100% all the time. Don’t be LeBron James. 

Don’t Embarrass Your Colleagues
I’ve spent my entire life in Cleveland, which 
is widely known as the most tortured sports 
town in America. Talk about torture. I saw 
Brian Sipe attempt a touchdown pass when 
only a field goal was needed to beat the Raiders 
and send the Browns to their first Super Bowl. 
It was intercepted. I saw John Elway drive 98 
yards to help win with 37 seconds to go. A year 
later, I listened to Earnest Byner score the win-
ning touchdown against the Broncos only to 
have my heart ripped out when Nev Chandler 
changed the call a second later. I saw Michael 
Jordan take the game-winning shot over Craig 
Ehlo in the Coliseum. I watched Jose Mesa 
choke away our first World Series since 1948 
in the bottom of the 9th inning in Game 7. I 
watched in horror as the Tribe blew a 3-1 lead 
against Boston in the ALCS. 

This city’s painful sports history is well-
documented. And you don’t have to be from 
the area to be familiar with it. However, Cleve-
landers’ relationships with these events tend 
to be much more visceral. We have suffered 
and know what it is like to be ridiculed in the 
media for untimely meltdowns, mistakes, and 
misfortune that seem to follow our pro teams. 
Thus, someone from this area must be a special 
kind of narcissist to embarrass his hometown 
on national television. LeBron James wanted to 
leave town to pursue other career opportuni-
ties. Many can understand that decision. What 
no one can understand is why LeBron chose 
to deliver “The Decision” during an hour-long, 
primetime national television special, which 
guaranteed maximum embarrassment and 
pain for Clevelanders. 

What goes around comes around. If you place 
yourself above your peers and disregard your 
colleagues, you’re bound to embarrass them. 
Your colleagues are there to help you succeed. 
They are investing in you to make you the best 
attorney you can be. The practice of law, like 
the NBA, is a small family. And the practice 
of law in Cleveland is even smaller. Thus, if 
you must act in a way that is adverse to your 
colleagues – your professional family – don’t 
go out of your way to embarrass them. It will 
come back to bite you in ways you probably 
haven’t considered. 

Don’t embarrass your colleagues. Don’t be 
LeBron James.

Don’t Lie
Your colleagues are not stupid. They practice 
in a profession where B.S. is regularly tossed 
around in the course of business. Often, nego-
tiations can hinge on a lawyer’s ability to dis-
cern truth from fiction, and to deliver the best 
possible result when he or she has correctly 
identified an adversarial bluff. Thus, if you 
say you are doing something for a particular 
reason, do it for that reason. Don’t make up 
some thinly-veiled cover story to justify your 
actions. 

Going on national television to announce 
his “Decision” was done to feed the ego of 
LeBron James. Period. Making up the story 
that it was to help The Boys and Girls Club was 
both disingenuous and insulting. It reeked of 
dishonesty. No one bought it. If helping the 
children was his intent, then he could have cut 
a check. 

Don’t create bogus pretextual reasons to cover 
your actions. Just speak the truth. For example, 
don’t tell your employer that you have an 
interest in continuing with them if that’s not 
the case. Don’t allow then to invest piles of 
money into you. Don’t tell them that you are 
there to work hard and reach a common goal. 
If you’re not into it, get out. Do it quickly and 
as painlessly as possible. Don’t lie about your 
intentions, because once the other shoe drops, 
people will recognize your words were mean-
ingless. They will spread the word about your 
suspect character to other firms. 

There is no need to plot against your employer 
and to use them for personal gain. You don’t 
have to plan to leave three years in advance, 
as LeBron did with Dwyane Wade and Chris 
Bosh at the 2008 Beijing Olympics. You don’t 
have to sign matching contracts that allow you 
all to be free agents at the same time to ensure 
that you will end up on the same team. When 
that much planning is involved in your plan to 
leave, why lie? Just execute your plan and go 
on your way. People can respect a decision to 
leave. 

But don’t B.S. professional B.S. detectors. Don’t 
be LeBron James.

Under-Promise and Over-Deliver 
You may feel pressure to make statements that 
you can’t back up. Promising Cleveland the 
first title in over 40 years sounded good. In 
light of recent events, however, it rings hollow. 
LeBron James leaving Cleveland without win-

ning a single title is telling. Words don’t mean 
a lot when you don’t back it up. 

The practice of law is the same way. Once you 
receive an assignment, there is generally no 
need to promise a turnaround in a matter of 
hours. You don’t have to promise to provide a 
document twice as long as expected. Instead, 
ask what the expectation level is for your as-
signment and respond with “I’ll take care of it.” 
Then provide work product that is superior to 
this expectation. Turn assignments in a day or 
two before you promised. These things make 
you look good. Half of the battle is knowing 
when to close your mouth and not write verbal 
checks that you can’t cover. The expectation 
level from your colleagues will be high enough. 

Do yourself a favor and don’t raise expecta-
tions to an unattainable level. Don’t be LeBron 
James.

Cleveland is a great place to live, work and raise 
a family. Not only do we have great sports fans, 
we also have one of the best legal communities 
in the country. As attorneys, each of us owes it 
to our clients, our colleagues and our city to be 
the best professional we can be. And not just be  
another LeBron James.


