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FROM ACTING TO LAW: ADJUSTING TO LIFE AS A NEW LAWYER 

By Peter Douglas | March 11, 2026 
 

I was an actor before I became a lawyer. And because acting is all about taking on a new role, you might think it 
was easy for me to change careers. Not so. If you’re like me, you know that deciding to change careers is 
monumental, but it’s nothing compared to changing careers. 
 

DECIDING TO CHANGE CAREERS IS SIMPLY THE BEGINNING 

For my part, it wasn’t easy to abandon the pursuit of a lifelong dream. I had wanted to be an actor ever since I’d 
done a gymnasium production of To Kill a Mockingbird in seventh grade. And I had committed to it, studying at 
Interlochen in Michigan, with the Royal Shakespeare Company in England, and, ultimately, at Juilliard in New York 
City. I then spent years trying to “break in”—auditioning for over 400 projects. Sure, I landed only a fraction of 
those jobs, but that didn’t make it easier to walk away from acting. If anything, hundreds of rejections made 
it harder to leave; the more you pick yourself up off the mat, the more invested you become. 
 
But the promise of more rewarding, more meaningful work in law lessened my separation anxiety. With something 
to look toward, it was easier to say goodbye to Hollywood. So I uprooted my life and headed off to law school in the 
Windy City. But, as you’ll surely know if you, too, have changed careers, putting Tinsel Town in the rearview was 
simply the beginning. As hard as that first step was, the real work was yet to come. 
 

PUTTING YOUR DECISION TO CHANGE CAREERS INTO PRACTICE 

Of course, becoming a lawyer doesn’t happen overnight. Just as I had trained to become an actor, I had to train to 
become a lawyer. But as difficult as law school is, I struggled even more with the unique challenges of studying 
law as a second career. To be sure, law school is hard for anyone, but for an actor becoming a lawyer, the 
challenges I faced had more to do with changing how I interacted with the world than with adjusting to the rigor of 
legal education. 
 

CHANGING HOW YOU INTERACT WITH THE WORLD 

Actors tend to engage with the world as extroverts. They wear their feelings on their sleeves and aren’t shy about 
expressing themselves. It’s just part of the job. So even if they are secretly scared of people or social situations, 
actors nonetheless “put themselves out there.” 
 

Lawyers, on the other hand, generally eschew extroverted displays. Most lawyers strive to embody the “reasonable.” 
Except on rare occasions where a calculated display of emotion is itself “reasonable,” lawyers tend to avoid 
exhibiting their passions. They channel them, rather, into their advocacy in more subtle ways: combing through 
evidence, fine-tuning an argument, or knocking on one more door, for example. 
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As a 1L, I was so excited to go back to school, start a new career, and join a new community that I never imagined 
others might construe my effusive exuberance as weakness, suggesting that my views or arguments had not been 
forged in the cold crucible of detachment. But some colleagues saw exactly that. 
 
This was troubling, not because it was true, but because perception matters. Just as courts concern themselves not 
only with the reality, but also with the appearance, of the administration of impartial justice, I focused not only on 
becoming an excellent lawyer but also on being perceived as one. 
 

I needed to adjust. Fortunately, I could draw on a lesson from my first career to keep my second career on track: 
Know your audience. That’s true even if you’ve never been an entertainer—for all the world’s a stage—and it’s 
certainly as true for lawyers as actors. 
 

Entertainers entertain, in part, by exciting and surprising their audiences. But the lawyer’s audience—other lawyers, 
judges, juries, clients, and potential clients—is generally not looking to be excited or surprised. Far from it. With the 
exception of juries (who might need help staying engaged), the lawyer’s audience wants to be calmed and reassured. 
 
That is the part lawyers play (at least on the job), and by embracing that role, I was able to adjust to the particular 
challenges of coming to the law as a second career. 
 

And it’s not merely show for any of us. During 1L Summer, I interned for a judge, and one thing the job required 
was to severely limit my use of social media, taking care not even to “like” something (e.g., a post about a hot-
button issue) where someone might perceive my impartiality and impute it to the judge. So I stopped using social 
media. I meant only to ensure the appearance of impartiality, but it actually made me more impartial. As I practiced 
appearing neutral and detached, I became someone who was—a lawyer. 
 

CHANGING HOW YOU MEASURE SUCCESS AND FINDING THE RIGHT JOB 

But embracing my new role didn’t solve all the problems that came with switching careers. Part of me continued to 
resist, continually drawn back to the past. 
 

I did well in law school—perhaps because I appreciated the abundance of challenging work after years wanting for 
difficult, and therefore meaningful, challenges. And after school, I enjoyed two exceptional clerkships. Everything 
was going very well, but I still felt uneasy, as though something was missing. I realized what was troubling me when 
I started interviewing at law firms. 
 
After years focused on getting work, I wasn’t used to enjoying work. Between law school and clerking, I had had no 
end of challenging, meaningful daily work—exactly what I had wanted when I decided to change careers—but I 
didn’t feel successful. 
 

As an actor, success comes first when you get the job and later when the audience appreciates your performance. 
The actual work preparing the audition and, later, the role has subjective, personal meaning, but it’s not (generally) 
how success is measured. 
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But now I was seeking a position that would last for years. If everything worked out, I wouldn’t be auditioning 
(cough, applying) for another job for a long time. Success could not be measured by getting the work. And unlike in 
theater, where the audience (mostly) applauds the individual, for the first time since Juilliard, I was looking to join 
an ensemble, where accolades would be (largely) bestowed on the team. 
 
That interviewing process encouraged me to change how I measured success. The quality of the daily work and the 
people with whom I’d be working took center stage. It reminded me of Juilliard—working on incredibly demanding 
and rewarding plays with a small group of extremely talented actors. 
 

With success remeasured, my next move came swiftly into focus: MoloLamken was the place for me. There, I could 
enjoy the work itself. There, working on incredibly demanding and rewarding matters with a small group of 
extremely talented lawyers, my career change could be complete. There, I could finally say both that I had become a 
lawyer and that I was no longer an actor. 
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