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What type of law firm suits you?

Researching every firm to find the right fit for you would be madness. So 
here’s how to start a shortlist.

Wall Street firms 
NEW York, by headcount, is the largest legal market in 
America. Zone in on NYC and you’ll find the city’s most 
elite firms in the borough of Manhattan, either near Wall 
Street or in Midtown (more and more are relocating to 
the hip and trendy Hudson Yards development). While 
they can range in size from under 200 to over 2,000 
lawyers, all will house teams of attorneys working on 
high-value cases and deals for high financiers and big 
business, which are regularly reported on in the pages 
of The Wall Street Journal.

A big pull with these firms is the prestige, but it does 
come at a cost: young lawyers work long hours, so “from 
Monday to Friday, they own you.” New York is also the 
country’s most internationally oriented market, and 
even though some Wall Street firms may not have le-
gions of lawyers stationed in Chicago, Charlotte or 
Shanghai, their work can span the nation and the globe. 
Culture-wise they can be stuffy and hierarchical, even 
for law firms: ‘BigLaw on steroids’ is a term we’ve heard 
more than a few times.

Global firms 
Law firms have been ‘international’ for decades. White & 
Case made the trip from New York to open an office in 
Paris in 1926, a full year before Charles Lindbergh made 
the same journey in the Spirit of St. Louis. However, an 
increasing number of firms are now more than ‘inter-
national’ – they are global. They figure that, in today’s 
world, you need a foothold in every market to have a 
competitive advantage.

A few early movers like Baker McKenzie have grown 
organically from small beginnings in other countries. A 
more recent tactic for expansion – pursued with particu-
lar vigor by the likes of Dentons, Norton Rose Fulbright 
and DLA Piper – is for large outfits to gobble up smaller 
foreign firms. By October 2017, Dentons had combined 
with a jaw-dropping 31 firms across the globe over 
a seven-year period. DLA Piper, meanwhile, recently 
sated its appetite for mergers by absorbing Danish firm 
LETT and Portuguese entity ABBC.

Having flooded the Western world with offices, the 
global firms are now targeting emerging markets: send-

ing delegations to charm the Chinese and Russians, be-
ginning to open offices in Africa and South America, 
and keeping a close eye on India (currently off limits to 
foreign firms, but there’s talk that the Indian legal mar-
ket will soon be liberalized – so watch this space).

The work junior associates undertake is not hugely 
different from that of their peers at Wall Street firms; 
indeed, there’s a fair amount of overlap between the 
two categories. What is different is the strategy these 
firms employ to achieve their goals. This naturally has 
a knock-on effect on the culture, but like Wall Street 
firms, the work will inevitably have an international fla-
vor.  

Multi-site firms 
Clients like their lawyers close at hand, so many firms 
have established networks of offices across the country 
as they’ve grown. At some multi-site firms, offices work 
together on nationwide matters, while at others each of-
fice focuses on matters in its locality. The size of the 
deals will often compete with the biggest international 
firms, as do the salaries.

Many of these firms maintain offices abroad (though 
they generally have less reach than the global firms 
mentioned above) which have differing levels of in-
tegration with the USA, and many multi-site firms are 
merging with overseas counterparts to move into the 
‘global’ category. A major benefit of a multi-site firm is 
that as an associate you can move cities while remain-
ing with the same employer.

Regional firms 
There can be quite a difference in the culture, working 
style and practice remit of firms based in different re-
gions. Many firms take pride in the fact they are Cali-
fornian, Midwestern or Bostonian. All populous states 
– from New Jersey and Pennsylvania to Arizona and 
Minnesota – have their own sophisticated legal markets, 
with a group of leading firms working on complex trans-
actions and cases.

Certain regions are known for certain types of work: 
corporate, banking and finance in New York; gov-
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ernment/regulatory in DC; technology and media in 
California; energy in Texas; private equity and life sci-
ences in Boston, etc. Many West Coast firms look to-
ward Asia for business, while Florida firms often work 
in Latin America. Each region has its own set of traits 
and they’re well worth thinking about. When research-
ing a firm, find out about the local market in which it 
operates. Typically, firms based outside New York are 
considered less intense than the Wall Street elite, and 
that can be reflected in the salaries – which are still very 
good, nevertheless.

Boutiques and specialists 
Boutiques are firms that practice in a single area of law 
– litigation or IP are common examples. Some are very 
small; others have hundreds of lawyers. These firms of-
fer a great opportunity for applicants who know what 
they want to do and want to work with like-minded 
people, but they are not a good option if you are unsure 
what area of law you want to work in. Some specialist 
firms do offer additional practice areas to support their 
main agenda.

Outside BigLaw: small firms 
Only a fraction of the nation’s 50,000-plus law firms 
employ more than 50 lawyers. The others are smaller 
businesses doing all kinds of legal work, often with a 
local focus, in towns and cities from Portland, Maine to 
Portland, Oregon, and from Anchorage to Key West. We 
discuss the opportunities offered by small firms in our 
small firms feature elsewhere in the guide. 

How to choose a law firm
Step 1: work out what matters in your life – not what 
others expect of you.

Consider how you respond to stress, work/life balance, 
how much autonomy you can handle, what subject mat-
ter gets you going, how you build and rely on personal 
relationships, and whether prestige motivates you. Will 
you become a pillar of your local business community 
or a jet-setting deal-maker? Do you thrive in disorder 
or need to control everything? Are you buttoned-up or 
dress-down? Aggressive or collaborative?

Step 2: refine your search

Shortlist cities and regions. Then pick some practice ar-
eas you think you’d thrive in – firms will be looking for 
someone with focus and passion. The practice area re-
views in this guide will make sense of your options. Use 
the search tool to narrow down the firms you should 
look at.

Step 3: read the introductions

Read the first few paragraphs of an Inside View feature. 
Does it sound like your bag? Remember your wish list 
from Step 1 and have a look at our reviews of the firm 
culture, in particular. Bookmark all the firms that stand 
out.

Step 4: compare your shortlist

Use the comparison tool to compare your firms on every 
factor that counts: salary, pro bono, billables, diversity 
stats, size of firm, international offices, maternity allow-
ance… (also check out the Chambers USA rankings to 
find out how clients rate firms).
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Law school timeline

1L year
August 2020 – Start of fall semester

Fall 2020 –  Schools might put on early engagement events for students  
to meet law firms. Different schools have different approaches and time-
scales to introduce students to employers. 

December 2020 –  Fall exam period

January 2021 –  Spring OCIs: A much smaller program than fall recruiting, 
but more likely to include government and public interest organizations.

April/May 2021 –  Spring exam period

June 2021 – Most students get grades back

1L Summer
July/August 2021 – Bidding for OCIs: Student can bid on between 20 and 
50 employers using Symplicity

Summer internships

2L year
August/September 2021 –  ‘Fall recruiting’: OCIs

August/September/October 2021 –  Callback interviews / Offers received

January 2022 –  Spring term

MPRE (Multistate Professional Responsibility Examination) held in March, 
August and November – most students take this after they’ve completed 
their PR (professional responsibility) class.

2L summer
Summer 2022 –  Summer programs at law firms  
(these usually last from six to twelve weeks)

3L year 
Fall 2022 –  begin planning for the Bar Exam

Throughout –  work on Bar application 

May/June 2023 –  Commencement!

Take Bar Exam!
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On campus interviews

We interview the interviewers to help guide you through the OCIs...

The process 
HIRING at most top firms follows a similar highly struc-
tured pattern: interviews on campus, followed by inter-
views back at the firms, then (hopefully) a summer as-
sociateship. Recruitment varies from school to school 
and from firm to firm, but here we will attempt to give 
you a rough overview of how the OCI process works, 
plus tips on how to get through it successfully. 

COVID-19: Due to the pandemic, most law schools 
have postponed on-campus interviews this year from 
fall to early 2021, meaning each stage of the process 
will be pushed back a few months.

The components of the OCI process are laid out by 
individual law school protocol, much of which is un-
derpinned by NALP’s guidelines. It’s worth noting that 
NALP very recently rocked the world of legal recruit-
ment by removing some restrictions, namely the length 
of time students had to accept offers of employment, 
and also the conditions of when firms can begin net-
working with law students. Previously, students were 
guaranteed 28 days to accept a job offer from a firm, 
but this is no longer the case. Schools now determine 
their own deadlines – most give students 14 or 21 days 
to accept an offer. 

Secondly, firms previously weren’t allowed to network 
with 1L students until December 1, but NALP scrapped 
this rule, meaning firms can reach out to 1Ls whenever 
they damn well please – or can they? Recognizing that 
1Ls are a very savvy bunch who want to connect with 
firms early on, some firms were contacting students 
as early as their very first week of law school (talk 
about pressure). This free-for-all was troubling for law 
schools, who don’t want to overwhelm their students 
when they’re just settling into the swing of law school 
life. So some began to set out their own rules. The Uni-
versity of Texas, for example, doesn’t allow 1Ls to net-
work with firms until November 15. George Washington 
encourages its 1Ls not to think about networking for-
mally before October 1. Make sure you find out exactly 
what regulations and advice your school has in place 
before getting stuck into any serious networking.

At Chambers Associate, we speak to many dozens of 
law firm recruiters each year during our research for 

this guide. Among other things, they tell us what they 
look for in prospective hires and what questions they’re 
likely to ask during interviews. A number of consistent 
themes emerge about what they are looking for during 
these interviews, which we present below with some 
quotes from hiring partners themselves. Firms’ recruit-
ing strategies do differ, of course, and you can find out 
more about the particular requirements of each in the 
Get Hired section of our Inside View features.

Bidding  
OCIs are aimed at students at the start of their 2L year 
for summer positions the following summer, between 
their 2L and 3L years. Although they occur under the 
banner of ‘fall recruiting’, OCIs are increasingly held 
earlier in the year, starting in August and September 
(due to the COVID-19 pandemic, many schools have 
postponed 2020 OCIs to early 2021). Besides BigLaw 
firms, smaller firms, public interest organizations and 
government agencies (like the Federal Public Defend-
er’s Office, the IRS and Immigration and Customs En-
forcement) also recruit on campus. While commercial 
law firms pay to attend, government and public organi-
zations usually don’t.

Students can bid on a certain number of employers (of-
ten between 20 and 50), ranking their preferences for 
firms and office locations. A preset system determines 
who they interview with: some schools allow employers 
to select a proportion of the students they interview; 
others use a lottery system which is entirely based on 
students’ preferences. Bidding deadlines are usually in 
July.

Most schools request that students submit a writing 
sample alongside their resume when bidding for firms 
at OCI. This is typically a paper written on a legal sub-
ject. Good writing skills are essential for junior associ-
ates, as drafting is a big part of their staple diet. The 
writing sample is more important to some firms than to 
others. “This firm is really, really serious about the qual-
ity of the writing sample,” one BigLaw associate empha-
sized to us. “People with excellent credentials get turned 
away because their writing isn’t top-notch.”

Besides OCIs, some firms also interview at job fairs with 
a regional focus (like the Midwest Job Fair) or are fo-
cused on a specific minority (like the NBLSA Job Fair 
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and the Lavender Law Fair), or have a specific industry 
focus, like the Loyola Patent Law Interview Program. 
Smaller firms often take applicants through a mix of 
direct applications and OCIs, as they don’t have the 
resources to visit a large number of campuses. A few 
firms bypass the OCI process entirely. Quinn Emanuel’s 
recruitment ‘parties’ are the most high-profile example, 
letting students mingle with the firm’s associates and 
partners at an informal drinks event before submitting 
resumes.

Resumes 
Firms see students’ resumes before the interview. A 
resume should be no longer than a page long, unless 
you have at least five years’ work experience prior to 
law school, which means you probably don’t have space 
for that paper route you did in 10th grade. It also goes 
without saying that typos are to be avoided at all costs; 
even one mistake can make the difference between the 
‘yes’ pile and the rejects, so do enlist someone to proof-
read your resume. Think carefully about coming up with 
a clear, punchy layout (there’s helpful advice from Har-
vard  here). Keep your resume continually up-to-date, 
and refine it constantly. Put your strengths somewhere 
where they can be clearly seen, targeting the five-sec-
ond glance by a rushed recruiter. And, crucially, think 
carefully about how to tailor your resume to the jobs 
you want. It’s not enough to say you’re passionate about 
law. Give real and specific evidence which is targeted to 
the kind of firms you’re applying to.

Often a resume will tick the right boxes, but recruiters 
will want to use the interview to find out if you really 
live up to your billing. Make sure you have plenty more 
to say about all the activities, experiences and hobbies 
you’ve listed. One interviewer explains that candidates 
are  “likely to be asked detailed questions about items 
on their resumes. Their capacity to speak to those top-
ics thoughtfully, compellingly and with some imaginative 
insight is very important.”

The interview 
Most students interview with between ten and 30 firms 
(assuming they can get that many interviews). OCIs 
usually last 20 minutes and are conducted by a mix of 
partners and associates. Some firms have a dedicated 
group of attorneys (often the hiring committee) which 
interviews on campus; others let a wider range of attor-
neys participate. Sometimes interviewers are trained by 
firms on how to interview and how to present the firm 
during OCIs.

Whatever’s on your resume, it’s how you come across 
during the OCI which matters most to firms. That doesn’t 
just mean your personality – you need to be able to com-
municate how and why your past experiences make you 

right for the firm. The interview process itself is a test of 
character: interviewers will look at the way you speak, 
answer questions and make an argument to judge 
whether you have the qualities they are looking for. For 
example, many recruiters ask about candidates’ under-
graduate dissertations. They do this to see how well you 
still recall your main argument, and how well you can 
summarize your argument briefly for a lay audience. Of 
course, this ability to think on your feet is itself an es-
sential quality for any attorney. Pay attention to which of 
its offices a firm is recruiting for on your campus. Some 
firms recruit for all their offices on all campuses; others 
allow specific offices to target specific campuses.

Callback interviews 
Firms often have a maximum number of students from 
any school who they will ‘call back’ for a second inter-
view. ‘Callback interviews’ usually take place in Octo-
ber, but because most schools have pushed their OCIs 
back to early 2021, it’s callback interviews this cycle will 
probably take place in spring 2021. Callback interviews 
involve a half-day or whole day spent on-site at one of 
the firm’s offices. Students are usually interviewed by 
four to six attorneys – a mix of partners and associates. 
Often there will also be a lunch or coffee event with jun-
ior associates.

Be aware that you are being assessed during the whole 
day, not just during the interviews themselves. Treat 
lunches and coffee dates as part of the interview pro-
cess; there’s no need to be formal, but you should al-
ways keep in mind that you are being judged – showing 
an interest in your interviewers’ work and the firm in 
general is a good bet. “Candidates feel more comfortable 
during lunches with junior associates, so these interviews 
will often be more illuminating than the office ones. The 
associates fill out assessment forms in the same way that 
partners do,” a BigLaw hiring partner tells us. How you 
greet and talk to support staff and recruiters when you 
first arrive can be important too. Hiring committees 
usually take into consideration the views of staff and 
junior associates who have met with candidates.

A ‘standard’ callback interview will see some interview-
ers ask about your resume, while others might talk about 
hobbies, sports and academics to find out more about 
your skills and personality. “My interviewer put down my 
resume and said: ‘Let’s just have a conversation,’” one jun-
ior associate recalled. “Then we talked about what I liked 
and disliked about law school, the firm and my connection 
to the city.” Most firms allow interviewers a lot of free 
rein in what they ask. “Different interviewers will put dif-
ferent weights on certain aspects of a student,” another 
recruiter pointed out. Some firms employ so-called 
behavioral interviewing techniques. This ranges from 
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asking questions directly about skills and competen-
cies (‘give an example of when you worked in a team’) 
to structured assessments. For example, Philadelphia’s 
Pepper Hamilton has used an interactive scenario in 
which interviewers and candidates work though a le-
gal issue. The aim of this was to “see how comfortable 
the candidate is in a working situation, how they work in 
a team and how they might counsel a client.” We predict 
that this type of interviewing will become increasingly 
common in future.

If a student is unsure whether to join the firm (or vice 
versa) they might return to the firm for a ‘second look’ 
and meet with a few more attorneys. Candidates are 
often asked if they want to meet attorneys from cer-
tain practice areas during the callback or ‘second look’. 
Make use of this opportunity: asking to meet people 
from certain departments – even if you’re not sure which 
you want to join – will show you’re engaged with the 
firm’s work. A short while after the callback students 
will hear whether the firm wants to offer them a posi-
tion as a summer associate. Depending on their school, 
students usually have between 14 and 21 days to accept 
the offer.

Some top interview tips from hiring partners  
• “I like to engage students about what their passions 

are – say what they wrote their thesis on – to see their 
fluency with language and whether they have a clear 
world view, sophistication and maturity.”

• “In interviews we use simple techniques to draw 
out aspects of someone’s personality: when looking 
at leadership we might ask about past experiences 
where candidates were put into a leadership role. 
What was that experience like? Could they describe 
it in detail? How did you rise to the occasion? And so 
on.”

• “We ask about their connection to the city they’re in-
terviewing in, about their outside interests and long-
term plans, and what they like and don’t like about 
law school.”

• “One stock question I ask is: what is not on your re-
sume that we should know about you? I like to know 
what’s behind the resume. That’s not just personali-
ty-related. I want them to go a little deeper so I can 
find out about their skills as a person. A wonderful 
response to that question is if someone relates it to 
a challenge they have overcome or a time when they 
have shown good judgment.”

• “The worst answer I have ever had to a question was 
the person who told me about working on a group 
project at college where no one pulled their weight, 
so they did all the work. They were really proud of 
it, but it tells me they might not work well in a team.”

• “Show a serious interest in what the firm does, and 
what the people you are speaking to do.”

• “The biggest thing you could do wrong at OCI is not 
be able to keep up an intelligent conversation for 20 
minutes or not have any questions.”

• “During interviews candidates should have good 
questions about the firm. Not just questions to which 
the answers are on our website, but things that show 
they have done their homework.”

• “Prepare. It takes more time than some students set 
aside for it. Practicing to get over the jitters is good, 
but what’s more important is thinking through what 
you’ve done in your life to understand what skills you 
have that can contribute to being a lawyer. When we 
sense that somebody’s done enough thinking about 
themselves to know which part of their experience to 
talk about at an interview, we’re prone to think they’re 
analytical and will be able to perform the tasks re-
quired of them.”

• “Identify a couple of areas of real interest and edu-
cate yourself about those areas, both through law 
school courses and practice experience. In that way 
you can distinguish yourself from the mass.”

Examples of questions 
Here are some examples of OCI and callback interview 
questions reported by juniors and recruiters:

• Why do you want to be a lawyer?
• Why are you applying to this firm?
• What is it you have heard or read about this firm that 

made you interested?
• What areas of practice are you interested in and why?
• Describe to me the central argument of your under-

graduate thesis.
• What did you enjoy about law school?
• Where do you see yourself five or ten years down the 

road?
• What mistakes have you made in your past?
• If I called one of your referees now, how would they 

describe you?
• How would your law journal colleagues who worked 

with you describe you?
• Describe a time when you didn’t succeed and what 

you learned from it.
• Describe a time you showed leadership. How did you 

rise to the occasion?
• How much time would you spend polishing a draft to 

get the little points right?
• Can you describe a particularly challenging circum-

stance in your life?
• What motivates you?
• Are you a team player?
• Can you describe a situation where you handled a dif-

ficult customer?
• Tell me about a time you worked in a team that was 

dysfunctional.
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• Tell me about a time you helped successfully pro-
duce a certain work product.

• Tell me about a time you had to juggle several re-
sponsibilities.

• Tell me about a time you faced a setback or failure 
and what you did.

• What adversities have you faced in past employment?

Summers   
At many BigLaw firms, getting on the summer program 
is tantamount to getting an associate job. Historically, 
many firms used the summer program as a final step in 
the recruitment process: a tough few months’ work at 
the firm would weed out the weaklings, and firms would 
only give job offers to a certain proportion of each sum-
mer class. Some firms still use the old model, but since 
the recession an increasing number only hire summers 
who they intend to take on as first-years. Firms now 
pride themselves on their 100% offer rates – you’d really 
have to screw up during the summer not to get an offer 
(the economy aside...).

COVID-19: Summer programs might look a little dif-
ferent this year, whether they’re delayed, virtual, or 
canceled completely. Visit our Get Hired sections for 
each firm online to find out more.

Summer programs traditionally involved a lot of win-
ing, dining and schmoozing of participating students. 
This trend, too, is declining. First, a recession-induced 
squeeze on firms’ budgets means less cash to spend 
on perks for summers. Second, it used to be fairly im-
portant for firms to impress (top) students to stop them 
seeking jobs elsewhere. With the job market as tough 
as it is, this is barely necessary any more.

Firms now pride themselves on offering students a 
summer experience which reflects the life of a junior 
associate.

Recruitment outside OCIs 
Aside from OCIs, firms recruit from some schools by al-
lowing students to submit their resumes via a central 
pool. This is known as a ‘resume drop’.

Some firms also accept direct write-in applications out-
side OCIs. As one recruiter put it: “If someone writes in 
to us and they’re not from a top-50 school, but they came 
top of their class and were editor-in-chief of a law jour-
nal, that will certainly get our attention.”  Networking is 
also very important if you want to get an associate job 
outside OCIs. Getting in touch with attorneys at the firm 
you are interested in either directly or via alumni events 
is the very least you should do. “Our attorneys are very 
involved with their alma maters,” a hiring partner told us. 
Networking is also increasingly important if you are ap-
plying via OCIs. “Students need to work hard at network-
ing as more job opportunities are spread by word of mouth 
than before.”

Some firms like recruiting candidates who have com-
pleted an LL.M., especially overseas. Usually though, an 
LL.M. will do nothing to help your chances of getting a 
job as an associate. B
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Summer programs

The halcyon days of extravagant spending might be over, but BigLaw 
summer associate programs by and large remain a decent mix of solid 
work experience and merry social jamborees. Now social distancing in 
2020 has put a unique spin on these events...

SUMMER associate programs are an integral part of 
BigLaw recruiting. Attrition rates are high across the 
profession, so firms run annual programs – which usu-
ally last from six to twelve weeks – to ensure that a 
steady influx of first-year associates join the ranks each 
year. A summer stint effectively serves as a prolonged 
interview, with clear benefits for applicants and recruit-
ing attorneys alike: the former receive a taste of associ-
ate life, while the latter get an up-close and personal 
view of their potential colleagues in action. Provided all 
goes well, summers receive an offer to return as a full-
time first-year associate upon completion of their law 
degree.

COVID-19: With social distancing measures in place, 
firms are up against challenges they’ve never had to 
deal with before to roll out their summer programs. In 
2020, students can expect to see summer programs 
go virtual, get shortened or canceled completely. 
Some firms who’ve taken the decision to cancel have 
offered their would-be summer associates full-time 
job offers upon graduation. Head to our website to 
find out more about how firms are adjusting.

Recent years have seen summer associate classes 
composed primarily of 2Ls. Many firms hire a handful 
of 1Ls each year – often via scholarships or competitions 
– but the chances of nabbing a spot as a 3L are slim: ac-
cording to NALP, only 15% of firms in 2019 reported any 
third-year recruiting activity, with a microscopic quan-
tity of offers made to 3Ls. As such, many law students 
concentrate on applications during the summer follow-
ing their 1L year, when the on-campus recruiting sea-
son kicks off. Competition is fierce so it’s vital that your 
grades and extracurriculars are up to scratch when you 
apply – for information about when and how to apply for 
summer spots, see our feature on the OCI process on 
p. XX.

As a summer, you’ll likely get the chance to try out work 
across a variety of practice groups, which “can be really 
helpful if you don’t have a clear idea of what you want to 

go into,”  sources agreed. Some firms, like Willkie, Mil-
bank and King & Spalding, even have formal rotation 
systems in place to ensure summer associates expe-
rience a broad mix of assignments. At the end of the 
program, candidates typically submit a preference for 
a particular practice group that is taken into considera-
tion at the offers stage.

“I felt really integrated into my practice 
group when I saw that my work product 
was actually incorporated into the mat-
ters at hand.”

The summer associate experience has historically been 
somewhat artificial, with many firms offering made-
up tasks and discrete research assignments that bear 
only mild resemblance to actual responsibilities. How-
ever, the recession prompted an increased reliance on 
summers at many a cash-strapped firm, and offering 
‘real’ work soon became not only a priority but a neces-
sity across the profession. That trend continues today 
– most of our associate interviewees now report a rela-
tively “authentic” experience as summers.

“I felt really integrated into my practice group when I 
saw that my work product was actually incorporated into 
the matters at hand,” one shared. “When I returned as a 
first-year, I was able to pick up one of the projects that 
was still ongoing and see it through to the end.” Another 
said:  “Firms now realize the value of allowing summers 
to get their hands dirty with real tasks; that approach 
demonstrates how you will actually react under certain 
circumstances and prepares you for the transition into 
being a first-year.” Indeed, as one BigLaw hiring partner 
confirms,  “throwing people into the mix seems to work 
out best for everyone involved.”

Typical summer duties include small research tasks, 
drafting memos and attending negotiations or deposi-
tions to observe their seniors. The last is an important 
part of the learning process, according to our sourc-
es. “We make the effort to get people on the phone to lis-
ten to the back and forth of arguing a case, and in client 

B
ecom

ing a Law
yer

http://www.chambers-associate.com


www.chambers-associate.com Summer programs  

41

meetings so they can witness the kind of behavior that 
gets things done,”  one hiring partner tells us.  In addi-
tion, taking on “pro bono matters can be a real chance to 
stretch your wings,” one source reported. “It was small, 
short-term work, sure, but it was meaningful too.” When 
they’re not ‘learning by doing’, students usually attend 
summer-specific training sessions, and they’re often 
able to opt into CLE classes alongside fully fledged 
associates. As well as general introductions to the dif-
ferent practices, summer training sessions cover topics 
as varied as advocacy, due diligence, depositions, legal 
writing and business development. Summers at some 
firms even undergo a mock trial.

In keeping with the post-recession trend of cutbacks 
across the legal sector, the culture of lavish wining 
and dining – a summer staple implemented with the 
intent of wooing top hires – has slowed down to some 
extent. “Anyone summering now will find things aren’t as 
flashy as they used to be,” sources revealed. Is this a sore 
spot? “Not at all; if anything it helps prepare you for the 
working world,” one associate said, looking back on their 
time as a summer. “They’re not trying to seduce you into 
thinking associate life is something that it isn’t – it’s not all 
karaoke, free bars and boat trips down the Hudson River.”

“They’re not trying to seduce you into 
thinking associate life is something that 
it isn’t – it’s not all karaoke, free bars 
and boat trips down the Hudson River.”

Still, socializing remains an important part of the sum-
mer experience, with lunches, sports events, wine-tast-
ings and theater trips among the standard perks. “You 
can still get tickets to a Yankees game, but they won’t be 
behind home plate,” one source summed up. In any case, 
attorneys of all levels tend to look forward to the sum-
mer since “that’s when the majority of the year’s social 
events take place.” Some of the more exciting traditions 
we’ve heard about include trips to Disneyland and a 
destination hike at Quinn Emanuel, cooking classes and 
Shakespeare in the Park at Debevoise, and mixology 
courses and sunset sails at Willkie. “I’d be a summer for-
ever if I could!” one insider enthused.

Savvy summers will see these events as more than just 
a chance to chill out – they’re golden opportunities to 
meet and mingle. Indeed, a hiring partner at a top inter-
national firm says: “I don’t care how busy you are or how 
tired you are, you need to get out there and go to as many 
events as possible! It’s as good a chance to meet and talk 
to people as you’ll get during office hours and the more 
contacts you’re able to make the better.”

Some firms have programs in place that let summers 
spend time in multiple offices, or even at outside organi-
zations with which the firm has ties. Certain large inter-
national outfits allow associates to spend part of their 
summer in an overseas office. “Having that opportunity 
helped me make valuable connections with my interna-
tional colleagues and offered a good insight into how the 
firm operates abroad,” said one source who’d split their 
time between London and New York. Others offer the 
chance to spend several weeks working with a local 
public interest organization, while some run mini client 
secondments for summer associates.

“I’d be a summer forever if I could!” 

When it comes to landing an offer, a good impression is 
imperative – a summer stint is akin to an audition, after 
all. Whether you’re responding to a partner’s request or 
schmoozing at an event, engage appropriately and keep 
to your best behavior to show you’re taking the opportu-
nity seriously. As one BigLaw hiring partner shares, “be-
ing enthusiastic about the work is just as important as 
demonstrating you’re capable of doing it as far as I’m con-
cerned.” Other interviewees advised summers to “main-
tain a positive attitude” and “show a genuine interest in 
what’s going on at the firm and where it’s heading.” That 
said,  “there’s certainly room to relax”  during the pro-
gram, sources assured us, “just don’t go overboard with 
the booze!”  Indeed, the point of offering opportunities 
for candidates to let their hair down is to assess their 
personalities, “including how they interact outside a work 
context,” one hiring partner reveals. “It’s a good glimpse 
into people’s attitudes and what it’ll be like interacting 
with them on a day-to-day basis.”

Since the recession, offer rates from summer programs 
have been high. A tightened grip on financials prompted 
many firms to limit summer hiring to those they intend-
ed to keep on for good, and the ability to claim a 100% 
offer rate has become a badge of pride on the recruit-
ing side. “We always aim to keep everyone, and it’s rare 
when we don’t end up with offers across the board,” one 
hiring partner tells us. “When that happens, it’s because 
we haven’t done our job perfectly and it turns out some-
one doesn’t really fit in or didn’t pan out in terms of our 
expectations.” The latest NALP report shows that 97.6% 
of summer associates received offers in 2019 – a record 
high.
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Clerkships

Clerking for a judge is a great way to kick-start your career as a litigator...

What is a law clerk? 
A JUDICIAL clerk (or ‘elbow clerk’) works as a judge’s as-
sistant and typically starts after graduating law school. 
These clerkships normally involve working alongside 
a single judge. Responsibilities vary from judge to 
judge, but all clerks engage in research and do copious 
amounts of writing. Most appointments last one or two 
years – judges indicate the duration of the commitment 
at the outset. Whether you want to work in BigLaw or 
for a smaller outfit, the skills, connections and insights 
picked up while clerking are invaluable.

Why clerk? 
“It’s an absolutely amazing experience. If everyone could 
do it, there would be a lot of better lawyers,” one former 
district court clerk told us. “It’s absolutely hands-down 
the best way to start a legal career,” says Melissa Lennon, 
president at NALP. “The training you get – really intense 
research and writing – is incredibly valuable.” According 
to retired Judge Joel Pisano of the District Court of New 
Jersey, “clerking offers an opportunity to be in on the 
decision-making process, to understand how the courts 
work, to be mentored by a sitting judge and to be intro-
duced to the members of the Bar.” Clerks learn how judg-
es react to different briefs and styles of advocacy, and 
are exposed to a wide range of legal issues.

The educational value of clerkships cannot be overstat-
ed, as clerks learn directly from the arbiters of the law. 
A judge might ask a clerk to write a memorandum or 
even a first draft of a judicial opinion. “Certainly, I was 
writing opinions,” said an associate who had clerked with 
the District Court of Maryland. “My writing got a lot bet-
ter over the course of a year, because of the benefit of 
having a judge who sees you every day, guides you and 
shapes your writing style.” Clerks may get an insight into 
legal administration too. One source had clerked with a 
judge who sat on the Judicial Conference of the United 
States – a body concerned with US Courts administra-
tion – and had taken on duties related to the Conference.

The judge/clerk relationship often extends beyond the 
clerkship term. “Previous clerks are always encouraged 
to call if they want to chat or need advice,” according 
to Judge Pisano. For some this relationship is career-
changing as their judge mentors them on the next step 
in their career. “I didn’t have a good idea of the legal 

scene so I asked the judge what he recommended,” one 
former clerk told us. “The firm I’m at now is the first one 
he proposed.” Clerks also build up a valuable network 
among members of the Bar, other clerks and judges. 
This comes in handy when practicing in the same state 
or district as the judge.

Different courts provide windows into different types of 
law. For someone who wants to be a criminal litigator, 
clerking in a state trial court would provide maximum 
exposure to criminal prosecution. Bankruptcy judges 
are part of the district court system and have special 
purview over bankruptcy filings. “If you are interested 
in transactional law or corporate governance, working for 
the Delaware Court of Chancery is significantly advanta-
geous,” says Melissa Lennon. “Delaware is the home of 
corporate law in the US: many groundbreaking corporate 
and governance issues are decided there.” Equally, those 
interested in green issues could look into clerking at the 
environmental division of the Vermont Superior Court 
(Vermont is one of the few states where courts have 
specialized environmental divisions).

Types of clerkship 
Federal courts 
A stint at the US Supreme Court is the most sought-
after, hard-to-land position on the clerking circuit. Read 
our feature on SCOTUS clerkships. While these clerks 
can practically pick a firm of their choice after this 
clerkship, several choose to go into academia instead.

There are 13 federal courts of appeals. Federal circuit 
court clerks do a lot of research: assessing opposing 
briefs, going over the trial records, and interpreting ap-
plication of the law. Many appellate court judges are 
known as ‘feeder judges’ as they have a history of see-
ing their former clerks go on to roles at the Supreme 
Court.

There are 94 federal districts in the USA, and federal 
district courts offer clerkships with either a district 
judge or a magistrate judge. Federal district clerks have 
a more varied role than their appellate counterparts as 
they work in the general trial courts of the US federal 
system. In addition to the extensive research and writ-
ing appellate clerks undertake, district clerks coordi-
nate with attorneys, help resolve discovery-related mo-
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tions, prepare judges for settlement conferences and 
attend trial-related hearings.

Budding litigators should note that this is the perfect 
opportunity to pick up useful skills. Clerking with a 
magistrate judge is slightly more limited in scope as 
their remit is constrained by what federal district judg-
es assign them. They do handle a wide range of work: 
warrants, bail hearings, arraignments, pretrial motions 
and civil matters related to multiparty litigation. Mag-
istrates also write reports and recommendations to the 
district judge. Prospective clerks should make sure to 
find out what matters are referred to a magistrate judge 
before applying.

There are also opportunities to clerk for federal judges 
in subject matter-specific special courts. The Court of 
International Trade is one example; it has jurisdiction 
over international trade and customs with nine judges 
who often hire two clerks each. Each judicial district is 
also home to a bankruptcy court. Clerks here are ex-
posed to complex commercial cases, including claims 
made against debtors. The US Tax Court adjudicates 
tax disputes and arranges settlement payments to the 
IRS: the court comprises 19 judges, appointed for 15 
years each. Other special courts include the US Court 
of Appeals for Veterans Claims and the US Court of 
Federal Claims.

State courts 
Courts of last resort contribute to the development 
of state common law and interpret state statute, hav-
ing a significant impact on state law. Clerks here have 
similar tasks and responsibilities to federal appellate 
law clerks. These clerkships are the most competitive 
to obtain at state level. To be considered for one, high 
academic standing and some journal experience are es-
sential.

Some states have intermediary appellate courts, which 
operate along the lines of the federal courts of appeals 
– resolving appeals arising from the state’s lower courts.

Many civil and criminal matters are dealt with at first 
instance by state trial courts. This grouping includes 
both general and limited jurisdiction trial courts such as 
city, county and probate courts. Law students looking to 
become criminal lawyers might be better off clerking in 
a state trial court than in federal court. Clerks here gain 
significant insight into the workings of the local Bar, 
state procedures and state law while assisting in trial 
procedures, research and drafting. This is also useful 
for those wishing to become public prosecutors in the 
region. NALP provides a detailed guide on clerkships in 
select state courts.

Staff attorneys 
Some courts hire ‘staff attorneys’: clerks who work for a 
group of judges instead of just one. Also known as pool 
clerks or court attorneys, these positions can be found 
in both federal and state courts. The core responsibili-
ties of staff attorneys are more limited than those of 
other clerks and include reviewing appeals, preparing 
memos and assisting in case management.

Clerkship application  
Federal and state clerkships don’t abide by the same 
deadlines. State clerkship deadlines vary from court 
to court and state to state. Research local deadlines to 
find out more.

The majority of federal appellate judges hire clerks 
in the fall of their 3L year. To find out more check out 
OSCAR, the Online System for Clerkship Application 
and Review, at oscar.uscourts.gov. This online system 
allows judges to post vacancies, and students to apply 
online. OSCAR is currently piloting a two-year hiring 
plan. The class of 2021 will be able to access OSCAR, 
research clerkship positions and build applications 
from February 5, 2020. Applications will be released to 
judges on June 16, 2020. Keep an eye on the OSCAR site 
for 2021 dates.

Different judges have different preferences for how 
they like students to apply. You may be able to find 
out how the judge you are interested in clerking with 
recruits by contacting their chambers. Judges usually 
look for a good writing sample and good personal ref-
erences. Sometimes schools recommend candidates to 
judges. Getting a (good) clerkship can often be all about 
networking, recommendations and connections.

Traditional practice for interviewees has been to accept 
the first offer they get, as many judges expect an im-
mediate answer. “The crucial thing is never tell a judge: ‘I 
don’t want to work with you,’” one source advised. At the 
time of writing, base salaries for federal clerks ranged 
from $55,204 to $78,681, depending on experience 
level. Salaries for state clerks vary.

Choosing a judge 
Once you’ve chosen which judges you may want to 
clerk with, finding out more can be a murky process. 
Unfortunately there is no guide that will list the quirks 
of each judge, although it is extremely important to col-
lect every last bit of information you can before apply-
ing. “The only place where that information exists is in 
the halls of law schools,” says Melissa Lennon. “If you’re 
lucky enough to get an interview with a judge, you need 
to talk to as many people as possible who have clerked or 
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interviewed with that judge. Figure out what the judge is 
like and how they run their chambers.”

There are also blogs and forums where former clerks 
discuss their judges, their interviews and clerkships. 
Some clerks have been known to scoff at attempts to 
gather information this way but, along with networking, 
doing a few Google searches is a good way to find out 
more about a judge.

Talking to former clerks is really the best resource; 
we spoke with a few associates who had clerked and 
learned a lot. “Some judges – like Judge Easterbrook – you 
just don’t apply to,” said one source. “He and other judges 
on the Seventh Circuit only take people who are recom-
mended by certain schools.” Court of Appeals Judge Dan-
ny Boggs is known as the trivia judge – he administers a 
general knowledge test to prospective applicants and 
three of his former clerks have appeared on Who Wants 
to Be a Millionaire. One associate had interviewed with a 
judge who asked them all about college basketball dur-
ing the interview. “They don’t just look at your academic 
performance,” said one former clerk. “They know they 
will be working closely with you and want to find out if 
they can get along with you on a personal level.”

Should you apply? 
A federal law clerk should have completed their JD and 
be a US citizen. Following that, there are no set academ-
ic requirements. Students who secure the most coveted 
clerkships are often from a highly ranked law school, 
were in the top quarter of their class, have worked on 
a law journal and have glowing academic references. 
Given the importance of personal recommendations, 
it’s never too early to start forming connections with the 
right faculty members.

If you don’t have the best grades or you’re not at one 
of the top schools, take heart from these words from 
Melissa Lennon: “It’s a big country and there are opportu-
nities for federal clerkships for candidates from different 
schools, not just the top 20. Judges have loyalty to their 
own schools.” Given that approximately 480 clerkship 
positions are offered by just the New Jersey courts, it 
would be a fair estimate that aggregate state and fed-
eral clerkships outnumber top-grade applicants, al-
though that doesn’t mean that all of those positions are 
open to all applicants. State judges often have strong 
ties to the local community, so a strong letter of recom-
mendation from a local school could have more clout 
than an Ivy League recommendation. “As with many job 
applications, showing you have a local link helps,” one 
former clerk advised.

If you’re desperate for a clerkship but don’t have the 
right grades, journal experience or law school pedigree, 
try making up with practical experience: intern at a re-
gional firm, work in-house, do pro bono work or work 
part-time at a small firm (these experiences can also 
help provide you with the writing samples that judges 
so love). If you haven’t worked on a law journal, high-
lighting courses in research and writing that you’ve 
aced can help too.

Many state and federal courts offer externships to law 
students, often during 1L or 2L summers. It can be tough 
to land one of these: you will need the right combination 
of grades, gumption and connections. Recommenda-
tions from these externships can be key to securing a 
coveted clerkship later on.
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SCOTUS clerkships

Clerking at the Supreme Court, as told by the lucky few who’ve been 
there, done that, got the judicial robe...

CLERKING at the Supreme Court of the United States 
is the holy grail, the most prestigious gig any law grad 
can get. Only 36 SCOTUS clerkships come up for grabs 
each year; only the brightest and very, very best need 
apply. Every year, more than a thousand people put 
their names forward (and have letters of introduction 
from distinguished law professors and others to back 
them up).

It’s worth pointing out that you don’t tend to stroll into 
the Supreme Court straight from law school – usually, 
all successful candidates have previously clerked at 
federal appellate level and wowed their judges there. 
“Nothing else short of being a judge will replicate this 
experience,” one former SCOTUS clerk tells us of their 
year with a Justice.  “You see directly how things work, 
which completely changes the way you see cases.” 

How do I apply? 
At some point during your federal clerkship, simply 
bundle your resume, cover letter, transcript, writing 
sample and letters of recommendation (most Justices 
require at least three) and ping them to the Court. The 
Justices decide their own hiring schedules, so keep an 
eye out for announcements well in advance. “If you’ve 
managed to get a clerkship on the circuit court, you’ve got 
some idea that you have both the grades and the recom-
mendations to make you competitive,”  an ex-SCOTUS 
clerk counsels, encouragingly. A stellar reference from 
your judge, “based on the couple months work you’ve al-
ready done for them,”  is essential. “Many circuit judges 
have a great record of sending clerks to the Supreme 
Court.” Aside from this, the application is relatively la-
bor-free – “it’s as brief as a resume and a cover letter.”

Your circuit court judge can help in other ways too: “Of-
ten he can put you in touch with the SCOTUS Justice’s 
previous clerks so you can talk with them about their ex-
periences.”  There’s a lot to learn, as interviewing style 
varies as much as the Justices’ personalities. Overall, it’s 
important to “be familiar with their cases and their judi-
cial philosophy by getting your hands on as much of their 
writing as you can, and by reading their most high-profile 
cases. You also need to be familiar with all the pending 
cases the Court is hearing, to demonstrate you have a 
clear interest in that Court.”

The ex-clerks we spoke to found their interview more 
relaxed than anticipated. “It tested whether you can hold 
an interesting conversation – very different from testing 
your legal reasoning skills!”  You’ve made it this far, so 
they take your legal genius as a given:  “Each Justice 
interviews ten to 15 people who have extremely good 
qualifications. They’re already confident in you, so their 
main task is to see if they connect with you on a personal 
level.” Hopefully this shouldn’t be too tricky as the peo-
ple who recommended you “already have a relationship 
with the Justice and have thought about personality and 
ideological fit – after all, they’re sending you to live with 
someone for a year.”  The importance of recommenda-
tions from others during the hiring process cannot be 
overstated: it’s “not just old guys in smoky rooms making 
the decisions.”

The Chief Justice is authorized to hire five clerks, the 
eight Associate Justices four and retired Justices one 
apiece.

So what do SCOTUS clerks actually do? 
Something similar to what federal court clerks do. 
Primarily, their role is to sift through the thousands of 
petitions and mark the cases worthy of being granted 
time.  “It’s the most basic task, and the constant thing 
that you do – during the summer it’s practically your only 
task.” The petitions that lawyers write very cleverly ar-
gue why their cases should be granted; the clerk’s job 
is “to screen out those that are legitimate and write bench 
memos on what we think about the case.” On top of this, 
there’s “preparing your Justice for argument and confer-
ence. You learn very quickly how to handle yourself be-
yond just thinking ‘wow, these people are brilliant!’ You 
learn critical thinking and the big picture, and a sense of 
professionalism where it would be easy to strongly disa-
gree with folks.”

As term progresses, clerks move “to the fun part.” As-
sisting with opinion-drafting is a process that can vary 
between Justices.  “Sometimes the Justice just wants to 
talk through an issue, so having a personality that won’t 
be a distraction here is really beneficial,”  says one for-
mer clerk. Another enjoyed the close interaction when 
producing documents:  “We helped a lot with the draft-
ing, but ultimately every word that appeared in writing 
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was the Justice’s. The best learning experience was going 
back and forth on a piece of writing and seeing it chang-
ing.”

And what do I get out of it? 
Being at the heart of such a profound process gives 
you tremendous insights, something that BigLaw rec-
ognizes by offering eye-popping SCOTUS clerkship 
bonuses.  “Reading and attending oral arguments is the 
best imaginable lesson by example you can have on be-
ing a good lawyer,” a former clerk says. “The practice of 
law has always been an apprenticeship – you learn best by 
example. You’re privileged to see how your Justice writes 
out an argument, but you also see what kind of things per-
suade them. That alone is so beneficial in terms of your 
own perspective and in terms of knowing what persuades 
judges for when you go into private practice yourself.”

“Even if you didn’t learn how to write or earn a dime during 
the year, it would be worth it to see a branch of govern-
ment working.” Equally – and altruistically – “you’re per-
forming a public service. The issue at the heart of every-
thing is ‘what’s the right answer, and how can we put it out 
there in the most persuasive way?’”

After their year at the elbow of a Supreme Court Jus-
tice, the 36 are in incredibly high demand. “You get let-
ters from firms as soon as you start,” explains one. “It’s 
up to you and your Justice when you start to interview at 
firms – usually it’s in June or July. The level of aggression 
varies, but generally there’s a two-week period where you 
get taken to lunch by everyone. It’s a fairly ego-boosting 
process, as they’re all so nice to you!”

Ultimately, most “assume they’ll go into BigLaw – there are 
loads of student loans to pay off, and the signing bonuses 
available go some way to making a dent in them.” But not 
everyone’s head is turned by gold: “It can be a real dilem-
ma for some clerks, who’d prefer to go to a public interest 
group or go be a professor.”

And what of those bonuses? The latest round of SCO-
TUS clerks received golden hellos of $300,000 or more 
from their BigLaw firms (in addition to a circa $200,000 
base salary) on arrival as third-year associates.

Okay I’m sold. What should I do now to 
have a shot at a SCOTUS clerkship?
Get top grades, a place on Law Review, and glowing 
references from your law professors. Then you have a 
chance of a clerkship at federal appellate level. “There 
are three ways to develop these relationships,” explained 
one ex-clerk. “The first is by taking regular classes with 
particular professors. The second is to get onto particu-
lar clinics – some schools have Supreme Court litigation 
clinics where professors supervise students in brief writ-
ing. The professors are very experienced Supreme Court 
advocates – by virtue of that, they’re very well known to 
the Justices and are impressive in their own right. These 
clinics are competitive to get into. The third route is to 
become a research assistant for a professor who has a 
relationship with the Supreme Court Justices.”

Depending on their particular school, our sources be-
came aware of clerkships around their second year. “For 
me it was more a by-product of the underlying material of 
law,” says one. “The professors at my school were clerk-
ship-focused though, and they managed to convey how 
important they can be.”

The necessity of excellent personal recommendations 
means the process  “can be idiosyncratic and slightly 
opaque, but the overall feeling is that there is some sort 
of meritocracy in play. The same things students do to 
make themselves competitive also allow you to meet the 
recommendation people and have them like you.”  Our 
sources concurred that “you’ve got to have a very strong 
paper record before recommenders will help you.” The ex-
clerks we spoke to had “jumped through every hoop nec-
essary,” but not just out of a sense of duty. “I did those 
things for years because I enjoyed them,” says one. “Peo-
ple you meet on Law Review come back and talk about the 
experience they’ve had and you learn a lot from it. These 
things may appear resume-focused, but they’re also a lot 
of fun!”

[At the time of writing, all of our interviewees were 
working at Jones Day.]
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Pro bono

Doing your bit for society, or advancing your legal skills – whichever way 
you look at it, pro bono does a world of good.

IT’S short for ‘pro bono publico,’ which, you won’t need 
telling, means ‘for the public good.’ Pro bono is essen-
tially voluntary work carried out by legal profession-
als – drawing on their legal nous to help out those who 
couldn’t otherwise afford legal advice. The work offers 
up limitless opportunities, from advising struggling art-
ists on the technicalities of IP law, to helping draw up 
new legal constitutions for war-torn African states.

Why do firms do it? 
In a profession that is wedded to the billable hour, it 
seems even shark-like partners have a soft side. The 
late Esther Lardent, ex-president and CEO of the Pro 
Bono Institute, stated when we chatted a few years 
ago:  “I think that larger law firms do pro bono for the 
same reason that many individual lawyers do it. There’s a 
sense that there are problems only lawyers can address 
– it’s a special responsibility.” She continued: “Fundamen-
tally, this really is a question of passion and a desire to 
serve.”  She certainly embodied that passion (look her 
up for more info on her fantastic work), but it turns out 
that giving back to the community is also a pretty smart 
business move:

1. A top-quality pro bono program attracts top-quality 
attorneys. Those who enter the profession with dreams 
of changing the world are more likely to join a firm that 
lets them run with these projects than one that denies 
them the chance. Increased pro bono opportunities can 
seal the deal for gold-standard candidates. Pro bono 
also serves as an incentive for more senior attorneys or 
partners to stick around.

2. Pro bono has come to play a central role in training 
for young attorneys. Juniors tend to be afforded heaps 
of responsibility on these matters, often taking the lead 
and liaising with the client directly rather than shuffling 
papers in the background. Not only is it an effective 
method of on-the-job training, but it saves both time 
and money on more formalized programs.

“A very big factor in a firm’s decision to do 
pro bono is that it’s a great training tool 
for younger associates, particularly for 
litigators.”

Litigation powerhouse Jenner & Block has long been 
known for racking up a high average number of pro 
bono hours per attorney, and 2019 was no exception – 
each of the firm’s US-based lawyers devoted 175 hours 
on average over the year. The firm’s previous pro bono 
chair, Gabriel Fuentes, explains: “A very big factor in a 
firm’s decision to do pro bono is that it’s a great training 
tool for younger associates, particularly for litigators. Giv-
en the type of work that firms like Jenner do – very high-
end, with millions or billions of dollars involved in any mat-
ter – cases often settle before they go to trial. Sometimes 
the stakes are so high that the youngest associates don’t 
get the participation they might want.” This is where pro 
bono comes into its own. “The program allows younger 
attorneys to make decisions about strategy, and learn how 
to conduct themselves in court under our supervision. 
They learn all those essential elements of litigation that 
young attorneys need in order to develop into successful 
older attorneys and partners.”

3. The work is also a tremendous morale booster. Few 
things in BigLaw will seem as worthwhile as getting 
an innocent man off death row, or reuniting an asylum 
seeker with their family. Pro bono recognition events 
aren’t bad for team spirit either. It’s known as “pro bono 
glue,”  Esther Lardent explained.  “In terms of goodwill, 
branding, and the retention of attorneys, large firms have 
the ability to use pro bono as a rallying force and a source 
of cross-office collaboration.”

4. A healthy pro bono caseload is a PR officer’s 
dream. Even juniors admit that “the website looks bet-
ter when you can show that pro bono is widely availa-
ble.” Then there’s the fact that publicity regarding a pro 
bono case is cheaper and much more credible than a 
paid advertisement. It gets the firm’s name out into the 
community, beyond legal circles. Studies have shown 
that clients are more likely to part with their money 
if firms are perceived to be involved with worthwhile 
causes. In this way, pro bono is a nifty exercise in brand-
ing.

For a prime example, look no further than Gibson Dunn. 
The firm’s renowned litigator Ted Olson teamed up 
with David Boies, his opposing counsel in Bush v Gore, 
to challenge Prop 8, a California state constitutional 
amendment banning same-sex marriage. His work on 
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the lawsuit earned him a place among Time 100’s great-
est thinkers, and an ABA Medal (the highest award of 
the American Bar Association). The case caused such a 
furore it was even turned into a play, 8, which saw Olson 
played by John Lithgow and Martin Sheen, and Boies by 
Morgan Freeman and George Clooney. Not bad public-
ity for a bit of pro bono work.

So, from a business perspective, pro bono makes sense. 
Why, then, do some firms do so much more than others? 
According to our 2019 figures, US attorneys at Jenner & 
Block, Munger, Orrick, Patterson Belknap and Skadden 
stacked up an impressive average of over 146 pro bono 
hours each. Compare this to Cadwalader, Greenberg 
Glusker, Sterne Kessler, and Waller, whose US-based 
attorneys mustered a relatively low average of less than 
20 hours per person.

“It’s really nice to step outside of what 
you’re doing for the big clients and help 
people who wouldn’t otherwise be able to 
afford it.”

Like so many things in business, this often comes down 
to the bottom line: there’s a clear correlation between 
gross revenue and the amount of pro bono that a firm 
racks up. Take Paul, Weiss, for instance. Between 2014 
and 2019, this firm’s revenue increased by 32.4% to 
$1.39 billion. In the same timescale its pro bono contri-
bution ballooned, more than doubling from an average 
of 65 hours per attorney in 2014 to 137 in 2019. In fact, 
every year firms in the Am Law 100 far outdo those low-
er down the rankings in terms of pro bono.

This is largely down to a lack of resources. Your Gibson 
Dunns (105 hours per US attorney in 2019) and Ropes 
& Grays (112) can afford to hire a full-time pro bono co-
ordinator or put together a robust pro bono committee. 
Many of these law firms have also fostered longstand-
ing relationships with public service organizations. At 
smaller firms, full-time partners are likely to be juggling 
pro bono coordination tasks with their already hefty 
workload, which has a knock-on effect on the program’s 
ultimate impact.

The ratio of associates to partners also plays a part, as 
does geography. If your biggest office is in Phoenix, Ari-
zona – like Bracewell (30 hours in 2019) – fewer pro bono 
opportunities are likely to present themselves com-
pared to a firm based in New York or DC like Cleary (95).

Why do attorneys do it? 
After a hard week of training, networking and racking 
up an obscene amount of billable hours, why spend 

your time rifling through immigration documents when 
you could be tucking in to a tub of Ben & Jerry’s in your 
sweatpants while bingeing The Crown? As one associ-
ate put it, “there are two kinds of time: time you’re billing 
hours that count, and time you could be spending on the 
couch.” 

Well, for starters, doing pro bono work just feels good. 
One junior associate told us: “It’s really nice to step out-
side of what you’re doing for the big clients and help peo-
ple who wouldn’t otherwise be able to afford it.” Plus, on 
a more cynical note: “It’s often a more interesting topic of 
conversation at a party than what financing transaction 
you just closed.”

Secondly, as we’ve already mentioned, pro bono 
projects provide some of  the best on-the-job train-
ing you’re likely to receive as an attorney. Another mas-
sive bonus is that juniors can actually seek out the type 
of skills and experience they want to gain, and make a 
beeline for those cases.

The integral issue of billable hours complicates things. 
Every firm has a different policy when it comes to pro 
bono work. Some count time spent on pro bono in exact-
ly the same way as paid client hours (Cleary, Jones Day). 
Most only count a certain number of pro bono hours as 
billable (Haynes and Boone, Gibbons). A select few only 
begin to count pro bono once juniors have reached their 
billable hour target, while others don’t count time spent 
on pro bono at all. Of course, within these broad catego-
ries fall myriad variations, but generally “it’s considered 
part of firm citizenship,” one source explained. All in all, 
the billable hour/pro bono equilibrium is well worth tak-
ing into consideration when choosing the firm to kick-
start your career.

State requirements 
In 1969, the ABA adopted the Code of Professional 
Responsibility, which stated:  “Every lawyer, regardless 
of professional prominence or professional workload, 
should find time to participate in serving the disadvan-
taged.” This still stands today, as does the aspirational 
goal that every lawyer in the USA should spend at least 
50 hours a year working on pro bono matters.

In most states, however, these rules aren’t enforced, 
although in New York, all applicants for admission to 
the Bar are required to have completed 50 hours of pro 
bono. It is also compulsory in some states for attorneys 
to report their pro bono hours (Florida, Hawaii, Illinois, 
Indiana, Maryland, Mississippi, Nevada, New Mexico 
and New York). The ABA recognizes that attorneys may 
not be dead on 50 hours each year, but suggests that 
over the entire course of their career it should pretty 
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much balance out. Some states have departed from 
the 50-hour rule, choosing their own aspirational pro 
bono goal. Virginia, for instance, requires attorneys to 
dedicate 2% of their professional time to pro bono. In 
Oregon, the target is 80 hours.

What sort of pro bono work is on offer? 
The opportunities for pro bono work may as well be 
endless; some firms have an enormous list of options, 
and strongly encourage associates to bring in their own 
projects from outside. Others are more limited in their 
range, working closely with a couple of organizations or 
insisting that juniors only take on pro bono work that 
complements their practice area. A lack of pro bono 
options is a regular grumble among our transactional-
focused associates.

That said, in the past few years we’ve spoken to associ-
ates involved in a whole range of fascinating projects, 
like helping families entangled in the US/Mexico border 
crisis, responding to President Trump’s travel ban, as-
sisting with Hurricane Harvey relief efforts, volunteer-
ing for a presidential election protection helpline to 
combat corruption, defending families who are having 
their homes foreclosed, and helping survivors of sex 
trafficking have their convictions for prostitution over-
turned (to name but a few).

But it is true that certain types of pro bono matters are 
likely to crop up more than most: death penalty, civil 
rights, prisoners’ rights, criminal defense, landlord/ten-
ant and veterans cases tend be the most common.

Current issues in pro bono 
It’s very likely that the effects of the Covid-19 pandemic 
will generate pro bono work for the legal community. 
The ABA launched a specific task force to deal with an 
expected influx in employment cases and bankruptcy 

filings, as well as a rise in domestic abuse cases with 
people having to spend more time in the home environ-
ment. On this matter, ABA president Judy Perry Mar-
tinez called more generally for the legal community to 
provide more support for those who endure domestic 
and sexual violence, as well as victims of stalking.

Immigration and asylum cases continue to rise, and 
given the effects of Trump’s executive order and the 
US/Mexico border crisis, this will likely continue for 
the foreseeable future. Jones Day associates have got-
ten involved with the firm’s Unaccompanied Children 
and Laredo Projects. Families who cross the US bor-
ders  “end up subject to removal or deportation with no 
access to legal representation.” The project aims to help 
children who have been separated from their families 
gain Special Immigrant Juvenile Status. 

After the recession, the ‘justice gap’ – the divide be-
tween the legal needs of low-income people and the 
ability of civil legal mechanisms to meet these needs 
– visibly grew. Already bending under pressure, the sys-
tem came under additional strain. The Legal Services 
Corporation (LSC), the largest funder of civil legal ser-
vices in the USA, has for many years been reporting on 
the very low percentages of low-income people with 
civil legal problems who are actually able to obtain the 
necessary legal assistance. 

Another area of work for many firms is the Clemency 
Project 2014: an initiative in which lawyers have helped 
nonviolent offenders, who would have likely received a 
substantially lower sentence had they been convicted 
today, obtain clemency. During his time in office, Presi-
dent Obama granted clemency to 1,927 individuals. In 
one case, Hunton & Williams (now Hunton Andrews 
Kurth) obtained clemency for William Ortiz, commuting 
his 50-year sentence for nonviolent, low-level drug of-
fenses.
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