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COVID and Goliath
We’ve been waiting 11 years to say something dramatic 
on the topic of practice area headcount allocation and 
finally we have it. We closed our annual associate sur-
vey several weeks into pandemic lockdown, and the re-
sults already show a legal profession responding to a 
countercyclical economy. 

As we saw back in 2008-9, when companies face risks, 
their appetite for expansion slows while they prioritize 

stability. So transactional and financial lawyers are less 
in demand. At the same time, more vulnerable com-
panies hit the rocks and seek legal counsel for bank-
ruptcy, restructuring and reorganization (BBR). And in a 
force majeure event such as this, with so much at stake, 
contentious cases and claims go through the roof. Re-
search and development activities are put on ice while 
companies fight fire, so we see a draining of resources 
from intellectual property teams.

Trends in the legal recruitment market

Against this backdrop we see firms allocating their 
headcount to prepare for a crisis. We thought it was the 
right moment to delve into BBR in more detail: online we 
learn from entrepreneurial associates making a career 
sidestep into this practice group.

The data above shows where 99% of the headcount 
change is happening in 2020. Note private equity’s me-
teoric rise has only been halted, rather than reduced 
like M&A – we may see PE take a hit later in 2020 once 
the shrinking of the investment markets has had an im-
pact. 

The practice groups that have so far been largely un-
affected are infrastructural (energy, projects, environ-
ment) and governmental, because that work has more 
permanence to it. And then tech transactional work has 
been left alone for the time being – lockdown has cre-
ated a global surge in demand for tech products and 
a market confidence we don’t see elsewhere. Head to 
p.257 for a review of Tech Transactions with White & 
Case. 

While commercial nous counts for a lot in your career, 
we’d urge some caution against an opportunistic choice 

BigLaw practice area headcount movement from 2019 to 2020
Movements shown as a percentage of the whole associate
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These results reinforce our research that over the 
course of a decade, ‘law firm culture and social make-
up’ has risen to the top of students’ agendas, and the 
more traditional signifiers of success – status, earnings 
– have given way to it. It reflects a generational trend 
we’re seeing of questioning established behaviors and 
calling out cultural anachronisms; millennials are going 
to do things their way. 

After a few years in practice, we see associates’ priori-
ties shift again. Below we examine the factors influenc-

ing every associate’s next career move and found they 
suddenly become hungry for more interesting work and 
move away from the BigLaw production line. Cultural 
factors take a back seat while associates look after 
their careers and their personal lives. The divergence 
between the sexes over prestige, money and work/life 
balance is remarkable here. In a society that continues 
to place the larger burden of childcare on women, the 
demands of the legal profession become a big problem, 
which few firms have squared up to adequately. 

of practice group, especially since economists are pre-
dicting a quicker rebound from this downturn than in 
2009. The successful associates we interview picked 
their path because they were passionate about it, re-
cession or no recession. 

‘Business as usual’ is becoming the PR cliché of these 
er… unprecedented times, but among students and 
their career motivations, that really is the case. Again 
this year we asked associates what was most important 
to them when they were choosing their law firms. Below 
are the results from 2020, showing no change at all in 
associates’ priorities. 

What was your priority when choosing a law firm?

Positive culture & social make-up

The intellectual challange / Opportunity to 
demonstrate your skills

A high salary & bonus

A prestigious firm name

Rapid career progression & good mentoring

Having a stepping stone to your next job

Work / life balance

To become a leader in your area of practice

Pro bono / Making the world a better place

50% 55% 60% 65% 70% 75% 80% 85%
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If you need to see what we mean by the law now be-
ing sympathetic to extracurricular activities, we have 
a graph below: a distribution showing how associates  

responded to the question, ‘how many hours did you 
work last week?’

From the sudden increase at 35-40 hours p/w we can 
see how few people are able to work part-time while 
they raise children, and the long hours spent in the of-
fice rather than with family and friends. 

The great irony in the law firm business model is that 
these pressures create significant losses for firms in 

the form of attrition. Firms invest a huge amount in hir-
ing and training, so to lose so many after a few years 
would surely been seen as a failure of the system – ex-
cept it’s a calculated loss. Our research this year found 
strong correlations between specific working cultures 
and the associate’s long-term commitment to the firm.  

How much will the following determine your next career move?

A more prestigious firm name

A better benefits package

A change of location

A more diverse & inclusive culture

A better culture & relationshp with partners

Opportunity to move in house

Clearer career progression

Opportunity for promotion at your current firm

A better work / life balance

Opportunity to specialze / more interesting work

WomenMen

0% 2% 4% 6% 8% 10% 12% 14% 16% 18% 20%
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Are partners going to include new associates in their 
top-level work or exclude them? It turns out inclusiv-
ity is fundamental to firms retaining their talent. How 
effective a firm’s diversity & inclusion policies are cor-
relates strongly with the individual’s commitment to the 
long term.

This revealed another big find this year: poor D&I policy 
and implementation appear to affect the whole group, 
not just those considered diverse. It means everyone 
benefits from strong D&I initiatives and management 
buy-in, and that it goes hand-in-hand with other posi-
tive working cultures. We partnered with Akin Gump 
this summer to learn what their lawyers think positive 
culture looks like.  

100%

90%

80%

70%

60%

50%

40%

Retention vs working cultures

Level of client contact

Your autonomy over work allocation / acquisition

Contact time with partners

Management strategy is well communicated

Intend to stay
up to 1 year

Intend to stay
up to 2 years

Intend to stay
up to 5 years

Intend to stay
indefinitely / undecided

Intend to make 
partner
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Average scores given by associates, grouped by how long they intend to stay at their firms



www.chambers-associate.com Trends in the legal recruitment market  

57

Le
ga

l I
nd

us
tr

y 
Tr

en
ds

How stongly will the prospect of a more diverse & inclusive 
culture affect your next career move?

70%

60%

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%

 More than 1 year Up to 2 years Up to 5 years Make partner
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Acknowledging the pressures of the profession is the 
first step to retaining talent. We see below that if a law-
yer is stressed and the firm does little about it, they will 
leave.

90%

80%

70%

60%

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%

Stress, mental health & retentionStress, mental health & retention

The firm is proactive in addressing 
mental health

You are stressed

Your work has had a negative 
impact on your mental health

Intend to stay
up to 1 year

Intend to stay
up to 2 years

Intend to stay
up to 5 years

Intend to stay
indefinitely / undecided

Intend to make 
partner

Average scores given by associates, grouped by how long they intend to stay at their firms
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We interviewed with Brenna DeVaney, Director of Pro 
Bono Programs at Skadden, who tells us: “I would say 
in the last ten to 15 years, there has been a real profes-
sionalization of the role of counsel or director of pro bono 
which means we have more, and better, pro bono opportu-
nities for our new lawyers.” DeVaney credits law school 
curricular changes for ushering in “better awareness of 
the responsibility that comes with the privilege of a law li-
cense and the ways in which young lawyers can positively 
affect change – they can expect to be able to act on that 
potential as soon as they enter the firm.”

Forgetting for one second that we’re in the midst of a 
global pandemic and economic meltdown, there are 
many positives about becoming a lawyer at this point 
in history. The relaxing of the NALP recruitment guide-
lines last year caused uncertainty, but we viewed it as a 
great opportunity for students to get to know the pro-
fession with more freedom – a few months is too short a 
time to build the knowledge you need to make such an 
important decision. And now social distancing is turn-
ing the recruitment cycle on its head, with virtual sum-
mer programs, cancelled summers, and deferred OCIs: 
turbulent times will favor a resourceful and pragmatic 
mindset.

The good news is that the profession has paid particu-
lar attention to mental health lately. And we have more 
good news in our tracking of pro bono hours over seven 
years:
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Bankruptcy law and making that career U-turn

“If you are a bankruptcy lawyer right now, you are a fool not to be sharp-
ening your teeth.” Now might be the time to consider what’s on offer in 
the practice that booms when others bust. We explore the topic along-
side expert recruitment firm Whistler Partners.

As the COVID-19 pandemic withers the global econ-
omy and businesses pay the price, the legal market’s 
counter-cyclical reply is to put more faith in bankruptcy, 
restructuring and reorganization (BRR). Firms are reas-
signing juniors by the hundred and revving up their 
search for lateral talent in preparation for an unprec-
edented influx of work. “The same thing happened when 
I was an associate at Vinson & Elkins in 2009/10,”  says 
Ali Kelly, who split her 11 years as a BRR associate be-
tween V&E and Kirkland & Ellis. She’s now deputy gen-
eral counsel at a New York real estate investment com-
pany.  “We pulled lawyers from every department,”  she 
recalls. “Firms will repurpose at the junior level: first to 
third year, those folks are fungible. But the nice thing is 
that whatever your expertise – litigation, finance, M&A – 
there’s work for everyone under this gigantic umbrella, 
just in a Chapter 11 setting.”

Taylor Miller, a managing director at legal recruit-
ment firm Whistler Partners, thinks this market shift 
should give anyone considering a move pause for 
thought. “Having started my career after the previous re-
cession, I’ve found that bankruptcy attorneys tend to have 
generally similar goals and challenges as their colleagues 
in other practice areas,” he says. “The difference now is 
that the incredible demand for their skillsets allows them 
to address their goals and challenges with an exciting 
degree of leverage, in absolute terms and relative to non-
bankruptcy attorneys.”

But associates in other practices should also take 
note. “Young lawyers tend to overlook BRR or even dis-
miss it when setting their career goals,”  says Whistler 
recruiter Mat Martin, “when in fact it offers valuable and 
early experience in the boardroom and courtroom.” Jude 
Gorman can testify to this. He’s currently COO at a pub-
lic relations firm, but when he left law school he headed 
for Latham & Watkins. “I was standing up in court argu-
ing fees as a third-year – slightly terrifying, but pretty 
cool – and also drafting operative amendments to credit 
agreements as a very junior associate.” He knew from the 
get go that he wanted to work closely on the business 
side: “My sense was that bankruptcy put you there before 
being a capital markets lawyer or a litigator. I’d narrowed 

it down to BRR or M&A, and it seemed to me that you got 
where you were going in the restructuring world faster 
than you did in the M&A world. I think that turned out to 
be true.”

Bankruptcy is about to take off
Bankruptcy attorneys are in demand, but to be clear, 
this doesn’t mean every company that isn’t Amazon is 
about to go bankrupt. Adam Silverman, managing part-
ner of Chicago commercial insolvency and bankruptcy 
boutique, Adelman & Gettleman, explains that “filing for 
a Chapter 11 is traditionally the last resort for our clients. 
It’s incredibly expensive. We spend a lot of time trying to 
find alternatives to it.”

“I had long thought there was going to be 
a retail apocalypse, and this is likely to be 
the tipping point...”
To that end, Ali Kelly suggests that, in the approach-
ing COVID fallout, “practically every single business loan 
will need some sort of modification.” Restructurings, re-
organizations and other repairs to the creditor-debtor 
relationship will all be key in preventing bankruptcies, 
but as the crisis threatens to rumble on and on, Adam 
Silverman sees a worsening situation for struggling 
businesses.  “I envision that banks are going to re-eval-
uate loans because they are thinking about the second 
wave of infection. They’ll want to get rid of the weak links 
in their loan portfolios.” And in terms of which industries 
will likely be hit, Silverman says “retail establishments 
are easy targets to name. It is not difficult to speculate 
that once forbearance agreements and principal deferrals 
expire, banks will become more aggressive.”

Bankruptcies will follow, according to Robert Dakis, for-
merly a bankruptcy partner at a New York firm, now GC 
at Churchill Real Estate. “I had long thought there was 
going to be a retail apocalypse, and this is likely to be the 
tipping point,”he says. “But retail bankruptcies will also 
mean leases not being paid; leases not being paid mean 
mortgages not being paid, which means trusts not getting 
their income. That will mean credit default swaps being 
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picked up. Then you’re at a 2008 level of financial crisis 
again.”

In short, this is one of those moments you might look 
back on – the Netflix stock you were offered in college; 
someone betting their house that the guy from The Ap-
prentice would never be president – where you needed 
to hear the right advice. “If you are a bankruptcy lawyer 
right now,” says Dakis, “you are a fool not to be sharpen-
ing your teeth, calling everyone you’ve ever represented. 
Everyone is being affected by COVID-19; it’s only a ques-
tion of who is going to capitalize on that.”

Fast & Furious
“Associates often join the best-ranked firm out of law 
school they get an offer from, putting a Cravath salary 
first, and figuring out their ideal practice second,” says 
Sean Burke, founder of Whistler Partners. “A move to 
BRR could be your chance for more meaningful work.” 
Bankruptcy is often regarded as a niche practice – but, 
Sean points out, its difference is its advantage. “Al-
though general practice has gone the way of the dino-
saur, bankruptcy is the last place at a top law firm where 
you can be what lawyers used to be: the client’s go-to 
guy.” Burke says bankruptcy attorneys will handle cor-
porate,  litigation, employment and  IP work, and get to 
work closely with the business side.  “That’s actually a 
key parallel to  startup practice  that attracts associates, 
what we call ‘outside GC experience’. You hold clients’ 
hands through everything.”

Associates must somehow develop knowledge in each 
of those areas, all the while knowing when to call for 
expert help. BRR lawyers navigate court proceedings, 
while also deal-making at breakneck speed, selling 
off assets, and striking agreements between creditors 
and debtors. A former BRR lawyer himself, Whistler’s 
Mat Martin  “loves working with BRR attorneys because 
there is no artifice. Practicing BRR law is like being a 
first-responder to business conflagrations. There are no 
games: BRR attorneys have to work quickly and efficiently 
to triage and resolve problems in the hope of saving the 
business. This straightforward approach leads to mutual 
respect between attorneys and an incredibly high level of 
candor, mentorship, and collegiality within the BRR bar.”

Bankruptcy juniors straddle transactional and litigious 
work, and Adam Silverman explains how experience as 
a corporate or finance associate will set you up neatly to 
transfer. “To thrive you have to be very adept at commer-
cial transactions and fundamentally sound in commercial 
law and finance. Those are skills that are portable from 
where you are now.”  Ali Kelly, meanwhile, emphasizes 
that “finance lawyers play a huge role in a Chapter 11, in 
critical elements of the case: the DIP (Debtor in Posses-

sion) loan when you go in, and exit loan when you go out. 
Many people working for larger firms are listed as finance 
lawyers, but they mainly do DIP loans. Firms will now be 
looking for lawyers in their finance departments to do this 
sort of work.”

“Bankruptcy litigation is no fuss, no 
bullshit. It’s very streamlined. Everything 
is expedited.”
Meanwhile, the litigation aspect is its very own beast, 
says Kelly: “Bankruptcy litigation is no fuss, no bullshit. 
It’s very streamlined. Everything is expedited. A lot of 
regular litigation is fighting for the sake of fighting – you 
can spend three years in discovery. You don’t see that in 
bankruptcy. There’s no time for it: you’re dealing with a 
melting ice cube.”

Adam Silverman has been juggling those ice cubes his 
whole career at one firm, sticking with the debtor shop 
he joined out of law school. For him, bankruptcy work 
is elevated by the close relationship it necessitates be-
tween client and counsel. “As a litigation associate you 
might spend two years going through boxes doing docu-
ment review before you see a client. Things move a lot 
faster in bankruptcy. The curve which takes associates to 
important meetings is a lot more accelerated.”

There’s a creative hue to the work too. “Debtor-side you 
can sell solutions to banks that aren’t cookie-cutter,” says 
Silverman. “For example rewriting debt into performing 
notes and hope notes.” Creditor-side lawyers meanwhile, 
benefit from “taking the wheel and steering things,” says 
Robert Dakis. “The debtors have to react, and you keep 
coming at them with strategies. The secured creditors 
drive the bus; they’re going to get their collateral one way 
or another.”

Unfortunately, “in Chapter 11 cases, there are definitely 
going to be 14-15 hour days,” says Silverman. It’s a prod-
uct of the urgency of the situation. Lender-side work is 
usually more predictable, “but there will be a ton of work 
on the creditor side now,”says Kelly. “Superstar senior as-
sociates will be able to parlay their work volume for pro-
motion.”

Getting ahead
To progress up the ladder in BRR, it’s crucial to know 
how debtor and lender practices do business.  “Debtor 
practices are an anomaly,”  explains Amdie Mengistu, 
senior recruiting consultant at Whistler.  “They get no 
repeat business from those companies going through 
liquidation, so you won’t build an individual book of busi-
ness.”  Adam Silverman sheds some light on how it 
works at his firm: “Adelman Gettleman gets a significant 
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amount of its work by referrals from larger firms with a 
conflict of interest. We maintain those referral relation-
ships by doing a good job, solving problems when they 
can be solved, and returning the client to the care of the 
originating firm.”

“If you want to make partner, you have to 
leave a big firm.”  

“On the creditor side you’ll have repeat work with banks 
and financial institutions,” says Robert Dakis, “but at the 
big shops, the clients are too big to be portable. You might 
know four guys on Deutsche Bank’s distressed desk, but if 
you leave your firm, you’re not taking Deutsche’s business 
with you. At a smaller, leaner firm, you can start building 
a book of business.”

Dakis’ advice is this: “If you want to make partner, you 
have to leave a big firm.” A prestigious name on your re-
sume will help – Dakis started out at White & Case – but 
making partner is mathematically unlikely. “Start some-
where you are going to get the broadest experience and 
learn your focus, then move smaller and leaner if you can; 
get hands-on experience for your second move; then your 
third move should be to the place where you will make 
partner. At a small or mid-market firm you are able to take 
the ball and run with it in cases. You do it yourself until 
you can’t. Bigger firms are more siloed: they have bank-
ruptcy litigators, bankruptcy employment guys, transac-
tional guys and so on.”

One factor guiding your moves, all our interviewees 
agreed, should be the prospect of mentorship. “If you’re 
chasing the money, that’s not going to be productive,” 
recommends Adam Silverman. “As a young attorney you 
need to associate yourself with someone who is well re-
spected. There’s a lot to learn in this field and you can’t 
learn it all overnight. It takes time. Find the right people to 
attach yourself to for good mentorship.” 

It’s a reminder that there’s so much more to a job search 
than who’s paying the most. Whistler’s Francis Kelly is 
seeing a lot of this right now: “I’ve talked to many more 
junior BRR associates over the past 12 weeks, and one 
consistent theme continues to prevail – they want to have 
holistic conversations about building their careers. This 
extends beyond helping them make informed career deci-
sions and goes to the heart of how we’ll match them with 
the right group based on what matters to them, like an 
authentic diversity and inclusion effort among firm lead-
ership, or being seen as more than just a source of billable 
hours.”

Going in-house
But what will experienced bankruptcy lawyers do when 
the economy eventually rebounds, and bankruptcy 
work fades?  “Moving in-house  is a strong option as a 
seasoned attorney. You’ll have an amazing mix of relevant 
experience, more choice, and less risk of being slotted 
into an overly specific role at a business, a fate litigators 
often suffer,” says Sean Burke, himself a former litiga-
tion associate. And Amdie Mengistu has good news 
from the front lines: “More and more roles for bankruptcy 
lawyers are popping up in-house. The past few years saw 
an increase in alternative lenders and investment funds 
entering the ad-hoc space. That fact, plus COVID Mad-
ness, means we are seeing more and more workout teams 
forming in-house, and distressed desks and various funds 
requiring good restructuring lawyers.”

“During a Chapter 11 you are effectively 
functioning as outside general counsel.”

“Going in-house as a lender-side attorney typically means 
going to banks or financial institutions,” explains Jude 
Gorman, adding that debtor-side options include private 
equity shops and operational companies. Gorman’s own 
associate years at  Latham & Watkins  track the start 
of the 2008 financial crisis, the subsequent increase 
in reorganization work, and finally the tail end of this 
trend. “I didn’t really take advantage of my marketability 
as much as I could have in 2010/11,”he reflects, “But, at 
the time, I didn’t want to do the job anywhere else but 
at Latham.” Jude eventually left private practice to join 
Reorg, a research company focusing on distressed se-
curities. There, he took on a combination of legal and 
business roles, including GC and executive leadership 
during the company’s growth and eventual sale. “When 
our sale process started, what I knew about the transac-
tion process made me extremely valuable,” he explains.” I 
may not have known exactly how to execute a PE buyout, 
but I knew how things were going to play out from my ex-
perience at Latham and that was an incredible value add 
on the business side of things.” 

Unfortunately though, many businesses just can’t get 
their head around recruiting a bankruptcy lawyer.  “It 
was admittedly an obstacle I had to overcome. They think 
‘Why do I want a bankruptcy lawyer running my business?’ 
So change the way they see it,” says Gorman. Ali Kelly’s 
rebuttal is that “during a Chapter 11 you are effectively 
functioning as outside general counsel. You see any con-
tract there is: you have a hand in vendor agreements, sup-
plier contracts, customer contracts, and leases. Whether 
it’s in Chapter 11 or not, it doesn’t matter, you work to get 
the best terms you can. And all the time you’re weighing 
the need to bring in experts to advise you. For me that 
made it a seamless transition to in-house.” 
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Bankruptcy attorneys are not the busi-
ness equivalent of divorce attorneys
As a bankruptcy lawyer, you might need to prove that 
you are better qualified than attorneys in other prac-
tices for the broad role of a general counsel. “The key 
is knowing how to sell yourself,” says Ali Kelly.  “Some 
friends of mine working in-house helped me revamp my 
resume to make it look far more like I was a corporate at-
torney. We pulled out almost all references to Chapter 11. 
The important thing was that I had worked on multi-million 
dollar M&A contracts.” Jude Gorman was the same. “My 
resume hardly had the word bankruptcy on it,” he tells us. 
Another tip to be in-house material: “Make sure you are 
doing finance and transactional work beyond regular 363 
sales. You should try some more conventional sales, of 
a company division for example, to ensure you know the 
process.”

“I think business solutions is the right 
way to label most modern bankruptcy 
lawyers.”
Robert Dakis wants a new understanding of bankruptcy 
lawyers’ jobs altogether. “You shouldn’t sell yourself as 
a bankruptcy lawyer. I’m a business solutions guy, a fixer. 

Your job is to fix broken companies just enough and then 
sell them off. You’re the guy who, when everything else 
is on fire, can balance 50 tasks and get them done.” At 
Dakis’ previous firm, Morrison Cohen, the team that 
works on bankruptcies now calls itself ‘Business Solu-
tions.’ “Most of what we did was out-of-court workouts,” 
he says. “I think business solutions is the right way to la-
bel most modern bankruptcy lawyers.”

 It feels fitting to finish on the theme of misunderstand-
ing. Bankruptcy is surrounded by it. In this piece, we’ve 
heard more than enough to set the record straight. It 
may not have the easy, flashy appeal of many practices 
out there, but it’s always going to exist, the yin to the 
fashionable yang. If you’re practicing bankruptcy now, 
you have a unique opportunity to leverage your impor-
tance. If you’re attracted to the practice, it could be an 
excellent time to find your calling, and reject a dissatis-
fying drift through BigLaw.

_______________

Whistler Partners is a highly entrepreneurial legal tal-
ent headhunting group based out of New York.
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The rise of self-driving cars – the expert view from 
Dykema

Join us as we take a drive down AV boulevard with the experts at Dyke-
ma to put you in pole position for a career working on the self-driving 
revolution.

WHO remembers the horse and cart? Not us. As tech-
nology has continually trundled forwards, it has pulled 
with it the automotive industry. And right now, how we 
get from A to B looks poised to undergo a particularly 
radical transformation. The conversation around self-
driving, or autonomous, vehicles is now serious. In fact, 
talk has turned to significant progress. Autonomous 
vehicles are in use, on streets in the US, right now. Way-
mo, a subsidiary of Google’s parent company Alphabet, 
has taken its tests the furthest, operating ‘robo-taxis’ 
in Phoenix. Driver assistance systems, such as  Nis-
san’s ProPilot Assist, which take control of a car in par-
ticular situations  (e.g. when coasting on a freeway, or 
parking) are pretty common. There’s  Tesla  too, whose 
autopilot systems have been the subject of internation-
al headlines. 

“For the producer, for the true believers 
who are pushing the industry forward, 
they think they’re saving lives. And that’s 
why they do it; it’s the driving force of 
what they do.”

The wider picture is this: faced by intensified safety 
fears, climate change concerns, overburdened ur-
ban transport systems and decreasing car ownership 
among millennials, traditional car companies are team-
ing up with tech giants to put self-driving cars at the 
forefront of their business plans. But will their plans 
really become a reality? The money at play would 
suggest so. Big investors, like Japan’s  SoftBank, are 
channeling capital into development, while the busi-
ness models of companies such as Uber and Lyft sim-
ply aren’t viable without an AV future. If you have any 
doubts about the future of AV, you have only to realize 
how much is at stake if things don’t head in an autono-
mous direction. And, thankfully, that doesn’t just apply 
to money.  Mark  Malven, co-leader of  Dykema’s  mobil-
ity and advanced transportation team, feels one moti-
vation stands out:  “I think a lot of people in this space 
are driven by safety concerns. For the producer, for the 
true believers who are pushing the industry forward, they 
think they’re saving lives. And that’s why they do it; it’s the 
driving force of what they do.” 

In fact, fully autonomous vehicles present many op-
portunities: they could reduce accidents, pollution, 
and traffic; save time, labor, and resources; provide an 
energy storage solution for renewables, increase mo-
bility for the immobile... the list goes on. But questions 
abound about their implementation, regulation and the 
effects they will have on the industries, jobs and liveli-
hoods with which they intersect.  

The legal industry won’t escape these effects. Lawyers 
won’t be in the passenger seat either: they’ll be instru-
mental in facilitating and shaping the revolution that 
looks set to arrive. One law firm that’s put itself firmly 
behind the driver’s wheel is Dykema. Born in the Motor 
City, the firm has a storied history with clients from the 
automotive industry. Its lawyers, adapting to an indus-
try in flux, have sped ahead of the AV curve. We picked 
the brains of three of the firm’s experts – Laura Baucus, 
Mark Malven, and Brian Smith – to explore the intrica-
cies of this transport revolution, and to discover the 
opportunities and challenges it presents to the legal 
profession.  

Picture this 
So where is this road headed? Every expert, it seems, 
has their own vision of what a world with effective, 
safe AV technology will look like. Half the challenge of 
working in an emerging sector is seeing the wood for 
the trees, and without a truly developed understanding 
of the commercial issues at play, attorneys will be left 
floundering. This applies to transactional, regulatory 
and patent attorneys, as well as litigators. Mark Malven 
has this advice for any young hopeful eyeing the sec-
tor: “First pick an existing discipline – for example insur-
ance, transactions or litigation – and then grow to under-
stand and remain on top of what’s happening. You should 
be thinking, researching, writing, and speaking about the 
legal issues that will emanate in your field as autonomous 
vehicles are introduced. The aim is to connect the dots 
and build yourself as an expert within your discipline. I do 
believe that those who do that and become thought lead-
ers will become involved and acknowledged as experts in 
their discipline and opportunities will come their way.” 
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So  let’s get started. To see the world as those pursu-
ing an AV future do, the perspective of  John Krafcik, 
Waymo’s CEO, is useful. He believes public reliance on 
cars is typified by the  “occasional-use imperative.”  His 
observations that they routinely sit idle, that they de-
preciate in value, and that the accidents they cause – in 
partnership with human error – account for untold finan-
cial, emotional, and physical damage, form a shopping 
list of problems to solve.  

Let’s examine the first: for how long each day is a car ac-
tually in use? Unless you’re carrying out some danger-
ous multi-tasking right now, the car-owners among you 
are probably picturing your pride and joy sitting for-
lornly in a vast parking lot. It spends hours like this: oc-
cupying space, costing you money, and serving nobody 
any actual good. You’ve heard this before of course. 
This is the argument for public transport. But cars are 
more flexible – they don’t need static infrastructure (e.g. 
railway tracks) and can therefore provide links to those 
harder to reach locations.  

“The younger, millennial generation are 
much more accustomed to ride-sharing. 
They are more used to the idea that you 
don’t need to own a car; you just jump in a 
vehicle and it transports you from point A 
to B without you having to pay the tradi-
tional overhead.”

One vision of our AV future therefore sees cars as pub-
lic transport. Imagine a world where cars are shared, 
controlled centrally, and orderable just like an Uber or 
Lyft. Cars would be full, meaning less traffic and less 
pollution. Traffic would be managed efficiently. And 
there’d be far less need for parking facilities, freeing 
up crucial space.  

But shared ownership is scary to many. The car is one 
of the true American symbols of freedom. Brian Smith, 
a member of Dykema’s litigation group who focuses on 
product liability, believes  “people aren’t ready to sur-
render their current vehicles. They want to hold on to 
their traditional, gas-powered, combustion engine vehi-
cles.” Smith even jokingly describes how he typifies one 
side of a generational divide.  “The younger, millennial 
generation are much more accustomed to ride-sharing. 
They are more used to the idea that you don’t need to 
own a car; you just jump in a vehicle and it transports you 
from point A to B without you having to pay the traditional 
overhead. Someone like me still feels very awkward with 
that idea. I want my car! I want the autonomy that makes 
America resistant to mass-transportation in general.” 

Regardless of resistance, respected thought suggests 
things might head in that direction some day. For now, 
a more tangible vision of AV implementation would 
involve shuttles for campuses or small towns. Away 
from personal use, the commercial applications could 
be widespread. UPS has already begun using trucking 
startup TuSimple, to move goods between Phoenix and 
Tucson.  

One thing is for certain: the investment is already there 
for this sector. Firms like Dykema are busy working on 
the finance and corporate elements of the prolific in-
vestment, incorporation and production which is now 
underway. Where money flows in such vast amounts, 
transactional lawyers will find much work.  

Regulators, mount up 
As it stands, there isn’t specific Federal regulation re-
garding Autonomous Vehicles. Instead, there are simply 
‘voluntary guidelines,’ put out by the National Highway 
Traffic Safety Administration, an approach labeled 
as laissez faire by some. A bill was proposed in 2018, 
but  didn’t make sufficient progress in the Senate. In-
stead, individual states have been the driving force, 
though it’s anticipated that Federal action will soon pre-
empt these state laws.  Malven  outlines the approach 
of regulators thus: “Because they don’t understand the 
technology, or which technologies are going to be para-
mount, they’re taking a hands-off approach to regulation 
and being more trusting of the companies than in other 
areas.” One fear is that other countries may push ahead 
while the US delays.  

Laura Baucus, leader of Dykema’s financial services 
litigation practice group and member of its Automo-
tive Industry Group, also has her say on the govern-
ment’s approach to AV: “There’s a very substantial, very 
detailed, standard that US automobiles need to meet by 
NHTSA. There’s  some draft guidelines that exist for au-
tonomous vehicles, but there’s absolutely going to be 
legislation federally. That was the same with other new 
technology from ten, twenty years ago – like airbags. This 
isn’t a totally new game changer; there have been new 
technologies introduced to automobiles over the past 30 
years. In 10  years  the tech supplier will just be another 
type of supplier that works with the OEMs [original equip-
ment manufacturers.]”  All the same, the current legal 
situation provides intrigue for Baucus in her work: “It’s 
definitely an interesting legal exercise as you’re taking 
the cases and the laws that have been developed over a 
century that pertain to standard automobiles and you’re 
looking at the best way to apply them to autonomous ve-
hicles.”



The rise of self-driving cars – the expert view from Dykema   www.chambers-associate.com

66

Legal Industry Trends

A safe new world 
While regulators must deal with the tricky points of 
implementation, the clear and attractive advantages of 
AV remain. Brian Smith puts it like this: “As a consum-
er I can’t wait to get in a car and say, ‘take me to work!’ 
That change will allow me to do what I want on that com-
mute. I’m terribly excited for it.” Then there’s safety. Over 
37,000 people die each year in the US in car accidents, 
with many more being injured or rendered disabled 
due to incidents on the road. Predictions around AV 
see those numbers being reduced dramatically. For 
Mark Malven, “the safety thing really is it. Obviously all 
those advantages come, but as by-products. It’s all about 
safety.” 

With accidents becoming a rarity, what does this mean 
for the insurance industry (and insurance lawyers)? 
Laura Baucus isn’t so sure that product liability de-
fense teams will become obsolete.  “The insurers will 
just sell different products for autonomous vehicles, and 
it’s likely to be much more expensive while the technol-
ogy is new. Once the technology becomes standard like 
any other product, the price will go down.” Malven also 
sees a shift: “Assuming that all the experts are right with 
a lot less crashes, and therefore cases, the stakes will 
be higher in each case. There will be less of the routine, 
small dollar incidents and far less uncertainty, too. When 
there’s an autonomous vehicle involved, there’s so much 
information about what happened, what caused the crash 
etc. There just won’t be a whole lot of doubt about what 
happened.” Shared ownership might kill the private car 
insurance market, but  someone  still owns those cars, 
and they’ll need insurance. 

But the ultimate safety dream relies on near universal 
AV usage. We’ve already touched on why this won’t hap-
pen immediately, so we must consider a transition pe-
riod where traditional vehicles still exist on the road. “As 
long as these two have to coexist,” posits Smith,  “there 
are always going to be challenges with road sharing.” One 
problem which has received the most coverage rests 
on the AI guiding AVs. As Smith points out, the ethical 
coding exercises required for autonomous technology 
(generally dubbed ‘trolley problems’) tackle the poten-
tially “chilling thought of artificial intelligence ‘deciding’ 
life and death,” when faced with a choice of unavoidable 
collisions.

“As a consumer I can’t wait to get in a car 
and say, ‘take me to work!’ That change 
will allow me to do what I want on that 
commute. I’m terribly excited for it.” 

Debates around liability underpin much of the AV con-
versation, and this is where many litigators will join the 
party. Baucus rightly draws focus to how historically, “IT 
and technology suppliers might not have had an impact 
on safety. Those companies are not used to having a term 
in their contract that requires them to indemnify the cus-
tomer for safety or product liability concerns.” But as a 
car becomes more computer, the tech will become re-
sponsible for the safety of the driver and passengers. 

Take the cameras fitted to AVs to allow them to moni-
tor their surroundings. Smith suggests that if a vehicle 
were to get into an accident following a malfunction, 
the camera suppliers have now  “created a huge liabil-
ity issue that they’re not traditionally prepared for.”  It’s 
murky territory. From the contractual side, Baucus ex-
plains, the challenge is  “making sure you draw the line 
broad enough so the OEM is protected if things go awry, 
while narrow enough that the tech vendor will actually 
sign it.” 

The traditional chain of responsibility – from the part’s 
manufacturer, to the person who puts it into assembly, 
to then ultimately the person who puts it in the vehicle 
– is also shifting. Where in the past, liability could be de-
termined when a vehicle left a manufacturer’s control, 
functionality will now be both affected and determined 
by consistent and incremental software updates, which 
Smith sees as becoming a real “battleground in the fu-
ture.”  

“If you  [the manufacturer]  have the ability to update a 
vehicle’s software and make changes remotely,”  asks 
Smith, “are you still exercising control over that vehicle? 
If you’re under this continuing duty to provide support 
for vehicles, when does that obligation end?” As a user, 
can you tell your car not to accept a new update if the 
software manufacturer is pushing it through to correct 
something? “And who’s responsible if an individual refus-
es to update their software?” 

The home stretch 
As you can see, there are still so many questions. But 
that’s precisely what makes this sector intriguing from 
a legal standpoint. Firms like Dykema will provide an 
opportunity for attorneys to work at the forefront of 
these truly game-changing projects. And the change 
is definitely coming – be in no doubt about that. 
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AI and the law – the expert view from White & Case

The AI revolution is already happening in the law. We partnered with 
some experts at White & Case to learn about the big issues and what it 
means for students.

The rise of the machines
We’re in the midst of the fourth industrial revolution. 
We’re seeing technology shift its identity: where it was 
previously used by us as a blunt instrument, it now re-
places us, simply waiting for the correct instructions. 
This is why we hear about ‘disruptive’ tech. When arti-
ficial intelligence has the power to perform relatively 
sophisticated lawyerly skills, we know it will become 
pervasive, but we think it’s time to put to bed those con-
spiracy theories about ‘robo-lawyers’; AI is the reality to 
be embraced – the only future. For some reassurance, 
Arlene Arin Hahn, a partner in White & Case’s technol-
ogy transactions practice, remains optimistic that the 
law will always require a human brain:  “Advice, judg-
ment and guidance – these are aspects of the legal domain 
which cannot be divorced from humanity.” Phew.

The presence of AI’s potential in the law has prompted 
major investment from the biggest names in the pro-
fession. In a race to secure their futures, top law firms 
are investing heavily in AI – not just to have the advan-
tage on other firms and in-house legal teams, but also 
to deter upstart newcomers wielding shiny tech from 
poaching their prize clients. The stakes are high. If that 
wasn’t enough to set the profession on edge, funda-
mental changes to the lawyer’s role are afoot too. As 
the machines take more and more responsibility for the 
robotic tasks, associates will be prized and used for the 
gifts their humanity gives them, advising and advocat-
ing for clients, and spotting the meaning in what their 
machines are telling them.

While people seemingly never tire of shouting about AI, 
the granular, real-world applications can sometimes go 
missing in their commentary. All you need to know to 
understand AI is that it contributes to software which 
can search and interpret documents, perform accurate 
risk assessments, sharpen the interpretation of docu-
ments based on precedent, and draft contracts and le-
gal opinions. Jobs like due diligence, document review, 
simple drafting, discovery, and forecasting legal out-
comes can all be done by machines. That’s much of a 
junior associate’s role spoken for.

“This will then allow a lawyer to start the 
real work they have studied law for!”

Oz Benamram, the firm’s former chief knowledge of-
ficer, paints a vivid image of how far these tools have 
come. Gone are the days, he says, when “due diligence 
meant lawyers had to sit in a cellar, sifting through thou-
sands of documents for days without the help of a ma-
chine. A good tool can do that in a couple of hours. This 
will then allow a lawyer to start the real work they have 
studied law for!”

White & Case stands as a good example of the deploy-
ment of AI tools which is taking place at many top firms. 
In its transactional work, the firm has taken advantage 
of both Luminance and LawGeex. Luminance’s diligence 
platform helps spot missing clauses and other errors, 
speeding up the review process and reducing risk. Law-
Geex meanwhile, offers automated contract review, 
reading the document and analysing compliance. Simi-
lar tools are deployed on the contentious side too.

This move to relying on technical solutions within mat-
ter work will increasingly speed the pace of proceed-
ings. It will also save clients a lot of money. So we may 
see an economy dividing between the haves and the 
have-nots – the firms investing may create a new elite. 
But Benamram thinks the whole profession will collec-
tively gain. In the same way that the elite firms shoulder 
the cost of recruiting and training every new class of 
graduates, those same firms will be “investing in those 
tools and developing vendor best practices. So the mid-
size firms hopping on the train can leverage what we did 
– they won’t have to experiment with the tools.”

Huge efficiencies are possible, but it demands an appe-
tite for change and a willingness to work with the tech. 
To create a machine-learning algorithm, lawyers must 
first teach a machine how to interpret, distil and gen-
erate language spontaneously. The challenge to over-
come is that – as you may have experienced with Alexa, 
Siri et al. – language software struggles with nuanced 
and figurative language; subtlety and sarcasm are reas-
suringly human qualities. And language itself evolves: 
‘disruptive’ doesn’t have the same meaning it did five 
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years ago, for example. In the early stages of this tech, 
at least, junior lawyers will be in demand to ‘train’ the 
machines.

“It is much more complex than it sounds 
to train these machines.”

There will be a new dimension to the lawyer’s role, says 
Hahn, “making sure that the attorneys who work with the 
AI tools are aware of their limitations and are tech savvy. 
This will allow them to explain limitations and benefits to 
the clients as well.”  White & Case’s director of knowl-
edge operations, Constanze Schmack, believes it’s vital 
to still teach the newbies the tricks of the trade even if 
they won’t be getting their hands dirty. “It is much more 
complex than it sounds to train these machines, such as 
the contract automation tool. If not trained correctly in the 
fundamentals of legal practice, juniors will not be able 
to understand the conclusions of the tech-aided docu-
ments.”

The big concern for the students and law schools feed-
ing the junior end is  “what does the staffing look like 
when we take the more menial tasks away?” as Schmack 
puts it. “On one deal, we usually have five or six juniors 
reviewing documents – what happens when we don’t need 
all those people? This is something which needs to be dis-
cussed throughout the whole market and industry, it isn’t 
a structure which one single firm can decide upon.”

Encouragingly, no firm is showing any sign of reducing 
first year intakes despite this investment in tech. And 
Benamram is keen to emphasize: “roles will not be elimi-
nated, but shifted. Juniors’ tasks will be redefined – now, 
instead of being the person charged with finding a needle 
in a haystack, their role will be more focused on detecting 
patterns within the data.”

Of the people, by the people, for the 
people
“I really hope that tech is able to redefine what kind of per-
son enters the legal field and transforms the perception 
of what a legal career looks like,” emphasizes Benamram. 
Already we’re seeing big firms hiring juniors with spe-
cific tech backgrounds. In the most disruptive scenario, 
the younger lawyers, more at ease in a digital economy, 
would wield a little more leverage over the partnership 
level. Already we’re seeing firms actively hiring the mil-

lennials with the ideas that will shape the digital legal 
industry. For students this represents a huge opportu-
nity to show firms how they’d be an asset to the busi-
ness – to start the dialogue at the first interview.

And as lawyers progress through their careers we ex-
pect AI to be an empowering force for the individual. It 
will change how lawyers’ skills and efforts are judged; 
the notions of billable hours and facetime “no longer be-
ing the barometers of dedication and excellence,”  says 
Benamram. New tech presents the potential for read-
justment – a welcome release valve. With the right firm 
culture, influential affinity groups, and forethought on 
policy, real change is possible.

“AI can probably make most processes 
faster and more powerful, but not neces-
sarily wiser or more humane.”
The pressurized law firm business model based on the 
billable hour has for decades been cited as the main 
reason earnings and opportunities in the law are not 
equal between men and women, and the same reason 
is given for why mental wellbeing is such a challenge 
in the law. But any hope that more tech will resolve 
this is a little optimistic, thinks Hahn: “AI can probably 
make most processes faster and more powerful, but not 
necessarily wiser or more humane.  Most technological 
advancements in recent years – email, electronic case law 
research, smartphones – have changed where attorneys 
can work, but not how much they work. And if anything, 
these technologies have resulted in condensed timelines 
and greater urgency so unless the paradigm is somehow 
shifted by AI, then I would expect more of the same.”

In any period of dramatic change, those willing to 
adapt and be imaginative will succeed.  “It’s a wonder-
ful opportunity and a reality that we must accept,” says 
Benamram. “It is simply a question of when and how it ar-
rives.” The next generation of lawyers should be better 
prepared, thinks Benamram, who recommends that law 
schools adapt their courses to teach AI from a more ho-
listic perspective rather than seeing it just as a tool. “We 
don’t expect associates to be computer programmers, 
but in today’s fast-paced world, it is important to have a 
sense of what AI means and to understand how to use the 
data to be able to work smarter and deliver solutions ef-
ficiently.”
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Regional trends

IN this year’s research we looked far beyond the head 
offices and major cities to consider the associate expe-
rience across the whole US legal market.

Online we explore each region in detail and partner with 
dominant law firms in each local market. We dissect 
each major legal economy in the US by scale and key 
practice areas, we look at which firms do what, and ex-
amine lawyer life on the ground. Below are some high-
lights from this year’s research across the US regions; 
head online for the full picture. 

In our 2020 associate satisfaction survey, Texas led the 
pack for having the most contented associates. Our 
survey closed right in the middle of pandemic lockdown 
and amidst news of oil prices hitting rock bottom – this 
didn’t seem to dampen associates’ zest for life, howev-
er. Below, we learn from Jackson Walker’s attorneys that 
there’s more to Texas than oil, and quality of life is a big 
plus in choosing the Lone Star State.

Boston & New England

72% 73% 74% 75% 76% 77% 78% 79% 80% 81%

California

Chicago & the Midwest

DC & surround

Florida, Georgia & the Southeast

New York

Pacific Northwest & Rockies

Texas & the South

Associate satisfaction
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Being an Attorney in Texas – an overview sponsored by Jackson Walker   

Being an Attorney in Texas – an overview sponsored 
by Jackson Walker

*This is an abridged print version of the full article. To 
read much more on topics like Texas’ economy, culture 
and lifestyle, as well as associate career progression 
and hiring, please go to chambers-associate.com.

The Texas Economy
WHEN corporate and securities associate Lara Assaf 
decided to relocate to Austin from New York and her old 
firm, she was adamant that she wanted to find work of 
the same caliber she was used to: “There’s a huge gamut 
of industries and clients of all levels of sophistication. As 
an attorney you can get so much range from ground-level 
work with start-ups to work with Fortune 500 companies.”

“The technology sector is a significant strength in Austin,” 
says Dallas-based corporate partner Jim Ryan, who also 
lists finance, real estate, energy and healthcare as par-
ticularly robust industries in Texas. “Texas is the national 
headquarters for many real estate companies; Houston is 
the center of the energy sector; Dallas is known for real 
estate and finance; and healthcare is an emerging sec-
tor in the state.” He emphasizes that while certain cities 
are known for particular areas, these composite Texan 
“economies have become much more diverse” over the 
years.  

The Work
The Corporate Attorney Experience
Assaf feels that there have been many benefits to 
bringing her corporate law expertise to Texas. “I think 
it’s a function of the Texas legal market as well as the 
culture of Jackson Walker, but it’s very entrepreneurial 
here: you can bring in a client at any time,” she reveals. 
“The clients I have brought in have been individuals and 
small businesses, which means I get an incredibly useful 
on-the-ground perspective from a company level. That’s 
the kind of work I would never do in New York, where I was 
writing basic resolutions.”

There’s a greater range of matters to be exposed to, As-
saf notes, from the “huge M&A deals that are as big as 
they are in New York” to the “deals that are more basic: 
when I was a third-year associate here I was handling $10 
to $15 million deals myself – I wouldn’t be able to do that 
until I was 60-years-old in New York!” 

The View from Litigation
Houston-based associate Cameron Secord attributes 
his “substantive experience as a young litigator” to “the 
entrepreneurial vibe” in Texas. “In general, it goes back to 
the oil base days: the oil term that’s used is ‘wild catting’ 
and it essentially means that if you think you can go out 
there and make some money, then go for it! Jackson Walk-
er is a cautious firm fiscally, but if you think you can make 
something happen then they support you to go for it.”

Media and entertainment cases are associate Joel 
Glover’s (who’s also based in Houston) favorite. “Cases 
in that space are really interesting, and not just because 
the subject matter is engaging and different every time; 
they’ve also allowed my practice to expand to other plac-
es because the work is just so spread out.” 

Culture & Lifestyle
Working Hours and Routine
Assaf feels that “the hours are comparable” between 
New York and Texas – they are just more spread out and 
manageable where she is now. “In New York I was work-
ing much harder from an energy and resource perspec-
tive, but when I look at my annual billed hours now the 
difference is one or two hundred hours. However, because 
of the pacing difference, that feels more like a thousand 
hours!”

“The firm’s pretty flexible about when you work as long 
as you’re getting the work done by the deadline,” says 
Secord. “You can do things with your life and not have 
this pressure, which makes us distinct from other BigLaw 
firms. My wife and I will get breakfast or brunch on week-

If you think Texas lawyering is all about donning a pair of Wrangler jeans 
and riding majestically up to the courthouse on your trusty steed, you’re 
wrong. Obviously. Here five members of longstanding Texas firm Jack-
son Walker tell it how it is and give you an introduction to this thriving 
and dynamic legal market.
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days; I’ll get into the office by ten or 11am and work later. 
It’s easy to take a three or four-day weekend and a two-
week vacation if you communicate well.”

Housing Opportunities
“A huge part of moving here was how much flexibility you 
have with land and house prices,” says Assaf. “Austin is 
more expensive than other real estate markets in Texas 
but compared to New York it’s wildly different. I’ve been 
able to buy a house with a big back yard.” Secord and 
Glover have also been able to buy homes in Houston, 
with Secord commenting: “If you come to Texas you can 
live downtown in a townhouse or a high rise, or you can 
move out to the suburbs. You can find your groove; it’s a 
lot more flexible than it is in other big cities.”

Salary Expectations
The recent influx of the national and global firms into 
Texas has brought with it a hike to the Milbank/Cravath 
scale salaries. “Some firms have moved to that scale and 
others have kept the model that they’d been using,” As-
saf reports. Glover, meanwhile, tells us that at Jackson 
Walker “the starting salaries are the same as they are at 
other large firms around the country, but as you progress 
into your fourth-year and beyond, it’s easy to not just 
make what your peers around the country are making but 
exceed it.” 

Life Outside Work in Texas’ Cities
“These are the cities of growth,” says Ryan of Austin, 
Dallas and Houston. “Over the past 30 years they have 
become a lot more sophisticated for arts and outdoors 
activities; all have come to offer a lot more options for 

things to do outside of the office than there were even a 
generation ago.” Glover adds: “In the same weekend I can 
go to a professional football game and see a Tony Award-
winning show at the theatre. People who come here from 
elsewhere are so surprised by it.” 

“There’s a really big outdoor community as there are so 
many trails and lakes,” says director of associate recruit-
ing Meghan Pier of Austin, so fans of fresh air and brac-
ing exercise will be at home here. There’s also a famous 
music scene in Austin, which Pier describes as “the live 
music capital of the world.”

The Recruitment Scene
Entry-level associate recruiting
The recruitment season tends to start earlier in Texas 
than it does elsewhere in the US. As Pier explains, it typ-
ically begins in July each year with firms reaching out to 
law students who are about to start their second year: 
“During the first and second week of August we conduct 
most of our OCIs at law schools and over the following 
two weeks we’ll do our callback interviews.” The season is 
often wrapped up by the beginning of September.

Further afield, Jackson Walker also has its eye on ‘Texas 
Clubs’ that exist in out-of-state law schools (like UVA, 
Notre Dame and Duke). If you’re an out-of-state law stu-
dent then definitely check to see whether there’s a Tex-
as Club on your campus, and if not, why not start one?
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NORTHEAST
New York
“Certain practice areas and clients have also become in-
creasingly desirable, including the tech sector, emerging 
companies, hedge and private equity funds and privacy, 
so we’ve seen increased activity in those areas. Beyond 
that, with the idea of a recession looming, associates are 
taking advantage of a currently active hiring market to en-
hance their profile and position before things potentially 
slow down.

A challenge that New York associates encounter is find-
ing the time to educate themselves on the differences 
between firms and practice groups given the overall size 
of the market. All law firms are not created equal. The dif-
ferences can certainly be bold, but they can oftentimes 
be subtle and not discernible unless the associate takes 
the time to shake some hands and have face-to-face con-
versations.” 

- recruiters at SJL Attorney Search.

DC

led the pack in our survey on pro bono, in which associ-
ates felt the capital offers the best pro bono experi-
ence in the country. Access to NGOs and public insti-
tutions means there are great opportunities for young 
lawyers to learn from the nation’s most challenging 
work. 
“While the legal market is changing in many ways, I be-
lieve what brings law students to the DC area remains the 
same.  DC is a hub of IP law, largely because several gov-
ernment entities that impact IP law are located here, such 
as the Federal Circuit, USPTO, and ITC.  As a result, DC 
provides opportunities and experiences for IP attorneys 
that do not exist in other cities.  These can be opportuni-
ties associated with one’s employment, or less formal ex-
periences, such as attending a happy hour where a mem-
ber of Congress offers remarks about an IP bill they are 
trying to pass.” 

-  David Mroz, hiring partner for Finnegan’s Washing-
ton, D.C., and Reston offices

Boston

The New England lawyers were most satisfied with 
their remuneration packages. We’d put this down to a 
buoyant tech and private equity-driven economy that 
combines East Coast working styles with better living 
costs than New York. 

“Boston is home to many top institutions of higher educa-
tion, a highly skilled talent pool, and a vast array of in-
novative companies, including technology, life sciences, 
biotech, health care, and financial services. There are 
endless opportunities to work with thought leaders and 
do cutting-edge work every single day.

Boston is a great place to go to law school and an even 
better place to live and practice law. Law firms from all 
over the world recognize the superior educational op-
portunities offered in Boston and recruit from the area’s 
many fine law schools. With a background in tech or life 
sciences, there is no better place to be than Boston.” 

- Todd Garcia, managing principal, Fish & Richardson, 
Boston office

Philadelphia
“Philadelphia has a vibrant and very well established 
legal community. It is the fifth largest city in the United 
States, is home to national sports teams, a booming busi-
ness district, world-class cultural attractions and restau-
rants, an Ivy League university and multiple world-leading 
academic medical centers. Given these attributes, from a 
legal perspective, Philadelphia offers lawyers opportuni-
ties for work in virtually every practice area. The corporate 
community provides ample financial and corporate work. 
With neighboring Delaware 20 miles away, Philadelphia 
bankruptcy lawyers routinely have cases in the US Bank-
ruptcy Court for the District of Delaware, and other strong 
practice areas are commercial litigation, intellectual prop-
erty, insurance and healthcare, labor and employment, an-
titrust, real estate, and municipal and bond work.” 

- Jami McKeon, firm chair, Morgan Lewis

Pittsburgh
“Technology/artificial intelligence/robotics has become a 
critical economic driver in Pittsburgh. World-class health-
care systems and hospitals are also a major component 
of the geographic region. In addition, manufacturing has 
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rebounded, especially in support of aerospace and the 
aviation industry.” 

- Tom Smith, K&L Gates’ Pittsburgh office managing 
partner and co-managing partner of the firm in the US.

SOUTHEAST
Florida

Florida outstripped all other major markets for the long-
term commitment of their associates and their drive to 
make partner.

“Florida is often perceived as a non-traditional legal mar-
ket, and yet we are the 3rd largest state by population 
with the 4th largest economy.  Florida, and in particular 
South Florida, is one of the fastest growing legal markets 
and one of the largest in the country.  Over the last 15+ 
years, we have seen the number of Am Law 200 firms with 
offices in the Sunshine State nearly double, which is a 
testament to the growth of the region.  As we think about 
recruiting in the future, one of our biggest undertakings 
will be demystifying the stigma that you cannot have a 
similar legal career in Florida as you would in New York. In 
fact, South Florida gives many lawyers who are interested 
in handling international deals and disputes a unique plat-
form to build cross-border practices.” 

- Brandon Faulkner, leader of Holland & Knight’s 
Florida initiative and partner in the Tampa office.

MIDWEST
Chicago

“Chicago is one of the world’s largest and most diversi-
fied economies, with no single industry representing more 
than 12% of its economy.  As a result, the Chicago legal 
market offers opportunities for lawyers across a broad 
range of industries. Examples of key industry sectors in-
clude complex finance and derivatives, corporate/M&A 
and private equity, manufacturing, health care, education 
and professional services. Trade, transportation, utilities 
and insurance are also historically strong sectors, while 
technology and life sciences businesses have grown 
rapidly in recent years. Each of these industries leads to 
significant opportunities for lawyers focused on litigation, 
transactions, counseling and regulatory work.” 

- Teresa Harmon, managing partner of Sidley Austin’s 
Chicago office.

“Many practice areas were thriving in Chicago pre-COVID, 
but one of the most notable was the private equity prac-
tice area.  Chicago has always been at the forefront of this 
asset class and the past decade has seen the emergence 
of several new, very exciting funds. We have seen many 
of the legacy funds move up-market in fund size and also 
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the emergence of a robust group of middle-market funds 
in the city.” 

- William C. O’Neil, chair of the hiring committee and 
partner in the Chicago office of Winston & Strawn.

Minneapolis/Minnesota
“The Minneapolis-St. Paul business climate is built on a 
strong and diverse community of companies ranging from 
small to large, emerging to established, cutting edge to 
conventional. Minneapolis-St. Paul ranks at the top of 
metropolitan areas with the most Fortune 500 companies 
per capita.  Attorneys in Minneapolis benefit from a won-
derfully livable and vibrant city. Minneapolis boasts one of 
the most educated populations among the nation’s largest 
metro areas. The Twin Cities area abounds with cultural 
organizations, theater, visual art, writing and music. Min-
neapolis is known as the City of Lakes, and its residents 
enjoy numerous activities in and around the water.” 

 - Kristen Schubert, Dorsey & Whitney’s recruiting 
chair and partner in the Minneapolis office.

WEST COAST
California

The pace of change in the key industries in California 
makes it the highest performer in our career develop-
ment survey. If you want to learn about the lifecycle of 
a business and how the law interacts with it each stage, 
getting involved in this venture capital-heavy market is 
the place to develop your practice early on. 

“California is a global leader in technology and media and 
entertainment, as it is the sixth largest economy in the 
world as a standalone.” 

- Ken Doran, chairman and managing  
partner of Gibson Dunn.

“The legal market in Palo Alto remains highly competitive 
for attorneys who want to practice in intellectual property, 
specifically those with a tech background and fresh out 
of law school. Each of the past several years, the demand 
for these attorneys has far outpaced the supply in the 
market.” 

- Jacob Schroeder, hiring partner for Finnegan’s Palo 
Alto office.

“Middle-market M&A is going to experience a lot of 
growth over the next year and our bankruptcy practice 
could grow. We may experience some weakness in some 
sectors but while bankruptcy has been slow for quite 
some time, I expect an uptick in that space as well as trust 
and probate litigation.  

One area where there’s a ton of work is environmental 
litigation. Our environmental group is probably the third 
among our most active groups. We’re involved in a couple 
of very large climate-related matters some of which might 
stretch on for decades.”

 - Bob Baradaran, managing partner of LA-based 
Greenberg Glusker.

“That kind of environment – that very classic Silicon Val-
ley/startup feel – was very attractive to me.” 

- a junior associate, Gunderson.

“Tech companies tend to be more casual in the workplace 
and you definitely see that creeping into Gunderson cul-
ture.” 

- a junior associate, Gunderson.

“Latham breathes the Cali ethos through most of its of-
fices, whether that’s the laid-back dress code or relaxed 
working environment. It’s very common to see partners in 
jeans or folks in khakis and buttoned-down shirts.” 

- a junior associate, Latham & Watkins.

“...the dress code is incredibly relaxed and there’s not a 
huge emphasis on facetime. All those things flow from it 
being a Silicon Valley-founded firm.” 

- a junior associate, Wilson Sonsini.

“We have an unofficial ‘no jerks allowed’ policy as well as 
a pretty casual vibe which is part of being in California. 
You’d only ever see people in full suits here when they’re 
off to court.” 

- a junior associate, Sheppard Mullin.

70% 75% 80% 85%

Boston & New England
California

Chicago & the Midwest
DC & surround

Florida, Georgia & the Southeast
New York

Pacific Northwest & Rockies
Texas & South

Career development
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LGBTQ+ inclusion in law firms – Jenner & Block

Jenner & Block has the highest number of LGBTQ associates in BigLaw. 
We caught up with them to learn why they’ve been so successful in 
tackling diversity.

IN BigLaw, diversity is a big concern. Every year many 
words are exchanged and dollars spent in the hope 
of making firms more representative of the American 
population, but only a handful of firms can show a good 
return. Jenner & Block is one such firm: with 12.6% of 
associates identifying as LGBTQ, the firm has the high-
est figure in the Am Law 100 and outranks the rest of 
BigLaw by some degree – the average in our guide is 
around 3.8% each year. We interviewed a few LGBTQ 
lawyers and diversity leaders at the firm to find out why 
Jenner is getting results where others are not, and what 
impact it has on the whole firm.

Fighting the cause has been important for Jenner and 
has sent a strong message to the LGBTQ legal commu-
nity. Litigation associate Andrew Sullivan commends 
the firm’s commitment to diversity and inclusion. He 
reflected that LGBTQ lawyers “don’t have to be the to-
ken LGBTQ person.”  When LGBTQ lawyers don’t feel 
‘token’, they feel respected for their LGBTQ status but 
not defined by it. As with other areas in D&I, achieving 
a kind of “critical mass,” as Partner (and one of the LG-
BTQ Bar’s Top LGBTQ Lawyers Under 40 award winner) 
Emily Chapuis puts it, makes a huge cultural impact; “It 
feels pretty terrific having so many people share and un-
derstand LGBTQ issues.”

To affinity and beyond
Attracting the numbers is one problem, but as we know 
from tracking the rates of women making partner in 
BigLaw, the culture must remain open all the way up the 
hierarchy. Affinity groups are one effective way of keep-
ing up a dialogue, and Jenner, unsurprisingly, has  “a 
very active LGBTQ affinity group.”  Not only do they of-
fer a ‘safe space’ for LGBTQ lawyers to “not worry about 
who you are,” but they’re also the vehicle for “pushing 
forward LGBTQ initiatives within the firm.”  The group 
has “lots of conversations to make sure our internal poli-
cies match up to our firm values,” Chapuis tells us. “We 
hit all the check marks for inclusion, but we’re constantly 
trying to figure out ways to do more than that!”

Jenner’s LGBTQ affinity group houses within it a work-
ing group that is focused on trans inclusion.  “Focus-

ing on specific groups is a part of being inclusive,” says 
Courtney Carter, the director of diversity and inclu-
sion.  “We emphasize this by hosting a variety of events 
to help us move the needle.” One recent event led by the 
working group was a panel on transgender inclusion 
in the workplace. “We had two experts in the field,”  in-
cluding Jillian Wise, who works with the Transgender 
Legal Defense and Education Fund, and “our panelists 
discussed what they’re seeing in workplaces and some 
best practices.” The firm maximized the event’s impact 
by inviting local law students and broadcasting it live 
across the firm’s network. Chapuis tells us, “We need to 
share what we can all be doing in order to improve inclu-
sion everywhere.” 

Genderqueer pioneer
Jenner has been something of a trendsetter. “In terms 
of LGBTQ inclusion we have long been an industry leader. 
Jenner offered LGBTQ-inclusive benefits and policies be-
fore most other law firms did,”  Chapuis explains.  “Now 
those benefits and policies have become standard in 
many law firms!”  But that doesn’t mean the battle for 
LGBTQ equality is over; “trans inclusion is an area we’re 
really trying to push and further establish Jenner & Block 
as an industry leader.”

Associate E.K. McWilliams is the first lawyer at the firm 
to come out as trans and use gender-neutral pronouns 
and titles.  “Three years ago I came out as transgender 
– as genderqueer and on the trans spectrum,”  they told 
us, “and the firm said from day one ‘what can we do sup-
port you?’ and ‘what can we do better?’”

“It is so powerful to have someone who is 
comfortable to be who they are.” 

Including people of trans experience in the workplace 
means promoting specific initiatives, such as using an 
employee healthcare provider that covers any surgeries 
and medicine wanted by the individual for their transi-
tion, equal bathroom policies, and a standardized sys-
tem for communicating names and pronouns internally. 
But listening is probably the best thing an employer can 
do, thinks McWilliams: “When I say there are resources I 
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need on a personal level to be included, they trust me on 
that. There’s only one of me, but it’s not contingent on the 
number of trans people there are here: I work here, I’m 
a colleague – that’s enough for them to take it seriously.”

Transgender people still experience severe legal chal-
lenges in healthcare, immigration and legal gender rec-
ognition, as well as laws that impact daily life such as 
state-based ‘bathroom bills’ and exclusive insurance 
policies. Transgender lawyers bring a fresh perspective 
and help push the profession forward – Jenner is one 
firm acknowledging that. As Carter puts it, it’s an oppor-
tunity for leadership in the profession: “It is so powerful 
to have someone who is comfortable to be who they are. 
It’s one thing for me to say the firm lets people openly be 
who they are; it’s another to see someone live that out. E.K. 
is a role model and messenger – they are the best of us!”

Diversity: the business case
“We’ve known for a long time that diversity of all kinds 
makes our work better,” Chapuis tells us. “If you exclude 
people, implicitly or explicitly, for any reason – you’re not 
getting the best result you can get.”

Carter, an expert on the business case for diversity, re-
minds businesses that fostering inclusivity and diver-
sity is “obviously the moral and right thing to do.” But for 
those that aren’t persuaded by moral duty, she implores 
that diversity  “is also a business imperative! And there 
are hard facts and research that back that up.”

Data research and marketing specialists Out Now’s 
2015 report  LGBTQ Diversity: Show Me the Business 
Case claims that LGBTQ diversity in the workplace can 
improve team productivity by up to 30%. Reports on 
the other main focuses of diversity – women and ethnic-
ity – produce equally persuasive figures. An increasing 
trend, for example, is being led by the clients who are 
becoming more demanding about the diversity on legal 
teams at the point of tender.

“I’m going to be successful in my life, I’m 
going to create this life for myself.”

A study from McKinsey & Company found that compa-
nies with diverse leadership generally performed better 
financially, and another from Deloitte concluded that 
more diverse companies were perceived to have a sig-
nificant competitive advantage. The consensus is that 
diverse teams offer a greater variety of ways to tackle 
problems; more lived experience means more potential 
solutions to issues.

“We are people who have faced adversity,” says Andrew 
Sullivan, highlighting a trait LGBTQ people share with 

many from other diverse groups.  “That background 
tends to make us fighters, strivers and hard-workers,” he 
adds. Drawing on his own life experience, Sullivan 
elaborates: “I don’t want to generalize – but for me, go-
ing through high school I faced a lot of not nice things. It 
forced me to say to myself: ‘you know what? I’m going to 
rise above this, I’m going to work hard, study hard and I’m 
going to be successful in my life, I’m going to create this 
life for myself.”

“When you face adversity, it propels you,” concludes Sul-
livan. This knowledge should be empowering to LGBTQ 
students: most standard OCI questions cover the ge-
neric ‘tell us about a time you overcame adversity’. This 
is the moment to draw on your personal experience, and 
explain why it would be an asset to the firm. 

It’s the little things
However inclusive a firm is, being a lawyer requires a 
lot of contact with people outside of the office. Sullivan 
tells us of the inescapable “implicit or explicit bias of a 
whole host of people who might not give you a fair shot as 
a lawyer because of who you are. When you think about 
going in front of a jury, you don’t know who’s on the other 
side of the equation.”

Of course, if queerphobia presents itself and an LG-
BTQ individual feels uncomfortable or unsafe, firms 
dedicated to inclusion ought to remove the prejudiced 
party. However, when it comes to the silent implicit bias 
of a client, juror, opposing counsel or judge, it can be 
much harder to even detect a prejudice against LGBTQ 
lawyers. Small, almost undetectable prejudices can eat 
away at an LGBTQ individual’s career confidence. 

“You’re never going to be able to do your 
job well if you’re not being authentic.”

Sullivan says if he’s in a situation where he feels the 
person on the other side might have a bias against LG-
BTQ individuals: “I forge ahead and do the best I can. At 
the end of the day, you’re never going to be able to do your 
job well if you’re not being authentic.” Though not an op-
tion available to everyone, doing your best work in the 
face of implicit bias shows the world that LGBTQ people 
will not stand down for others’ prejudices.

In the office, micro-discriminations can occur outside 
of direct homophobic and transphobic behavior, even 
in an organization that counts itself as LGBTQ inclu-
sive. Lack of LGBTQ management, exclusive language 
and  that  indescribable vibe that you need to watch 
what you say can all lead LGBTQ people to feel they 
may have no future with an employer. McWilliams tells 
us: “If you’re out as LGBTQ for long enough, you learn to 
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read signs of disapproval. You learn the sidelong glances, 
the phrases.” (Though they are quick add: “I’ve never got-
ten signals from my colleagues at Jenner & Block that my 
queerness is a disruption.”)

Such behavior hinders confidence and drive and so de-
creases business productivity too. In addition, lack of 
confidence could cost an LGBTQ individual that impor-
tant place on a case or deal team, leading to a lower 
chance of promotion. This in turn leads to fewer LGBTQ 
people in positions of power at a law firm, which means 
fewer role models for those at the entry level.

On the cutting room floor
In a profession like law that relies heavily on interaction 
and rapport, being open and honest is key. Sullivan tells 
us: “If I was editing a conversation with a colleague or cli-
ent to cut out the fact that I have a partner of 12 years and 
we just bought our first house or are planning on adopt-
ing, I’m not going to be authentic or connect.” This hinders 
work product for both the individual and the firm. “Cli-
ents need to have trust in their lawyer,” explains partner 
Emily Loeb. “If there are barriers in the relationship, it’s 
harder to provide the best legal services.” Talking about 
family, friends or social activities is one of the most 
common ways to build rapport in a business meeting – 
everyone ought to be open to talking to LGBTQ people 
about all these things too. “People perceive barriers even 
if they’re unspoken,” says McWilliams.

“At Jenner & Block there’s no ‘do you have 
a husband/wife?’ – people will say ‘part-
ner’.”
Firms can promote equality through promoting sim-
ple changes to phrasing:  “At Jenner & Block there’s no 
‘do you have a husband/wife?’ – people will say say ‘part-
ner’,” McWilliams tells us. Trans and non-binary inclusion 
can be promoted through the avoidance of gendered 
formal greetings like ‘ladies and gentlemen’, and the in-
clusion of custom gender options rather than ‘male’ and 
‘female’ on application and data tracking forms. “These 
are small things that really make a difference in people’s 
lives,” says Carter.

In addition,  “a lot of it is about signaling,”  McWilliams 
tells us. “At orientation for first-years this year, colleagues 
introduced themselves and gave their pronouns at the 
same time.” This is a signal that “in itself says ‘hey, we’re 
a trans friendly environment and there’s no stigma here’.”

Is it worth it? Let me work it
As an aspiring LGBTQ lawyer, there are also bigger poli-
cies to look into when you’re choosing a firm: gender-

neutral parental leave, adoption benefits, equal health-
care access, and future prospects.

Before you get to a firm, analyze if senior management 
are practicing what they preach in terms of wanting 
LGBTQ individuals to succeed at their firm. If a firm’s 
LGBTQ inclusive policies are relatively new then a lack 
of LGBTQ people at the top may be a historic pipeline 
issue. However, it’s not a bad idea to ask exactly what is 
in place to help you succeed and make your way to the 
top of the firm.

“I made it very clear that I was LGBTQ to 
any person I was speaking with.”

Carter suggests students  “talk to other lawyers about 
diversity at the firm. Hearing personal experiences and 
advice from LGBTQ lawyers who have worked there is 
key.”  However, Sullivan warns budding lawyers not to 
take advice from everyone as gospel:  “I had an older 
lawyer tell me ‘you shouldn’t get into your personal life in 
your interviews.’ I know that his intentions were good, and 
he was trying to protect me based on his own experience 
as an LGBTQ lawyer – but I did not take that advice.”

In fact, Sullivan did the exact opposite, “I made it very 
clear that I was LGBTQ to any person I was speaking with. 
I knew if that was a reason that I was going to be treated 
negatively, I didn’t want to work there anyway!” For those 
that feel safe and confident doing so, being open and 
proud is a great way not only to let a firm get to know 
you better, but to really gauge how accepted you’d be 
on a daily basis at a firm.

Carter gives us her three golden rules of how to ap-
proach the hiring process as an LGBTQ law student:

•  The first is almost a given: “Talk to people and analyze 
what they say.”

•  The second requires some detective skills: “Look at 
the lists of who’s best for diversity, and which law firms 
have been on those lists for some years in a row. It’s 
important that a firm is demonstrating inclusion year 
after year.”

•  And third, ask questions: “Ask the firm how they cel-
ebrate diversity and inclusion. If people struggle to an-
swer, that says a lot. When a law firm values diversity, 
people at multiple levels should be able to speak to it.”

Loud and proud
LGBTQ people exist in every profession in every corner 
of the world. But, Andrew Sullivan says,  “LGBTQ peo-
ple cannot be their best and most productive selves when 
they’re hiding a meaningful part of their identity.”  Pro-
spective LGBTQ lawyers should show off their “unique 
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skills and ability to look at problems through different 
lenses,”  Loeb says. 

 As an LGBTQ student, demand support from your po-
tential employers and let them know that by discount-
ing you,  “it would hinder their work product, quite frank-
ly.”   Law students also have the power to change the 
hearts and minds of their cis/straight counterparts and 
superiors by asking the right questions about LGBTQ 
inclusivity, being their best selves, and existing with 
pride. 
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How to be an effective ally – Latham & Watkins

Allyship has become an ever-prominent model for helping to make the 
legal sector more diverse and inclusive. However, as Latham’s seasoned 
lawyers explain, there are many forms it can take, so read on if you want 
to know the various ways you can support as an ally.

*This is an abridged version of the full article. To read 
much more from Latham’s lawyers on how to be an effec-
tive ally, go to chambers-associate.com.

Chambers Associate: What motivates you to be an 
ally?

Belinda Lee, partner: To me, the right question is not 
why be an ally — it’s why not? As you get more senior 
at the firm, you inherently have the ability to help guide 
and advise less experienced, diverse attorneys who are 
sitting where you were ten or 20 years ago. They may 
come from a background that was unlike yours, and it’s 
our obligation as partners to mentor all associates who 
have entrusted us with the crucial first years of their 
career.

Tom Evans, partner: That my family members and col-
leagues have surmounted personal and professional 
challenges in excess of those that have faced me, 
because of their ethnicity, gender, sexuality, or other 
diverse characteristic, is not fair. Nor is it fair that our 
generation of professionals, aware of the issues and 
impediments, should decide not to support initiatives 
through actions. As an added bonus to it being the right 
thing to do, from a business perspective it makes sense. 
The literature is clear: diverse teams produce better 
outcomes.

“To me, the right question is not why be 
an ally — it’s why not?”

CA: What have you found most rewarding about being 
an ally?

Blanca Vázquez de Castro, associate: Having the op-
portunity to be close to people different to me is hugely 
enriching — it gives you the chance to learn from dif-
ferent points of view and diverse ways of seeing life. 
For example, even a minor nuance in an expression (for 
non-native English speakers) reveals another way of 
understanding. Embracing perspectives from a variety 
of people and different ways to see life is a gift (and 
also, in the legal profession, where law is not an exact 

science, different opinions, interpretations, or perspec-
tives are the best tools we can have to be fantastic law-
yers).

CA: What have been some challenges or lessons you’ve 
learned about being an effective ally? 

Andrew Clark, associate: Remembering that just be-
cause I experienced something in one way (as a gay, 
white, cisgendered man), doesn’t mean that others in 
need of allies experienced the same in similar circum-
stances. Put another way, I’ve learned to recognize that 
I have privileges others don’t and remember to always 
acknowledge those privileges and their consequences.

TE: Accepting that allies have a legitimate role contrib-
uting to and showing leadership around diversity initia-
tives is something that took me a long time to get com-
fortable with. As a white, heterosexual male, I initially 
felt like an imposter when attending my first Latham & 
Watkins Diversity Leadership Academy, but I learnt a 
lot. And I got a lot of support from diverse attorneys who 
appeared to love that I was there: listening, sharing, and 
participating. That academy taught me that articulating 
the diversity message is important, but listening and 
modelling the right behaviors is even more so.

CA: How do you signify to others that you’re an ally in 
word or action?

BL: One of the things I try to do is make sure that all the 
associates on my teams have the space to speak and 
participate during our team meetings. I try to make sure 
that the discussion is not dominated by any one person, 
and that everyone is given the opportunity to weigh in 
with their thoughts and creative ideas.



How to be an effective ally – Latham & Watkins   www.chambers-associate.com

80

Legal Industry Trends

“Embracing perspectives from a variety 
of people and different ways to see life 
is a gift (and also, in the legal profession, 
where law is not an exact science, differ-
ent opinions, interpretations, or perspec-
tives are the best tools we can have to be 
fantastic lawyers).”

BVC: I try to be as open as I can and make sure that 
more junior lawyers know that I am available to help 
out and see me as a person they can trust if they face 
any issue. I still see that learning the legal profession is 
“traditional” in the sense that it requires observing and 
working with those who are most experienced. Hence, I 
try to make available what I have learned so far to those 
who are just starting. For example, small actions like 
being friendly when you bump into a colleague in the 
cafeteria or talking to a colleague I’ve never met before 
in the office/at firm events, are usually how people start 
getting to know who you are.

CA: If you are from a traditionally underrepresented 
group, how have you benefitted from ally relation-
ships? What prompted you to seek allies?

BVC: In my case, I have benefitted (and continue to seek 
advice) from both formal and informal allies in many 
ways — sometimes it has been about how to deal with 
the concern that people might prefer the advice of a 
male lawyer, sometimes it’s about work-life balance, 
and sometimes it’s about how to navigate my own pro-
fessional career. 

AC: I have benefited greatly from allyship. Two more 
senior Latham attorneys, both older straight men, who 
attended my wedding, continue to support me as my 
husband and I embark on the journey of starting a fam-
ily, and as I progress professionally at Latham.

CA: How can people be most effective as allies at dif-
ferent seniority levels? 

BL: The most effective way to be an ally is to always 
have an open door and a welcoming attitude. This is es-
pecially true the more senior you become. As to the par-
ticular examples, it really comes down to making sure 
you’re being thoughtful, investing in all associates, and 
spreading around work opportunities.

AC: Tone is 100% set from the top in all environments. 
At our firm, the tone from the top could not be clearer: 
diversity and inclusion are fundamental.   People who 
are in more senior roles (from the Managing Partner to 
the mid-level associate who supervises our most junior 
team members) seek to foster diversity and inclusion.

CA: How can diverse attorneys find allies within the 
profession and among their clients and communities?

BVC: Finding yourself an ally can either happen spon-
taneously when you put yourself out there (it would 
seem pretty rare that an ally would randomly turn up 
and knock on your office door to offer advice) or via a 
colleague relationship that develops slowly over time. 
Perhaps a supervisor (or a client) can become an ally af-
ter you’ve worked with that person on a number of mat-
ters. Either way, allies tend to make themselves noticed 
and make clear that they are there to help, yet it takes 
the other person to notice them and ask for their advice. 

So, be proactive, attend internal or external events, and 
get to know your colleagues, peers, and supervisors. 
Doing these things will allow you to identify more than 
one person that can be an ally for you! 

CA: What can students do now to begin their path to-
ward becoming an effective ally?

Kevin Andrew Chambers, partner and global chair of 
Latham’s diversity leadership committee: Reflect on 
how you view others. Be honest about your own uncon-
scious biases and the assumptions you make. Don’t be 
defensive — we all have biases and assumptions that 
stem from our upbringings and our life experiences. Ac-
knowledging that, have the courage to challenge your 
biases and assumptions.
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Mentorship and sponsorship: ensuring diverse talent 
can succeed

Mentors and sponsors play different roles in helping diverse lawyers 
thrive and climb the ranks. Here we asked five lawyers from Jones Day 
to give you their thoughts on how to make the most out of these crucial 
working relationships.

*This is an abridged version of the full article. To read 
much more on mentorship and sponsorship, go to cham-
bers-associate.com.

Yvette McGee Brown, Esha Mankodi, Stephen Parrinello, 
Cortney Robinson, and Emmanuel Ubiñas are lawyers at 
Jones Day and contributed to this article.  The views and 
opinions set forth herein are the personal views or opin-
ions of the authors; they do not necessarily reflect views 
or opinions of the law firm with which they are associated.

Chambers Associate: What do you feel is the differ-
ence between mentorship and sponsorship?  How have 
mentorship and sponsorship been important to your 
progression as an attorney?

Yvette McGee Brown, Partner: Mentors are necessary 
to success in any career. Mentors provide the road map 
to success – the unwritten rules of expectations. In a 
law firm, mentors help young lawyers develop their 
core legal skills, but also the soft skills and relationship 
building necessary to succeed. Mentors are a sounding 
board and a reality check. Sponsors are those people 
who choose you. Sponsors see something in you, per-
haps not fully developed talent, but potential. Sponsors 
are those people who are speaking about you when you 
are not in the room. Sponsors push you, stretch you, 
challenge you to be better. They are not always warm 
and fuzzy in the way a mentor will be, but they are vital-
ly important to your success. In my own career a spon-
sor (a white man), pushed me to communicate more 
effectively, less emotionally, when discussing matters 
on a case; to look at criticism as areas for improvement 
and not a personal attack, and to polish my presentation 
skills, “how you show up matters.” He literally changed 
me as a professional. Not overnight, but over time, as 
I thought about his words and I held up a mirror to my 
own deficits and worked to eliminate them.  

Esha Mankodi, Associate:   A mentor is someone who 
guides you and gives you advice.   A sponsor is all of 
those things plus someone who will go out of their way 
to help you advance and succeed.  Mentors and spon-
sors have been important to my career progression so 

far by letting me do things before I thought I was ready, 
making sure I succeeded, and then shouting it from the 
rooftops when I did so I didn’t have to.

CA: D&I mentorship initiatives have been around for 
quite some time: how have they evolved to become 
more effective? 

Stephen Parrinello, Partner:   I think the evolution has 
been twofold.  On the one hand, I have seen a growing 
emphasis on visibility through more frequent and formal 
D&I sessions, on targeted mentor-mentee programs for 
summer associates and new or lateral associates, and 
on fostering communication with the entire firm (includ-
ing, at Jones Day, across our offices around the globe) 
about the importance of D&I initiatives.   On the other 
hand, I have also seen a growing willingness among 
younger generations to reach out and make themselves 
and their interest in mentorship opportunities and D&I 
initiatives known.

CA: What factors do you consider important when 
seeking out a mentor?   For example, the mentor’s 
practice group, seniority, expertise, D&I affinity or ally 
status.

Emmanuel Ubiñas, Partner:  When seeking out a men-
tor, I first look for someone with relevant experience 
and knowledge, as well as someone I want to emulate.  
As a mentee, I want to be confident that the person giv-
ing me advice is leading me in the right direction.  An-
other important factor is someone with the desire and 
time to mentor.  Last, but very important, the mentor has 
to be someone I can trust.  I have to be able to discuss 
issues with my mentor openly and in confidence.    

Cortney Robinson, Associate:   When seeking out a 
mentor, I focus on the shared personality traits, affini-
ties, and lifestyle similarities between myself and the 
person I’d like to be my mentor.  I also consider my po-
tential mentor’s work experience – in terms of skill set 
and not just seniority – and familiarity with the type of 
work I’d like to do, even if we are not in the same prac-
tice area.
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CA: When did sponsorship become widespread in the 
legal profession and how has the concept evolved in 
recent years?

YMB:   Interesting question. Sponsorship has been 
around forever. It’s the senior partner seeing a young 
partner that reminds them of themselves, taking a 
young partner under their wing, inviting him to the 
club for golf, introducing him to key clients. What has 
changed is the formal acknowledgement of this prac-
tice and its importance to advancement in the law firm 
setting, so that it can now be applied with intention to 
people the senior partner might not have natural affin-
ity with.

CA: What factors have you found to be the most im-
portant in finding a good sponsor?   For example, the 
sponsor’s practice group, seniority, expertise, D&I af-
finity or ally status.

EU:   Within a law firm, I believe seniority is likely the 
most important quality of an effective sponsor.  Some-
one in the room or part of the conversation when evalu-
ations or promotions are being discussed, or in a posi-
tion to provide work or recommend you for work, is an 
important attribute of an in-work sponsor.   Outside of 
the firm, someone in your practice area or an expert in 
your field tend to be the most effective sponsors.  They 
have the respect of others in your practice area and can 
be in the best position to promote you to others.   

CR:  I focus on practice groups, seniority and expertise 
when looking for a good sponsor.  A sponsor should be, 
first and foremost, your advocate, and it is important 
that person vouching for you to other attorneys has a 
good reputation (both as a person and as an attorney) in 
your office and practice area.

CA: What information, skills or advice have you sought 
to get out of your sponsor relationship, and have 
you been successful in doing so?   How have you ap-
proached your sponsorship to get the most out of it? 

EM:   I have tried to understand what skills are impor-
tant for me to develop at each stage in my career and 
better understand Jones Day and what it values in its 
associates.  I have approached these relationships with 
honesty and humility, knowing that these people know 
a lot more than I do.  This is obvious, but it is also impor-
tant to remember that the point is to have a genuine, 
non-transactional relationship with your sponsor and 
actually learn from him or her, and help them any way 
you can as well.   

CR:   I look to my sponsors for practical and strategic 
advice about progressing in my career at the firm.   To 
get the most out my relationships with my sponsor, I try 
to be clear about my goals and the skill sets I hope to 
learn each year.   It’s also important to build a relation-
ship with your sponsor before you need them to be your 
advocate.  Do not wait until a week before evaluations, 
for example, to ask someone to be your sponsor – foster 
your sponsor relationship early on.

CA: How do you think mentorship and sponsorship re-
lationships/initiatives will evolve in the future to better 
ensure the retention and promotion of diverse and/or 
female attorneys?     

EU: Natural and unforced relationships are the most ful-
filling and effective mentor and sponsorship relation-
ships.   With that said, the more law firms understand 
the importance of these relationships to female and 
diverse attorneys, the more law firms will counsel men-
tees and “sponsees,” as well as potential mentors and 
sponsors, on how to create and foster these relation-
ships. Mentors and sponsors can identify when these 
relationships are needed and look to carry out these 
roles for younger attorneys. None of us get to where we 
are by ourselves, and hopefully the more potential men-
tors and sponsors realize that, the more willing they will 
be to help the next generation.
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