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Career Doctor

Career Doctor, please help me...

L
ast week, one of my clients (obviously 
blown away by the quality of my work) 
made the comment in passing that I 

would soon be made partner, My initial reaction 
was to feign humility and mock laughter but 
then it dawned on me that he had a point - I 
should be a partner! The only problem with this 
scenario is that I am a second year lawyer in a 
firm that is already packed to its marbled 
ceilings with partners and, worse still, senior 
associates. What should I do to ensure that my 
progression through the ranks occurs as quickly 
as possible, bearing in mind that I’m not opp
osed to making a few enemies in the process if 
it will further my cause?

Yours faithfully,
Young and Restless

Dear Young and Restless
You are not alone. This is a position that junior 
lawyers often find themselves in and it can be 
frustrating if you are looking to fast-track to 
partnership. Although looking up from the bottom 
of the ladder can be quite daunting, it is not 
necessarily a bad position to be in. You are 
enjoying your job and now you want to under
stand what strategic moves you need to make to 
ensure that you are considered partnership 
material by the powers that be (and the sooner 
the better).

To put you in a strong position to progress swiftly 
up the ranks, here are a few pointers:

• You obviously need to be producing high 
quality work. Be a sponge - try and learn as 
much as you can from your partners, your 
peers and further education.

• You will need to develop a client following. 
If you produce good work for the clients 
you work with, they will want to continue to 
work with you. They may also refer other 
clients to you.

Developing a practice is important, as most 
firms set a level that the value of a solicitor’s 
practice is expected to reach in order to be 
considered for partnership. Apart from 
existing clients and client referrals, you need 
to get to know potential clients in the industry 
you work in and those potential clients need 
to get to know you. To that end, you should 
look at joining industry organizations and 
attending relevant functions.

• You also need to cross-pollinate! Ensure that 
other professional staff within your firm are 
aware of your skills and how you can assist 
them and their clients.

• Get involved in marketing. Study your 
clients and their industry and your comp
etition. Show that you are ready and eager 
to take responsibility for expanding your 
own practice.

• It is the partners that will eventually make the 
decision as to whether or not you are part
nership material. Hence it is important that 
the partnership is well-informed of your 
partnership aspirations. The best forum for 
this is probably when you have your perform
ance appraisal/salary review each year. You 
can then make your aspirations known and 
also determine what they need to see from 
you in order to welcome you into the fold.

Another thing you should keep in mind is that not 
all solicitors or senior associates aspire to be 
partners, thereby reducing your competition. In 
fact, it is not unheard of that only 1 in 5 senior 
associates wish to progress to partnership.

Good LuckI
Career Doctor

Dear Career Doctor

I
 have just finished my articles, and, after 5 
years of gruelling study, I now find that I am 
not enamoured with the thought of pro

gressing my career within a law firm. Since 
then I have noticed that no less than 50% of 
my peers (informal straw poll) are looking 
towards different career paths or (horror) 
returning to study more. What are my options? 
What is the remedy?

Send me a glimmer of hope.
Disillusioned

Dear Disillusioned
Try not to be so pessimistic I Think how lucky 
you are - after completing your law degree 
and articles, you now have a number of options 
available to you.

Working in private practice is only one option 
that young lawyers have to choose from. 
Lawyers enter many other fields, including 
academia, in-house, government, general 
management, politics, marketing, human 
resources and recruitment.
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To assist you in your quest to find the right 
option for you, here are some suggestions:

• As you mentioned, postgraduate study is 
becoming more popular. You could under
take further studies in a particular area of 
interest to make you more attractive to 
specific employers.

• Another increasingly popular option is 
working as an in-house lawyer in a corp
oration, which enables you to work very 
closely with your client, be involved in 
entire transactions and play a role in the 
success of the corporation. Further, this 
type of role can work as a springboard to 
securing a position in management.

Most in-house opportunities are filled by 
lawyers with at least 2 years' commercial law 
experience. Having said this, unique junior 
positions do come up every so often.

• Government roles can be fairly similar to in
house roles in the sense that a lot of 
government departments function as busi
ness enterprises. Government roles tend to 
offer greater flexibility in work hours and 
less emphasis on timesheets or budgets in 
comparison to private practice.

• If you do not wish to practise, working in 
human resources or legal recruitment can 
also be very rewarding. If you have a mark
eting or business degree, have had any 
experience in promotional/marketing activit
ies and have strong communication skills, 
this will assist you. It does help however to 
have had some quality legal experience.

• Finally, you should also be aware that some 
firms operate very differently from others. It 
may be worth looking into other law firms of 
varying sizes that can offer very different 
environments in which to work. In the same 
vein, you may also wish to consider regional 
opportunities.

The world is your oyster!
Career Doctor

If you have a career problem that you 
would like the Career Doctor to address, 
email nalini.moore@mahlab.com.au.
The most thought-provoking questions 
will appear in the next edition 
of the YLJ.
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