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SYMPOSIUM: ATTORNEY WELL-BEING IN LARGE FIRMS: CHOICES FACING YOUNG 
LAWYER:  
On Being a Happy, Healthy, and Ethical Member of an Unhappy, Unhealthy, and Unethical Profes-
sion  
NAME: Patrick J. Schiltz *  
HIGHLIGHT: Dear Law Student:  

I have good news and bad news. The bad news is that the profession that you are about to enter is one of the most unhappy 
and unhealthy on the face of the earth-and, in the view of many, one of the most unethical. The good news is that you can join 
this profession and still be happy, healthy, and ethical. I am writing to tell you how.  

I. THE WELL-BEING OF LAWYERs  

Lawyers play an enormously important role in our society.l 
"It is the lawyers who run our civilization for us-our gov-
ernments, our business, our private lives."2 Thus you 
might expect that a lot of people would be concerned 
about the physical and mental health of lawyers. You 
would be wrong.3 Contrary to the old joke,4 scientists have 
not replaced laboratory rats with lawyers, and medical 
literature has little to say about the well-being of attorneys. 
At the same time, many law professors-at least those 
teaching at the fifty or so schools that consider themselves 
to be in the "Top Twenty"-do not care much about law-
yers. Increasingly, faculties of elite schools and aspiring 
elite schools consist of professors who have not practiced 
law,5 who have little interest in teaching students to prac-
tice law,6 and who pay scant attention to the work of prac-
ticing lawyers.7 Even law professors like me-law profes-
sors who practiced law for several years, who love teach-
ing, and who are intensely interested in the work of law-
yers-often do not have the training or resources to con-
duct empirical research about the legal profession.8 As a 
result, legal scholarship also has little to say about the well-
being of attorneys.9  

 

 

  

 
    If one looks hard enough, though, one can scratch up 
some information about the health and happiness of at-
torneys. And this information-although rather sparse and, 
in some cases, of limited value-strongly suggests that law-
yers are in remarkably poor health and quite unhappy.  

A Lawyers' Poor Health  

1. Depression  

Lawyers seem to be among the most depressed people in 
America. In 1990, researchers affiliated with Johns Hop-
kins University studied the prevalence of major depressive 
disorder ("MDD") across 104 occupations.10 They discov-
ered that, although only about 3% to 5% of the general 
population suffers from MDD,11 the prevalence of MDD 
exceeds 10% in five occupations: data-entry keyers, com-
puter equipment operators, typists, pre-kindergarten and 
special education teachers, and lawyers.l2 When the results 
were adjusted for age, gender, education, and race/ethnic 
background to determine to what extent those in each 
occupation were more depressed than others who shared 
their most important socio-demographic traits,l8 only three 
occupations were discovered to have statistically signifi-
cant elevations of MDD: lawyers, pre-kindergarten and 
special education teachers, and secretaries. Lawyers 
topped the list, suffering from MDD at a rate 3.6 times 
higher than non-lawyers who shared their key socio-
demographic traits.l4 The researchers did not know 
whether lawyers were depressed because "persons at high 
risk for major depressive disorder" are attracted to the 
legal profession or because practicing law "causes or pre-
cipitates depression."15 They just knew that, whatever the 
reason, lawyers were depressed.  

Other studies have produced similar results. A study of 
Washington lawyers found that "[c]ompared with the 3 to 
9 percent of all  individuals in the Western industrialized 



countries who suffer from depression, 19 percent of. . . 
Washington lawyers suffered from statistically significant 
elevated levels of depression."17 A study of law students 
and practicing lawyers in Arizona discovered that when 
students enter law school, they suffer from depression at 
approximately the same rate as the general population.18 
However, by the spring of the first year of law school, 
32% of law students suffer from depression, and by the 
spring of the third year of law school, the figure escalates 
to an astonishing 40%.19 Two years after graduation, the 
rate of depression falls, but only to 17%, or roughly dou-
ble the level of the general population.20  

Another study, making use of the data generated by the 
Washington and Arizona studies, reported that while "the 
base rate of any affective disorder (which includes depres-
sion) is 8.5% for males and 14.1% for females, . . . the 
percentage of male lawyers. . . scoring above the clinical 
cutoff on the measure of depression is nearly 21% and for 
female lawyers 16%."21 And finally, a study of North 
Carolina lawyers found that almost 37% reported being 
depressed and 42% lonely during the previous few 
weeks,22 and that 24% reported suffering symptoms of 
depression (such as appetite loss, insomnia, suicidal idea-
tion, and extreme lethargy) at least three times per month 
during the previous year.23  

2. Anxiety and Other Mental Illness  

Depression is not the only emotional impairment that 
seems to be more prevalent among lawyers than among 
the general population. The Arizona study also found 
elevated rates of anxiety, hostility, and paranoia among law 
students and lawyers.24 Over 25% of North Carolina law-
yers reported that they had experienced physical symp-
toms of extreme anxiety (including trembling hands, rac-
ing hearts, clammy hands, and faintness) at least three 
times per month during the past year.25 And the Washing-
ton study found indicia of anxiety, social alienation and 
isolation, obsessive-compulsiveness, paranoid ideation, 
interpersonal sensitivity, phobic anxiety, and hostility in 
"alarming" rates among lawyers-rates many times the na-
tional norms. For example:  

[lhe base rate [in the general population] for obses-
sive-compulsiveness is 1.42%, yet nearly 21% of the 
male lawyers and 15% of the female lawyers in the 
study score above the clinical cutoff on the measure 
of obsessive-compulsiveness. The same pattern exists 
in regard to generalized anxiety disorder where the 
base rate is 4%, while 30% of the male lawyers and 
nearly 20.9% of the female lawyers in the study re-
port scores above the clinical cutoff on the measure 
of anxiety.27  

Needless to say, these studies "give[ ] substantial indica-
tion of a profession operating at extremely high levels of 
psychological distress."28  

3. Alcoholism and Drug Abuse  

Lawyers appear to be prodigious drinkers. The North 
Carolina study reported that almost 17% of lawyers admit-
ted to drinking three to five alcoholic beverages every 
day.29 One researcher conservatively estimated that 15% 
of lawyers are alcoholics. 30 The study of Washington law-
yers found that 18% were "problem drinkers," a percent-
age "almost twice the approximately 10 percent alcohol 
abuse and/or dependency prevalence rates estimated for 
adults in the United States."31 Moreover, the Washington 
study "reveal[ed] an astounding number of lawyers with a 
high likelihood of developing alcohol related problems."32  

Little is known about the frequency with which lawyers 
use illegal drugs, but the little that is known is not encour-
aging. The Washington study found that 26% of lawyers 
had used cocaine at least once, a rate over twice that of the 
general population.33 True, the Washington study found 
that only 1% of lawyers had "abused" cocaine, as com-
pared to 3% of adults generally.?34 But that is hardly cause 
for celebration. According to the Washington study, one 
third of lawyers in Washington suffer from depression, 
problem drinking, or cocaine abuse.35 There is no reason 
to believe that Washington is anomalous.36  

4. Divorce  

Marriage is good for people. "[T]he research on marriage 
is striking. For decades, studies have shown that the mar-
ried live longer and have a lower risk of a variety of physi-
cal and psychological illnesses than the unmarried."37 Also, 
those who are married report higher levels of career satis-
faction than those who are single.38 The North Carolina 
study confirmed that what is true for people generally is 
also true for lawyers specifically: Among lawyers, "chang-
ing from single to married status directly increases happi-
ness and satisfaction with life. Marriage also leads to great-
er job and career satisfaction . . . and improves health.39 
The North Carolina study identified unmarried lawyers as 
one of three categories of lawyers least satisfied with their 
lives.40  

Likewise, divorce is bad for people, both physically and 
psychologically (and, for women, economically).41 Those 
who divorce die younger than either those who never 
marry or those who stay married.42 Indeed, the impact of 
getting divorced on life expectancy is "only slightly less 
harmful . . . than smoking a pack or more of cigarettes per 
day.43 Divorced people suffer from cancer, cardiovascular 
disease, infectious diseases, respiratory illnesses, digestive 
system illnesses, and other acute conditions more fre-
quently than do single, married, or widowed people.44 
Divorced people are far more likely to abuse alcohol or 
become alcoholic than those who have never been di-
vorced.45 Psychologically, divorce is devastating: "Of all 
the social variables relating to the incidence of psychiatric 
disorders, or psychopathology, in the population, none 
appears to be more crucial than marital status."46 The sep-



arated and divorced suffer from psychiatric illness (such as 
depression and schizophrenia) far more than do the single, 
married, and widowed.47 For example, men who are di-
vorced or separated are admitted to hospitals for treat-
ment of psychiatric disorders twenty-one times more fre-
quently than married men.48  

And, not surprising, the suicide rate of those who are di-
vorced is almost triple the rate of those who are married, 
and significantly higher than the rates of those who have 
never married or been widowed.49 Although empirical 
research is sparse, there is some indication that the divorce 
rate among lawyers is higher than the divorce rate among 
other professionals.50 Felicia Baker LeClere of Notre 
Dame's Center for the Study of Contemporary Society 
compared the incidence of divorce among lawyers to the 
incidence of divorce among doctors51, using data from the 
1990 census.52 LeClere found that the percentage of law-
yers who are divorced53 is higher than the percentage of 
doctors who are divorced54 and that the difference is par-
ticularly pronounced among women.55 For example, over 
16% of female attorneys between the ages of thirty-five 
and forty-nine are divorced,56 as compared to 11% of 
female doctors in the same age range.57 Similarly, among 
ages fifty to sixty-four,58 over 24% of female lawyers are 
divorced,59 as compared to about 15% of female doctors.60  

LeClere's findings are consistent with an earlier study of 
divorce rates among female attorneys.61 That study found 
that women who have completed six or more years of 
post-secondary education-a category that obviously in-
cludes lawyers-have a substantially higher divorce rate 
than women generally.62 The study also found that, among 
well educated women, the divorce rate for female lawyers 
was substantially higher than the divorce rates for female 
physicians and female professors. Specifically, the divorce 
rate for female lawyers was twice the divorce rate for fe-
male doctors and 25% to 40% higher than the divorce rate 
for women teaching in post-secondary institutions.5 The 
study also found that, after their first marriages end, fe-
male attorneys are significantly less likely to remarry than 
female physicians and professors.54  

5. Suicide  

Lawyers reportedly think about committing suicide and 
commit suicide far more often than do non-lawyers.55 A 
review of the death certificates of over 26,000 white male 
suicide victims by the National Institute for Occupational 
Safety and Health suggested that the suicide rate for white 
male lawyers may be over twice that of other white males, 
although problems with the data made a firm conclusion 
impossible.56 The Washington study reported that lawyers 
are more likely than the general population to experience 
suicidal ideation and are "at much greater risk of not only 
acting upon their suicidal ideation but of also being lethal 
during an attempt."57 And the North Carolina study 
found that 11% of lawyers had experienced suicidal idea-
tion at least once a month for the past year.68  

6. Physical Health  

The extremely limited information that is available indi-
cates that the physical health of lawyers may not be much 
better than their emotional health. As noted, substantial 
numbers of lawyers report suffering physical symptoms of 
depression and anxiety, such as appetite loss, trembling 
hands, racing hearts, and the like.59 But lawyers also seem 
not to exercise much6 and to suffer from ulcers, coronary 
artery disease, and hypertension in substantial numbers.61 
One troubling study of female attorneys who had graduat-
ed from the University of California at Davis School of 
Law between 1969 and 1985 found that those who 
worked more than forty-five hours per week while preg-
nant suffered three times more miscarriages than those 
who worked less than thirty-five hours per week.62 As I 
describe below,63 working forty-five hour weeks is not 
only common in the legal profession, but in some sectors-
particularly big firms-it is almost considered part-time."  

In sum, attorneys seem to be an unhealthy lot. Research-
ers do not know whether lawyers are unhealthy because 
unhealthy people are attracted to the legal profession or 
because something about the practice of law turns healthy 
people into unhealthy people.? But the few researchers 
who have studied the legal profession are unanimous that 
lawyers are, as a group, in remarkably poor health.  

B. Lawyers' Unhappiness  

People who are this unhealthy-people who suffer from 
depression, anxiety, alcoholism, drug abuse, divorce, and 
suicide to this extent-are almost by definition unhappy. It 
should not be surprising, then, that lawyers are indeed 
unhappy, nor should it be surprising that the source of 
their unhappiness seems to be the one thing that they 
have in common: their work as lawyers. "Work satisfac-
tion affects life satisfaction."66 Almost a century ago, 
Russian playwright Maxim Gorky wrote: "When work is a 
pleasure, life is a joy! When work is a duty, life is slav-
ery."67 If Gorky was right, then life for many lawyers is 
"slavery," as "job dissatisfaction among lawyers is wide-
spread, profound and growing worse."68  
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51. LeClere's findings, broken down by age, were as follows:  

  
A study of California lawyers by the RAND Institute for 
Civil Justice found that "only half say if they had to do it 
over, they would become lawyers."69 On the whole, Cali-
fornia lawyers were reported to be " `profoundly 
pessimistic' about the state of the legal profession and its 
future."70 A survey of the North Carolina bar produced 
similar resuits. Almost a quarter of North Carolina lawyers 
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said that, if given the choice, they would not become at-
torneys again; almost half said that they hope to leave the 
practice of law before the end of their careers; and over 
40% said that they would not encourage their children or 
other qualified persons to enter the legal profession.71 
Along the same lines, a nationwide poll of attorneys con-
ducted by the National Law Journal found that less than a 
third of those surveyed were "very satisfied" with their 
careers.72  

For almost thirty years, the University of Michigan Law 
School has been surveying its former students five years 
after they graduate.78 The last survey for which results 
have been reported was conducted in 1996.74 Given the 
stellar reputation of their alma mater, Michigan graduates 
would presumably have more employment options availa-
ble than graduates of most other law schools and thus 
would presumably be among the most satisfied practition-
ers in America. Yet the annual surveys have discovered 
surprisingly low levels of career satisfaction in general and 
a marked decline in career satisfaction over time, at least 
for lawyers in private practice.  

For example, the percentage of graduates working as solo 
practitioners or in firms of fifty or fewer lawyers who were 
"quite satisfied" with their careers75 five years after gradu-
ation fell from 45% for members of the classes of 1976 
and 1977 (and from a high of 52% for members of the 
classes of 1980 and 1981) to 37% for members of the 
classes of 1990 and 1991.76 The percentage of graduates 
working in firms of fifty-one or more lawyers who were 
"quite satisfied" with their careers fell from 53% for 
members of the classes of 1976 and 1977 (and from a high 
of 54% for the classes of 1978 and 1979) to 30% for 
members of the classes of 1990 and 1991.77 In the rather 
understated words of the Michigan Law School survey, 
"this picture is gloomy."78  

The most comprehensive data on career satisfaction of 
lawyers were produced by three national surveys conduct-
ed under the auspices of the Young Lawyers Division of 
the American Bar Association ("ABA"). The first survey, 
conducted in 1984, asked 3000 lawyers of all ages-some of 
whom were ABA members and some of whom were not-
about job satisfaction and many other matters.79 It was, 
according to the ABA, "the first in-depth survey of the 
legal profession in order to accurately study the state of 
the profession and determine the extent of career dissatis-
faction."80 The second survey, conducted in 1990, resur-
veyed those who had responded to the 1984 survey, and 
also questioned just over 1000 lawyers who had been ad-
mitted to the bar after the 1984 survey had been conclud-
ed.el The third survey, conducted in 1995, was more lim-
ited. Only "young lawyers" who belonged to the ABA 
were questioned-"young lawyers" being defined as those 
who were under the age of thirty-six or who had been 
admitted to practice for less than three years.82 Moreover, 
the focus of the 1995 survey was narrower than the focus 
of the 1984 and 1990 surveys.  

Taken together, the surveys show a substantial decline in 
the job satisfaction of attorneys. In 1984, 41% of lawyers 
said that they were "very satisfied* with their jobs; in 1990, 
only 33% of all lawyers surveyed were "very satisfied,'84 a 
decline of one-fifth in just six years. At the same time, the 
number of lawyers who were "very dissatisfied" with their 
jobs rose from 3% in 1984 to 5% in 1990.8 The dissatis-
faction was widespread. In the words of the 1990 study:  

In the past six years, the extent of lawyer dissatisfaction 
has increased throughout the profession. It is now report-
ed in significant numbers by lawyers in all positions-
partners as well as junior associates. It is now present in 
significant numbers in firms of all sizes, not just the largest 
and the smallest firms *  

The decrease in job satisfaction was even more dramatic 
among those lawyers who were surveyed in both 1984 and 
1990. As noted, 40% of them had been "very satisfied" 
and 3% "very dissatisfied" in 1984. Just six years later, 
only 29% of these same lawyers (that is, the lawyers who 
were questioned in both 1984 and 1990) were "very satis-
fied," and the number who were "very dissatisfied" had 
risen to 8%.8 As the study recognized, the sharp rise in 
job dissatisfaction among the lawyers who were surveyed 
in both 1984 and 1990 was particularly disturbing, given 
that these lawyers were "further along in their careers[,] . . 
. better placed, and earning more money in 1990 than they 
were in 1984."88  

Because the 1995 survey asked fewer and different ques-
tions and surveyed only young members of the ABA, it is 
difficult to compare its results with the results of the pre-
vious two surveys. But the 1995 results were troubling 
enough on their own. Even though the attorneys surveyed 
in 1995 had just started their legal careers, over 27% were 
already "somewhat" or "very" dissatisfied with the practice 
of law; only about one in five was "very" satisfied.89 Al-
most one third of the young lawyers said that they would 
"strongly" consider leaving their current position in the 
next two years, and almost another third said that they 
"might" consider doing so.90  

I should note two things about these statistics on career 
satisfaction. First, although most surveys suggest that ca-
reer satisfaction is relatively91 low among attorneys and 
has been declining, there are studies to the contrary.92 
Prominent among them is a recent study of the Chicago 
bar by John Heinz, Kathleen Hull, and Ava Harter.93 The 
Chicago study was not a career satisfaction study as such; 
rather, attorneys were subject to lengthy personal inter-
views and, in the course of being interviewed about nu-
merous subjects, were asked a few questions about career 
satisfaction. Chicago lawyers reported levels of job satis-
faction that were similar to those reported by Americans 
in other lines of work.94 Eighty-four percent of Chicago 
lawyers were "very satisfied" or "satisfied," about 10% 
were "neutral," 5% were "dissatisfied," and less than 2% 
were "very dissatisfied."95  



The authors of the Chicago study acknowledged that their 
findings were "at variance with much of the common 
prattle and with some of the academic speculation (insofar 
as one can distinguish those)."9 However, the authors did 
not attempt to explain the variance, other than to specu-
late that "[l]aw professors may find comfort in believing 
that practicing lawyers are unhappy" because law profes-
sors may "feel better about their perceived (if not real) 
financial sacrifice," and that "the general public might find 
it congenial to believe that lawyers are unhappy because it 
would serve notions of [just] desert."97 Of course, the 
problem with this explanation is that it is not law profes-
sors and the general public who have been reporting de-
clining career satisfaction among lawyers, but lawyers 
themselves-in response to surveys conducted by such 
lawyer-friendly groups as the ABA.98  

The second thing to note about the data described above 
is that all of these statistics relate to the overall level of 
career dissatisfaction among lawyers. It is important to 
understand, though, that career dissatisfaction is not dis-
tributed equally throughout the profession. Lawyers in 
some practice settings are happier than lawyers in others.? 
And '[1]awyers in large law firms are often among the least 
happy."foo This appears to be true for both associates and 
partners.  

A 1997 study of lawyers practicing in the Boston area 
found that associates in big firms were the least happy of 
the eight categories of lawyers studied.101The Chicago 
study, which found generally high levels of career satisfac-
tion among attorneys, nevertheless found that "[t]he per-
centage of `very satisfied' respondents is ten points lower 
in the large firm category than in any of the other practice 
settgs.n"102 For the last several years, Michigan Law 
School has found the career satisfaction of its recent grad-
uates who work in big firms to be declining and, on the 
whole, to be "lower than [that of] any other work-setting 
group we study."103 Hildebrandt, one of the largest and 
most respected consultants to big firms, reported in 1998 
that "[e]ven as associates are being paid record-setting 
salaries, their overall morale has reached new lows."10 
The Wall Street Journal recently reported on the efforts of 
large firms to stem the "exodus of young lawyers' who are 
so "turned off by the grind of big-time practice" that they 
are leaving their six-figure salaries behind.105 The ABA's 
1995 survey of young lawyers found that although over 
24% of lawyers working in firms of one to two lawyers 
and almost 14% of lawyers working in firms of seven to 
twenty-five lawyers would "definitely not" consider chang-
ing jobs in the next two years, only about 1% of lawyers 
working in firms of over 150 lawyers were similarly com-
mitted to their jobs.106 And while 26% of lawyers in the 
seven to twenty-five lawyer firms and about 30% of law-
yers in the one to two lawyer firms would "strongly" con-
sider changing jobs in the next two years, over 37% of 
lawyers in the largest firms were similarly anxious to 
move.l07 In short, among young associates at big firms, 
only about 1% were strongly committed to remaining at 

their firms for at least two more years, while almost 40% 
had a strong interest in working elsewhere.  

It is also telling that lawyers who leave big firms rarely go 
to other big firms. One study reported that when attor-
neys who were interested in changing jobs were "asked to 
indicate the type of firm or other job they were going to 
look at, only a small percentage of those currently in large 
firms indicated they were going to look at another large 
firm."loe At the same time, "almost no one from a medi-
um or small firm was interested in looking at a large 
firm."l09 Another study found that only 5% of lawyers 
who left large Chicago firms went to other large Chicago 
firms; most went to small firms or in-house.llo  

Many big firm partners are also dissatisfied. Indeed, "appy 
law partners are a small minority these days."111 A 1997 
survey of partners in the 125 largest American law firms 
found that one third of those partners-lawyers who, in the 
eyes of many, have reached the pinnacle of their profes-
sion-would choose a different career if they could do it 
over again.112 Almost one third of them thought that 
they would probably or definitely not remain at their firms 
until retirement,113 and over 80% said that the nature of 
private practice in big firms had changed for the 
worse.114 Hildebrandt reports that despite the fact that 
1997 was "the best year ever" for many firms "due to rec-
ord demand for legal services in almost all practice are-
as,"ll* big firm partners are unhappy: "Mo[st] disturbing is 
the low morale (and almost a disdain for their own profes-
sion) we see in partners who wonder whether continuing 
to practice is worth the effort."115  

II. EXP.NG THE POOR HEALTH AND UNHAPPI-
NESS OF LAWYERS  

A. The Hours  

Why are lawyers so unhealthy and unhappy? Why do so 
many lawyers, in the words of Judge Laurence Silberman, 
"hate what the practice of law has become"?117 Lawyers 
give many reasons. They complain about the commerciali-
zation of the legal profession-about the fact that practicing 
law has become less of a profession and more of a busi-
ness.118 They complain about the increased pressure to 
attract and retain clients,19 in a ferociously competitive 
marketplace.l20 They complain about having to work in 
an adversarial environment "in which aggression, selfish-
ness, hostility, suspiciousness, and cynicism are wide-
spread."121 They complain about not having control over 
their lives and about being at the mercy of judges and 
clients.122 They complain about a lack of civility among 
lawyers.in They complain about a lack of collegiality,124 
and loyalty125 among their partners. And they complain 
about their poor public image.126 Mostly, though, they 
complain about the hours.  



In every study of the career satisfaction of lawyers of 
which I am aware, in every book or article about the woes 
of the legal profession that I have read, and in every con-
versation about life as a practicing lawyer that I have 
heard, lawyers complain about the long hours they have to 
work.127 Without question, "the single biggest complaint 
among attorneys is increasingly long workdays with de-
creasing time for personal and family life."128 Lawyers are 
complaining with increasing vehemence about "living to 
work, rather than working to live"las-about being " `asked 
not to dedicate, but to sacrifice their lives to the firm.'"130  

To cite just a few examples: A national survey of lawyers 
by the National Law Journal reported that "most attorneys 
in the survey believed their careers were putting too much 
of a burden on their personal lives. When asked what they 
especially disliked about practicing law, more than half (54 
percent) mentioned too many hours/not enough time for 
a personal life."lsl The 1990 ABA study, after describing 
increasing job dissatisfaction among attorneys, said that 
"[t]his increased dissatisfaction is directly caused by a dete-
rioration of the lawyer workplace .... In particular, the 
amount of time lawyers have for themselves and their 
families has become an issue of major concern for many 
lawyers."132 The North Carolina study identified as "a 
major factor" in attorney dissatisfaction the "[]ack of 
enough time to balance work with time for self, family, the 
community, pro bono, etc."133 Respondents to the Mich-
igan Law School survey reported themselves far less satis-
fied with "[t]he balance of their family and professional 
lives" than with "[t]heir career as a whole" or any of four 
other measures of "[l]ife [s]atisfaction."13 And the report 
of a national conference convened by the ABA to address 
"the emerging crisis in the quality of lawyers' health and 
lives" singled out as a "significant" cause of this crisis the 
fact that lawyers "do not have enough time for themselves 
and their families-what many have come to call `the time 
famine.' "135  

Lawyers often suffer from a nostalgic longing for a past 
that never really existed.13? But when it comes to their 
brutal work schedules, lawyers have reason to complain, 
and they have reason to believe that the problem has 
grown worse. "Conventional wisdom just a few decades 
ago was that lawyers could not reasonably expect to 
charge for more than 1200 to 1500 hours per year."'17 
Thirty years ago, most partners billed between 1200 and 
1400 hours per year and most associates between 1400 
and 1600 hours.lgs As late as the mid1980s, even associ-
ates in large New York firms were often not expected to 
bill more that 1800 hours annually.1?9 Today, many firms 
would consider these ranges acceptable only for partners 
or associates who had died midway through the year.  

A study conducted by William Ross in 1991 discovered 
that almost half of the associates in private practice billed 
at least 2000 hours during both 1989 and 1990, and a fifth 
billed at least 2400 hours in 1990.140 Another study con-
ducted by Ross three years later discovered that 51% of 

associates and 23% of partners billed at least 2000 hours 
in 1993.141 Seventy percent of those responding to the 
Michigan Law School survey worked an average of fifty or 
more hours per week; over a quarter of the respondents 
worked more than sixty hours per week.'42 The ABA's 
1990 study found that 45% of attorneys in private practice 
billed at least 1920 hours per year, and 16% billed 2400 or 
more hours.143 The same study also found that, although 
70% of attorneys are permitted to take more than two 
weeks of vacation every year, only 48% actually do so.144 
Finally, an extensive survey by Altman Weil Pensa, a 
prominent legal consulting firm, found that the median 
number of billable hours for associates in firms of all sizes 
in 1995 was 1823; 25% of associates billed 1999 hours or 
more, and 10% billed at least 2166 hours.l45 Not long 
ago, billable hours at these levels "would have [been] 
thought unbearable."146  

Workloads, like the job dissatisfaction to which they so 
closely relate, are not distributed equally throughout the 
profession. Generally speaking, lawyers in private practice 
work longer hours than those who work for corporations 
or for the government.l47 In the 1990 ABA survey, for 
example, only 56% of those in private practice agreed that 
they had enough time to spend with their families, com-
pared to 74% of corporate lawyers and 79% of govern-
ment lawyers.l48 Similarly, only 46% of private practition-
ers said that they had enough time for themselves, com-
pared to 53% of corporate lawyers and 66% of govern-
ment lawyers.l49 In the words of the study, "[t]ime for 
family and self is a real problem for lawyers in private 
practice. Far fewer lawyers in corporate counsel and gov-
ernment settings have insufficient time."50 The findings 
of the Michigan Law School survey were similar: Only 
20% of the respondents working in private practice were 
"quite satisfied" with '[t]he balance of their family and 
professional life," as compared to 35% of those working 
in corporations, 45% of those working for the govern-
ment, and 50% of those doing public interest work.l51  

Within private practice, the general rule of thumb is the 
bigger the firm, the longer the hours.l52 For example, a 
recent study found that over 41% of associates in firms of 
under 101 lawyers billed fewer than 1800 hours, as com-
pared to about 16% of associates in firms of over 250 
lawyers.l5 At the same time, almost 27% of associates in 
the smaller firms billed over 1900 hours, as compared to 
approximately 36% of associates in the larger firms.l54 At 
the biggest firms in the biggest cities, associates commonly 
bill 2000 to 2500 hours per year.l55 Big firm partners do 
not have it much better. Junior partners at the nation's 125 
largest law firms average 1955.5 billable hours per year,lss 
almost 300 hours per year more than partners in small 
firms.l57 At some big firms, the average number of hours 
billed by partners and associates alike is 2000.lss  

The long hours that big firm lawyers must work is a par-
ticular source of dissatisfaction for them. While roughly 
half of all attorneys in private practice complain about not 



having enough time for themselves and their families,m19 
in big firms the proportion of similarly disaffected lawyers 
is about three quarters.lss The ABA's survey of young 
lawyers in 1995 found that 62% of those working in firms 
of at least 150 lawyers were dissatisfied with the amount 
of time they had to work, while only 28% of those work-
ing in firms of fewer than seven lawyers had the same 
complaint.lsl Among respondents to the Michigan Law 
School survey, 37% of those working as solo practitioners 
or in firms of ten or fewer lawyers were quite satisfied 
with '[t]he balance of family and professional lives," while 
only 14% of those working in firms of 150 or more law-
yers were similarly satisfied.l62 Finally, young attorneys in 
large firms who are interested in finding a new job are 
more likely than similarly situated associates in small firms 
to be motivated by "a desire for more personal time."163  

The unhappiness of lawyers may puzzle you. At first 
blush, these billable hour requirements may not seem 
particularly daunting. You may think, "Geez, to bill 2000 
hours, I need to bill only forty hours per week for fifty 
weeks. If I take an hour for lunch, that's 8:00 a.m. to 5:00 
p.m., five days per week. No sweat.' Your reaction is 
common among law students,-particularly among law 
students who are in the process of talking themselves into 
accepting jobs at big firms. Your reaction is also naive.  

There is a big difference-a painfully big difference-
between the hours that you will bill and the hours that you 
will spend at work. If you're honest, you will be able to bill 
only the time that you spend working directly on matters 
for clients. Obviously, you will not be able to bill the time 
that you spend on vacation, or in bed with the flu, or at 
home waiting for the plumber.l6 But you will also not be 
able to bill for much of what you will do at the office or 
during the workday-going to lunch, chatting with your co-
workers about the latest office romance, visiting your fa-
vorite websites, going down the hall to get a cup of coffee, 
reading your mail, going to the bathroom, attending the 
weekly meeting of your practice group, filling out your 
time sheet, talking with your spouse on the phone, send-
ing e-mail to friends, preparing a "pitch" for a prospective 
client, getting your hair cut, attending a funeral, photocop-
ying your tax returns, interviewing a recruit, playing Soli-
taire on your computer, doing pro bono work, reading 
advance sheets, taking a summer associate to a baseball 
game, attending CLE seminars, writing a letter about a 
mistake in your credit card bill, going to the dentist, drop-
ping off your dry cleaning, daydreaming, and so on.  

Because none of this is billable-and because the average 
lawyer does a lot of this every day-you will end up billing 
only about two hours for every three hours that you spend 
at "work."lgs And thus, to bill 2000 hours per year, you 
will have to spend about sixty hours per week at the of-
fice, and take no more than two weeks of vacation/sick 
time/personal leave. If it takes you, say, forty-five minutes 
to get to work, and another forty-five minutes to get 
home, billing 2000 hours per year will mean leaving home 

at 7:45 a.m., working at the office from 8:30 a.m. until 
6:30 p.m., and then arriving home at 7:15 p.m.-and doing 
this six days per week, every week. That makes for long 
days, and for long weeks. And you will have to work these 
hours not just for a month or two, but year after year after 
year. That makes for a long life.  

Now do you understand why so many attorneys are un-
happy? And why, generally speaking, the more lawyers 
work, the less happy they are? What makes people happy 
is the nature of the work they do and the quantity and 
quality of their lives outside of work.l67 Long hours at the 
office have no relationship to the former and take away 
from the latter. Every hour that lawyers spend at their 
desks is an hour that they do not spend doing many of the 
things that give their lives joy and meaning: being with 
their spouses, playing with their children, relaxing with 
their friends, visiting their parents, going to movies, read-
ing books, volunteering at the homeless shelter, playing 
softball, collecting stamps, traveling the world, getting 
involved in a political campaign, going to church, working 
out at a health club. There's no mystery about why lawyers 
are so unhappy: They work too much.  

B. The Money  

Why do lawyers work too much? At this point, I'm afraid 
that we have to leave the realm of fact and enter the realm 
of opinion. No one knows for certain why so many law-
yers work so hard, although many people have opinions. I 
have one, too-at least about the lawyers who work in big 
firms (who, as noted, are also the lawyers who work the 
longest hours'6 and are the least happy with the imbalance 
between their personal and professional livesl69). Admit-
tedly, my opinion is just an opinion, but it is based on a lot 
of experience. I practiced law for eight years in a big firm-
six as an associate, two as a partner-and spent much of 
that time working with and against other big firm lawyers. 
Most of my law school classmates went on to practice at 
big firms, as did most of those with whom I clerked. And 
even today, many of my friends and acquaintances are 
lawyers who have practiced or are practicing in big firms.  

Because my experience is in big firms, and because so 
many law students want to work in big firms,lTo big firms 
will be the focus of the remainder of this Article. I recog-
nize, of course, that working for a big firm may not be an 
option for you. You should nevertheless read the remain-
der of this Article. First, if you are a typical student who 
does not have the option of working at a big firm, you 
probably regret that fact and you may even spend a sub-
stantial amount of time envying others who can go to big 
firms. Second, just because you cannot work at a big firm 
now does not mean that you will not be able to work at a 
big firm in the future. If you assemble a large stable of 
clients or if your college roommate is elected governor or 
if you establish a reputation as a top trial lawyer, the doors 
of big firms will open to you. Third, even if you never 
have the chance to work at a big firm, you almost surely 



will have the chance to work at a firm that acts like a big 
firm. Small firms, corporate legal departments, govern-
ment offices, and even public interest firms "have bor-
rowed many features of large-firm practice."171 Finally, 
even if working at a big firm-or at a small or medium firm 
that acts like a big firm-holds absolutely no appeal for you, 
big firms exercise a disproportionate influence on the 
profession you are about to enter,l72 and you need to 
understand the nature of that influence.  

In one sense, the answer to the question of why so many 
lawyers work so much is easy: It's the money, stupid. It 
begins with law students, who, like most Americans, seem 
to be more materialistic than they were twenty-five or 
thirty years ago. In 1970, 39% of students entering college 
said that "being very well off financially" was either an 
"essential" or a "very important" life goal; in 1993, the 
figure had almost doubled to 75%.173 Of nineteen possi-
ble life goals suggested to incoming college students, get-
ting rich was selected most often-even more often than 
"raising a family."174 Not surprisingly, then, "the most 
coveted jobs amongst [law students] are high-paying large 
law firm jobs."175 The vast majority of law students-at 
least the vast majority of those attending the more prestig-
ious schools (or getting good grades at the less prestigious 
schools)-want to work in big firms.17g And the reason 
they want to work in big firms is that big firms pay the 
most.l77  

Of course, students deny this. Students-many of whom 
came to law school intending to do public interest 
work?7s-don't like to admit that they've "sold out," so they 
come up with "rationalizations, justifications, accounts, 
and disclaimers" for seeking big firm jobs.179 They insist 
that the real reason they want to go to a big firm is the 
training, or the interesting and challenging work, or the 
chance to work with exceptionally talented colleagues, or 
the desire to "keep my doors open.' They imply that the 
huge salaries are just an afterthought-mere icing on the 
cake. Or they reluctantly admit that, yes, they really are 
after the money, but they have no choice: Because of stu-
dent loan debt, they must take a job that pays $80,000 per 
year. $60,000 per year just won't cut it.  

Most of this is hogwash. As I will explain below,ls* almost 
all of the purported non-monetary advantages of big firms 
either do not exist or are vastly overstated. Moreover, 
there are few lawyers who could not live comfortably on 
what most corporations or government agencies pay, 
whatever their student loan debt.l3l Students are after the 
money, pure and simple.l82 The hiring partner of any 
major firm will tell you that if his firm offers first year 
associates a salary of $69,000, and a competitor down the 
street offers them $72,000, those who have the choice will 
flock to the competitor-even if the competitor will require 
them to bill 200 hours more each year.l8  

I realize that I am not exactly flattering law students. But if 
this were not true, would big firms get into bidding wars 

for the services of the best law school graduates? Of 
course not. But big firms do get into bidding wars-all the 
time-and, as a result, the salaries of first year associates get 
pushed to extraordinary levels.l8 In 1997, the median 
starting salary for first year associates in firms of over 250 
lawyers was $71,502.l85 First year associates in some Cali-
fornia firms now earn $95,000 per year.l88 And in 1997 
some New York firms broke the magic $100,000 barrier 
and began paying six figure salaries to first year associates-
many of whom, of course, had not yet even passed the bar 
exam.'37  

As the salaries of first year associates go up, the salaries of 
senior associates must rise to keep pace.lss After all, no 
sixth year associate wants to be paid less than a first year 
associate. And as the salaries of senior associates go up, 
the salaries of junior partners must rise to keep pace. After 
all, no junior partner wants to be paid less than a senior 
associate. And, of course, as the salaries of junior partners 
go up, so must the salaries of senior partners.  

How do firms pay for this ever-spiraling increase in sala-
ries? In theory, they have two options:ls9 First, they can 
raise billing rates. Instead of charging, say, $100 per hour 
for the time of first year associates, they can charge $115, 
and instead of charging, say, $225 per hour for the time of 
junior partners, they can charge $250. Second, they can bill 
more hours. Instead of demanding 2000 billable hours per 
year from first year associates, they can demand 2100, and 
instead of demanding 1900 billable hours per year from 
junior partners, they can demand 1950.  

In reality, though, firms have only one option: They have 
to bill more hours. The market for lawyers' services has 
become intensely competitive.l9 As the number of lawyers 
has soared,l9' competition for clients has become fero-
cious. Clients insist on getting good work at low hourly 
rates.l92 They also insist that lawyers minimize the 
amount of time that they devote to each file to hold down 
costs. If clients do not get what they want, they will move 
their business to one of the thousands of other lawyers 
who are chomping at the bit to get it.l93 Raising billing 
rates to pay for spiraling salaries is simply not much of an 
option for most firms. As a result, firms get the extra 
money to pay for the spiraling salaries in the only way they 
can: They bill more hours. Everyone has to work harder 
to pay for the higher salaries. And when salaries go up 
again, everyone has to work still harder. Associate com-
pensation has increased 1000% in the past thirty years, 
while billing rates have increased only 400%.194 Obvious-
ly, "law firms have paid for the higher salaries by increas-
ing billable hours rather than charging higher rates."95  

I am leaving out one wrinkle-an important wrinkle that 
you should know about if you are contemplating joining a 
large law firm (or a firm that acts like a large law firm). 
The partners of a big firm have a third option for making 
more money. This option involves what big firm partners 
euphemistically refer to as "leverage."96 I like to call it 



"the skim.' Richard Abel calls it "exploitation."19 The 
person being exploited is you.  

It is common for the top partners in the biggest firms to 
earn upwards of $2 million per year.l98 At some firms, 
profits per partner approach or exceed $2 million per 
year,l99 meaning that some partners are paid more than $2 
million (because profits are not divided equally among 
partners). Not one of these highly paid partners could 
personally generate the billings necessary to produce such 
an income. Even a partner billing 2000 hours per year at 
$500 per hour, "both of which figures lie at the outer lim-
its of physical and economic possibility," would generate 
only $1 million in revenue, "a good proportion of which 
would be consumed by overhead."* So how can big firm 
partners take home double or triple or quadruple the rev-
enue they generate? They can do so because partner com-
pensation reflects not only the revenue that partners 
themselves generate, but also "the surplus value law firms 
extract from associates."20 Alex Johnson puts the point 
more dramatically: "[T]he blood and sweat of new associ-
ates line[] the pockets of the senior members of the 
firm.'"2  

Basically, what happens is that big firms "buy associates' 
time wholesale and sell it retail.' "20 Here is how it works:? 
As a new associate in a large firm, you will be paid about 
one-third of what you bring into the firm.205 If you bill, 
say, 2000 hours at $100 per hour, you will generate 
$200,000 in revenue for your firm. About a third of that-
$70,000 or so-will be paid to you. Another third will go 
toward paying the expenses of the firm. And the final 
third will go into the pockets of the firm's partners. Firms 
make money off associates. That is why it's in the interests 
of big firms to hire lots of associates and to make very few 
of them partners. The more associates there are, the more 
profits for the partners to split,2 and the fewer partners 
there are, the bigger each partner's share.  

After you make partner (if you make partner-your chances 
will likely be about one in ten2O), you will still be exploit-
ed, although somewhat less. You may take home 40% or 
so of what you bring into the firm as a junior partner. 
Your take will gradually increase with your seniority. At 
some point, you will reach equilibrium-that is, you will 
take home roughly what you bring into the firm, minus 
your share of the firm's overhead. And, if you stick with it 
long enough, some day you will reach Big Firm Nirvana: 
You will take home more than you bring into the firm 
(minus your share of overhead). You will become the 
exploiter instead of the exploited.  

It should not surprise you that, generally speaking, the 
bigger the firm, the more the leverage.2 The median ratio 
of associates to partners ranges dramatically, from .33 in 
firms of eight or fewer attorneys in the northeastern Unit-
ed States, to 1.50 in firms of seventyfive or more attorneys 
in the same region.zoo In general, though, the ratio in-
creases with the size of the firm.210 Nationally, the medi-

an ratio is .51 in firms of eight or fewer attorneys, .66 in 
firms of nine to twenty attorneys, .64 in firms of twenty-
one to forty attorneys, .75 in firms of forty-one to seven-
ty-four attorneys, and .93 in firms of seventy-five or more 
attorneys.2ll As a result of the disparity in leverage be-
tween big and small firms, partners in big firms make 
dramatically more money than partners in small firms. In 
1995, the median income of partners in firms of seventy-
five or more attorneys was $190,408-almost 42% higher 
than the median income of partners in firms of eight or 
fewer lawyers.2l2 (By contrast, the median income of as-
sociates in firms of seventy-five or more attorneys was 
$76,263, just 12% higher than the median income of asso-
ciates in firms of eight or fewer lawyers.2l3) The stark 
relationship between firm size and partnership compensa-
tion cannot be explained by differences in hourly rates, 
hours billed, or quality of legal services.2l4 Rather, it re-
sults from the skim.  

This, then, is life in the big firm: It is in the interests of 
clients that senior partners work inhuman hours, year after 
year, and constantly be anxious about retaining their busi-
ness. And it is in the interests of senior partners that jun-
ior partners work inhuman hours, year after year, and 
constantly be anxious about retaining old clients and at-
tracting new clients. And it is in the interests of junior 
partners that senior associates work inhuman hours, year 
after year, and constantly be anxious about retaining old 
clients and attracting new clients and making partner. And 
most of all, it is in everyone's interests that the newest 
members of the profession-the junior associates-be willing 
to work inhuman hours, year after year, and constantly be 
anxious about everything-about retaining old clients and 
attracting new clients and making partner and keeping up 
their billable hours.2l5 The result? Long hours, large sala-
ries, and one of the unhealthiest and unhappiest profes-
sions on earth.  

C. The "Game.  

But something is wrong here. Something doesn't make 
sense. As I have tried to convey, the profession that you 
are about to enter is absolutely obsessed with money. 
"[M]oney is not just incidental to the practice, but at its 
core."216 Money is at the root of virtually everything that 
lawyers don't like about their profession: the long hours, 
the commercialization, the tremendous pressure to attract 
and retain clients, the fiercely competitive marketplace, the 
lack of collegiality and loyalty among partners, the poor 
public image of the profession, and even the lack of civili-
ty. Almost every one of these problems would be elimi-
nated or at least substantially reduced if lawyers were 
simply willing to make less money. The North Carolina 
Bar Association had it exactly right: "[T]he misguided view 
of money as the sole goal of practice, sole measure of 
success and sole measure of self-worth is directly and 
indirectly responsible for many of the problems in practice 
today."217  



The notion that lawyers could get by with less money is 
not exactly absurd. In 1994, the median income for Amer-
ican men employed full-time during the entire year was 
$31,612; for women, the comparable figure was 
$23,265.218 In 1995, the median income for partners in 
firms of all sizes was $168,751;219 one of every four part-
ners made over $230,133.220 In the largest firms (those of 
seventy-five or more lawyers), partners' median income 
was $190,408, and a quarter of big firm partners made 
over $261,425.221 Even in the smallest firms (firms of 
eight or fewer lawyers), the median income for partners 
was $134,294, and a quarter made over $216,399.222 The-
se figures are from 1995; although similar figures are not 
available from later years, we know that the incomes of 
law firm partners rose dramatically in 1996 and 1997.223 
At those firms qualifying for the "Am Law 100,"2 the 
average profits per partner rose to $587,000 in 1997.225 
It's not as if lawyers are just scraping by. At the same time 
that lawyers are enjoying these fantastic incomes, many are 
dissatisfied with their professional lives,225 and their sin-
gle biggest complaint is the long hours they have to 
work.27 Lawyers could enjoy a lot more life outside of 
work if they were willing to accept relatively modest re-
ductions in their incomes. Take, for example, a partner 
who is billing 2000 hours and being paid $200,000. If we 
assume that a 20% reduction in billable hours will translate 
into a 20% reduction in pay (an assumption that is unlikely 
to be exactly true, but that is close enough for our purpos-
es), this lawyer could trade $40,000 in income for 600 
more hours of life outside work (assuming that three 
hours at work translates into two hours billed22s).  

Our hypothetical partner has a choice, then: He can make 
$200,000 per year and work many nights and most week-
ends-routinely getting up early, before his children are 
awake, driving to the office, eating lunch at his desk, leav-
ing the office late, picking up dinner at the Taco Bell 
drive-through window, and then arriving home to kiss the 
cheeks of his sleeping children. Or he can make $160,000 
per year and work few nights and weekends. He can spend 
time with his spouse, be a parent to his children, enjoy the 
company of his friends, pursue a hobby, do volunteer 
work, exercise regularly, and generally lead a well balanced 
life-while still making $160,000 per year. If all such lawyers 
making $160,000 per year sat down and asked themselves, 
"What will make me a happier and healthier person: an-
other $40,000 in income (which, after taxes, will mean 
another $25,000 or so in the bank) or 600 hours to do 
whatever I enjoy most?," it is hard to believe that many of 
them would take the money.  

But many of them do take the money. Thousands of law-
yers choose to give up a healthy, happy, well-balanced life 
for a less healthy, less happy life dominated by work. And 
they do so merely to be able to make seven or eight times 
the national median income instead of five or six times the 
national median income. Why? Are lawyers just greedy?  

Well, some are, but it is more complicated than that. For 
one thing, lawyers don't think in these terms. They don't 
see their lives as crazy. Lawyers don't see any of this. Law-
yers don't sit down and think logically about why they are 
leading the lives they are leading any more than buffalo sit 
down and think logically about why they are stampeding. 
That is the primary reason I am writing this Article: I hope 
that you will sit down and think about the life that you 
want to lead before you get caught up in the stampede.  

More importantly, though, the flaw in my analysis is that it 
assumes that the reason lawyers push themselves to make 
so much money is the money itself. In other words, my 
analysis assumes that the reason lawyers want to earn 
more money is that they want to spend more money and 
enjoy the things that money will buy. When put in those 
terms, giving up 600 hours of life for another $40,000 on 
top of a $160,000 salary makes no sense for most lawyers. 
What you need to understand, though, is that very few 
lawyers are working extraordinarily long hours because 
they need the money. They are doing it for a different 
reason.  

Big firm lawyers are, on the whole, a remarkably insecure 
and competitive group of people. Many of them have 
spent almost their entire lives competing to win games 
that other people have set up for them. First they compet-
ed to get into a prestigious college. Then they competed 
for college grades. Then they competed for LSAT scores. 
Then they competed to get into a prestigious law school. 
Then they competed for law school grades. Then they 
competed to make the law review. Then they competed 
for clerkships.229 Then they competed to get hired by a 
big law firm.23  

Now that they're in a big law firm, what's going to hap-
pen? Are they going to stop competing? Are they going to 
stop comparing themselves to others? Of course not. 
They're going to keep competing-competing to bill more 
hours, to attract more clients, to win more cases, to do 
more deals. They're playing a game. And money is how 
the score is kept in that game. Why do you suppose sixty 
year old lawyers with millions of dollars in the bank still 
bill 2200 hours per year? Why do you suppose lawyers 
whose children have everything money can buy but who 
need the time and attention of their parents continue to 
spend most nights and weekends at the office-while con-
tinuing to write out checks to the best child psychologists 
in town? Why do you suppose one big firm partner I 
know flew into a rage after learning that his year-end bo-
nus would be only-only-$400,000, while the bonus of one 
of his rivals in the firm would be $425,000? Why do you 
suppose that another lawyer I know (a lawyer making $1 
million a year) came within a whisker of quitting his firm 
after losing a bitter dispute with one of his partners (a 
lawyer making over $2 million a year) over a $10,000 pay-
ment?  



It is not because these lawyers need the money. Any of 
these lawyers could lose every penny of his savings and 
see his annual income reduced by two-thirds and still live 
much more comfortably than the vast majority of Ameri-
cans. What's driving these lawyers is the desire to win the 
game. These lawyers have spent their entire lives compet-
ing against others and measuring their worth by how well 
they do in the competitions. And now that they are work-
ing in a law firm, money is the way they keep score. Mon-
ey is what tells them if they're more successful than the 
lawyer in the next office-or in the next office building-or 
in the next town. If a lawyer's life is dominated by the 
game-and if his success in the game is measured by mon-
ey-then his life is dominated by money. For many, many 
lawyers, it's that simple.  

III. THE ETHICS OF LAWYERS  

At this point, I should say a few words about ethics. I 
hesitate to do so. I know that courses on legal ethics (or 
"professional responsibility') are among the least popular 
courses in the law school curriculum2c-even less popular 
than courses on taxation. I realize that, by raising the topic 
of ethics, I risk making your eyes glaze over. At the same 
time, the legal profession is widely perceived-even by law-
yers2-as being unethical.213 Only one American in five 
considers lawyers to be "honest and ethical,"234 and "the 
more a person knows about the legal profession and the 
more he or she is in direct personal contact with lawyers, 
the lower [his or her] opinion of them.'* This should con-
cern you.6  

There are many reasons why ethics courses are so un-
popular, but the most important is probably that law stu-
dents do not think that they will become unethical law-
yers. Students think of unethical lawyers as the sleazeballs 
who chase ambulances (think Danny DeVito in The 
Rainmaker) or run insurance scams (think Bill Murray in 
Wild Things) or destroy evidence (think Al Pacino's crew 
in The Devil's Advocate). Students have a hard time iden-
tifying with these lawyers. When students think of life 
after graduation, they see themselves sitting on the 27th 
floor of some skyscraper in a freshly pressed dark suit 
(blue, black, or gray) with a starched blouse or shirt (white 
or light blue) doing sophisticated legal work for sophisti-
cated clients. Students imagine-wronglyn7-that such law-
yers do not have to worry much about ethics, except, per-
haps, when the occasional conflict of interest question 
arises.  

If you think this-if you think that you will not have any 
trouble practicing law ethically-you are wrong. Dead 
wrong. In fact, particularly if you go to work for a big 
firm, you will probably begin to practice law unethically in 
at least some respects within your first year or two in prac-
tice. This happens to most young lawyers in big firms. It 
happened to me, and it will happen to you, unless you do 
something about it.  

A. Practicing Law Ethically Let's first be clear on what I 
mean by practicing law ethically. I mean three things.  

First, you generally have to comply with the formal disci-
plinary rules---either the Model Rules of Professional 
Conduct,2s the Model Code of Professional Responsibil-
ity,9 or some state variant of one or the other.m As a law 
student, and then as a young lawyer, you will often be 
encouraged to distinguish ethical from unethical conduct 
solely by reference to the formal rules. Most likely, you 
will devote the majority of the time in your professional 
responsibility class to studying the rules, and you will, of 
course, learn the rules cold so that you can pass the Multi-
State Professional Responsibility Exam ("MPRE"). In 
many other ways, subtle and blatant, you will be encour-
aged to think that conduct that does not violate the rules 
is "ethical," while conduct that does violate the rules is 
%unethical."21  

It is in the interests of your professors, the organized bar, 
and other lawyers to get you to think about ethics in this 
way. It is a lot easier for a professor to teach students what 
rules say than it is to explore with students what it means 
to behave ethically. (Fortunately, many professors resist 
the temptation to teach only the rules, but many others do 
not.242) Defining ethics with reference to rules puts tre-
mendous power in the hands of the organized bar that 
writes those rules.? And many lawyers want "the absence 
of disciplinary measures and adherence to the profession's 
own Model Rules of Professional Conduct* to be suffi-
cient to qualify a lawyer as "ethical," simply because it is 
easy to avoid disciplinary measures and to adhere to at 
least the letter of the formal rules.m  

I don't have anything against the formal rules. Often, they 
are all that stands between an unethical lawyer and a vul-
nerable client. You should learn them and follow them. 
But you should also understand that the formal rules rep-
resent nothing more than "the lowest common denomina-
tor of conduct that a highly self-interested group will tol-
erate."246 For many lawyers, "[e]thics is a matter of steer-
ing, if necessary, just clear of the few unambiguous prohi-
bitions found in rules governing lawyers."27 But comply-
ing with the formal rules will not make you an ethical law-
yer, any more than complying with the criminal law will 
make you an ethical person. Many of the sleaziest lawyers 
you will encounter will be absolutely scrupulous in their 
compliance with the formal rules. In fact, they will be only 
too happy to tell you just that. Complying with the rules is 
usually a necessary, but never a sufficient, part of being an 
ethical lawyer.  

The second thing you must do to be an ethical lawyer is to 
act ethically in your work, even when you aren't required 
to do so by any rule. To a substantial extent, "bar ethical 
rules have lost touch with ordinary moral intuitions."' To 
practice law ethically you must practice law consistently 
with those intuitions. For the most part, this is not com-
plicated. Being an ethical lawyer is not much different 



from being an ethical doctor or mail carrier or gas station 
attendant. Indeed, long before you applied to law school, 
your parents had probably taught you all that you need to 
know to practice law ethically.  

You should treat others as you want them to treat you. Be 
honest and fair. Show respect and compassion. Keep your 
promises. Here is a good rule of thumb: If you would be 
ashamed if your parents or spouse or children knew what 
you were doing, then you should not do it.  

The third thing you must do to be an ethical lawyer is to 
live an ethical life. Many big firm lawyers-who can be re-
markably "smug[ ] about the superiority of the ethical 
standards of large firms"249-ignore this point. So do many 
law professors who, when writing about legal ethics, tend 
to focus solely on the lawyer at work. But being admitted 
to the bar does not absolve you of your responsibilities 
outside of work-to your family, to your friends, to your 
community, and, if you're a person of faith, to your God. 
To practice law ethically, you must meet those responsibil-
ities, which means that you must live a balanced life. If 
you become a workaholic lawyer, you will be unhealthy, 
probably unhappy, and, I would argue, unethical.  

Now I recognize that we live in an age of moral relativ-
ism-an age in which "behavior is neither right nor wrong 
but a matter of personal choice."25 Your reaction to my 
claim that an unbalanced life is an unethical life may very 
well be, "That's just your opinion." It is my opinion, but it 
is surely not just my opinion. I would be surprised if the 
belief system to which you subscribe-whether it be reli-
giously or secularly based-regards a life dominated by the 
pursuit of wealth to the exclusion of all else as an ethical 
life, or an attorney who meets only his responsibilities to 
his clients and law partners as an ethical person.  

B. Big Firm Culture  

It is hard to practice law ethically. Complying with the 
formal rules is the easy part.251 The rules are not very 
specific, and they don't demand very much.252 You may, 
on rare occasions, confront an extremely difficult conflict 
of interest problem that will require you to parse the rules 
carefully. You may even confront a situation in which 
some ethical or moral imperative compels you to violate 
the rules. But by and large, you will have no trouble com-
plying with the rules; indeed, you are unlikely to give the 
rules much thought.  

Acting as an ethical lawyer in the broader, non-formalistic 
sense is far more difficult. I have already given you some 
idea of why it is hard to practice law in a big firm (or any 
firm that emulates a big firm) and live a balanced life; I 
will return to that point in a moment. But even practicing 
law ethically in the sense of being honest and fair and 
compassionate is difficult. To understand why, you need 
to understand what it is that you will do every day as a 

lawyer. Most of a lawyer's working life is filled with the 
mundane. It is unlikely that one of your clients will drop a 
smoking gun on your desk or ask you to deliver a brief-
case full of unmarked bills or invite you to have wild, pas-
sionate sex (or even un-wild, un-passionate sex). These 
things happen to lawyers only in John Grisham novels. 
Your life as a lawyer will be filled with the kind of things 
that drove John Grisham to write novels: dictating letters 
and talking on the phone and drafting memoranda and 
performing "due diligence" and proof reading contracts 
and negotiating settlements and filling out time sheets. 
And because your life as a lawyer will be filled with the 
mundane, whether you practice law ethically will depend 
not upon how you resolve the one or two dramatic ethical 
dilemmas that you will confront during your entire career, 
but upon the hundreds of little things that you will do, 
almost unthinkingly, each and every day.  

Because practicing law ethically will depend primarily up-
on the hundreds of little things that you will do almost 
unthinkingly every day, it will not depend much upon your 
thinking. You are going to be busy. The days will fly by. 
When you are on the phone negotiating a deal or when 
you are at your computer drafting a brief or when you are 
filling out your time sheet at the end of the day, you are 
not going to have time to reflect on each of your ac-
tions.23 You are going to have to act almost instinctively.  

What this means, then, is that you will not practice law 
ethically-you cannot practice law ethically-unless acting 
ethically is habitual for you. You have to be in the habit of 
being honest. You have to be in the habit of being fair. 
You have to be in the habit of being compassionate. The-
se qualities have to be deeply ingrained in you, so that you 
can't turn them on and off-so that acting honorably is not 
something you have to decide to do-so that when you are 
at work, making the thousands of phone calls you will 
make and writing the thousands of letters you will write 
and dealing with the thousands of people with whom you 
will deal, you will automatically apply the same values in 
the workplace that you apply outside of work, when you 
are with family and friends.*  

Here is the problem, though: After you start practicing 
law, nothing is likely to influence you more than "the cul-
ture or house norms of the agency, department, or firm" 
in which you work.2 If you are going into private practice-
particularly private practice in a big firm-you are going to 
be immersed in a culture that is hostile to the values you 
now have. The system does not want you to apply the 
same values in the workplace that you do outside of work 
(unless you're rapaciously greedy outside of work); it wants 
you to replace those values with the system's values. The 
system is obsessed with money, and it wants you to be, 
too. The system wants you-it needs you-to play the game.  

Now, no one is going to say this to you. No one is going 
to take you aside and say, "Jane, we here at Smith & Jones 
are obsessed with money. From this point forward the 



most important thing in your life has to be billing hours 
and generating business. Family and friends and honesty 
and fairness are okay in moderation, but don't let them 
interfere with making money." No one will tell you, as one 
lawyer told another in a Charles Addams cartoon, "I ad-
mire your honesty and integrity, Wilson, but I have no 
room for them in my firm."256 Instead, the culture will 
pressure you in more subtle ways to replace your values 
with the system's.  

Here is an example of what I mean: During your first 
month working at the big firm, some senior partner will 
invite you and the other new associates to a barbeque at 
his home. This "barbeque" will bear absolutely no rela-
tionship to what your father used to do on a Weber grill in 
your driveway. You will drive up to the senior partner's 
home in your rusted Escort and park at the end of a long 
line of Mercedeses and BMWs and sports utility vehicles. 
You will walk up to the front door of the house. The 
house will be enormous. The lawn will look like a putting 
green; it will be bordered by perfectly manicured trees and 
flowers. Somebody wearing a white shirt and black bow 
tie will answer the door and direct you to the backyard. 
You will walk through one room after another, each of 
which will be decorated with expensive carpeting and 
expensive wallpaper and expensive antiques. Scattered 
throughout the home will be large professional photo-
graphs of beautiful children with tousled, sun-bleached 
hair.  

As you enter the partner's immaculately landscaped back-
yard, someone wearing a white shirt and black bow tie 
carrying a silver platter will approach you and offer you an 
appetizer. Don't look for cocktail weenies in barbeque 
sauce; you will more likely be offered pit6 or miniature 
quiches or shrimp. A bar will be set up near the house; the 
bartender (who will be wearing a white shirt and black 
bow tie, of course) will pour you a drink of the most ex-
pensive brand of whatever liquor you like. In the corner of 
the yard, a caterer will be grilling swordfish. In another 
corner will stand the senior partner, sipping a glass of 
white wine, holding court with a worshipful group of jun-
ior partners and senior associates.  

The senior partner will be wearing designer sunglasses and 
designer clothes; the logo on his shirt will signal its exorbi-
tant cost; his shorts will be pressed. He will have a tan-
albeit a slightly orange, tanning salon enhanced tan-and 
the nicest haircut you've ever seen. Eventually, the partner 
will introduce you to his wife. She will be beautiful, very 
thin, and a lot younger than her husband. She, too, will 
have a great tan, and not nearly as orange as her hus-
band's. You and the other lawyers will talk about golf. Or 
about tennis. After a couple hours, you will walk out the 
front door, slightly tipsy from the free liquor, and say to 
yourself, "This is the life." In this and a thousand other 
ways, you will absorb big firm culture57-a culture of long 
hours of toil inside the office and short hours of conspic-
uous consumption outside the office. You will work 

among lawyers who will talk about money constantly and 
who will be intensely curious about how much money 
other lawyers are making. If you want to get some sense 
of this, leave your tax return on the photocopier glass 
sometime. (At least one hapless lawyer seems to do this 
every spring at most firms.) Every lawyer in the firm will 
know how much money you made last year in about fif-
teen minutes, and every lawyer who joins the firm during 
the next quarter century will hear the story of your tax 
return.  

The lawyers in your firm are not unique. Thirty or forty 
years ago, talking about income and clients and fees " `just 
[wa]sn't done,' " even among Wall Street lawyers.25 To-
day, "[t]he legal profession. . . has become extraordinarily 
self-conscious about making money," and "the new legal 
journalism [has] hone[d] this self-consciousness to a sharp 
comparative and competitive edge."29 Just about every 
issue of the National Law Journal or the American Lawyer 
seems to include at least one article about how much 
money some lawyer somewhere is making.260 A couple 
times a year, these journals publish extensive surveys of 
lawyers' incomes-focusing in particular on the incomes of 
associates and partners in big firms.26 These surveys are 
pored over by lawyers with the intensity that small chil-
dren bring to poring over the statistics of their favorite 
baseball players. Want to know what a first year associate 
at Irell & Manella in Los Angeles makes? $88,000.2 How 
about a sixth year associate at Dewey Ballantine in New 
York? $166,500, plus a $26,500 bonus. Profits per partner 
at McDermott, Will & Emery in Chicago? $700,000.264 
Reading about the incomes of your rivals will bring on 
either intense envy or smug Schadenfreude.  

Big firm culture also reflects the many ways in which law-
yers who are winning the game broadcast their success. A 
first year male associate will buy his suits off the rack at a 
department store; a couple years later, he will be at Brooks 
Brothers; a few years after that, a salesperson will come to 
his office, with tape measures and fabric swatches in hand. 
Similar ostentatious progress will be demonstrated with 
regard to everything from watches to cell phones to run-
ning shoes to child care arrangements to private social 
clubs. When lawyers speak with envy or admiration about 
other lawyers, they do not mention a lawyer's devotion to 
family or public service, or a lawyer's innate sense of fair-
ness, or even a lawyer's skill at trying cases or closing 
deals, nearly as much as they mention a lawyer's billable 
hours, or stable of clients, or annual income.  

It is very difficult for a young lawyer immersed in this 
culture day after day to maintain the values she had as a 
law student.20 Slowly, almost imperceptibly, young law-
yers change. They begin to admire things they did not 
admire before, be ashamed of things they were not 
ashamed of before, find it impossible to live without 
things they lived without before. Somewhere, somehow, a 
lawyer changes from a person who gets intense pleasure 
from being able to buy her first car stereo to a person 



enraged over a $400,000 bonus. C. Becoming Unethical 
As the values of an attorney change, so, too, does her 
ability to practice law ethically. The process that I have 
described will obviously push a lawyer away from practic-
ing law ethically in the broadest sense-that is, in the sense 
of leading a balanced life and meeting non-work-related 
responsibilities. When work becomes all-consuming, it 
consumes all. To succeed in today's big firm, a lawyer 
must live without a single "compelling, time consuming, 
and deeply valued interest outside the practice of law."266 
If you are working all the time, you will not-you cannot-
meet any other responsibilities that require any appreciable 
commitment of time or energy.27 This much is obvious. 
However, absorbing the values of big firm culture will also 
push a lawyer away from practicing law ethically in the 
narrower sense of being honest and fair and compassion-
ate.2s In the highly competitive, money-obsessed world of 
big firm practice, "[m]ost of the new incentives for law-
yers, such as attracting and retaining clients, push toward 
stretching ethical concerns to the limit."29 Unethical law-
yers do not start out being unethical; they start out just 
like you-as perfectly decent young men or women who 
have every intention of practicing law ethically. They do 
not become unethical overnight; they become unethical 
just as you will (if you become unethical-a little bit at a 
time. And they do not become unethical by shredding 
incriminating documents or bribing jurors; they become 
unethical just as you are likely to-by cutting a corner here, 
by stretching the truth a bit there.  

Let me tell you how you will start acting unethically: It will 
start with your time sheets. One day, not too long after 
you start practicing law, you will sit down at the end of a 
long, tiring day, and you just won't have much to show for 
your efforts in terms of billable hours. It will be near the 
end of the month. You will know that all of the partners 
will be looking at your monthly time report in a few days, 
so what you'll do is pad your time sheet just a bit. Maybe 
you will bill a client for ninety minutes for a task that really 
took you only sixty minutes to perform. However, you will 
promise yourself that you will repay the client at the first 
opportunity by doing thirty minutes of work for the client 
for "free." In this way, you will be "borrowing," not "steal-
ing."  

And then what will happen is that it will become easier 
and easier to take these little loans against future work. 
And then, after a while, you will stop paying back these 
little loans. You will convince yourself that, although you 
billed for ninety minutes and spent only sixty minutes on 
the project, you did such good work that your client 
should pay a bit more for it. After all, your billing rate is 
awfully low, and your client is awfully rich.  

And then you will pad more and more-every two minute 
telephone conversation will go down on the sheet as ten 
minutes, every three hour research project will go down 
with an extra quarter hour or so. You will continue to 
rationalize your dishonesty to yourself in various ways 

until one day you stop doing even that. And, before long-
it won't take you much more than three or four years-you 
will be stealing from your clients almost every day, and 
you won't even notice it.  

You know what? You will also likely become a liar. A 
deadline will come up one day, and, for reasons that are 
entirely your fault, you will not be able to meet it. So you 
will call your senior partner or your client and make up a 
white lie for why you missed the deadline. And then you 
will get busy and a partner will ask whether you proofread 
a lengthy prospectus and you will say yes, even though you 
didn't. And then you will be drafting a brief and you will 
quote language from a Supreme Court opinion even 
though you will know that, when read in context, the lan-
guage does not remotely suggest what you are implying it 
suggests. And then, in preparing a client for a deposition, 
you will help the client to formulate an answer to a diffi-
cult question that will likely be asked-an answer that will 
be "legally accurate" but that will mislead your opponent. 
And then you will be reading through a big box of your 
client's documents-a box that has not been opened in 
twenty years-and you will find a document that would hurt 
your client's case, but that no one except you knows ex-
ists, and you will simply "forget" to produce it in response 
to your opponent's discovery requests.  

Do you see what will happen? After a couple years of this, 
you won't even notice that you are lying and cheating and 
stealing every day that you practice law. None of these 
things will seem like a big deal in itself-an extra fifteen 
minutes added to a time sheet here, a little white lie to 
cover a missed deadline there. But, after a while, your 
entire frame of reference will change. You will still be 
making dozens of quick, instinctive decisions every day, 
but those decisions, instead of reflecting the notions of 
right and wrong by which you conduct your personal life, 
will instead reflect the set of values by which you will con-
duct your professional life-a set of values that embodies 
not what is right or wrong, but what is profitable, and 
what you can get away with. The system will have suc-
ceeded in replacing your values with the system's values, 
and the system will be profiting as a result.  

Does this happen to every big firm lawyer? Of course not. 
It's all a matter of degree. The culture in some big firms is 
better than in others. Every year I steer students who are 
intent on big firm practice toward some firms and away 
from others, precisely because some large firms are better 
places to work than others. I could tell you many stories 
about big firms going out of their way to show compas-
sion to a partner with a drinking problem or a loyal client 
who could not pay its bills or a rival attorney who is over 
the hill and on the verge of embarrassing himself. The big 
firm at which I practiced was as decent and humane as a 
big firm can be. Similarly, some big firm lawyers have 
better values than others. I owe a lot to a partner who 
sacrificed hundreds of hours of his time and tens of thou-



sands of dollars of income to act as a mentor to me and to 
many other young lawyers like me.  

At the same time, you should not underestimate the likeli-
hood that you will practice law unethically. It is true, for 
example, that not every lawyer knowingly and blatantly lies 
on his time sheets. But there is a reason why padding time 
sheets has been called "a silent epidemic."210 Lots of 
lawyers pad time sheets in ways that are less obviously 
dishonest and more socially accepted.271 For example, a 
lawyer who needs to fly from Los Angeles to New York 
for one client may do the work of another client during 
the five hour flight, and bill both clients five hours-the 
first for five hours of travel, the second for five hours of 
work. Another common practice is for lawyers not to fill 
out their time sheets until the end of the day-or end of the 
week-or even end of the month. When a lawyer sits down 
on July 31 and tries to remember how much time she 
devoted to a client's work on July 9,272 it is only natural 
that she will underestimate the amount of time wasted on 
coffee breaks and personal phone calls and overestimate 
the amount of time devoted to the client's work.  

Another widely accepted way of padding time sheets is to 
bill in minimum increments of, say, .25 hours or .30 hours. 
This permits the enterprising lawyer to engage in four 
two-minute phone calls and bill one hour. I cannot tell 
you how many times I have seen a lawyer bill a client fif-
teen minutes for the ninety seconds it took him to leave a 
voice mail message or to read a one paragraph deposition 
notice. I recall one occasion on which I sent a letter to an 
attorney who was representing my client in connection 
with a lawsuit filed in a distant state. I included in the 
same envelope copies of two other letters about the law-
suit that I had mailed to other people. I later learned that 
this lawyer had billed my client .90 hours for reading three 
letters that I had billed my client .50 hours for writing. 
How? He billed in .30 minimums and billed separately for 
each of the three letters he read, while I billed only for the 
time that I actually devoted to writing the letters. Many 
lawyers would admire this as clever and creative (if per-
haps a bit aggressive) billing.  

Likewise, not every big firm lawyer is a workaholic. This, 
too, is a matter of degree. I know big firm lawyers who 
make a good living and still eat dinner with their families 
most nights and spend most weekends away from the 
office. Unfortunately, though, these lawyers are almost 
invariably regarded by their partners as "deadwood" or as 
"semi-retired." If you think I am exaggerating, I challenge 
you to find one big firm partner who lives a balanced life-
that is, who does not work regularly on nights or week-
ends (at home or at the office)-and yet is well respected 
and considered successful by his peers. And I challenge 
you to find one big firm lawyer who lived anything like a 
balanced life as an associate and still made partner. I do 
not know of such a lawyer. Not one. In the last couple 
years, I have given speeches to various groups of lawyers 
and judges, and I have challenged my audiences to identify 

one such big firm lawyer for me. I have yet to be given a 
name. At best, such partners are rare. They may be nonex-
istent.  

As I say, neither big firms nor big firm lawyers are all alike. 
But what you need to understand is that they are becom-
ing more alike. One of the most consistent findings of the 
social scientists involved in a recent ABA study of the 
ethics of big firm litigators273 was that the cultures of 
individual firms are weakening, leaving a avoid of guidance 
to junior lawyers."274 This void, in turn, is being "filled by 
other powerful systemic or environmental influences," 
especially influences from outside the firm?275 In other 
words, the distinctive cultures of individual big firms are 
influencing young lawyers less and less, while a generic big 
firm culture is influencing young lawyers more and 
more.276 That is why, no matter which big firm you join, 
there is a good chance that working at the firm will make 
you unhealthy, an even better chance that it will make you 
unhappy, and an almost 100% chance that it will make you 
unethical-at least if you accept that practicing law ethically 
includes practicing law in a manner that permits you to 
meet your responsibilities to someone besides your firm 
and clients.  

IV. ON BEING A HAPPY, HEALTHY, AND ETHI-
CAL LAWYER  

I now want to give you some advice-advice about how 
you can be a happy, healthy, and ethical member of an 
unhappy, unhealthy, and unethical profession. I want to 
give you both "big picture" advice and "little picture" ad-
vice.  

A. Big Picture" ACe  

My "big picture" advice is simple: Don't get sucked into 
the game. Don't let money become the most important 
thing in your life. Don't fall into the trap of measuring 
your worth as an attorney-or as a human being-by how 
much money you make.  

If you let your law firm or clients define success for you, 
they will define it in a way that is in their interest, not 
yours. It is important for them that your primary motiva-
tion be making money and that, no matter how much 
money you make, your primary motivation continue to be 
making money. If you end up as an unhappy or unethical 
attorney, money will most likely be at the root of your 
problem.  

You cannot win the game. If you fall into the trap of 
measuring your worth by money, you will always feel in-
adequate. There will always be a firm paying more to its 
associates than yours. There will always be a firm with 
higher per-partner profits than yours. There will always be 
a lawyer at your firm making more money than you. No 
matter how hard you work, you will never be able to win 



the game. You will run faster and faster and faster, but 
there will always be a runner ahead of you, and the finish 
line will never quite come into view. That is why the game 
will make your clients and partners so rich and you so 
unhappy.  

Most likely, when you were a child, your parents or grand-
parents told you that money does not buy happiness. They 
were right. Even scientists now say they were right.277 In 
part, they were right because much of what determines 
whether you will be happy is outside your control. You 
cannot control your genetic makeup-upon which happi-
ness seems in part to depend (according to recent stud-
ies278)-nor can you control many of the events in life that, 
for better or worse, will affect your subjective well-being 
(for example, you cannot control whether you will be 
permanently injured in a car accident or whether your 
spouse will perish at a young age). But the main reason 
your parents or grandparents were right about money not 
buying happiness is because-well, because money does not 
buy happiness.  

Research has shown that, with the exception of those 
living in poverty, people are almost always wrong in think-
ing that more money will make them happier. "[O]nce 
people are able to afford life's necessities, increasing levels 
of affluence matter surprisingly little."279 When people 
experience a rise in income, they quickly adjust their de-
sires and expectations accordingly-and conclude, once 
again, that more money will bring them more happi-
ness.280 (Psychologists Philip Brickman and Donald 
Campbell aptly refer to this process as the "hedonic 
treadmill."281) Thus, when, as is true in law firms, more 
money almost always means more work, money not only 
fails to buy happiness, but it actually buys unhappiness.282 
As one study of lawyers found, "after a certain time com-
mitment (for most people, working more than 225 hours 
per month), even substantial income cannot negate the 
reduced quality of life. Because of this . . . the net impact 
of income on career satisfaction is negative."2 Note that 
the reference is to working 225 hours per month, and not 
to billing 225 hours per month.284  

Law students and young lawyers-particularly those who 
have enjoyed academic success at the best schools-have to 
get their priorities straight. It saddens me that the objects 
of envy and adm;ration of many of my students today are 
not lawyers like Thurgood Marshall or Charles Hamilton 
Houston-lawyers who sacrificed much personal gain to do 
much public good-but rather the nameless, faceless attor-
neys who populate giant law firms, grinding out thousands 
upon thousands of billable hours, often toward no end 
other than getting rich and determining whether one huge 
corporation will have to write out a check to another huge 
corporation.  

Law students and young lawyers have to stop seeing 
workaholism as "a badge of honor."285 They have to stop 
talking with admiration about lawyers who bill 2500 hours 

per year. Attorneys whose lives are consumed with work-
who devote endless hours to making themselves and their 
clients wealthy, at the expense of just about everything 
else in their lives-are not heroes. And that is true whether 
the lawyers are workaholic because they truly enjoy their 
work or because they crave wealth or because they are 
terribly insecure. At best, these attorneys are people with 
questionable priorities. At worst, they are immoral. There 
are certainly better lawyers after which to pattern your 
professional life.  

Law students and young lawyers must consider the costs, 
as well as the benefits, of private practice-and particularly 
of private practice in a large firm. The benefits of big firm 
life-the high salaries, the plush offices, the conspicuous 
consumption-are paraded before young lawyers and are 
easy to understand. Any law student can divide $90,000 by 
twelve, subtract 40% for federal and state taxes, and fanta-
size about how she will spend $4,500 a month. By con-
trast, the costs of big firm life are not paraded before 
young lawyers and are not fully appreciated until a lawyer 
actually works at a large firm. But the costs are just as real 
as the benefits.  

When you are at that barbeque at the senior partner's 
house, instead of wistfully telling yourself, "This is the 
life," ask the senior partner some questions. (I'm speaking 
figuratively here; you probably don't want to actually ask 
these questions aloud.) Ask him how often he sees the 
gigantic house in which he lives. If he's honest, you will 
find out that he hasn't seen his home during daylight for 
almost four weeks, and that the only reason he came 
home at a decent hour tonight is to host the barbeque. Or 
ask him how often he's actually sat on that antique settee 
in that expensively decorated living room. You will find 
out that the room is only used for entertaining guests. Or 
ask him about his beautiful wife. You will find out that she 
is the third Mrs. Partner and that the lawyers for the first 
two Mrs. Partners are driving him crazy. Or ask him about 
those beautiful children whose photographs are every-
where. You will find out that they live with their mothers, 
not with him; that he never sees one of them because she 
hates his guts; and that he sees the other two only on holi-
days-that is, when he is not working on the holidays, 
which isn't often. And then ask him when is the last time 
he read a good book. Or watched television. Or took a 
walk. Or sat on his porch. Or cooked a meal. Or went 
fishing. Or did volunteer work. Or went to church. Or did 
anything that was not in some way related to work.  

This is the best advice I can give you: Right now, while 
you are still in law school, make the commitment-not just 
in your head, but in your heart-that, although you are will-
ing to work hard and you would like to make a comforta-
ble living, you are not going to let money dominate your 
life to the exclusion of all else. And don't just structure 
your life around this negative; embrace a positive. Believe 
in something-care about something-so that when the cul-
ture of greed presses in on you from all sides, there will be 



something inside of you pushing back. Make the decision 
now that you will be the one who defines success for you-
not your classmates, not big law firms, not clients of big 
law firms, not the National Law Journal. You will be a 
happier, healthier, and more ethical attorney as a re-
sult.286  

B. 'Little Picture"Advice  

I have four pieces of "little picture" advice for you.  

1. Avoid Working in Large Law Firms or in Firms That 
Act Like Large Law Firms  

Three years ago, I was a partner in a big firm. Most of my 
friends and acquaintances were lawyers in big firms, and 
most of them were unhappy. I had countless conversa-
tions with these friends in which we lamented our crush-
ing workloads, the unrelenting pressure to bring in busi-
ness, the lack of control over our lives, and the tedium of 
much of our work. When I gave up my partnership in 
order to teach, dozens of lawyer friends told me how 
much they envied me, and how much they, too, would like 
to escape big firm practice.  

Then a curious thing happened. I arrived at Notre Dame 
and found that the substantial majority of my students 
wanted nothing so much as to join the very same big firms 
that my lawyer friends wanted so badly to leave. Before I 
had even taught my first class, students literally lined up 
outside my door to talk with me about getting big firm 
jobs. It called to mind the gridlock that often develops 
outside of open elevator doors: Inside the elevator were 
my lawyer friends, trying to push their way out, while out-
side the elevator were my students, trying to push their 
way in.  

You should think very long and very hard before you try 
to push your way into that elevator-or before you waste a 
moment of your life regretting that you will not be able to 
get into that elevator. I fully understand how much pres-
sure law students experience to go to big firms in big cit-
ies. At many law schools-particularly the more prestigious 
schools-going to work at a big firm is considered "the 
thing to do."287 Conventional wisdom at the best law 
schools is that "everyone comes in saying they're interest-
ed in public interest and everyone leaves doing large firm 
corporate work."288 It is big firms who come to campus 
to interview, big firms who invite students to fly out for 
splashy recruiting visits, big firms who get talked about in 
the student lounge, big firms who get written up in the 
American Lawyer.289 "The subliminal message of [law 
school] training is clear to most students: 'Real' lawyers 
work in large firms representing corporate and affluent 
clients."290  

I also understand how easy it is to accept an offer from a 
big firm. I well remember graduating from law school 

being burdened by heavy student loan debt and being sick 
of living in "genteel poverty."291 I recall how much I 
looked forward to making real money for the first time in 
my life-to buying furniture that was not constructed of 
particle board, to buying bestsellers before they came out 
in paperback, to buying clothing made of natural fibers. 
Moreover, like the majority of law school graduates, I had 
no family commitments, lots of energy, and absolutely no 
idea of what billing 2000 hours entailed.292 It was hard 
not to go to a big firm.  

Although I understand the pressures and temptations to 
join a big firm, I nevertheless encourage you to resist 
them. If you have already accepted an offer from a big 
firm, I encourage you not to go to another big firm when 
you change jobs-which is likely to be sooner rather than 
later.293 As you look for a job (or as you look for a se-
cond job), weigh carefully the benefits and costs of prac-
ticing law in a big firm. I have already discussed the costs 
at length. Allow me now to say a few words about the 
benefits. Everyone agrees that the main benefit of big firm 
practice is the money. But big firms always express the 
"hope[ ] that new associates [will] choose to join a [big] 
firm for reasons other than money."294 What reasons, 
exactly? Among those that are routinely given are the fol-
lowing:  

a. Training  

Many students claim that they will receive better training 
at big firms than they will at medium or small firms, cor-
porations, or government agencies.295 Big firms agree.296 
Big firms explain that working for them gives young at-
torneys the opportunity to learn to do things right. An 
associate at a small firm or a government agency who is 
told to draft interrogatories for the first time will likely 
have to complete the assignment quickly and with minimal 
supervision; she will learn on the fly. At the big firm, by 
contrast, an associate can take her time, either because the 
firm's well-heeled clients will not object to paying the extra 
cost, or because the well-heeled firm can afford to "write 
off" some of the associate's time.  

There is something to this, but not much. Big firms do 
indeed get a lot of big cases in which tens or hundreds of 
millions of dollars are at stake, clients want to pull out all 
the stops, and associate training costs can easily be tucked 
away into huge legal bills. But these cases are the excep-
tions, and as the legal market gets increasingly competi-
tive, these cases are getting increasingly exceptional.297  

More importantly, the boast of big firms misses a couple 
of points. First, the breadth of training is as important as 
its depth. True, it is nice if associates can take the time to 
learn to draft interrogatories the right way. But it is also 
nice if associates can get to do something other than draft 
interrogatories. The life of an associate in a big firm litiga-
tion group is dominated by library research, writing briefs, 
drafting discovery requests, and responding to discovery 



requests. A typical junior associate will have little client 
contact, take few depositions, do little negotiating with 
opposing counsel, argue almost no motions or appeals, 
and try not a single case.298 The fact that big firms work 
on so many big cases in which so much is at stake-the very 
reason that associates can take the time to do things right-
is also the reason associates do not get the chance to do 
things that matter. AT&T is not going to pay a law firm 
tens of millions of dollars to fend off a billion dollar anti-
trust suit, only to see a third year associate show up to take 
an important deposition or argue a critical summary judg-
ment motion.  

Second, the most valuable training that any young lawyer 
receives comes from observing and being observed by 
more experienced attorneys. Lawyers can learn only so 
much from books, in-house training sessions, or continu-
ing legal education seminars. A lawyer learns how to nail 
down a slippery witness at a deposition or negotiate a deal 
with an unrealistic lawyer or calm a client who is upset 
about the size of a bill by watching more experienced 
lawyers do it, or by doing it and having more experienced 
lawyers give them feedback. This type of one-on-one 
mentoring is disappearing in big firms for a number of 
reasons, including the pressure to bill hours, the pressure 
to attract and retain clients, the pressure to minimize legal 
costs, the increasing size of law firms, and the increasing 
mobility of lawyers.29 Today "training" by big firms too 
often means providing brown bag seminars or reimburs-
ing tuition for continuing legal education; the kind of one-
on-one training that is most effective is actually less avail-
able in big firms than in small firms and other settings. 
Indeed, one of the most common complaints of big firm 
associates is the lack of training and feedback they re-
ceive.300  

b. Interesting or Challenging Work  

Working in a big firm will unquestionably give you the 
opportunity to do some interesting work that is not avail-
able elsewhere. Large firms work on a lot of big deals and 
complex cases; AT&T is not going to hire a four lawyer 
firm in Boise to defend that billion dollar antitrust case. 
When I was in practice, I worked on the National Football 
League antitrust case and, very briefly, on the Exxon Val-
dez oil spill litigation. I litigated several fascinating First 
Amendment issues for newspapers and religious organiza-
tions. I appeared on national television and on radio call-
in shows. Working at a big firm made all of this possible. 
That said, it is nevertheless easy to overstate the degree to 
which the work that is available at big firms is more inter-
esting or challenging than the work that is available else-
where.  

First, most big firm lawyers-especially big firm associates-
spend the bulk of their professional lives working on run-
of-themill matters.301 At the same time, many lawyers 
who do not work in big firms do fascinating work. When 
Michigan Law School surveyed members of its classes of 

1990 and 1991 five years after graduation, it found that 
only 42% of those in private practice were "quite satisfied" 
with the intellectual challenge of their work, as compared 
to 55% of corporate counsel, 68% of government attor-
neys, and 72% of public interest lawyers.302 This should 
not be surprising. After all, who would you rather shadow 
for a day: a partner at Baker & McKenzie, an Assistant 
United States Attorney for the Northern District of Illi-
nois, an in-house lawyer at Time-Warner, an attorney for 
the Sierra Club, or a successful solo practitioner specializ-
ing in employment law? The big firm partner would be 
fifth on my list.  

Second, what is "interesting" or "challenging" is in the eye 
of the beholder. If your idea of challenging work is having 
the time to research a complicated issue of securities law, 
then you will find more interesting work in a big firm. But 
if your idea of challenging work is helping a client get 
divorced without losing her children or putting a diaboli-
cally clever criminal behind bars or helping a client realize 
her dream of opening a small business, then you are likely 
to be bored in a big firm. What many lawyers find most 
gratifying about practicing law is having ordinary people 
show up at their offices with problems, and then seeing 
the lives of those people improved in tangible ways as a 
direct result of their lawyer's efforts. Such lawyers will not 
find working in big firms to be either very interesting or 
very challenging.  

Finally, whether you are likely to find big firm practice 
interesting will depend in part upon whether you are the 
type of person who likes to learn a little about a lot or a lot 
about a little. Big firm work is highly specialized and be-
coming more so;303 "specialization is the name of the 
game today."304 As in-house legal departments grow and 
take on more and more of the "routine" work of corpora-
tions, the work assigned to big firms is becoming "more 
task-specific and ad hoc."305 Michael Kelly explains 
"[t]his narrowing of focus, this confining of lawyers to the 
technicalities of law" as follows:  

As in-house corporate law departments become more 
professional, that is, more capable and highly respected by 
management, they do something much more significant 
than take routine business away from the large corporate 
law firm. They capture much of the judgment business, 
the general advising, the work of helping the client to 
determine the client's real interests, and they limit the role 
of outside counsel to highly specialized arenas. . . in which 
the in-house group has limited technical expertise.306  

If you go to a big firm, you will have to find a niche, and 
the bigger your firm, the smaller your niche is likely to be. 
If you become an expert in chartering banks, you will 
charter banks, day in and day out. If you are assigned to 
defend that billion dollar antitrust action against AT&T, 
you might spend six or seven years of your life working on 
that one case-and doing so as the fifth lawyer on a five 
lawyer team. Some lawyers like to be able to specialize; 



others do not. It depends on the lawyer. I developed a 
national reputation for defending religious organizations 
in clergy sexual misconduct cases. I worked on hundreds 
of those cases, sending out pretty much the same interrog-
atories, getting back pretty much the same answers, read-
ing pretty much the same medical records, asking pretty 
much the same questions at depositions, filing pretty 
much the same summary judgment motions. I found the 
work interesting, but the fiftieth case was not as interest-
ing as the first, and the hundredth case was not as interest-
ing as the fiftieth.  

In short, some people would undoubtedly find the work 
done by big firms interesting and challenging. But many 
other people would find the work far less interesting and 
far less challenging than work available elsewhere. Big firm 
work is not inherently superior to other work.  

c. Collegiality  

Some students want to go to big firms because they want 
to be surrounded by extremely smart and able lawyers. 
They see big firms as the place where a young lawyer can 
be part of an outstanding team, helping and being helped 
by the best and brightest in the profession. One student 
told me that he wanted to work at a big firm instead of a 
small firm for the same reason that any baseball player 
would rather play for the New York Yankees than the 
Montreal Expos.  

Again, there is something to this. At a big firm you will be 
surrounded by attorneys who got good grades at good 
schools. Most of them will even be good lawyers. And it is 
indeed nice to walk down the hall and talk to the leading 
tax lawyer in town or to walk farther down the hall and 
give an assignment to a young associate fresh off a Second 
Circuit clerkship. I am as critical of big firms as anyone, 
but I don't think it can be denied that, on average, big firm 
lawyers are more talented and do better work than lawyers 
in other practice settings. There are, of course, tens of 
thousands of exceptions-lawyers who do not practice in 
big firms who are superb, or lawyers who do practice in 
big firms who are incompetent. But if I had to choose 
between two law firms to represent me in an important 
matter, and I knew nothing about the two law firms ex-
cept that one had 250 lawyers and the other had five, I 
would hire the big firm in a second. So would most other 
lawyers.  

Again, though, there is another side to this story, one that 
substantially undercuts this advantage. For one thing, as I 
just said, outstanding lawyers work in every part of the 
legal profession. No matter what you do-no matter the 
setting in which you work-you will meet terrific attorneys. 
They will help you, and you will help them, and they will 
refer work to you, and you will refer work to them. Even 
if you become a solo practitioner, you will, over time, 
form your own "big firm" of friends and colleagues in the 
legal profession.  

In addition, being part of a law firm with outstanding 
lawyers does not mean much if those lawyers don't know 
you or are indifferent to you. Many big firm partners don't 
even know their partners,37 much less the dozens of 
"here today, gone tomorrow" associates. It is even worse 
if your colleagues are affirmatively seeking to undercut 
you. Partners at large firms responding to a recent survey 
reported that just over 58% of their partners were "sup-
portive," while roughly 33% were "competitive" and 10% 
"undermining."306 The National Law Journal, which con-
ducted the survey, reported that the pressure to attract 
business was "caus[ing] partners to root for their com-
rades to stumble."309 Things aren't much better at the 
associate level. "The practice of 'leveraging' associates 
creates competition, stress and a loss of institutional loyal-
ty and sense of belonging. Colleagues are viewed as com-
petitors for partnership."310 The notion that big firms 
have an advantage when it comes to "collegiality" is an 
illusion.  

Indeed, one researcher taking part in the ABA's recent 
study of big firm litigators311 remarked that "[a]ssociates, 
in particular, conveyed a profound sense of isolation."312  

d. Keeping Doors Open  

Sometimes students, when resisting entreaties to consider 
alternatives to big firms, say that they are not sure what 
they want to do, but figure that if they go to a big firm, 
they will be keeping their doors open, whereas if they go 
elsewhere, big firms and other elite employers will lose 
interest in them. I do not know whether this reasoning is 
sound, but I suspect that it is not.  

Without question, lawyers leaving big firms generally have 
more options available to them-including the possibility of 
going to other big firms-than lawyers leaving small firms 
or other employers. But remember that lawyers leaving big 
firms generally had more options available to them in the 
first place. Lawyers hired by big firms tend to have better 
paper credentials than lawyers hired by small firms, so of 
course they are going to be more mobile when they look 
for a second job. That doesn't mean that the lawyers are 
more mobile because they worked in a big firm.  

Suppose that two editors of the Stanford Law Review 
graduate the same year and then clerk on the Ninth Cir-
cuit. Suppose that, after clerking, one of them joins a big 
firm in San Francisco, while the other joins a small firm in 
San Jos6. Suppose further that, three years later, both 
lawyers decide to look for another job. It is unlikely that 
the small firm lawyer in San Josd is going to have much 
more difficulty finding a job than the big firm lawyer in 
San Francisco. In fact, depending upon what the lawyers 
did during their three years in practice, the San Jos6 lawyer 
might actually have an advantage over the San Francisco 
lawyer.  



This raises an important point: Although those leaving big 
firms always seem to get new jobs, they may have less 
mobility than is widely assumed. My firm in Minneapolis 
got hundreds of resum6s from attorneys who had spent a 
few years in big firms in big cities. We rarely interviewed 
them and almost never hired them. These people generally 
had not learned anything that would help our firm much. 
They had often spent several years in the library or review-
ing documents or working on one gigantic lawsuit. At the 
same time, these people generally brought a lot of bag-
gage. They were accustomed to making more money than 
we could pay. They were accustomed to approaching work 
in a way that most of our clients would not accept. And 
they were accustomed to a culture that was inimical to 
ours. On balance, we almost always preferred hiring law-
yers out of law school to hiring associates laterally from 
other big firms.  

When it comes right down to it, then, there is one and 
only one clear advantage to working at a big firm: money. 
This was driven home to me recently when I read the final 
report of the Boston Bar Association's Task Force on 
Professional Fulfillment.3l3 The Task Force was appoint-
ed in response to the "growing evidence that a significant 
cross-section of lawyers are dissatisfied with the quality of 
their professional lives."314 The Task Force was asked "to 
identify the root causes of dissatisfaction in [the legal] 
profession and to propose ways in which lawyers can re-
duce or mitigate challenges to their professional fulfill-
ment."315 The Task Force formed several subcommttees, 
each of which was charged with studying one discrete part 
of the profession. Each subcommittee made extensive use 
of focus groups and individual interviews. The reports of 
the subcommittees are fascinating, although perhaps in 
ways not intended by the subcommittees.  

For example, the Large Law Firm Partners Subcommittee 
identified three of the most "fulfilling aspects of the pro-
fession for partners [in large law firms]" as "the intellectual 
stimulation and challenging nature of the work, the oppor-
tunities for community involvement and the far greater 
economic rewards in comparison to the vast majority of 
society."316 As I just explained, the first of these is not an 
advantage of big firm practice; although big firm partners 
undoubtedly do interesting and challenging work, there is 
no reason to believe that the work they do is, on balance, 
more interesting and challenging than the work done by 
lawyers in other settings. The second of these is ridiculous; 
if there is one characteristic that defines the lives of big 
firm partners, it is having to work so many hours that they 
cannot get involved in the community or anything else 
outside of work (unless writing the occasional check or 
attending the occasional benefit is considered "involve-
ment"). Only the third of these has merit; in other words, 
the only benefit of big firm practice that big firm partners 
themselves could plausibly identify was money.  

Even more interesting was what the big firm partners 
identified as the benefits that big firm associates get from 

big firm practice. The partners first warned that no one 
should come to a large law firm expecting to make part-
ner,3l7 as making partners of most associates would de-
stroy the leverage that makes big firm partners wealthy.3l8 
However, according to the big firm partners: "Large law 
firm practice . . . can provide new associates with (1) the 
opportunity to achieve their full potential as lawyers 
through training and development while associates; (2) 
candid assessments of their prospects for partnership; and 
(3) assistance in finding satisfying alternative career paths 
if partnership is not available."319  

This is almost laughable. The "training and development" 
promised by big firms is, as I have explained, largely illu-
sory, which means that the only advantages of big firm 
practice that big firm partners themselves could plausibly 
identify were "candid" assessments of whether you are 
one of the roughly 10% of associates who will make part-
ner,320 and help in finding a new job if you are not. 
What's worse, one of these two benefits is as illusory as 
training and development: The number of big firm associ-
ates who receive truly candid assessments of their progress 
is about as small as the number of big firm associates who 
live balanced lives.321  

But don't take my word for it. The Large Law Firm Asso-
ciates Subcommittee of the same Task Force identified as 
two major complaints of big firm associates the fact that 
firms do not provide associates with an "honest assess-
ment of one's chances for partnership* and that "firms do 
not care about associates' professional development."322 
In other words, the things that the associates complained 
about not receiving from big firms were precisely the 
things that the partners said associates get from big firms. 
(In this and many other ways, big firm associates view big 
firm practice much differently than big firm partners 
do.323) At the end of the day, about the only thing that 
the big firm partners and big firm associates could agree 
upon is that big firms pay a lot of money.  

And that is my point: When it comes right down to it, 
there is one and only one reason to go to a big firm: mon-
ey.324 "[T]he old law firm-one characterized by collegiali-
ty, intellectual challenge and institutional clients-is dead 
and gone."325 What's left? "Money, Money, Money."32i 
Mark Byers, the Director of Harvard Law School's Office 
of Student Life Counseling, put it well: Big firms " `tradi-
tionally held out the ideas of independence, intellectual 
satisfaction and an affluent lifestyle . Now not much is left 
but the affluence.' "327 "Thus, if seeking wealth is . . . the 
sole driving force in [your] life, and working 60 to 70 
hours a week is . . . [your] perception of the good life,"328 
then by all means go to work for a big firm. But do not go 
to work for a big firm because of the "benefits," such as 
the training, challenging work, collegiality, or increased 
mobility. Those benefits do not exist.  

Also, do not go to a big firm for some of the other rea-
sons given by students. For example, students often say 



that they must go to a big firm because their student loan 
debt leaves them no choice.329 This may be true for 
some. I have had students with four or five children, an 
unemployed spouse, and $60,000 or more in debts. For 
these students, big firm salaries may indeed be necessary. 
But the number of students whose economic circum-
stances compel them to take big firm jobs is still substan-
tially smaller than the number of students who claim that 
their economic circumstances compel them to take big 
firm jobs.?30  

Roughly one in three law students graduates with no stu-
dent loan debt.?1 Of the remaining two-thirds, the average 
loan debt upon graduation is $40,000.3 So let us take a 
typical student who fears starvation if he does not get a 
big firm job-say, an unmarried student who graduates with 
$50,000 in student loan debt. If we assume that this stu-
dent is being charged 8% interest (compounded annually) 
and that he must repay his loans within fifteen years (put-
ting aside the fact that he can probably extend payment on 
his loans for up to thirty years*s), that student must make 
about $5,840 in loan payments each year, or about $487 
per month.4 At present, there are thousands of entry-level 
positions with corporations, as well as with federal, state, 
and local governments, that pay $40,000 to $60,000 per 
year.? A single lawyer making $50,000 per year would take 
home (after taxes) roughly $36,000-or about $3,000 per 
month.m After making his loan payment of $487, the 
lawyer would be left with about $2,500 on which to live 
for a month. Even if this lawyer goes fifteen years without 
a raise and never refinances his loan, the amount that he 
would be able to spend each month after making his loan 
payment would still almost equal the median gross income 
for American men and substantially exceed the median 
gross income for American women.ast A lawyer who is 
spending more money than most Americans are earning 
will not have to live in poverty.  

I have already alluded to a second justification given by 
students for going to big firms. Many students insist that 
they really want to practice law in Seattle or Phoenix or 
Miami-or really want to be a prosecutor or public interest 
lawyer-but first are going to a big New York or Washing-
ton firm to get training or to make enough money to pay 
off some loans. Then, they say, after three or four years of 
big firm practice, they will move to the city in which they 
really want to practice and take the job that they really 
want to take.8  

This is self-delusion. First, as I have explained,33 the 
vaunted training of big firms does not exist. Second, it is 
not nearly as easy to walk away from a big firm as these 
students suppose. Inertia is a powerful force, and lawyers 
quickly get accustomed to big firm salaries. Young lawyers 
in big firms are more likely to be pushed out than to walk 
out. And third, when it is time for big firm associates to 
leave, it is not nearly as easy to find satisfactory work as 
students seem to think. True, big firm associates almost 
always find a new job somewhere, but I doubt that my 

firm was the only employer that perceived former big firm 
associates as offering little helpful experience and much 
unhelpful baggage.  

One final thing that students going to big firms sometimes 
say is that, although they are going to a big firm, they firm-
ly intend to resist big firm culture. In fact, they intend to 
work to change their big firms from within, and to live 
balanced lives, no matter what their firms say. All of this is 
well and good, and if you end up at a large law firm some-
day, you should indeed advocate reform. But it is a lot 
harder to resist big firm culture than students think. My 
own life provides a good illustration.  

I could have had my pick of big city, big firm jobs in 1987, 
as I was completing a Supreme Court clerkship. In fact, 
many big firms were supplementing their usual astronomi-
cal salaries with bonuses for Supreme Court clerks. I de-
cided to turn down the big money and return home to 
Minnesota, where I joined a large firm with a reputation 
for treating people well. Within a couple of years, I was 
married, and our first child was on the way.  

I had every intention of leading a balanced life. And, by 
New York or Washington standards, I suppose I did. By 
anyone else's standards, I did not. I worked three or four 
nights and one or two weekend days every week. When I 
was preparing for a trial or arbitration or appellate argu-
ment, I worked almost around the clock. I put hundreds 
of hours into business development, and, within three 
years or so, had created a self-sustaining practice. I trav-
eled constantly. What I remember about the times my 
children first talked or walked or went to the potty was the 
hotel room in which I was sitting when my wife told me 
about the event over the phone. I was in Seattle when my 
grandmother died. I was in Pittsburgh when the worst 
snowstorm of the century trapped my family in our house 
for two days. I was in Williamsburg when my wife learned 
that our third child, with whom she was four months 
pregnant, had Down Syndrome. I failed miserably in my 
resolve to lead a balanced life, and neither my family nor I 
will ever be able to get back what we lost as a result.  

You may do better than I did, but don't count on it. No 
matter how pure your intentions-no matter how firm your 
resolve-when you go to work at a big firm, the culture will 
seep in. I grew up in a lower middle class neighborhood. I 
literally never met anyone who could be characterized as 
wealthy. I almost never talked about money or thought 
about money. That all changed when I started practicing 
law, despite my best intentions. Slowly, imperceptibly, the 
things that I cared about and the way that I thought about 
others and the way that I thought about myself changed. I 
got sucked into playing the game, and even today, three 
years after leaving the big firm, I still find myself playing 
the game at times. If you go to a big firm intending to stay 
for only a couple years, the job you choose may be tempo-
rary, but the way it affects you may not.  



2. Seek Alternatives to Private Practice-and Especially to 
Big Firm Practice  

As you look for your first job, do not restrict yourself to 
private practice. There are tens of thousands of jobs for 
attorneys in the government, in corporations, and in the 
not-for-profit sector. A lot of these jobs provide fascinat-
ing work, minimal stress, predictable hours, and decent 
salaries-albeit not the huge salaries paid by big firms. Most 
importantly, many of these jobs permit you to have a life 
outside of work. "Time for family and self is a real prob-
lem for lawyers in private practice. Far fewer lawyers in 
corporate counsel and government settings have insuffi-
cient time.'  

Consider the results of the Michigan Law School survey. 
Members of the classes of 1990 and 1991 were asked 
about their satisfaction with several aspects of their lives 
five years after graduation. The classes were divided into 
four groups-government attorneys, attorneys working for 
legal services organizations or other public interest em-
ployers, private practitioners, and attorneys in corporate 
legal departments-and the satisfaction levels of each group 
were reported as follows:*l  

The results are telling: Attorneys working in private prac-
tice were dead last in career satisfaction, dead last in being 
satisfied with the intellectual challenge of their work, dead 
last in being satisfied with the balance of work and family, 
and dead last in regarding their work as valuable to socie-
ty. Private practitioners came in first only in being satisfied 
with their incomes-but, even with respect to income, only 
slightly more than half of those in private practice were 
"quite satisfied." Over the past sixteen years, Michigan 
Law School has found that the career satisfaction of its 
graduates in private practice has dropped sharply, while 
the career satisfaction of its graduates working for the 
government or for public interest organizations has risen 
sharply.*2  

 

 

   
If you want to practice law in the private sector-as op-
posed to the government, public interest, or corporate 
sectors-I recommend that you look at small firms. Not all 
small firms are alike, of course.us Some small firms are 
structured like big firms; associates are worked to death so 

partners can profit handsomely.sM Even small firms that 
do not act like big firms have their own problems.m 
However, small firms tend to have several advantages over 
big firms. First, small firms are small, so you will be closer 
to your colleagues.3 You will have a better chance of get-
ting the kind of one-onone training that is disappearing in 
big firms. Second, small firms "leverage" associates less?47 
meaning less competition among associates and a greater 
chance of making partner. Third, small firms are less rigid-
ly structured. They can permit lawyers to work more flexi-
ble schedules, or to take longer than seven or eight years 
to make partner, or to choose not to make partner at all. 
Fourth, the attrition rate of associates in small firms is 
smaller than the attrition rate of associates in large firms; 
young lawyers stick around longer at small firms Fifth, 
small firms have more freedom to choose their clients and 
their cases. If a small firm wishes to do so, it can agree to 
write a will for a farmer in exchange for a supply of fresh 
vegetables or to incorporate a gas station in return for free 
car repairs. Sixth, young lawyers at small firms get more 
responsibility and get it quicker. Seventh, beginning with 
the first day of work, small firm lawyers have extensive 
contact with clients. Eighth, small firms demand fewer 
billable hours; as a result, lawyers in small firms live more 
balanced lives.? And ninth, and not surprisingly, lawyers at 
small firms tend to be happier with their careers *  

Without question, the attorneys I knew who seemed to be 
the happiest, who seemed to have the most balanced lives, 
and who seemed to have the most interesting, satisfying 
practices were those practicing in small towns (in either 
small firms or-another option for you-as solo practition-
ers). But even if you are intent on working in a major city, 
make an effort to check out small firms. There are many 
three- to ten-person firms in big cities founded by people 
who left the rat race-who decided that they were willing to 
give up some money in order to get some control over 
their lives. And consider working for the government or 
for public interest groups. The passion of government and 
public interest attorneys for their work is unmatched, and 
the "baptism by fire* that many of these attorneys experi-
ence provides better training than brown bag sessions in 
big firm conference rooms. Identifying job opportunities 
with small firms, the government, and public interest 
groups is difficult, as they do not interview on law school 
campuses or advertise in major trade journals. Also, unlike 
big firms, they usually cannot hire a year in advance. It 
takes a lot of guts to hold out for a small firm, govern-
ment, or public interest job during the third year of law 
school, as one of your friends after another signs up with 
a big firm. But the rewards are worth the effort.  

3. If You Go to a Big Firm, Make a Smart Choice  

As I have said,*sl big firms are not alike. Some are better 
than others. If, despite my advice, you decide to go to a 
big firm, then at least be smart in choosing among big 
firms. In that way, you will help yourself and you will help 
the profession.  
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a. Helping the Profession  

As strange as it might sound, you and other future law 
school graduates have a great deal of influence over the 
legal profession. Law firms cannot survive without a con-
stant influx of new talent,2 and they are exquisitely sensi-
tive to the whims and desires of promising young lawyers. 
The market works. In the recent past, as law students have 
chosen firms based upon small differences in salaries-and 
given little heed to substantial differences in workloads-
firms have responded by driving both salaries and billable 
hour expectations through the roof. If law students 
change what they demand, law firms will change what they 
offer.  

Do not permit yourself to be purchased at auction like a 
prize hog at the county fair. Do not choose one law firm 
over another because of a $3,000 difference in starting 
salaries. Instead, make it clear to prospective employers 
that salary is only one of many factors that you will con-
sider in choosing a law firm. And then back up your 
words with your actions. If the past twenty years had seen 
one law school graduate intent on living a balanced life for 
every law school graduate intent on chasing the highest 
salary, big firms would be very different places today.33  

Any law firm-or any other employer-has the right to ex-
pect you to work hard. No matter what kind of law you 
practice, you will not succeed without putting in long 
hours at the office (and terrifically long hours when you 
have a case about to try or a deal about to close). Few 
legal employers-and even fewer law firms--can guarantee 
you a nine-to-five, five-day-per-week work schedule. For 
you to insist on such a schedule would be unreasonable.  

That said, you should at least signal to a prospective em-
ployer that, while you intend to work hard and be success-
ful, you also intend to do more with your life than rack up 
billable hours. You can and should let prospective em-
ployers know that you do not intend to permit work to 
consume your life and that you are willing to sacrifice 
some money in order to have a life outside the office. 
Sending this message is dangerous; if you are not careful, 
even a good employer may perceive you as lazy. But if 
enough students give law firms this message-and back up 
the message with their actions-it will someday be possible 
for young lawyers to practice in big firms without giving 
up their happiness, their health, or their ethics.  

b. Helping Yourself  

Shortly before the end of each school year, I give a 
presentation to the third year Legal Ethics classes at Notre 
Dame. In that presentation, I try to communicate the 
realities of big firm practice in much the same way as I've 
tried to do in this Article. Invariably, a student will come 
up to me after class and say, "The big firm at which I'm 
going to work is not like the ones you describe." When I 

reply, "How do you know?," the student cites the firm's 
recruiting materials or her interviews with the firm or her 
three months experience at the firm as a summer associ-
ate.  

Understand this: Firms lie. They lie in their brochures. 
They lie during interviews.3 They lie to their summer as-
sociates. To be sure, there are lies and then there are lies. 
Telling a law student that the firm expects associates to 
bill 1800 hours per year when, in fact, the firm fires asso-
ciates who do not bill 2200 hours is a direct, nodoubt-
about-it lie. Giving summer associates light workloads, 
channeling the most interesting projects to them, assigning 
them to work for the most likeable partners, and smother-
ing them with free meals and social outings is an indirect 
lie.355 Either way, though, the firm is holding itself out to 
be something that it is not. Law firms have to sell them-
selves to bright law students, and, like any seller of a 
product, they work hard to make themselves look good-
sometimes at the expense of the truth. Much of what a 
law firm says "are empty words with no relation to what 
actually happens at the firm."5 Yet "law students and as-
sociates have often been surprisingly unwilling to look 
behind the big salaries and empty promises that law firm 
recruiters. . . have thrown at them with increasing vigor."7 
You should shop for a law firm in the same way that you 
should shop for an apartment or a car or a major appli-
ance. You should first research the product, and then you 
should ask hard questions of the person trying to sell the 
product to you.  

Before you accept an offer from a firm-indeed, before you 
even interview at a firm-research the firm thoroughly. Use 
the American Lawyer or the National Law Journal to dis-
cover the profits per partner at the firm. Roughly speak-
ing, the lower the profits per partner, the better the work-
ing conditions. In some ways, the optimal big firm is a 
firm with high prestige and low profits per partner. At 
such a firm, big firm benefits will likely be accompanied 
by a minimum of big firm exploitation. You will find that 
these optimal big firms tend to be located in cities like 
Portland and Denver and Milwaukee, rather than New 
York and Washington and Chicago.  

You can look up biographies of a firm's lawyers in the 
Martindale-Hubbell Law Directory,3s the West Legal Di-
rectory,3 The Best Lawyers in America,3 and The Ameri-
can Bar.gsl You can look up the firm in such books as The 
Insider's Guide to Law Firms3T and the National Direc-
tory of Legal Employers3 or visit the firm's website.3 You 
can use Westlaw or LEXIS to search for references to the 
firm in judicial opinions, in legal publications such as the 
National Law Journal and the American Lawyer, and in 
general publications such as the Wall Street Journal and 
New York Times.35 You can search the Internet for ref-
erences to the firm, using search engines such as AltaVis-
ta%s or MetaCrawler.367 But by far the best information 
that you will get about the firm will come from lawyers 
who practice in the same city but do not work at the firm.  



If you are interested in a big firm in, say, St. Louis, then 
you should talk with several lawyers in St. Louis. Talk not 
only with lawyers working in other big St. Louis firms, but 
also with lawyers in small firms, in corporations, and in 
government. Almost every lawyer to whom you will speak 
will either know someone at the firm or know someone 
who knows someone at the firm. A particularly good 
source of information will be lawyers who recently left the 
firm. These lawyers are easily identified through Martin-
dale-Hubbell-or, for that matter, by simply asking around. 
Obviously, an attorney whom you call out of the blue is 
less likely to be candid with you than an attorney to whom 
you have been introduced, so "network." Call an attorney 
you know, and ask her if she would be willing to introduce 
you to two other attorneys. Then make the same request 
of those two attorneys, and of the attorneys to whom they 
introduce you. Before long, you will have a pretty good 
picture of the firm.  

Of course, you need to be careful to take what you are 
told about the firm with a grain of salt. What you are told 
may reflect some envy of the firm, or an attempt to recruit 
you away from the firm, or resentment at not being hired 
by or at being forced out of the firm. The more specific 
you can make people be, the better able you will be to 
judge their opinions. A lawyer who tells you only that he 
has heard that "people are unhappy" at the firm has not 
told you nearly as much as a lawyer who says, "The hus-
band of one of our legal assistants works there. She told 
me that she has had dinner with her husband only twice in 
the past month. She said that he billed 2500 hours last 
year and is on pace to bill 3000 this year."  

When you interview with the firm, do not passively accept 
platitudes. Every big firm claims that it is different. Every 
big firm denies that it is a sweatshop. Every big firm in-
sists that, although its attorneys work hard, they lead bal-
anced lives.m This is almost always false. It has to be. 
There is no free lunch. Someone has to pay for your 
$80,000 starting salary. And someone has to pay for that 
office space in the city's most prestigious skyscraper. And 
someone has to pay for the oak paneling that lines the 
conference rooms. You cannot get big firm benefits with-
out paying the big firm price. A firm that tells you other-
wise is lying.  

For a big firm to be truly different, its partners would have 
to be willing to take less money, and this is something that 
big firm partners have proven singularly unwilling to do. 
Marc Galanter and Thomas Palay have described why, in a 
sense, big firms cannot value anything except money: 
"Money is not all that partners want," Galanter and Palay 
write.  

But as firms get bigger, securing and monitoring agree-
ment about the priority ordering, the value, and the mix of 
"gooda" they want as their return from practice becomes 
ever more complex. Since "money" is high (even if not 
first) on everyone's scale, it is almost always possible to get 

agreement on more money over any other competing 
good. As firms get larger, agreement becomes more diffi-
cult. This is especially so when firms at the same time 
become more diverse in terms of gender, ethnicity, class 
origin, and educational background.369  

As a result of this phenomenon, "big-firm lawyers insist 
on taking the gains of firm growth in the form of more 
money income rather than as sabbaticals, time for child-
care, political involvement, greater work satisfaction, or 
whatever."370 Presumably, as the culture that most influ-
ences a young lawyer shifts from the distinctive culture of 
her individual law firm (which is created by a couple hun-
dred attorneys) to a generic "big firm, culture (which is 
created by many thousands of attorneys),371 the trend 
toward valuing nothing but material wealth will only accel-
erate.32  

Even those within the legal profession who are most con-
cerned about the well-being of lawyers seem incapable of 
suggesting to their fellow attorneys that maybe, just may-
be, a big part of the solution to the profession's problems 
lies in being satisfied with more modest incomes. Here are 
a couple examples of what I mean:  

In 1991, in response to growing evidence of the unhappi-
ness and unhealthiness of the legal profession, the ABA 
convened an urgent conference of leading lawyers from 
across the United States. The conference was dramatically 
(if long-windedly) titled, At the Breaking Point: A Nation-
al Conference on the Emerging Crisis in the Quality of 
Lawyers' Health and Lives-Its Impact on Law Firms and 
Client Services. The lawyers attending the conference were 
concerned and knowledgeable about the well-being of 
lawyers, and yet even they could not quite come to grips 
with the fact that lawyers are unhappy and unhealthy in 
large part because they have unreasonable expectations 
about money. To the contrary, much of the conference's 
report argued (unconvincingly, in my view) that lawyers 
could use "sound management" and "value billing and 
value compensation" to make more money without work-
ing longer hours.373 ("Sound management" is to a law 
firm consultant what getting rid of "waste, fraud, and 
abuse" is to a politician.)  

The more recent Boston Bar Association Task Force on 
Professional Fulfillment was similarly reluctant to 
acknowledge reality. The Large Law Firms Partners Sub-
committee, after listing three "fulfilling aspects" of big 
firm practice,374 identified ten "obstacles to professional 
fulfillment"375-most of which could be eliminated or 
reduced if big firm partners were willing to make less 
money. And yet the closest the Task Force came to ac-
knowledging that fact was its hesitant suggestion in the 
sixth of its six recommendations that the income of big 
firm partners may have to grow more slowly: "The Task 
Force recommends that . . . large law firms encourage 
partners to manage their expectations and to recognize 
that the annual percentage increases in compensation wit-



nessed in the past few years will inevitably moderate and 
that monetary rewards alone are not what is meant by 
professional fulfillment."376 The other recommendations 
were mostly vague and hortatory, such as the recommen-
dation that "large law firms. . . confront the tension which 
exists for both firms and partners between increasing rev-
enues and `having a life' . . [by making] the issue of pro-
fessional fulfillment a key topic at a retreat."377 And, like 
the At the Breaking Point report, the report of the Boston 
Bar Association Task Force even hinted that the problem 
was not that lawyers had come to feel entitled to large 
annual increases in their already large incomes, but rather 
that lawyers had not tried hard enough to find ways of 
making more money without doing more work.378  

Against this background, you should be skeptical of any 
claim by any big firm that it is "different." Ask tough ques-
tions of the lawyers you meet. When you are at a recruit-
ing dinner with a couple of lawyers from the firm, don't 
just ask them, "So, do you folks have any kind of life out-
side of work?" They will chuckle, say "sure," and ask if 
you want more wine. Instead, ask them how many times 
last week they had dinner with their families. And then ask 
them what time dinner was served. And then ask them 
whether they worked after dinner. Ask them what their 
favorite television show is or what is the last good movie 
they saw. If they respond, respectively, Welcome Back 
Kotter and Saturday Night Fever, you will know some-
thing's wrong. Ask them about their last vacation. Where 
did they go? How long did they stay? How many faxes did 
they send or receive while on vacation? Get some sense of 
what their lives are like. Similarly, when you are interview-
ing at the firm, ask tough questions of the lawyers you 
meet. When a lawyer tells you that she has a lot of client 
contact, ask her what that means. There is a big difference 
between sending an occasional letter to the assistant gen-
eral counsel and flying to client headquarters to engage in 
all day strategy sessions with the officers. When a lawyer 
tells you that he gets a lot of interesting assignments, ask 
for examples. You may be surprised at what passes for 
"interesting" at the firm. And when a lawyer tells you that 
associates are happy at the firm, ask for specifics. How 
many associates were hired five years ago? How many of 
those associates remain at the firm? Who were the last 
three associates to leave the firm? What are they doing 
now? How can you contact them? Try to get as much 
information as possible about billable hour requirements. 
Many firms will tell you that they do not have a target or 
goal for billable hours. Those firms are probably lying. 
Almost every firm has a number. In some firms, the num-
ber is formal and has "bite"; if you fall below it, you will 
be fired. In other firms, the number is an unwritten under-
standing and is used mainly to measure the progress of 
associates toward partnership; if you fall below it, you 
won't be fired, but you will draw the concerned attention 
of partners. Try to discover the firm's number and what 
the number means. Evasiveness on this score is almost 
always a bad sign. Also, find out what counts toward the 
number. Some firms count all the billable hours that a 
lawyer records, as well as non-billable time that is consid-

ered especially valuable, such as time devoted to business 
development or recruitment or even, in rare firms, pro 
bono work. Other firms count only hours that can be 
billed to a paying client. Still other firms count only billa-
ble hours that are "realized";379 if a partner decides to bill 
a client for only six of the ten hours that you devoted to a 
project (because you were inefficient or because the client 
has been grumbling about its bills) you will get credit for 
only six hours. In short, there can be huge differences 
among firms with the same nominal goal of 2000 billable 
hours.  

You have to be careful in cross-examining prospective 
employers in the way I suggest-and the weaker your aca-
demic record, the more careful you have to be. You do 
not want prospective employers to think that you are lazy. 
Questions about workloads and billable hours and recently 
departed associates should be mixed in with many other 
questions about other aspects of firm life. Be polite, not 
accusatory. Use humor-unless you don't have a good sense 
of humor, in which case you should go back to being po-
lite, not accusatory. Save the toughest questions for after 
you get an offer. But ask the questions sometime, in some 
way, of someone.  

By being a smart consumer, you have a chance of distin-
guishing the good big firms from the bad big firms. Do 
not expect too much, though. As I have explained at 
length, big firms just are not set up to give their lawyers a 
chance to live full lives. The only people who can make 
big firm money without working big firm hours are the 
most senior partners who are living off the skim. In the 
end, big firm life comes down to spending eight years or 
so being exploited a lot so that you can spend another 
eight years or so being exploited a little so that you can 
spend another eight years or so not being exploited so that 
you can finish your career exploiting others.  

4. Develop the Habit of Acting Ethically  

As I have explained,eo whether you practice law ethically 
will depend primarily upon the hundreds of mundane 
things that you will do almost unthinkingly every day. To 
behave ethically, day in and day out, you need to be in the 
habit of doing so. Developing the habit of acting ethically 
is no different from developing the habit of putting on 
your seatbelt or cracking your knuckles: You have to do it 
a lot. If you are going to practice law ethically, you need to 
decide now, while you are still in law school, what kind of 
lawyer you want to be, and then act as that kind of lawyer 
would act. Always. Everywhere. In big things and small. 
Do not take that first step toward being an unethical law-
yer. I'm telling you-I'm promising you-that sometime dur-
ing your first couple years of practice, you will be sitting at 
your desk late at night with your pen poised over your 
time sheet, and you will be tempted to pad your hours.ssl 
Padding time sheets is "the perfect crime";32 it is profita-
ble for you and it is profitable for the firm and there is 
virtually no chance that you will get caught.mThe only 



thing that will stop you from padding your time sheets is 
your own integrity.3  

Do not pad your time sheets-even once. And do not tell 
lies to partners or clients or opposing counsel. And do not 
misrepresent legal authority to judges. And do not break 
your promises. And do not do anything else that is contra-
ry to the values you now hold. And finally, when you 
screw up-as I did, as every lawyer does-pick yourself up, 
dust yourself off, and try that much harder to develop the 
habit of acting ethically.  

V. SOME PARTING WORDS  

To an unfortunate extent, this Article has been an exercise 
in "do what I say, not what I do." As I said, I joined a big 
law firm after I finished clerking, and, despite the best of 
intentions, I quickly got sucked into the game. It is very, 
very hard to avoid the pressures and temptations pushing 
you toward the big firm, very, very hard to avoid playing 
the game once you arrive at the big firm, and very, very 
hard to stop playing the game once you have left the big 
firm. I failed on the first two counts and continue to fail 
from time to time on the third. But I want to leave you 
with the following, by way of illustrating that it is never 
too late to change-even when you've failed as much as I 
have.  

My firm was lead counsel for the plaintiffs in the Exxon 
Valdez oil spill litigation. In 1994, while I was still a part-
ner, we won a judgment of over $5 billion.85 We partners 

all knew that, if and when we collected that judgment, 
even the smallest partner's share would be a few hundred 
thousand dollars. Most of the partners would become 
millionaires.Because my wife and I would both be part-
ners, we would enjoy two slices of this enormous pie. At 
about the time of the Exxon Valdez verdict, my wife and I 
were beginning to feel that, somewhere along the line, we 
had lost our way. We were working constantly. We were 
under constant pressure. We were constantly feeling guilty 
about the hardships we were imposing on each other and 
on our children. The life we were leading was not the life 
we had envisioned. We had strayed from the values with 
which we were raised.  

In early 1995, we decided to leave big firm practice, and to 
leave the Exxon money behind.3?7 We decided to give up 
a ton of money in return for work that was more enjoya-
ble and less stressful, and for more time with each other 
and our children.3 All of this, we decided, was more im-
portant than money-even lots and lots of money.  

I don't claim that we made an enormous sacrifice. We did 
give up a lot of money, but we still get paid well, and we 
have great jobs. Nor do I claim that we have stopped play-
ing the game-that we have no regrets, that we never look 
back, that we don't care about money any more. None of 
that would be true. Living a balanced life and defining 
success for yourself are lifelong struggles, and they do not 
end once you leave a big law firm. The one thing I can 
promise you is that, as we rediscover every day, they are 
struggles well worth undertaking.  
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