
IS LIFESTYLE THE NEW BLACK?

Is Lifestyle the New Black?
A recruiter talks about the concept of the lifestyle firm, and what it means for the next wave 
of associate hirings.
As Firms Begin to Renew Hiring Initiatives, a New Vernacular Must Take Hold 

For those lawyers who have practiced through both the heady hiring frenzy of the late 1990’s, and the resulting 

(and inevitable?) chill on hiring in the early 2000’s, lifestyle firms seem to have gone the way of the Dodo bird. 

Although it is almost certainly true that law firm culture has changed, first in favor of associate life, then to its 

detriment, lawyers in law firms must learn to better articulate the dynamics of law firm life. 

First, a brief history. Beginning in the mid-1990’s, the market for associates became increasingly more com-

petitive, and as more and more associations moved in-house, firms found they had to work harder to attract the 

caliber of associate that their partners and clients demanded. This battle for the law school and lateral talent 

occurred in several theaters: salary, partnership track, and what was quickly coined ‘lifestyle.’ In essence, calling 

oneself a lifestyle firm was a shorthand message that the firm in question had fewer hours, and less screaming. 

A kinder, gentler firm was born. 

For several years, it was acceptable, and sometimes encouraged, for associates to ask potential employers to dis-

cuss the lifestyle at their firm. Many firms undertook lifestyle initiatives that included casual Fridays, summers, 

or sometimes business casual year round. One firm even gave senior associates three months of vacation in their 

fifth year. Many firms boasted that there was no ‘face time’ requirement, and their associates would be asked 

only to work the occasional weekend or overnight. Most importantly, associates who asked about a firm’s ‘quality 

of life’ were not looked down upon. Reflecting the cultural shift towards an associate-centric law firm culture, the 

dialogue among associates, partners, recruiters and career services was changed. 

When the recession took hold, not surprisingly, it ushered in a new era where law firm partners, and not associ-

ates, made the rules. The most obvious effects of the paradigm shift were frozen associate salaries, lengthening 

partnership tracks, and in some firms, fairly substantial lay-offs. Unfortunately, many young associates (espe-

cially corporate lawyers) who had interviewed for their jobs when it was acceptable to tell a firm they were 

looking for a lifestyle firm were laid off by the very firm who had sold themselves as such. Firms slowly removed 

their privileges and associate salaries were frozen. Some firms even decreased salaries for junior associates, 

and bonuses were paltry or non-existent. From a recruiter’s standpoint, the days of associates looking for a more 

‘congenial’ atmosphere were replaced with ones where they were begged to find opportunities where they would 

have as much work as they could handle. 
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Thus, the vernacular changed. Associates interviewing for lateral positions no longer asked about minimum 

billable hours, or quality of life (or they were promptly shown the door). Lateral attorneys yearned for a posi-

tion with increased stability and a busier department, where the work flowed and partners could be relied on to 

pass substantial work to associates. And, in the sense of competition, associates had to promote themselves as 

lawyers who would bill a lot of hours, make themselves available over evenings and weekends, and long to prove 

themselves with respect to any and all partnership benchmarks. 

In both circumstances, the way in which lawyers discussed the law firm market was partisan. Both the associ-

ate-centric ‘quality of life’ dialogue, and the recessionary ‘buyer’s market’ were marked by vocabulary that high-

lighted the tension among associates and partners, instead of reducing it. 

Although it is too early to tell, one can only hope that as the economy rebounds, there will be a middle ground 

where associates are neither catered to, nor in fear for their jobs. Firms must strike a balance. On the one hand, 

they must remain being busy enough to keep associates with plenty to do to make billing requirements and 

develop. However, they must also resist resenting associates who strive to achieve some kind of work/life bal-

ance. Regardless of how the playing field is defined, it is imperative that lawyers redefine their environments in 

a way that is less divisive. Because the dialogue about law firm life has polarized associates and partners, hiring 

partners and interviewing candidates, both parties must re-evaluate the vocabulary they use to define the law 

firm market. 

Lifestyle v. Sweat-shop. These terms define two ends within which conventional wisdom tries to define all ma-

jor law firms. The truth is, however, that neither of these definitions fairly and completely defines any law firm 

environment. As such, neither is helpful in an ongoing dialogue about law firm cultures. 

What’s wrong with the term lifestyle? The use of the term lifestyle is generally shorthand for a place that values 

each employee’s life outside the firm, and institutionally has less of an emphasis on the gross accumulation of 

billable hours. Although it is certainly never wrong to provide a workplace where the individual is highly valued, 

there are two principles that no one involved in law firms should forget: 

1. Law firms are capitalist businesses and exist, in large part, to make money. As such, partners must pay atten-

tion to the firm’s profitability and long-term viability. Therefore, a law firm that does not pay attention to the 

amount of billable time for each associate is ignoring the very raison d’être of the organization’s existence. An 

associate who does not appreciate that his or her value to the firm is at least partially defined by the amount 

of time that he or she bills to clients does not understand the business model within which an associate should 

function. 

2. Law firms are in the customer service business. Although this is an admittedly strange way of defining a firm, 

it is certainly true. Law firms have clients who (typically) are paying extraordinary amounts of money to receive 

advice, representation, and most importantly, attention. When a client pays hundreds and hundreds of dollars 

virtually every time he or she picks up the phone to call on their lawyer, they expect a level of enthusiasm and 

responsiveness that transcends the time of day or other obligations that lawyer has. Thus, especially in large 

firm environments, it is not always consistent with the goal of customer (i.e., client) service to encourage an 

environment where lawyers routinely leave the office at 6 p.m. each day. 

This is not to say that valuing lifestyle is a problem. From both the employer and employee perspective, it’s a fine 

value to make a part of the working community. However, using the word ‘lifestyle’ is dangerous shorthand, and 

should be avoided because the perception is that it reflects a naiveté that the company for which an individual 

wants to work has a business purpose. 

On the other side of the coin, the word ‘sweat-shop’ is often associated with firms, usually large national or in-

ternational firms. Along with simply being overly perjorative, the term ‘sweat-shop’ is a lazy way of categorizing 
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any firm where people work hard. Laziness, then, is the largest problem with the use of the word. The truth is 

that the range of experiences two different individuals have at the same firm can vary dramatically. One lawyer’s 

sweat-shop, down the hall, is a pleasure for another lawyer on a daily basis. While many different dynamics can 

account for these differences, the truth is that categorizing one firm as a sweat-shop (and discounting the firm 

for the same reason) prevents a lawyer from discovering a myriad of viable opportunities. 

In fact, some of New York’s most prestigious and monolithic firms have the most generous flex-time and non-

partnership track opportunities. The assumption that there are no lifestyle accommodations at such places is 

rampant, but at the end of the day, it’s a false one. Certainly, such firms do not advertise this fact, in large part 

because it is important that for the sake of their clients they are not perceived as an organization where lifestyle 

trumps customer service. 

Small Firms v. Large Firms. Another verbal shortcut made in the discussion of law firm culture and environ-

ment is whether a firm is a large firm or a small firm. Saying “I like this organization because it’s large,” (or small), 

really doesn’t account for anything at all, except the number of employees. Is the perception that a small firm 

is better because there are fewer hours? Because there is more responsibility, or because there is a more open 

track to partnership? Any one of these may be a reason to leave or join a firm, however, these are not qualities 

that should necessarily be attributed to a small firm. Frequently, lawyers have moved to a smaller firm only to 

find that the smaller firm did not embody any of the qualities of a firm that might be commonly associated with 

‘small firm life.’ 

Likewise, calling a firm a typical ‘large firm’ is merely a generalization. This generalization often carries with it 

certain associations, which may include a lack of responsibility, a lack of mentoring for associates, or the per-

ception of lawyers as ‘fungible billing units.’ While stereotypes are not without some foundation in reality, these 

stereotypes do law firms and lawyers a disservice. 

Conclusions. Lifestyle, sweatshop, quality of life, and all other general terms bandied about should be aban-

doned as we usher in a new period of law firm hiring. Instead of relying on generalization or conventional per-

ceptions, lawyers should reevaluate the way in which they define their relationships with a potential or current 

employer law firm. The first step in such a redefinition is to better understand the functions of lawyers within 

their environments, and the law firms with their clients. 

Carey Bertolet is a recruiter with BCG Attorney Search in New York. She can be reached by e-mail at 

carey@bcgsearch.com or by telephone at (212) 232-0400. 



JOB SEARCH STRATEGIES IN A TOUGH MARKET 

JOB SEARCH STRATEGIES IN A TOUGH MARKET 
It’s no secret that the downturn in the economy has caused the legal employment market to contract somewhat. 

But plenty of jobs still are available. Interested in learning more about how to pursue your career in this tough 

market? Come hear Carey L. Bertolet, a partner in BCG Attorney Search, share some valuable job-hunting tips. 

1Ls, 2Ls and 3Ls are welcome to attend. After Ms. Bertolet speaks and answers questions from the audience, you 

are invited to join us for a reception with hot and cold hors d’oeuvres on the 2nd floor of Barrack, right next to 

the Career Planning suite. This event has been brought to the Law School courtesy of J.D. Jungle. 
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Why DIY?
The “Do It Yourself” home improvement craze is all the rage, but does the same philosophy 
apply to job hunting? Find out the pros and cons of handling your own job search.
The ‘do-it-yourself’ home improvement craze is spreading. From painting to flooring, more and more people are 

embracing the idea that they can do it themselves. Since we’re in the business of career improvement, so to 

speak, we wondered whether there is a renewed interest in do-it-yourself job hunting. In other words, does it pay 

to handle your own job search? 

As an initial matter, recruiting firms cannot be responsive to each and every lawyer. For example, independent 

recruiters do not handle entry level searches; that type of recruiting is often done directly at the law school level. 

Depending on a lawyer’s background and the goals for his search, his resume may or may not be responsive to 

recruiting searches. For those individuals who have the type of background that is well-suited to one or more 

positions handled by a recruiting firm, then there are few, if any times when it would benefit that lawyer to “do 

it themselves” when it comes time to apply to firms. 

One of the most important functions of a good recruiter is to serve as a consultant. As you approach the job 

market, isn’t information the single most important resource? On your own, how do you know who is looking? 

How do you know whether you will be considered? If you have some information that certain firms are looking, 

where are they in the hiring process? It is important to understand that there are nuances in the job market that 

can affect a job search in subtle or dramatic ways. Although through contacts, friends, and colleagues, it is often 

possible to glean some information about one or two firms that may prove interesting, do you understand the 

market as a whole? A good recruiter explains the entire playing field, not just one or two players. 

Having access to all the information an informed recruiter has (recruiters at BCG update themselves daily on 

breaking legal news, firm personnel transitions, and relevant business trends) in and of itself mandates using a 

recruiter. Later, we will also illustrate why most firms prefer to use recruiters for their candidate searches, even 

though there is a fee involved. The easiest way to address the “DIY” question from the job seeker’s side is to give 

examples of situations where candidates may understandably believe that they are better off handling their own 

job search. That is rarely the case, however. 

Example 1: You know your “dream firm.” The single biggest mistake we see is candidates who approach their ideal 

employers at the wrong time. Why does it matter? It matters because in most circumstances, if the firm is not 

interested in a lawyer with your experience, credentials, and level of expertise, they will reject (or disregard) your 

resume. Furthermore, you may have just wasted your shot at interviewing with that firm. Some firms (not neces-

sarily all), once they reject a candidate, will not reconsider that candidate. I encourage you to think about that for 
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a minute: If you approach a firm on your own before understanding whether that firm has a need for someone 

with your background, you may be rejected. If they do need someone with your expertise at a later date, they 

will have a record that you have already been rejected. Thus, the difference may have only been timing. A good 

recruiter will submit you only when you have a good shot at getting an interview. A really good recruiter will be 

able to use his or her insight and contacts to arrange to submit you at a time when the consideration you receive 

will be optimal. 

Example 2: You know your “target audience.” Many lawyers rationalize that they know they only want to work 

for a 10 to 20 person firm who practices a certain type of law. Knowing the universe of firms who fit that de-

mographic in their city, the lawyer will simply target those firms on their own. The problem? In addition to the 

timing problem described above, which cannot be understated, you may miss out on opportunities. When a 

lawyer targets firms based on demographic information, he or she may miss out on firms that are outside of 

that demographic, but that would be an excellent place for him or her. I hear that lawyers want to go to a smaller 

environment, or a mid-sized firm, or a white shoe firm. I always investigate why it is they perceive that that type 

of environment suits them. More compensation, or more responsibility? More flexibility or better opportunities 

for business development? The point is that generalizations are just that, and with a recruiter, you may very well 

discover that your job is with a firm that you wouldn’t have initially thought of. 

Example 3: You know that if you could just explain to the firm how much you wanted the job, they’d interview 

you. Although a smashing resume with on point experience is a great start, explaining the motivations behind 

approaching a particular firm or explaining anomalies in your background may make the difference in whether 

or not you get an interview. In the overwhelming majority of case, a lawyer isn’t in a position to advocate his or 

her own case to a firm. In fact, it may be difficult for a candidate to even follow up and get a status on his or her 

candidacy. Recruiters are different. BCG is happy to report relationships with firms that are based on providing 

information on our candidates, and advocating for them. Firms and recruiters often have relationships which 

are based, in part, on making sure that the firm is properly considering and recruiting the right types of lawyers 

for their jobs. Simply put, most firms do not have relationships with individuals who approach them for jobs. We 

heard a story about a large firm who held a reception for young lawyers in order to tell these lawyers about how 

great it was to work there. When many of these attendees applied, they received no response of any kind. No 

phone calls were returned. This firm works with BCG and makes decisions on their candidates generally within 

a two week period. 

Why is it, then, that firms seem to be more responsive to recruiters, when recruiters cost them money? It’s ac-

tually a fairly straightforward answer: good recruiters provide value to law firms that are well worth recruiting 

fees for any particular hire. One firm recently gave BCG two jobs, and informed us that there were only 2 other 

recruiters they would trust with the searches. One of the benefits, the firm told us, is they knew they would only 

receive quality candidates. Therefore, recruiters streamline the hiring process so that firms are not paying inter-

nal personnel to filter through resumes received from other sources. 

Some firms do receive resumes from sources outside recruiters, of course. Even so, BCG recently met with one 

hiring coordinator, who showed us her laptop. She said that she had 160 resumes from attorneys who had applied 

on their own and she had only a 40 minute break to consider all of them. She could recite almost from memory, 

however, the applicants through BCG. Which candidates are getting the best consideration in that instance? 

There are at least two more examples demonstrating the utility of recruiters to the hiring process. One large 

New York firm contacted our office to let us know that even though they were removing a particular job from 

their webpage’s recruiting section, it was still active. The hiring partner, however, was discouraged by the caliber 

of attorneys applying for the position, and wanted only those pre-screened by recruiters. In another instance, a 

boutique firm contacted BCG to handle a search, even though the webpage clearly stated that they did not want 

to be contacted by recruiters. 
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None of this is to suggest that it’s impossible to get a job without a recruiter. That is certainly not the case. How-

ever, given the above examples, consider whether you would benefit from the consulting, the contacts, and the 

consideration a recruiting firm such as BCG. 





PAGE 9

HELPFUL HINTS FOR THE HUNT

you might name what types of candidates have not previously worked out or specific “off the record” informa-

tion that may not be appropriate for wide distribution. Moreover, by receiving a call, the headhunter will put that 

search at the top of the pile because you’ve identified him as someone you want to work with. No one receives a 

personal phone call about a search if the firm isn’t committed to filling the spot. 

3. Clearly define the scope of your search. 

Effectively defining the scope of your search includes specifying the (1) ideal and “in a perfect world” candi-

date; (2) the “not perfect, but we’re still willing to consider” candidate; and (3) the “please don’t even bother” 

candidate. While you may prefer to be a bit more broad in your advertisements so as not to eliminate potential 

candidates, you can afford to be much more specific with your search consultant. 

a. Adequate request: “We are looking for patent associates (electrical engineering background) with 3 to 6 years’ 

experience.” 

b. Excellent request: “We are looking for a patent prosecution- only associate with 3-6 years of experience prose-

cuting electrical patent applications. (Must have experience with semi-conductors and liquid crystal display tech-

nology.) This candidate should also be familiar with patent licensing issues, and Chinese language skills would be 

a bonus. (The department has numerous clients from China.) The ideal candidate will have an advanced degree 

in electrical engineering and both law firm and PTO experience. We would still be open toconsidering candidates 

with only undergraduate degrees in electrical engineering, or only law firm experience. However, we will not con-

sider candidates without prior law firm experience. Our IP practice is quite picky with grades, so ideal candidates 

should be from top 20 law schools and in the top 30 percent of their class. We would still be open to considering 

candidates from other Tier 1 law schools so long as they are in the top 20 to 30 percent of their class.” 

Having a standard firm-approved “search intake form” that requests all the essential information is very helpful 

in streamlining the process and making sure everybody is aware of precisely what type of information is needed. 

If your firm does not yet have one, suggest having one created with input from the recruiting committee. 

HONESTY IS THE BEST POLICY 

4. Give honest and specific feedback regarding the candidates you interview. 

Because firms and practice groups are so different, the same candidate going on several interviews will typically 

get quite different responses from different firms. 

Obviously, for you to give feedback on every candidate we present would take up too much time and is just not 

practical. However, if a candidate has had an interview, providing specific feedback can help us create a better 

and more sharply defined template to use for future candidates. 

For example, if a candidate interviews and gets an offer, let the headhunter know what you liked about the can-

didate so that we can keep this information in mind for future candidates. Likewise, if you decide to pass on a 

candidate after an interview, any specific feedback you can provide (regarding the candidate’s

personality, experience, etc.) will allow us to better assess future candidates and whether they would be a likely 

fit. 

a. Adequate response: “Unfortunately, we are unable to bring Joe Smith in for further interviews at this time.” 

b. Excellent response: “Unfortunately, we are unable to bring Joe Smith in for further interviews at this time. We 

thought his experience and credentials were right on, but the attorneys in the finance group noted that he did 

not seem genuinely enthusiastic about our practice. This group is very collegialand really wants to hire some-

body who is extremely nthusiastic and committed.”

5. If a candidate has interviewed, keep the lines of communication open even if you are not in the position to 

make an offer immediately.

One major roadblock in effective recruiting is losing the candidate because too much time has elapsed between 

the interview and offer stages. There are many perfectly good reasons the firm may have for this delay, many of 

them simply administrative. Nonetheless, from a candidate’s perspective (where two days seem like two weeks), 

delay is almost always interpreted as a lack of interest and almost always lowers the candidate’s view of the 

firm. One of the search consultant’s roles is to encourage a firm to move the process along while managing the 

candidate’s expectations and explaining the realities of the recruitment process. 

a. Adequate communication: Tell the headhunter that there is no information to communicate, and that the firm 

will be in touch when they know whether they will or will not extend an offer. 
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b. Excellent communication: “Our door is open.” Although it is frustrating to return calls to a headhunter wanting 

to know whether the candidate will receive an offer when you don’t know the answer, keeping the lines of com-

munication open is extremelyimportant. Why? We have seen numerous candidates have unnecessary reserva-

tions about a firm during the post-offer stagedue to the false impression that “the firm waited so long, they must 

not be very interested in me.” 

The best thing to do for a quality candidate who may have to wait for an offer? Tell your recruiter to keep that 

candidate “warm,” and keep yourself available, even if you have nothing of substance to report. Also, if there is 

an administrative reason for the delay, let the headhunter know this as well. Therefore, the recruiter can assure 

the candidate that the lines of communication are open, that the process is moving along, and provide an ap-

propriate explanation when necessary. 

A BIGGER PICTURE

6. Let us know how we are doing over the long term. Often overlooked in the day-to-day details is long-term 

feedback for search firms and individual recruiters. Taking the time to reflect long-term on your relationship with 

a search firm can increase the service you receive in the short term. a. Adequate approach: “We’ve used you 

before, so we wanted to let you know of a new search.” 

b. Excellent approach: “You know, we hired John through you last year. He’s doing extremely well. He jumps in 

on every file and has really shown initiative, and that’s a big deal here.” At the same time, the following is also an 

excellent way to communicate: “We worked with you on a search last year and we felt that you were sending too 

many unrelated résumés during that time.” This kind of long-term feedback (as opposed to feedback on an indi-

vidual résumé or interview) is useful because it allows the search consultant to develop a template to do business 

with you the way you want it done. Remember, you can directly influence how effectively a search consultant 

acts on your behalf. While it may take a little bit more time upfront to put these tips to use, we guarantee that 

you will be rewarded over the long term.


