
Does 10 Years of Associate Experience Make a Lawyer Too Old in
NYC?

Question:

I am a 10th year practitioner in New York City, and, more recently, I've heard people say that I am ''past my
prime.'' What does that mean, exactly? Am I not marketable anymore?

Answer: 

First, the New York City market is a beast of a very different color from other markets around the country; thus,
I want to confine my response to this question to Manhattan. Second, traditionally, the sweet spot for hiring in
New York City is 3rd through 5th year, which just happens to be the time frame during which firms believe a
candidate has garnered enough knowledge to be valuable and helpful to their clients but not so much
knowledge/experience that there isn't additional room for growth. This range also happens to be a fairly
comfortable range for firms in terms of lock step compensation - namely, not too high.

Having said that, the above statements do not mean that someone with experience above the five (5) year
mark fails to be marketable. In contrast, a 6th year plus attorney, for example, is very marketable, but exactly
how marketable will depend on the needs of a given firm. Where a firm is seeking a candidate who can hit
the ground running and tend to clients directly, a candidate with at least six (6) years of experience will be
immediately placement-worthy. More so, where a firm is seeking an ''expert'' in a given area, traditionally,
they will ask for a 6+ year associate. Your question, however, relates to someone with even more
experience, namely, at the 10+ year level. In addition, I would imagine that your question is colored by what
is going on in the economy today, where a 10+ year lawyer is an awfully expensive individual.

To that end, I will say that a 10th year practitioner in New York City is marketable, but they will often be
looked at by a firm more closely than other candidates because they, quite simply, cost more --- and firms are
watching costs very closely right now. Thus, firms will often ask if such 10th year associate ''has portable
business?'' If so, that lessens the risk for the firm of bringing this person on. If not, they will ask ''whether such
candidate fits into the expert role within a given practice?'' If so, that helps. If not, or if the candidate needs to
be trained in a new practice area, that makes such hire more difficult to swallow. Firms may also ask ''what
such person requires going forward?'' This means --- is this candidate asking for fast track to partnership, a
Counsel role, or other incentive-producing plan/title? If so, such candidate may require more of a
commitment than a firm is willing to make right now.

For more information about law firm diversity, see our Diversity Resources.

These are all questions which start creeping into the mix as we gain more experience in our roles as
attorneys and then venture out into the marketplace. Simply put, the more experience we gain, the more
valuable we become, the more we cost, and, therefore, the more closely firms look at other determining
factors when making hires at the senior end of the associate spectrum. So, in summary, you are still very
marketable, but you need to hone in on the group where your particular skills will have real value and where
your own career demands (title? compensation?) will match the firm's hiring goals for a given search.
Although this may seem like a lot of extra hoops to jump through, the truth is that where there is a match,
there is a hire.

For more information about diversity, see the following articles:
Law Firm Diversity: They All Talk the Talk, But It's Harder to Walk the Walk
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https://www.bcgsearch.com/article/900051913/What-Does-A-Lawyer-Do-Anyways/
https://www.bcgsearch.com/article/60730/The-Importance-of-Portable-Business/
https://www.bcgsearch.com/article/group/15/Diversity/
https://www.bcgsearch.com/article/900047350/Why-Major-Law-Firms-Are-Actually-Against-Diversity-Do-Not-Be-Too-Diverse-or-You-Will-Not-Get-Hired/
https://www.bcgsearch.com/


Why Upper and Lower Class Attorneys Rarely Succeed in Law Firms: How Race and Class Often
Hinder Law Firm Success

Learn more about law firm diversity in this in-depth book:

Law Firm Diversity: How Race, Gender, Age, Social and Economic Divisions Impact the Hiring,
Retention and Advancement of Law Firm Attorneys

Click Here to Let Us Answer Your Legal Career Question
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https://www.bcgsearch.com/article/900045952/The-Unexamined-Crisis-of-Race-Social-Class-and-the-American-Law-Firm/
https://www.bcgsearch.com/article/900049443/How-Race-Gender-Age-Social-and-Economic-Divisions-Impact-the-Hiring-Retention-and-Advancement-of-Law-Firm-Attorneys/
https://www.bcgsearch.com/askquestion.php
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