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THE STANDARD IN ATTORNEY SEARCH AND PLACEMENT

The Most Important Lesson You Can Learn from 
Retiring Partners at Major Law Firms
Summary: What can retiring law firm partners at big law firms teach you? Find out in this article.	

Every few weeks I receive a telephone call from a partner in a major law firm who is being forced 
to retire because the firm has age limitations for partners. These partners generally want to go 
to a new firm. Instead of wanting to retire, most of these partners actually want more work, more 
challenges and so forth. Last week, to my astonishment, I received a call from a litigator in his late 
70’s who was not being forced to retire, but whose firm was no longer letting him do trials. He told 
me that he suspected the firm was not giving him any trials because of his age and he wanted to go 
to a new firm that would challenge him more!
 
There are two main reasons a law firm will hire an attorney seeking to make a lateral move. One 
reason is that the attorney is relocating to an area of the country where he or she is from and seeks 
to return and settle in that region. These sorts of lateral moves never raise questions about the 
attorney’s motivation, commitment and potential performance. The other reason is that the attorney 
is not being sufficiently challenged at the attorney’s current firm, has outgrown that firm and has 
talents that are not being utilized at that firm. The more an attorney appears to be outgrowing his 
or her current environment and seeking new challenges, the more a new law firm is going to be 
interested in hiring that attorney.

People often wonder what makes certain law schools better than others. They also wonder what 
makes certain law firms and organizations better than others and why law firms located in the 
largest cities typically do the most high profile work.

The reality is that most law schools are teaching the same things and most law firms are also doing 
the same things – just doing so in a more or less sophisticated and influential way. Nevertheless, 
everyone knows that certain schools and certain firms are better than others. Why? Why is one 
school or firm better than others when they are all doing essentially the same things? Why is one 
attorney better than another?
 

•	 See Top Law Schools Analyzed and Ranked By America’s Top Legal Recruiter 
Harrison Barnes for more information.

The answer, as I discuss in this article, is because some law schools and some law firms attract 
more motivated and more competitive people than others. This elevates the quality of the work of 
everyone in the environment. Retiring partners at major law firms have only achieved their high 
levels of success by having consistently had more game than most everyone else. Thus the most 

http://www.lawcrossing.com/article/900042435/Top-10-Law-Schools-Analyzed-and-Ranked-for-Long-Term-Graduate-Employability/
http://www.lawcrossing.com/article/900042435/Top-10-Law-Schools-Analyzed-and-Ranked-for-Long-Term-Graduate-Employability/
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important lesson a young attorney can learn from these high achievers is that if the young attorney 
wants to be as successful as a retiring partner that young attorney better increase his or her level 
of motivation and competition and play to win harder and for longer and in the most challenging 
environments possible.

Consider a few facts:

•	 For most of my career I have watched countless attorneys start their own small law firms 
and solo practices. These little law firms generally do not work out—in fact they generally 
always do not work out.

•	 Large law firms composed primarily of attorneys from top law schools typically do better 
work than smaller law firms composed of attorneys who did not go to top law schools. 
This is widely known, of course, but I have witnessed this in my legal career over and over 
again—as a clerk to a judge and then as a practicing attorney.

These facts are not new or novel. They are well known in the legal profession.

When students go to top law schools, they are putting themselves in competition with others in top 
law schools who had to compete hard to get there and have similar high levels of motivation. When 
attorneys go to top law firms, they are doing the same thing—putting themselves into competition 
with others who had to compete very hard to get there and are all similarly highly motivated.
 
This sort of competition among motivated people has its price and it has its rewards. What happens 
to an attorney who goes to a very good law firm in a city like New York is that the attorney must 
compete with other extremely competitive attorneys where the stakes are high and there is little 
tolerance for mediocrity, mistakes or a laissez-faire attitude towards work. Expectations are 
incredibly demanding and advancement is extremely difficult. Becoming a partner at one of these 
firms truly means something and is a badge of honor that shows the attorney has been able to 
overcome all sorts of obstacles to get there.
 
See the following articles for more information about making partner:

•	 The Only Seven Reasons a Law Firm Will Ever Make You a Partner
•	 Five Keys to Making Partner

First, these attorneys must have produced very high quality work product. Second, they likely must 
have generated business or developed very strong client relationships. If they had not done these 
things, they simply would not have stayed in the game for so long and gotten so far. In contrast, it is 
not expected that attorneys practicing in less demanding settings (such as smaller firms in smaller 
cities) would have had to face similar pressures and requirements to get where they are and thus 

http://www.bcgsearch.com/article/900046337/The-Only-Seven-Reasons-a-Law-Firm-Will-Ever-Make-You-a-Partner/
http://www.bcgsearch.com/article/60583/Five-Keys-to-Making-Partner/
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probably do not have the same high level of game as the partners in the major firms in the major 
cities.
 
But a good portion of attorneys who go to law school and land big firm jobs do not make partner. 
They decide that the price of excellence is too high and start looking for less demanding 
alternatives. These alternatives include things like going in-house, working for the government, or 
starting an entirely new profession.
 
See the following articles for more information:

•	 60 Nontraditional Jobs You Can Do with a Law Degree (and Should Strongly Consider 
Doing)

•	 Why Going In-house Is Often the Worst Decision a Good Attorney Can Ever Make

Most attorneys who opt for this route, of course, will refer to the fact that they once attended a 
top law school, or worked in a top law firm. However, this is largely meaningless when it comes 
to judging the attorney’s ability as an attorney. The attorney is much, much more likely than not 
to be nowhere near as good of an attorney as other attorneys of their year still practicing in large, 
prestigious law firms. Getting into law school and spending some time in a large law firm is no 
different than meeting the height and weight requirements for the Marines, going to basic training 
and then deciding not to be a Marine after all.
 
But for some reason many attorneys seem to believe that what they did in the past matters in terms 
of indicating their abilities as attorneys. It does—but not a whole lot. What matters is the quality 
of the people with whom they associate on a daily basis. The better the colleagues, the more 
competitive the environment. It is this sense of competition with others and the willingness 
to compete with other equally talented lawyers that makes the entire ship sail.

These seemingly harsh words and judgments serve a purpose because they are all about what 
attorneys need to do when they are looking for jobs. Law firms and attorneys making hiring 
decisions respect attorneys who want to play the game at a high level. In fact, the law school an 
attorney went to or the grades he or she received there cease to be all that important after an 
attorney has been out of law school for a few years. At this point, law firms become more interested 
in what sort of work an attorney is doing, an attorney’s desire to do work at a high level, and an 
attorney’s ability to motivate those around him or her. The system works best when the players are 
motivated and want everything possible from their careers.

•	 See 10 Factors That Matter to Big Firms More Than Where You Went to Law School: 
Why the Law School You Went to Ultimately Does Not Matter as Much as You Think It 
Does to Major Law Firms for more information.

http://www.lawcrossing.com/jobs/jt-attorney-q-in-house-counsel-jobs.html
http://www.lawcrossing.com/jobs/jt-attorney-q-government-attorney-jobs.html
http://www.lawcrossing.com/article/900042904/60-Nontraditional-Jobs-You-Can-Do-with-a-Law-Degree-and-Should-Strongly-Consider-Doing/
http://www.lawcrossing.com/article/900042904/60-Nontraditional-Jobs-You-Can-Do-with-a-Law-Degree-and-Should-Strongly-Consider-Doing/
http://www.bcgsearch.com/article/900045115/Why-Going-In-house-is-Often-the-Worst-Decision-a-Good-Attorney-Can-Ever-Make/
http://www.bcgsearch.com/article/900044911/10-Factors-That-Matter-to-Big-Firms-More-Than-Where-You-Went-to-Law-School-Why-the-Law-School-You-Went-to-Ultimately-Does-Not-Matter-as-Much-as-You-Think-It-Does-to-Major-Law-Firms/
http://www.bcgsearch.com/article/900044911/10-Factors-That-Matter-to-Big-Firms-More-Than-Where-You-Went-to-Law-School-Why-the-Law-School-You-Went-to-Ultimately-Does-Not-Matter-as-Much-as-You-Think-It-Does-to-Major-Law-Firms/
http://www.bcgsearch.com/article/900044911/10-Factors-That-Matter-to-Big-Firms-More-Than-Where-You-Went-to-Law-School-Why-the-Law-School-You-Went-to-Ultimately-Does-Not-Matter-as-Much-as-You-Think-It-Does-to-Major-Law-Firms/
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Every year, it is articles about partner compensation that attract the most attention. The money 
that attorneys are paid in the largest law firms is very important—not because of the fun things 
attorneys can buy with the money, but because that money is a yardstick that makes everyone 
more competitive with everyone else. From law students trying to get jobs in the highest paying 
firms to partners wanting to be at the firms with the most money, everyone in the legal system is 
watching these figures because they establish the pecking order and they are the way in which 
prestige is measured. Partner compensation drives the competition among attorneys and firms that 
makes the system work.
 
See this article for more about compensation and bonuses in the top law firms in 2015:

•	 2015 LawCrossing Salary Survey of Lawyer Salaries in Best Law Firms

Fierce competition for jobs, advancement and money are crucial for law firms to be as effective as 
they can be. This competition drives attorneys to work harder, to be more detail oriented, to better 
impress clients with legal skills, to fight harder to bring in business, to fight harder with clients to 
pay bills and to fight harder to get clients to pay as much as possible. In fact, at every step, the 
system is built to do three things. Squeeze the (1) most amount of (2) highest quality work for the 
(3) most money possible. In response, attorneys say things like the following:
 

•	 “The billing rates of the firm are too high to bring in clients, it is impossible.”
•	 “The hours are too much and inhumane.”
•	 “I want a life outside of work.”
•	 “No one here ever makes partner.”
•	 “My clients will not pay the firm’s billing rates.”
•	 “Unless I bring in a company like Toyota as a client, it is not going to matter to the firm.”

These are all statements about the system and the demands the system places upon people 
working inside of law firms. These things are all “standards”, and these high standards are what 
make law firms what they are and generate the best possible work product. Good law firms are 
good law firms because what is acceptable in lesser firms simply would not work there.
 
When attorneys talk about finding boutique law firms and doing other sorts of work, they are generally 
saying that they do not want to be held accountable to the competitive group they are in. The group 
and its standards and the competition has become too much for them. There is nothing wrong with 
this, and this is fine for some attorneys, but the reality is an attorney’s skills begin to deteriorate as 
soon as that attorney stops surrounding him or herself with the most competitive and motivated 
people. This means that the attorney will not be as good of an attorney as he or she was before. The 
best law firms are the best because of the competition that occurs among the people who work there.

http://www.lawcrossing.com/article/900043256/2015-LawCrossing-Salary-Survey-of-Lawyer-Salaries-in-Best-Law-Firms/
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When you try to get into law school you try to get into the best law school you can—not because 
of a certain professor or because the school has a great campus. You try to get into the best 
law school you can because of the sorts of people you will be competing with at the school. The 
students at the best schools will be the most motivated ones. When you are surrounded by the 
best, then your game is likely to improve as well. When you go to the best law firm you can, you do 
so because you are trying to play with people whose game will make yours increase as well. That 
is why, generally speaking, there is so much competition to get into the best law schools and best 
law firms. People want to work with and be around others who will help their games improve. You 
become better at what you do when you play around the best people.
 
See the following articles for more information:

•	 Be Around Those with High Expectations of You
•	 The People You Work and Associate with Can Either Make or Break You
•	 The Dangers of Complacency

The best law firms hire people who are interested in continually raising their game. They want the 
best people and they want the people who are trying to play the game at its highest level. The kinds 
of lateral attorneys law firms are most interested in are the attorneys who may have started out in 
smaller or less prestigious law firms and now are doing everything they can to work in the most 
prestigious law firms. These “rising” attorneys are hungry and motivated to succeed and play at a 
high level. These sorts of people will often do very well in their job searches due to their skills, drive 
and fortitude.
 
Regarding the partners from major law firms I mentioned earlier who are upset they are being 
forced to retire: These people are partners in major law firms precisely because they have the drive 
and motivation to work as hard as they can and want to be surrounded by other competitive people. 
The competitive spirit and the need to be around others who raise their game is what made them 
have successful careers and last so long in the profession. You simply cannot be the best attorney 
you are capable of being if you are not constantly driven to work with the best people, in the most 
competitive environments. These environments—like the Marines—are not for everyone, but they 
produce the best attorneys, who work on the most important matters, for the most important clients, 
for the most money.

Click here to contact Harrison

Our mission is to meet or exceed every attorney’s expectations for their job search 
and ensure they are succeeding and winning with BCG Attorney Search
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