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THE STANDARD IN ATTORNEY SEARCH AND PLACEMENT

Why You Can Never Stop Practicing Law for More 
Than a Few Weeks Once You Start
Summary: This is a must-read article for any attorney who is considering taking an extended 
leave of absence from the practice of law. This article discusses how firms view extended leaves, 
the potential ramifications of such leaves on an attorney’s career, and the factors firms will use to 
evaluate whether to hire you when and if you want to return to the legal profession.
 
Are you an attorney who daydreams about “taking time off” from the practice of law? Do you think 
you can go somewhere and “decompress” or “get perspective” or simply “take a break” and then 
come back when you feel like it? More and more, it is becoming common for lawyers to quit their 
law jobs—often very good and prestigious law jobs—and do things like become ski instructors, 
travel through the Far East, start bakeries or write novels.
 
You may not be alone in your musings, but you might be in for a troubled future—financially and 
otherwise—if you follow your fancy. It may turn out that you have the adventure of a lifetime 
or fill a hole in your soul, but the downside is (whether or not these good things happen) in all 
likelihood you will not be welcomed back into the legal profession with open arms when and if 
you decide to return. The legal profession does not look kindly upon people who take extended 
breaks, and I discuss the reasons why in this article. Once you have no longer practiced for a 
major firm for a few months, your odds of getting back in at a high level are severely diminished.

Barring “major life events” such as a helping yourself or a loved one through a serious illness, 
having a baby or dealing with the death of a family member, you should never leave your law job 
for more than your allotted vacation time. Absent such extreme justifications, a practicing attorney 
cannot simply take a hiatus from his or her law practice. Fair or unfair, if you do so you will likely 
find yourself with no chance of ever coming back into the legal profession, let alone to the kind of 
prestigious job you left behind.

At the outset, I note that this article is not geared for attorneys who literally feel at the end of 
their ropes and need to take extended leaves to address basic health, welfare and sanity issues. 
This article is for those attorneys who simply feel they are entitled to “a break” as payback for all 
they have given to their firms in sweat, hours and brainpower, or who just feel—whimsically—like 
doing something else for awhile.

This article discusses the reasons why you should think long and hard before you take an 
extended leave from your current firm (absent a major life event). It also covers the factors firms 
will consider when they evaluate your candidacy in the event you try to come back to the practice 
of law when your hiatus is over.
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Middle-Class Values and How They Relate to the “Law Firm Hiatus” Issue
 
I write a lot about the law as a fundamentally middle-class institution, with middle-class values, 
and this phenomenon accounts for the major reasons firms look askance at people who go off the 
rails and take leaves of absences during their legal careers.

Consider that many lawyers lead fairly conventional lives. They have mortgages, car payments 
and other responsibilities that require them to consistently work hard all their lives. Lawyers 
support families and are dependent upon paychecks in order to maintain certain lifestyles. Most 
lawyers do not have the luxury of simply picking up and leaving the profession. When you add 
paying off student loans—which can exceed $100,000—it is clear that most lawyers are highly 
leveraged and need to work in order to live the lives they lead. Moreover, it is fundamental to the 
middle-class experience that people aspire to work harder and go farther than those that came 
before them. Middle-class people do not rest; they work harder than the rest.

As a consequence, the idea that an attorney would voluntarily choose not to work is something 
that most other attorneys and law firm managers cannot wrap their heads around. It just does 
not make sense. That is why, as discussed below, when someone within the legal profession 
(such as a hiring partner) is confronted with the resume of someone who has gone “off-course” 
and taken an extended leave, the person looking at the resume will not understand it and will 
reach for any possible explanation that makes sense. Generally these explanations are not 
favorable to the leave-taker and involve thinking the leave-taker must have been fired, must have 
psychological issues, must not be committed to the law or to a middle-class system of values, or 
must be unskilled and unmotivated to keep up his or her skills.

Deeply embedded in the psyches of most attorneys is the idea that working for others, and 
especially working hard for others, confers value in the eyes of the world. This is why most 
attorneys believe that “taking a hiatus” will diminish their value in the eyes of his or her peers and 
the larger world. Most attorneys simply do not want to be judged poorly by others for voluntarily 
choosing to take significant time off from the practice of law.

Class-based analysis may make some people uncomfortable, but the fact is that it does exist. I 
have even argued that the upper-class and lower-class in America are more like each other than 
either are like the middle-class. This is because the upper- and lower-classes typically do not 
care what others think about them. The middle class, in contrast, is defined by what others think 
of them, including what kind of neighborhood they live in and what type of car they drive, whether 
they went to college, where they went to college, and so forth. Similarly, in the legal profession, 
lawyers have a tremendous amount of concern for falling within the parameters of what is 
expected of them. One thing that is decidedly not expected of them is that they will just get up 
and leave the practice of law.
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• See Why Upper and Lower Class Attorneys Rarely Succeed in Law Firms: How Race 
and Class Often Hinder Law Firm Success for more information.

 
Why You Should Not Take a Hiatus from Your Current Firm
 
1. Future Firms Will Think You Got Fired.

Chances are, sooner or later, you will get tired of your hiatus and wish to return to a normal job 
with a stable paycheck that offers you all the respectability and perks of a middle-class life. But if 
you have a big gap on your resume, law firms will think you got fired from your last firm or were 
asked to leave and they will pass you over with barely a second look. Law firms are businesses 
with important clients to service and an endless parade of qualified applicants to do the work they 
need doing. Why would they select someone they assume was fired over another attorney with 
great qualifications and an earnest do-what-it-takes attitude?

2. Future Firms Will Think You Have Psychological Issues.

Along with the “he or she must have gotten fired” line of thinking, potential future employers will 
think “or maybe he or she has psychological issues.” Either way, you are not going to be viewed 
in a positive light. From the perspective of a law firm, an attorney would have to have a serious 
defect (mental or otherwise) to simply throw away all of the promise of a solid place in the legal 
profession.

3. Future Firms Will Think That Your Law Job and Firm Will Not Be Your All-Consuming 
Focus.

Lawyers are generally extremely competitive by nature. They compete for everything – from 
getting into good law schools, to getting good grades, to getting good jobs, to getting good 
assignments at good jobs, to getting better clients and a bigger share of partnership profits. In 
order to thrive in such a competitive environment, a lawyer needs to care very much about his or 
her reputation and rank vis-à-vis competitors. Once someone “drops out of the race,” this shows 
others that the dropout does not really care about winning anymore and this lack of a competitive 
edge is considered a detriment by law firms.

If you eliminate yourself from competition—even for a little while—the message you send 
to others is that the law is not your number-one priority. You do not really care anymore if 
you win, lose or draw. What kind of client wants a lawyer like that? Law firms may talk about 
collegial environments, reduced hours, and quality of life issues, but the reality is that every 
firm expects you to have utter commitment and dedication to the firm and its clients. Firms 
expect you to win.
 

http://www.bcgsearch.com/article/900045952/The-Unexamined-Crisis-of-Race-Social-Class-and-the-American-Law-Firm/
http://www.bcgsearch.com/article/900045952/The-Unexamined-Crisis-of-Race-Social-Class-and-the-American-Law-Firm/
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See the following articles for more information:

• Why You Should Work Weekends and Holidays
• Try as Hard as You Can

 
4. Future Firms Will Think Your Skills Have Deteriorated.

The legal mind is like an athletic body. It will atrophy and whither away if it is not constantly 
utilized and challenged. Whatever you are doing during your hiatus, if it is not the same kind 
of complex legal work you left behind, then it is dulling and not sharpening the mind you 
need to excel as a lawyer. Even if you cannot appreciate your intellectual deficiencies, those 
around you will and law firms will no longer feel confident entrusting you with the work of their 
important clients.
 
Factors Firms Consider in Evaluating Your Candidacy after You Have Taken an Extended 
Leave of Absence
 
1. Does the Firm Accept the Reasons You Have Given for Your Hiatus?

There are “major life event” reasons that firms consider acceptable for taking extended leaves of 
absence, which have already been discussed. The best reasons for taking such leaves generally 
involve issues that are beyond an attorney’s immediate control and do not reflect on the day-
to-day commitment of the attorney. If you faced such a situation, and took a leave as a result, 
you should clearly explain the nature and circumstances to any future employers. You will need 
to address the implicit concerns of the new firm—that you were not fired, that you are of sound 
mind, that you are committed and that your skills are fresh and up-to-date. If the firm accepts 
your reasons then you might be in luck and get a pass back into the profession.
 
See the following articles for more information:

• Taking Time Off From Practicing Law: How Will It Impact Your Future Marketability?
• Taking a Hiatus from Practicing Law

 
2. Will You Likely Be Stable in Your Next Position?

Potential firms also will consider your likely stability. The fact that you left the law for a time indicates 
instability to potential employers. But if you practiced for a long time and amassed a strong record of 
consistent achievement prior to your hiatus, you might be able to convince a potential firm that the 
hiatus was an aberration in an otherwise very stable and promising legal career.

http://www.hb.org/why-you-should-work-weekends-and-holidays/
http://www.hb.org/try-as-hard-as-you-can/
http://www.bcgsearch.com/article/900041672/Taking-Time-Off-From-Practicing-Law-How-Will-It-Impact-Your-Future-Marketability/
http://www.bcgsearch.com/article/60612/Taking-a-hiatus-from-practicing-law/
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Moreover, you can demonstrate stability in other ways. For example, you can show that you have 
never changed jobs before and have a track record of staying in positions for long periods of 
time. You can also show that you have put down roots and invested in stability and a future by 
showing how you have gotten married, had children and are involved in various professional and 
nonprofessional groups within your community.

If the firm thinks you will be stable in the future, you might get another chance.

3. What Kind of Experience Do You Have?

Regardless of your reasons for leaving the practice of law, firms will carefully evaluate your 
experience in the event that it can offer them something special and useful. Despite all the 
objections that future firms may have to your hiatus, they are still businesses and will base their 
decisions on the law of supply and demand. For example, firms will more readily overlook an 
extended leave of absence if your practice area is in high demand at the time you want to return. 
Similarly, lawyers who cultivated specialized skills prior to leaving will often get a second look.

Additionally, past experience at a large or well-regarded law firm has value when a firm evaluates 
your resume. Litigators trained at well-regarded trial departments, or structured finance attorneys 
trained at firms with highly respected finance departments, would be likely to raise the interests of 
some firms even after extended leaves of absence.

Finally, an attorney who has taken an extended leave from a large New York firm, for example, 
might get some traction at a smaller firm in the Midwest, where competition is not so heavy and 
where someone with Big Firm training is highly valued.

4. Do You Have Exceptional Educational Qualifications?

For some lucky post-hiatus attorneys, stellar academic credentials can help pave the way for 
a job offer. This is especially true if the attorney has top-notch academic qualifications and 
other plusses such as having significant experience in an in-demand practice area at a well-
respected firm.

If you have truly outstanding educational qualifications, firms will be far more likely to look the other 
way if you took extended time off. Law firms are businesses and are looking to maximize their 
returns on investments. An attorney with a good record at a top law school is someone the firm can 
use to market to its clients (and get more business). Moreover, other attorneys at the firm will feel 
good about the level of educational accomplishment possessed by fellow attorneys, and this helps 
heighten overall morale. Nevertheless, if the firm is under the impression that you are likely to leave 
again the firm will be unlikely to hire you regardless of your academic qualifications.
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Interestingly, out of all the attorneys we see who take extended, self-imposed hiatuses from the 
practice of law, a majority of them have some of the absolute best educational qualifications 
imaginable. It is our opinion that these same attorneys may be under the impression that due to 
their outstanding educational qualifications they are virtually invincible when it comes to getting 
a job with an important law firm. This line of thinking is quite arrogant and, quite frankly, wrong. 
Firms are businesses and everybody in them is expected to play by the rules, including those 
with spectacular qualifications.

A related point is that success in an academic setting does not necessarily translate into success 
in a law firm environment. Indeed, some levels of academic success may actually hurt your level 
of achievement in a law firm. We often see young “best and brightest” attorneys coming out of 
elite liberal academic institutions—the same law schools that often teach anti-establishment 
points of view in some matters—getting overshadowed by attorneys from second- and third-tier 
law schools who may not be as intelligent, but have a single-minded obsession with legal practice 
and do not share the arrogance that they are somehow above the rules of the law firm world.
 

Conclusions
 
Taking a hiatus from the practice of law is a risky proposition. There are many reasons for taking 
an extended leave of absence that are considered legitimate to a law firm, but those are the 
exception and not the rule. Before you decide to give notice at your current firm, you need to 
think through this very carefully. The decision you make could have long-lasting and significant 
consequences on your career.
 
See the following articles for more information:

• Why You Should Quit Practicing Law
• Why You Should (and Should Not) Quit the Practice of Law

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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