
Understanding the Intricacies of Law Firm Compensation Models
By Angelie Ala from  Los Angeles Office

SUMMARY:
Law firm compensation models impact attorneys' earning potential, work environment, and career growth.
Compensation structures can range from lockstep—where pay levels are based on seniority—to a merit-
based model, where attorneys earn more based on performance. Hybrid models combine elements of both
and can offer a balanced approach. When considering which law firm to join, it's important to understand its
compensation structure and negotiate a package that works best for you. Knowing the industry trends and
staying informed of changes in law firm compensation models can help ensure your continued success.
QUESTIONS ANSWERED IN THIS ARTICLE
1. What are the different types of law firm compensation models?
The primary types of law firm compensation models are lockstep, eat-what-you-kill, and hybrid.

2. How can understanding the firm's compensation model help me negotiate effectively?
Understanding the firm's compensation model can help you frame your negotiation strategy and set realistic
expectations.

3. What should I consider when negotiating compensation?
When negotiating compensation, you should consider the entire compensation package (base salary,
bonuses, profit sharing, benefits, etc.), your value to the firm, the potential for future earnings, and getting it in
writing.

4. How can I stay informed about changes in law firm compensation models?
Staying informed about changes in law firm compensation models involves understanding current trends and
staying abreast of new developments.

5. What should I consider when choosing a law firm with a compensation model?
When choosing a law firm, you should consider factors such as the firm's culture, dynamics, career
aspirations, and future trends to find a compensation model that aligns well with your personal and
professional goals.
The legal industry is known for its complexity regarding its cases and internal structures and processes. One
such complex aspect is the law firm compensation models. Understanding these models is crucial for a law
student or an attorney looking for job opportunities. This knowledge can be pivotal in choosing the right firm
that aligns with your financial and career growth expectations. In this comprehensive guide, we'll delve into
the intricacies of law firm compensation models, how they differ, and what they mean for you.

1. The Traditional Lockstep Model
The traditional lockstep model is one of the oldest and most well-known law firm compensation models. Its
origins can be traced back to the early days of the legal profession. Here's a more detailed look at the
intricacies of this model:

Seniority-Based Pay: The defining characteristic of the lockstep model is that it rewards seniority. The
longer an attorney has been with the firm, the more they will earn. This tiered system typically starts when an
attorney is hired, with increments applied yearly or bi-yearly.

Equal Partnership Sharing: Once attorneys reach the partner level, their earnings are distributed equally.

  Page 1 WWW.BCGSEARCH.COM  

https://www.bcgsearch.com/Legal-Recruiter/74/Angelie-Ala/
https://www.bcgsearch.com/offices-2/legal-recruiter-California-Los-Angeles.php
https://www.bcgsearch.com/article/900054585/The-Cravath-Scale-A-Benchmark-in-Legal-Profession-Compensation/
https://www.bcgsearch.com/


This means that all partners in the firm share the firm's profits equally, regardless of their individual
performance or client roster.

Collaborative Environment: By separating compensation from individual performance, the lockstep model
fosters a collaborative work environment. Attorneys are incentivized to work together for the firm's good rather
than competing against each other for billable hours or clients.

Promotes Loyalty: The promise of steady, predictable pay increases can encourage attorneys to stay with
the firm longer, fostering loyalty and reducing turnover.

Let's take a look at a sample scenario to better understand the lockstep model in practice:

Scenario: An attorney joins a law firm fresh out of law school. In their first year, they earn a base salary,
which is the same for all first-year associates at the firm. As they continue to work at the firm, their salary
increases yearly according to a set schedule. After several years, they make partners. At this point, they
begin to share equally in the firm's profits with the other partners, regardless of the number of cases they
handle or the clients they bring in. Their compensation continues to increase as they gain seniority within the
partnership.

While this model is less common in today's legal industry, it continues to be used by some prestigious law
firms. If you value stability, collaboration, and predictability in your compensation, a firm that uses the
traditional lockstep model might be a good fit for you.

2. The Modified Lockstep Model
The modified lockstep model has emerged as an evolution of the traditional lockstep model. It aims to
balance the benefits of seniority-based pay with the desire to reward high-performing attorneys. Below, we
break down the key features of this compensation model:

Combination of Seniority and Merit: Like the traditional lockstep model, the modified version provides a
base pay that increases with seniority. However, it adds an element of merit-based pay, allowing high-
performing attorneys to earn more.

Performance-Based Bonuses: High-performing attorneys can earn bonuses based on their performance.
Performance metrics might include billable hours, the number of clients brought to the firm, and the revenue
generated by these clients.

Collaborative yet Competitive: The modified lockstep model tries to balance fostering a collaborative
environment and incentivizing high performance. While base pay is still tied to seniority, the possibility of
earning additional compensation creates a competitive edge.

Retaining High Performers: By providing a path for high performers to increase their earnings, this model
aims to retain top talent within the firm.

Here's a sample scenario to illustrate how the modified lockstep model might work in practice:

Scenario: An attorney joins a law firm as a new associate. Like the traditional lockstep model, they earn a
base salary that increases yearly according to a set schedule. However, in addition to this base pay, the
attorney also has the opportunity to earn bonuses. These bonuses are based on various performance
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metrics, such as the number of billable hours they work, the revenue they generate for the firm, or the number
of new clients they bring in. As they advance in their career and become partners, the compensation still
increases with seniority. However, high-performing partners can earn additional bonuses, fostering a sense
of healthy competition among partners.

This modified model is becoming increasingly popular among law firms as it combines the best aspects of
the traditional lockstep model (collaboration and loyalty) with the advantages of merit-based pay (rewarding
high performance). As an attorney, if you thrive in a competitive environment and appreciate the stability of a
seniority-based salary, a firm using a modified lockstep model may be a good match.

3. Eat-What-You-Kill Model
The 'Eat-What-You-Kill' model is a significant departure from the cooperative ethos of the lockstep models.
The primary focus here is on individual performance and revenue generation. Here's a detailed breakdown
of this compensation model:

Direct Reward for Performance: In the 'Eat-What-You-Kill' model, attorneys' earnings are directly tied to the
revenue they generate for the firm. The more billable hours an attorney clocks, and the more clients they
secure, the higher their compensation.

Entrepreneurial Approach: This model encourages attorneys to take an entrepreneurial approach. They run
their own business within the firm, and their earnings are tied directly to their success in this venture.

High-Risk, High-Reward: The 'Eat-What-You-Kill' model can be extremely lucrative for high-performing
attorneys. However, it also carries a higher risk, as low performers may earn significantly less.

Competitive Environment: This model fosters a highly competitive environment, as attorneys effectively
compete against each other for clients and billable hours.

Here's a hypothetical scenario to illustrate how this model works in practice:

Scenario: An experienced attorney joins a law firm that operates on an 'Eat-What-You-Kill' model. This
attorney brings with them a significant roster of clients. The revenue they generate from these clients goes
directly to their compensation. Additionally, the more billable hours they clock, the higher their earnings. In a
particularly successful year, they secure a few high-profile clients, significantly increasing their
compensation. However, if they were to lose some clients or fail to secure new ones, their earnings could
decrease accordingly.

The 'Eat-What-You-Kill' model might be suitable for highly motivated, competitive, and confident in their
ability to generate substantial revenue. If you thrive on competition and have a robust client base, this model
might offer the financial rewards you want. However, it's worth noting that the pressure to constantly perform
can create a high-stress work environment.

4. The Merit-Based Model
The merit-based model of compensation is another performance-oriented model that can be found in some
law firms. This model aims to directly reward an attorney's contributions to the firm. Here's a closer look at the
characteristics of this model:
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Performance Metrics: Under a merit-based model, compensation is based on defined performance metrics.
These can include billable hours, revenue generated, client satisfaction scores, or contributions to the firm's
strategic goals.

Recognition of Individual Contribution: This model allows firms to directly reward the attorneys who
contribute the most to their success. High performers can earn significantly more than their peers.

Encourages High Performance: Earning more by performing better can be a powerful motivator. This model
encourages attorneys to constantly strive to improve their performance.

Transparent and Fair: When the performance metrics are clearly defined and consistently applied, a merit-
based model can be seen as a fair way of distributing compensation.

Let's look at a sample scenario to better understand the merit-based model:

Scenario: An attorney who follows a merit-based compensation model works in a law firm. The firm has
clearly defined metrics for performance, including billable hours, revenue generated, client acquisition, and
overall contribution to the firm's success. This attorney works hard, consistently clocks high billable hours,
and successfully acquires a few significant clients for the firm. At the end of the year, the attorney's
performance is evaluated based on these metrics, and they receive a substantial bonus on top of their base
salary as a reward for their high performance.

The merit-based model could be a good fit for attorneys who are confident in their abilities and like their
efforts being directly rewarded. However, the success of this model heavily depends on the firm's ability to
establish clear, fair, and measurable performance metrics. If poorly implemented, it can lead to perceptions of
bias or favoritism, potentially causing dissatisfaction and conflict within the firm.

5. The Hybrid Model
As its name suggests, the hybrid model combines elements of the other models. It allows firms to tailor their
compensation system to fit their needs and values. Here's a more detailed look at the hybrid model:

Combination of Models: A hybrid model might include aspects of lockstep, merit-based, and eat-what-you-
kill models. For example, a firm might offer a base pay that increases with seniority (lockstep), with the
opportunity for bonuses based on performance metrics (merit-based), and additional compensation for
attorneys who bring in substantial new business (eat-what-you-kill).

Flexible and Adaptable: The major advantage of a hybrid model is its flexibility. It allows a firm to adapt its
compensation system as needed to incentivize desired behaviors and align with the firm's strategic goals.

Balanced Incentives: By combining elements of other models, a hybrid model can balance the need for
collaboration, fair compensation, and high performance. It provides opportunities for both teamwork and
individual achievement to be rewarded.

Here's a hypothetical scenario illustrating how a hybrid model might work in practice:

Scenario: An attorney works at a firm that uses a hybrid compensation model. The firm provides a yearly
base salary, similar to the lockstep model. However, performance bonuses are also available based on
billable hours, client acquisition, and other metrics, similar to a merit-based model. Additionally, attorneys
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can earn a percentage of their revenue from new clients, like in the eat-what-you-kill model.

The attorney has had a productive year. They work diligently, clocking many billable hours and bringing in a
major new client for the firm. Their base salary increases with their seniority, they earn a substantial
performance bonus, and they receive additional compensation for the new client they secured. This results in
higher overall compensation than they would receive under a purely lockstep, merit-based, or eat-what-you-
kill model.

A hybrid model can be attractive for attorneys who appreciate the stability of a lockstep model but also want
their achievements to be rewarded. However, the specifics of a hybrid model can vary widely from one firm to
another, so it's crucial to understand the details of a firm's compensation system when considering job offers.

See Related Articles:

The Cravath Scale: A Benchmark
in Legal Profession Compensation
Big Law Salaries
BigLaw Firm's Salaries and Bonus
Scale
Everything You Ever Wanted to Know about Law Firm Compensation
Plans

Impact on Firm Culture and Dynamics
The compensation model that a law firm chooses can profoundly impact its culture and dynamics. The way
attorneys are rewarded can influence their behavior, their relationships with each other, and their level of
commitment to the firm. Here's how each model can shape the firm culture:

Lockstep Model: This model fosters a collaborative and loyal culture as all lawyers are incentivized to
contribute towards the firm's overall success. As the compensation isn't tied to individual performance, it
reduces competition among colleagues and promotes a more cooperative work environment.

Modified Lockstep Model: This model encourages a healthy balance between cooperation and competition.
As the base salary increases with seniority, it still fosters loyalty and cooperation. However, introducing
performance-based bonuses also encourages individual attorneys to strive for high performance.

Eat-What-You-Kill Model: This model creates a highly competitive environment. As attorneys are primarily
compensated based on their revenue generation, they're incentivized to compete with each other for clients
and billable hours. This can lead to a more entrepreneurial, but also more stressful, work environment.
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Merit-Based Model: This model also promotes a competitive culture, focusing on achieving specific
performance goals. As the compensation is tied to clear and measurable metrics, it encourages transparency
and a sense of fair play as long as the metrics are applied consistently.

Hybrid Model: The impact of a hybrid model on firm culture largely depends on which elements are
combined. It allows the firm to create a balanced culture that promotes teamwork and individual
achievement, depending on how the elements are weighted.

Attorneys need to consider these cultural implications when choosing a law firm. Different individuals thrive
in different environments. Some might prefer the camaraderie and mutual support of a lockstep model, while
others might be attracted to the high-stakes competition of an eat-what-you-kill model. By understanding the
correlation between compensation models and firm culture, you can choose a firm that compensates you
fairly and aligns with your work style and professional values.

Negotiating Compensation
Negotiating compensation is a critical step when joining a law firm. Your starting salary can set the baseline
for future earnings, so negotiating effectively is essential. Here's a closer look at how to approach this
process:

Understand the Model: Before effectively negotiating, you need to understand the firm's compensation
model. Does it reward seniority, performance, or a combination of both? Understanding the model can help
you frame your negotiation strategy and set realistic expectations.

Highlight Your Value: Be prepared to articulate your value to the firm. This might involve highlighting your
skills, past achievements, client relationships, and potential contributions to the firm's success. The more
value you can demonstrate, the stronger your negotiating position will be.

Consider Total Compensation: Remember that compensation isn't just about base salary. It can also
include bonuses, profit sharing, benefits, and other perks. Be sure to consider the entire compensation
package in your negotiations.

Plan for the Future: Consider what you will earn immediately and the potential for future earnings. This
might involve understanding the firm's schedule for pay increases and promotions in a lockstep model. In a
performance-based model, consider the metrics for earning bonuses and the potential for increasing your
earnings through high performance.

Get it in Writing: Once you've reached an agreement, ensure it's recorded in writing. This will help avoid
misunderstandings or disputes down the line.

Here's a hypothetical scenario illustrating how to negotiate compensation:

Scenario: An attorney is joining a law firm that uses a hybrid compensation model. They have a few years of
experience and a strong track record of performance. During the negotiation, they highlight their past
achievements, including their high billable hours and the significant clients they've worked with. They also
outline their plans for contributing to the firm's success, such as strategies for acquiring new clients.

The attorney doesn't just negotiate their base salary. They also discuss their bonus structure, outlining their
expectations based on their projected performance. They negotiate a schedule for assessing their
performance and determining bonuses, ensuring a clear path for increasing their earnings.
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Finally, they get the agreed compensation package in writing, clearly outlining all agreement elements. This
way, the attorney and the firm understand the compensation structure and expectations.

Negotiating compensation can be complex, but it's crucial to establishing a successful and satisfying
relationship with a law firm. By understanding the firm's compensation model, demonstrating your value, and
advocating for yourself effectively, you can secure a compensation package that fairly rewards your skills and
contributions.

The Future of Law Firm Compensation
The legal industry constantly evolves, and law firm compensation models are no exception. More firms are
moving towards hybrid and merit-based models to balance collaboration and competition.

Furthermore, there is increasing recognition of the need to reward non-billable contributions, such as
business development and mentorship roles, which were often overlooked in traditional compensation
models.

As you embark on your legal career, stay informed about these trends to navigate the evolving landscape
successfully.

Conclusion
In conclusion, law firm compensation models can seem complex, but understanding them is key to making
informed career decisions. These models directly impact your potential earnings, work environment, and
career growth. As the legal industry evolves, staying abreast of these changes can help you stay competitive
and make strategic career moves.

By considering factors such as firm culture, dynamics, career aspirations, and future trends, you can find a
law firm compensation model that aligns well with your personal and professional goals.

  Page 7 WWW.BCGSEARCH.COM  

https://www.bcgsearch.com/article/900047556/Everything-You-Ever-Wanted-to-Know-About-Law-Firm-Compensation-Plans/
https://www.bcgsearch.com/article/61589/Compensation-Issues/
https://www.bcgsearch.com/

	1. The Traditional Lockstep Model
	2. The Modified Lockstep Model
	3. Eat-What-You-Kill Model
	4. The Merit-Based Model
	5. The Hybrid Model
	Negotiating Compensation
	The Future of Law Firm Compensation
	Conclusion

