


MaY Mon PoST:  What do you see as the biggest challenges 
facing the philadelphia legal community today?

CarL e. SinGLeY: I don’t think there’s such a thing as the 
Philadelphia legal community. There are several legal communities. 
And I think the challenges that these different entities within those 
communities face are different depending how they fall along 
the spectrum. For example, the bigger law firms have a different 
type of challenge than say the mid-size or the smaller firm. The 
minority and women-owned law firms also have different kinds of 
challenges. The one thing they have in common is trying to figure 
out how to get new clients, or how to serve clients who, because 
of the economy, aren’t able to afford the kind of legal services that 
we sort of took for granted in the past. And in fact, the changes in 
the economic climate are forcing us to revisit the basic business 
model, certainly in the larger law firms. The hourly rate, which has 
sort of been the mainstay for decades in the practice of law, and 
clients who would pay the hourly rates without giving a second 

thought to it now, are looking at different fee 
arrangements. That’s a problem for the larger 
law firms. The smaller firms have always had 
a greater amount of flexibility in terms of 
setting their hourly rates, and as a consequence, 
they don’t have as much of an adjustment to 
make because they’re not carrying as much 
of a huge overhead that the big multi-office 
law firms are carrying, and the big salaries 
for associates and others that they very often 
have some difficulty justifying to clients. So I 
think we need to be rethinking the model for 
the delivery of legal services, figuring out a 
way to do more for clients who can pay you 

less because they’re struggling themselves, and figuring out other 
ways of providing legal services at a lower cost.

Do you have any advice for lawyers in dealing with 
layoffs, activating personnel and networks and finding 
new positions? 
My advice to younger lawyers coming along now is that you ought 
to develop and nurture relationships. Because even during the better 
economic times, people talk about the art of business development. 
Well, if it is an art, there’s a part of it that is science as well, and that is 
maintaining networks and relationships, even if they don’t offer at the 
moment an immediate opportunity to develop issues. So people who 
have not maintained a network of relationships over the last two or 
three years – they’re going to be in a pretty difficult position, because 
everybody is out now trying to network. So I think the business of 
networking, and nurturing, and managing relationships over time is as 
critical now as in other recessions. Other than that, I think people just 
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have to readjust their expectations about whatever goals they have 
and be flexible with those goals, and take a somewhat longer view. 
    As difficult as these economic times may be, relatively speaking, 
the standard of living for most Americans is significantly higher 
than 95 percent of the people in the world. And so while we can 
have a doom-and-gloom attitude, the standard of living for people 
in our country and in our profession is significantly higher. This is 
an opportunity for us to reflect and have a greater appreciation for 
the advantages that we have. You travel to so-called third-world 
countries, under-developing countries, and you see people who 
manage to eke out a living with modest resources. But there seems 
to be joy in their lives, a quality of life, living on one-tenth of per 
capita income. So to the extent that there’s any good in all of this, it’s 
that Americans need to kind of rethink those things that we take for 
granted and have a greater appreciation for the things that we have 
and how other people manage to live decent and fulfilling lives with 
a whole lot less. 

You have a business that provides diversity consulting 
to large corporations, institutions and others. What, in 
your opinion, are the best strategies to attract diverse 
attorneys in law firms?
Diversity, period. People are motivated by self-interest. So in the 
diversity discourse, people speak in terms of the business case for 
diversity. The challenge is to show law firms that there is value 
to having people who bring gender diversity, who bring ethnic 
diversity, and who bring socio-economic diversity. It isn’t just about 
women and minorities, it’s about people who come from blue-collar 
backgrounds, or who come from Kensington, or a West Virginia 
mining town. They bring a very different set of perspectives. 
    Clients want, when you are problem solving for them, to make 
sure that on your side of the table, you have people who bring the 
widest range of ideas and perspectives to problem solving. And that 
people who come from these various backgrounds probably have 
developed a survival ethic and a work ethic that has value in 

and of itself. So the business case really means that if you really want 
your business to be successful and reflect the way that our society 
has changed, then you need to have people who bring a diversity of 
perspectives.

and how do you make firms more diverse? 
It’s not easy, because law firms are not democracies. The formal 
leadership is those folks who show up on the Web site as the chairman 
of the firm, and the managing partner and the practice group heads. 
The effective leadership is really that group of lawyers who have the 
biggest book of business whose names may not show up in a formal 
position, but have a whole lot of impact on the practices and activities 
of the law firm including whether it is committed to diversity. Also 
clients have a role to play in fostering law firm diversity. 

and what can law firms do to attract minority attorneys 
to come work with them, particularly at larger law firms 
or plaintiff law firms? 
I think when we talk about being flexible and readjusting expectations, 
in terms of deciding what it takes to be a very good lawyer, you’ve 
got to get away from traditional metrics. Like whether or not a person 
was in the top of his or her class, whether they went to an Ivy League 
or top law school, whether they had a federal court clerkship or not, 
and really look past – not that those credentials are unimportant, 
they’re clearly important. Sometimes they actually help predict how 
effective people are going to be as lawyers. Sometimes they don’t. 
So you have to expand the evaluative criteria that you use. I don’t 
mean lowering standards, because those standards are artificial to 
begin with. So it’s not this notion that, “oh, you want us to lower 
standards?” That’s nonsense. That’s an excuse to prefer people with a 
certain pedigree, and sometimes a certain ethnic and socio-economic 
background.  But for the most part you need to expand your notions 
of what it takes to be a good lawyer. 

and once a law firm does have minority or diverse 
attorneys, what can you 
do to retain them?
I don’t think they should 
treat diverse and minority 
attorneys, or women attorneys, 
any differently than they treat 
everybody else. First of all, 
major law firms, for the most 
part, are grueling enterprises 
for all first-year associates. 
When folks focus on how 
tough minority women and 
associates have it, remember 
all associates hate it. They hate 
being an associate. Even those 
who make the big bucks, and all 
of the law firms are adjusting 
salaries downward. 
    So probably what law firms 
ought to do is consider re-
thinking how they treat all 
associates. Because whether 
they’re minority, women, black 
or white, associates aren’t as 
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committed as in the past to spending seven, 
eight or nine years becoming a partner. They 
are really using that opportunity to create 
their own situation. And that is a work-life 
balance thing. You can’t expect people who 
want to raise a family to work 60 hours a week 
and then have the option of having a family 
life, which is what they’re entitled to have. 
Law firms need to rethink how they treat 
associates generally, and I think minorities 
and women will be the beneficiaries of that.

In 1987 you established singley & 
associates, which was one of the 
largest minority-owned law firms 
in pennsylvania. What can minority-
owned firms do to thrive, especially 
in this economy?
I think the mistake that small firms make, 
minorities included, is trying to be all 
things to all people. There’s nothing wrong 
with becoming a specialized firm, figuring 
out a few areas of practice that offer the 
potential of decent returns in terms of fees 
and investment of time that doesn’t require 
substantial investment, financially and 
otherwise, and develop expertise in that area. 
Not all small firms ought to try to be experts 
in everything. They ought to form strategic 
alliances. 
    Big firms refer conflict work all the time. 
The big law firms try to be all things to all 
people, and with 300, 400, 500 lawyers, 
they can be. But for small law firms, 
you’re better off picking two or three areas 
and concentrating in those areas. If you 
get clients in the area in which you don’t 
have expertise, develop a relationship or a 
strategic alliance relationship with another 
law firm. And for the same fee, you can sit as 
co-chair. There’s a concern that if I refer the 
work out, the client will never come back. 
But the strategic alliance arrangement would 
allow you to refer work to people who have 
the expertise without you worrying about 
trying to provide that level of service. 

What are your thoughts about race 
relations issues, particularly as they 
relate to philadelphia?  
When it comes to matters of race and 
ethnicity, I’m actually an optimist about it. I 
grew up in Alabama in a small town outside 
of Birmingham. I went to racially segregated 
schools all through high school and went to 
a college that was all black. Until I came 
to law school at Temple in 1968, I never 
sat in a classroom with students who were 
not black, other than a couple of exchange 

students who came to my college. In my 
lifetime, we’ve seen incredible advances in 
the matters of race and ethnicity and gender. 
What comes out of all of this is a recognition 
that people are fundamentally the same, no 
matter where they came from. If you start 
with the perspective that there are good and 
kind souls in all races and ethnic groups, 
there are also jerks and creeps in all ethnic 
groups. You can never tell who is going to 
be what depending on their color or gender. 
My daughters and grandkids don’t have a 
clue about race. They don’t see things in the 
same way that people in my generation did. 
I’m optimistic. 
    Philadelphia has managed to elect three 
black mayors. There are still racially 
segregated neighborhoods by choice in 
all ethnic groups. But for the most part, 
Philadelphia has made incredible progress 
over the past few years. And in the next 
10 or 15 years, race will be relegated to 
the inaccurate artifact that it is. I like the 
phrase ethnically ambiguous. Unless you’re 
dark complexioned like I am, you look at a 
person and you don’t have a clue what their 
background is, unless you ask them. And 
that’s actually a good thing, because nobody 
should start out defining an interaction in a 
conversation based on what they think they 
know about where somebody comes from. 
Evaluate people based on who they are and 
how they interact with you without these 
filters of race and matters like that. 

Have your views on race changed 
much over the years? 
I think so and I think it’s a function of who 
you know and who you interact with. For 
example, I said until I came to law school at 

Temple, I didn’t know any white kids. The 
neighborhood that I grew up in was racially 
segregated and at Temple, I went to school 
with students of different racial backgrounds 
and socio-economic backgrounds. The whole 
value of interacting with people of different 
backgrounds is that if you’re open minded, it 
expands your horizons. And that’s ultimately 
how you get rid of these prejudices and 
biases, is to have people interacting, living 
with, working with, talking, arguing with, 
fighting with, having successes and failures 
with people from different backgrounds. 

You talked about some of your 
passions. Is there anything else we 
can know about you so we have a 
better idea of who you are?
I love biographies and autobiographies. I’ve 
always been a student of history and an avid 
reader of historical materials and historical 
novels, for any number of reasons. In 
biographies, autobiographies and historical 
accounts, you see certain commonalities in 
human nature. The strength and survival of 
the human spirit that you see in these stories 
is something that resonates across time and 
resonates across continents. If I want to be 
inspired, all I have to do is look at different 
people in different places and the adversity 
that they encountered and how resourceful 
people were. That for me fosters a clear 
sense of hope and optimism. In general, I 
think I’m an upbeat and hopeful person who 
is blessed and lucky to be in this place at this 
point in my career. 
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