
36   the philadelphia lawyer   Summer 2018

As summer approaches, I invite you to engage in a 
very deliberate, three-step exercise of professional self-
reflection.

First, several caveats, starting with what this exercise is 
not intended to do. It is not intended to address the singular 
desire for a higher salary. It covers much more than financial 
considerations. It is also not intended for an associate who 
is aware, by way of a formal evaluation or otherwise, that 
his or her work does not meet firm standards. That issue 
requires individualized attention. 

Another caveat: this exercise takes time. It can be a 
weekend afternoon, an evening without Netflix or any 

time that works best for your schedule. Free yourself of 
obligations. Close your office or bedroom door, or head to 
a quiet coffee shop or park. Turn off your phone. Open your 
laptop or take out a pristine legal pad and your favorite pen. 
You are ready to go.  

STEP NO. 1:  

MAKE A LIST OF ALL THE GOOD THINGS ABOUT 

THE PLACE WHERE YOU WORK.

List the perks, large and small, that you currently enjoy 
at work and articulate what they do for you. This list should 
include minor things, like ordering your favorite supplies 

Law offices can be stressful, competitive places. If you work as an associate at one, you are likely 
juggling a lot of tasks right now: staying on top of emerging issues in your practice area to 
demonstrate your dedication; developing strong relationships with partners and clients; delivering 

work product that reflects excellent research and writing skills; billing enough hours to be impressive 
while at the same time working efficiently; and getting yourself “out there” by way of CLE panels, board 
memberships, local politics or blog posts. But the most fundamental task associates face is figuring out 
whether they are where they want to be. 

ARE YOU 
WHERE YOU WANT TO BE?

Three Steps to Assessing and 
Directing Your Professional Path

By Patricia A. Daly



the philadelphia lawyer   Summer 2018 37

whenever you want.  It should also include significant things, 
like the opportunity to work on the kinds of matters that you 
choose. 

The term “perk” is a broad one here, and need not be 
employer-given. If you like that your office is within walking 
distance of your apartment, that’s a perk. If you work on the 
side of town that you love to explore at lunch time, that’s a 
perk. Great proximity to your childcare provider? Perk. 

You will be able to identify easily those perks that your 
firm is known for, like an excellent 
training program, a thoughtful mentor 
matching process or access to legal 
resources that make your work easier. 

Be sure to include lifestyle perks 
like flex time, working remotely or 
even just a casual dress code. 

List financial perks beyond your 
salary and any bonuses: meals, car 
service, tickets to sporting events 
and concerts, free parking or public 
transportation subsidies. Think of 
everything you don’t pay for because 
the firm does. 

List “physical plant” perks that 
you appreciate, like nice office space, 
high-quality tech equipment, beautiful 
art work, excellent coffee. If you really 
like it, write it down. 

Finally, list those perks that are 
not easily categorized. These are 
the people who, when you examine 
things closely, make you feel good 
about where you work. Think beyond the office superstars, 
the lawyers whose work and reputations are well regarded and 
rightly so. While their presence in your workplace may be a 
point of pride, take a look around at others you admire and 
value. Maybe you appreciate the fact that you can pop into the 
office of a certain partner whose open-door policy has helped 
you tremendously this last year. Is there an associate in your 
department who you look forward to chatting up each morning 

because his or her sense of humor puts you in a great mood? Is 
your department chair eminently fair or especially thoughtful 
or so creative that it’s inspiring? For our purposes here, all 
these people are perks. They contribute to the positive nature 
of your work day. Jot down their names.

You have just created your “What I’ve Got” list. Reread it a 
couple times. 

This list demonstrates the things you appreciate in your 
professional life. It says a lot about you. It reflects the beneficial 

aspects of your work, the things that 
please you and are now part of your 
professional identity. While the length 
of this list matters, the content is far 
more important. What items on this 
list would not appear if you worked 
somewhere else? Do you view those 
things as replaceable? If so, what 
would you trade for them? 

This list is not designed to make you 
stay on at your current job or look for a 
new one. You might conclude that this 
list proves your firm is the right fit for 
you. Or you might decide that many 
of the things on this list would apply 
at any number of other firms. Maybe 
this is your professional checklist, to 
be used if/when you consider to search 
for a new position. 

No matter what you glean from the 
list you just made, it is crucial to have 
made it. You have precisely articulated 
the things you value at work. It is the 

best perspective from which to look forward.
STEP NO. 2:  

MAKE A LIST OF THE CHANGES YOU WANT  

TO MAKE FOR YOURSELF AT YOUR FIRM.

What’s missing for you here? Write down all the changes 
you would make if you could do so right now. Be realistic and 
be thorough. Include small things as well as significant ones. 

Think beyond the 
office superstars, the 
lawyers whose work 
and reputations are 
well regarded and 

rightly so. While their 
presence in your 

workplace may be a 
point of pride, take a 
look around at others 
you admire and value.
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Do you want a different office? Do you want more access to 
the paralegals in your department? Do you want to work with 
a specific group or on a specific case? Do you want to attend 
a week-long seminar in another part of the country? Do you 
want direction on how to prioritize assignments from different 
supervisors? Do you want to work from home once a month? 
Do you want more feedback on or help with your writing? Do 
you want to be assigned to a certain firm committee? Removed 
from a committee? Do you want to meet the clients in the case 
you have been working on for the last few months? Do you 
want to use a new software program that will make discovery 

tracking much more efficient if only the lead partner would 
allow it?  Write it all down. 

Once you have your list of changes, put them in order of 
importance to you. 

This is your “What I’d Like” list. It prompts you to set out 
some of your professional goals. It forces you to think about 
what you really want at this job.  

This list is a lesson in priorities. Some associates have no 
problem setting out what they’d like to change at work, but 
are stumped when it comes to putting those things in order of 
importance. Unless your list is a series of minor goals (on-site 

Some associates have no problem setting out what they’d like to 
change at work, but are stumped when it comes to putting those 

things in order of importance.
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yoga at lunch), it is essential that you prioritize them. Focusing 
your energy on a secondary goal while neglecting a primary 
one is not the best use of your time.

Hopefully, the very act of creating this list has prompted 
you to think about things you haven’t considered before. 
If you haven’t developed this list with a mind wide-open to 
possibilities, go back and revise it.   

STEP NO. 3:  

TAKE YOUR “WHAT I’D LIKE” LIST AND  

FLESH IT OUT.

For each item on your list, briefly answer the following three 
questions: 

•  Who at work can help me accomplish this?  
•  Whose approval do I need to make this happen?
•  What single action can I take toward getting this done?
This step is intended to make you think about what you can 

do to move forward. It reflects your understanding of your 
workplace. It focuses on the level of support you perceive and 
the opportunity for growth you envision. It encourages you to 
be self-aware, self-reliant and accountable, all things that make 
for a very successful lawyer. 

Take a close look at your answers. Were you able to respond 
to all questions or are there some blanks? Do you know who 
to go to for help at work? Might you already have the help 
you need? Are you familiar with firm protocol, hierarchy and 
decision-making? Can you see a path to where you want to go? 

Your inability to answer some of the questions does not 
mean your job isn’t right for you any more than your ability 
to answer all of them means you are in the perfect place. It’s 
not that simple. But there are plenty of takeaways for you here. 
You might realize that you need to learn about key management 
policies at your office. It might be that an item on your list can 
be taken care of next month, next week or tomorrow afternoon. 
You might be prompted to discuss your ideas with your fellow 
associates. Perhaps you’ll seek out a lunch date with your 
mentor or request some time to talk with a supervisor about a 
specific matter. 

Regardless of what step No. 3 reveals to you, you have done 
yourself a huge service in setting out an initial path, your own 
path, to directing your professional life.

You’re finished. Or are you? Well, you are through with the 
three steps, at least. Whether you turn them into action items 
now is your decision. Whatever you decide, hold on to the 
lists you’ve made and the answers you’ve given. Look at them 
again in three or six months. Add to, delete or revise them as 
appropriate. Use them as a working draft for your professional 
path. They can help you decide if you are where you want  
to be. 

Patricia A. Daly (pat@workbestlegal.com) is a principal at 
WorkBest Legal. 
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