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An expert Q&A with senior law firm partners providing advice for new partners. Practical Law’s 
Jessica Cherry asked several senior law firm partners to address how an attorney’s role changes when 
they become a partner, how to prepare for the transition to partner, the key qualities of successful 
partners, and more.

Being an attorney is hard work. For attorneys at law firms 
who strive to become partners, it is a long and arduous 
road. For the individuals who achieve this goal, the 
accomplishment brings great satisfaction. But for many 
new partners, the satisfaction is accompanied by anxiety 
about whether they will be able to rise to the challenge 
and meet the expectations that come with their new 
title. Jessica Cherry of Practical Law asked several senior 
law firm partners (see Participating Partners) to provide 
guidance for new partners on how to address these 
challenges and thrive in their new role.

This Q&A addresses:

• How an attorney’s role changes when they become a 
partner.

• Steps a senior associate can take to prepare for 
becoming a partner.

• Guidance for associates who are members of 
underrepresented groups who want to become 
partners.

• The various aspects of being a partner at particular law 
firms.

• Strategies for becoming involved in law firm 
management.

• Strategies for succeeding as a rainmaker.

• Strategies for managing and mentoring other attorneys 
and delegating work.

• How the post-pandemic transition to more remote and 
hybrid working impacts the partner role.

• The most important qualities of successful partners.

• How to gain trust of clients and colleagues.

• Advice that senior law firm partners wish they were 
given when they first became partners.

Preparing for the Transition to 
Partner

How does your role within the law firm 
change when you become a partner?
Daniel Glazer, Wilson Sonsini Goodrich & Rosati (WSGR)

It is important to understand the big picture of the law 
firm as a business. Having a firm grasp of your practice 
area and being a strong attorney is not enough. A partner 
must work on strengthening client relationships and 
helping to position the firm within the market. The most 
successful partners ask the question, “How do I help, 
not only myself, but also other partners to succeed?” It 
is essential to embrace the idea that you are part of a 
broader enterprise.

Marla Butler, Thompson Hine LLP (Thompson Hine)

When you are an associate, especially in your earlier years 
of practice, your focus is largely on doing the work that 
has already been brought into the firm, and doing it really 
well. To the extent that you are doing any marketing, it is 
largely internal marketing designed to ensure that others 
give you work to do. By contrast, when you become a 
partner, you are responsible for:

• Maintaining and growing the firm’s business.

• Putting work on others’ plates.
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The professionalism expectations are also higher once 
you become a partner. You become a role model in many 
respects. Whereas corporations tend to have a pyramid 
hierarchy structure, law firms have flatter structures, 
where all partners are perceived as “bosses,” so to speak. 
Partners therefore need to hold themselves to a higher 
standard and exercise excellent judgment both within 
the firm and in interactions with others across the legal 
profession.

Christine Keller, Groom Law Group (Groom)

Our goal at Groom is for the shift to partner to not be 
too dramatic. If you are an effective senior associate or 
of counsel, you are typically already directing a lot of 
your attention outward. Even before becoming a partner, 
you have a lot of client interaction and have generally 
started to build a network of contacts outside the firm. 
However, that responsibility increases even more as you 
move into the partner role, where getting to know existing 
clients and expanding your network (for example, to 
include colleagues in other firms, individuals in charge of 
associations and conferences, publishers, and potential 
clients) becomes even more of a priority.

Additionally, as you move into the partner role, you 
are expected to train, mentor, and delegate work to 
associates. This is a skill that does not develop overnight. 
Fortunately, training, mentoring, and delegating 
effectively are skills that a senior associate or of counsel 
can focus on before becoming a partner and work to 
improve throughout their career. Periodically participating 
in 360 reviews as a partner can help to identify 
opportunities for growth in this area.

A partner may be asked to participate as a leader on a firm 
committee and be responsible for the development and 
achievement of that committee’s goals. For example, we 
have various committees at Groom, all of which provide 
vital services to the firm, including:

• A recruiting committee.

• A professional development committee.

• A “fun” committee.

Showing that you can excel on one of these committees 
may lead to:

• A role as a practice group leader.

• A seat on the firm’s executive committee.

• A role as the firm’s executive principal.

Kyoko Takahashi Lin, Davis Polk & Wardwell LLP (Davis Polk)

When you become a partner at Davis Polk, you become 
an owner of the business. You therefore have a proprietary 
interest in how the firm runs as an enterprise that you do not 
have as an associate. Also, while there are no guarantees, 
you have a greater sense of security and permanence, which 
gives you a longer-term view and motivates you to invest 
even more in your client relationships.

What steps should a senior associate take 
to prepare for a seamless and successful 
transition to partner?
Marla Butler, Thompson Hine

One of the most important things senior associates should 
do is familiarize themselves with law firm economics. It 
is important to understand why your billing rate matters, 
and why your compensation is tied to both the volume, 
and the type, of work you do. While not the only factor, 
how much revenue you bring into the firm, either by 
bringing in new clients or by maintaining and expanding 
work from existing clients, is important and significantly 
impacts your compensation in the long run.

Senior associates should also focus on building and 
maintaining their networks, because when you become 
a partner, generating business is probably the most 
important factor that impacts whether you move up the 
ranks within the firm. It is critical to build a solid network 
of people who can potentially send you work, whether 
within or outside your practice area, well in advance of 
stepping into the partner role.

While I do not think most firms expect someone who 
becomes a partner to generate work immediately, when 
deciding whether to elevate someone to the partner rank, 
they consider whether someone has a rich network and is 
making the kinds of connections that will help them bring 
in business in the future.

Senior associates must also be able to delegate work 
effectively, both to ensure that junior associates get the 
experience they need and, as they step into the partner 
role, to create time for themselves to go outside the firm 
and find new clients.

Daniel Glazer, WSGR

A senior associate should:

• Be comfortable taking a leadership role on matters, 
despite the reality that there is a partner there backing 
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you up. You need to start acting as if the buck stops 
with you.

• Start thinking about how to differentiate your practice 
within the broader legal community in order to create a 
strong reputational brand.

• Learn how to balance billable versus non-billable time 
such as contributing to firm committees and business 
development.

Craig Bitman, Morgan, Lewis & Bockius LLP (Morgan, Lewis)

Senior associates should be thinking about developing a 
network of business referrals. Often, these referrals come 
from former law school classmates and former colleagues. 
That is why it is so important to keep in touch with people 
and always work on building your network of contacts.

Senior associates should also be gaining experience in 
assigning work to other associates and managing teams. 
The ability to do this effectively takes time, so you should 
not wait until you become a partner to start working on it.

It is especially important to seek out opportunities to get 
your name out in the community. There are many ways to 
do this, including:

• Speaking at conferences.

• Joining bar associations and practice area lunch groups.

• Publishing articles on current issues in your practice area.

Can you offer any guidance to associates 
who are members of underrepresented 
groups who want to become partners?
Marla Butler, Thompson Hine

The most important advice I have is to ask for feedback 
regularly. In general, partners and other supervising 
attorneys can find it difficult to candidly tell someone that 
their performance on a project did not meet expectations. 
And it can be even harder for supervisors, especially non-
minority supervisors, to provide that feedback to members 
of underrepresented groups. Supervisors want to be 
perceived as supportive and do not want to be accused of 
treating someone from an underrepresented group more 
harshly than others.

Therefore, to get honest feedback, it is particularly 
important for associates from underrepresented groups 
to ask for feedback very directly. For example, rather than 
asking “Do you have any feedback for me?” associates can 
say, “Tell me two things that you wish I had done better.” 
Through this direct request, the supervising attorney has 
no choice but to provide the associate with something to 

improve on, and it will probably be something that they 
would have told you in the first place if they were being 
completely honest and transparent.

Strategies for Succeeding as a 
Partner

At your firm, what are some key 
expectations of being a partner?
Christine Keller, Groom

Each partner is asked to contribute to the firm in a 
meaningful way. We recognize that every person is 
different and will bring something unique to their role as 
a partner. In addition to consistently providing excellent 
client service (which is a baseline requirement), there are 
many ways in which a partner can contribute, including:

• Obtaining new work from existing clients.

• Establishing new client relationships.

• Developing an area of expertise.

• Taking an active role in firm management.

The mix of how much of these responsibilities one person 
is taking on versus another will not always be the same, 
nor is that required or expected.

Daniel Glazer, WSGR

Partners are expected to contribute to the firm in a variety 
of ways, including:

• Firm management (for example, serving on 
committees).

• Operations (for example, making decisions regarding 
office space).

• Billing (for example, taking the lead on billable 
matters).

• Relationships (for example, building and managing 
client relationships and developing and enhancing the 
firm’s brand).

• Recruiting (that is, attracting the best people to join the 
enterprise).

What strategies can you suggest for 
becoming involved in firm management?
Kyoko Takahashi Lin, Davis Polk

By participating in firm management you add value to 
the firm. It is a good idea to speak with the individuals 
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who supported your candidacy for partner and find out 
how you can help make their lives easier and make the 
firm a better place. There is, however, something to be 
said for taking some time to observe as you transition to 
partner and figure out how you can add the most value. 
It is important to recognize that this is also an important 
time in your practice, as you have a new platform in 
which to embed yourself and make yourself invaluable 
to others. You need to strike the proper balance between 
growing your practice and satisfying firm management 
commitments.

Daniel Glazer, WSGR

Play to your strengths and try to achieve work-life 
alignment. As a partner, there are so many demands on 
your time. If you are going to serve on a committee try to 
find one that compliments what you are trying to build. 
For example, someone with a real estate practice might 
want to get involved in the firm’s leasing of office space, 
whereas someone with an art law practice might want to 
get involved in the décor of the firm. If you are comfortable 
building bridges, a great way to effect that vision is in firm 
management. But it is important to consider how much 
of your time you want to devote to your core practice 
versus management, as both involve a significant time 
commitment.

Marla Butler, Thompson Hine

If your goal is firm management, that is really about 
leadership. So being a good leader, even when you do 
not have a leadership title, is important. You need to 
carry yourself in a way that connotes a leader. It is also 
important to be somebody who others want to be led 
by, and most of us want to be led by someone who is 
compassionate, honest, and loyal.

Can you share any strategies for 
becoming a successful rainmaker?
Christine Keller, Groom

Building relationships outside the firm is important at 
every level. A good starting point is with existing clients 
and law school friends. Joining a group that will bring you 
into regular interaction with the same set of individuals 
is another good way to build relationships over time. 
Inviting people to lunch and firm-sponsored events and 
sharing articles or information are all good ways to form a 
connection. Also, when traveling to another city, meeting 
someone face to face over coffee or a drink after work is a 
nice, low-key way to connect.

Marla Butler, Thompson Hine

The two main components to being a successful 
rainmaker are:

• Bringing in new work.

• Maintaining and growing existing work through strong 
client relationships.

When it comes to bringing in work, my best advice is to 
always have many irons in the fire. Putting all of your eggs 
into one basket is a poor business strategy, and it creates 
tremendous pressure to land that client no matter what.

With respect to maintaining and growing existing 
relationships, doing excellent work is paramount. In fact, 
whether you are a summer associate or a senior partner, 
doing excellent work is really at the core of everything 
attorneys do.

It is also important to find ways to make your clients’ lives 
easier. One way to do that is to consciously try to anticipate 
their questions. I am better able to do that when I have 
built a strong client relationship and understand what 
makes them tick, and what they are likely to be worried 
about. When I am discussing issues with my team, I make 
sure to raise the issues that I believe my clients will be 
most focused on. I am constantly amazed at how many 
questions we are able to anticipate, and therefore have the 
answers ready for them when they ask.

But maintaining positive client relationships is about more 
than business. Having close client relationships is also 
important for your overall well-being because it is extremely 
fulfilling. I recall talking to a client when we had a significant 
motion pending which she was very nervous about because 
the relief the other side was seeking would have been 
hugely disruptive to her business. I was on the phone with 
her talking through strategy and she said to me “My heart 
is racing – what if we lose this?” and I never forgot the way 
I felt at that moment. I was so invested in her success that 
winning that motion for her mattered enormously to me. 
(We did win!) I think clients feel that commitment, and they 
trust you a great deal when they feel that.

Daniel Glazer, WSGR

Seek out an area that is underserved and become the go-to 
expert in that area. This involves the following three steps:

• Identify the problem to be solved, that is, what clients 
need in your area.

• Become the solution to the problem.

• Make it known that you are solving the problem.
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Craig Bitman, Morgan, Lewis

Keep up with personal contacts such as law school and 
college friends. When you are a new partner, it is difficult 
to convince large clients to engage you based on your 
substantive expertise, even if you are the best attorney in 
the market. There is a perception issue for new partners. 
It is therefore important to leverage personal contacts 
whenever possible. Publishing and speaking can also help 
give you legitimacy when you are a new partner.

Can you share any strategies for how 
new partners can effectively manage or 
mentor other attorneys?
Craig Bitman, Morgan, Lewis

Do not forget what it was like to be in their position. 
Empathy goes a long way.

Marla Butler, Thompson Hine

It is very important to be able to give honest feedback. 
Unfortunately, many attorneys struggle to do this well. 
We have a hard time saying, for example, “If you did it 
this way, you would get a better outcome” and explaining 
why. Or if an associate provides you with something on 
Thursday that you asked for by Tuesday, explaining to that 
associate why getting it Tuesday mattered.

Providing regular feedback is also important so that 
associates know where they stand. Unfortunately, I often 
see associates whose work is adequate, but not good 
enough for them to advance to the next level, but no one 
tells them that. Having those honest conversations, while 
sometimes painful in the moment, is the right thing to do 
and in everyone’s best interests in the long run.

Also to be a good manager and mentor, you must know 
and care about the attorney’s full life. Having some 
understanding of someone’s full life gives you context 
around how they are performing. As human beings, we 
are naturally more forgiving of missteps if we understand 
them in the broader context of what else someone is 
dealing with. If someone has a sick parent they are caring 
for, that is going to have an impact on their work, and by 
understanding that, I am going to be in a position to allow 
them some latitude. But if all I know is that someone 
delivered a sub-par brief, when previously their briefs were 
excellent, I am left wondering.

Part of caring about associates’ full lives is finding ways 
to be flexible to make things work for them. For example, 
maybe a talented associate is not meeting expectations 
because the expectations are too high given what is 

going on in the rest of that person’s life. The solution may 
be to bring those expectations down a bit, for example, 
by reducing their billable hour requirement. These 
arrangements can be a win for everyone. The firm retains 
a talented associate who might otherwise leave, and the 
associate is happier because they are no longer struggling 
to meet the firm’s (and life’s) expectations.

Daniel Glazer, WSGR

It is important to go into managing others with the 
attitude that the success of those around you is ultimately 
what makes you successful. Ideally, you will help the 
people you manage succeed to the point where you make 
yourself redundant.

Kyoko Takahashi Lin, Davis Polk

Communication is key. If you are managing a group, it 
is important to communicate your vision for the group 
both within the firm and in the macro environment. When 
managing other attorneys, you must communicate your 
expectations and then support the attorneys so they can 
do the best job they are capable of. An overly laissez-
faire approach can feel like a ship without a rudder, and 
micromanaging can feel heavy-handed. Most importantly, 
you must have your team’s back, as the buck ultimately 
stops with you. 

What are some of the qualities that 
successful partners share?
Kyoko Takahashi Lin, Davis Polk

Successful partners have a vision for themselves, their 
group, their practice, and the firm, and they are able to 
convey that vision and become trusted confidants to their 
clients. They also have a sense of optimism. Being an 
attorney is not an easy job. To be successful, you must 
be able to step back and say, “I am contributing in a 
meaningful way that matters to people, and I am helping 
my clients to execute on their goals and aspirations.” There 
is a spark that comes from appreciating that your skills 
matter and enjoying what you do. If you do not have this 
spark, it will be evident to everyone around you. Before 
embarking on the arduous road to becoming a partner, you 
will want to consider whether or not you have the spark 
that comes from genuinely enjoying what you do.

Craig Bitman, Morgan, Lewis

Successful partners are respected because they treat 
others well. For example, they:

• Consider the views of others, thereby creating an 
environment of inclusion.
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• Lead by example, so that members of their team are 
inspired by their dedication and work ethic.

• Are good mentors, looking for opportunities to help 
others succeed.

Under the large law firm model, not every associate will 
make (or want to make) partner. Many of your colleagues, 
therefore, will end up in-house. If you treat your associates 
with respect and empathy, they are much more likely to have 
positive views toward the firm if they leave and go in-house.

Daniel Glazer, WSGR

Successful partners have a strong belief in, and commitment 
to, the enterprise, and a desire to help others succeed.

Marla Butler, Thompson Hine

Although being an exceptional attorney, whether you are 
a junior associate or a senior partner, is key, the revenue 
generation piece is the real game changer. Many partners 
are extremely talented writers, negotiators, or managers. 
However, if they are unable to bring in new clients or 
maintain or expand existing client relationships, they may 
be frustrated at being unable to move up in the law firm 
hierarchy.

In general, for many reasons, women often find it 
challenging to generate business. There are various 
reasons for this, including that:

• Responsibilities at home still fall disproportionately on 
women, so they are stretched more thinly.

• The culture of business generation tends to be male 
oriented.

I often say to women who are frustrated with where 
they sit in the law firm hierarchy, “If you generate a lot 
of revenue, compensation and power come with that.” 
Maybe we should consider fundamentally changing our 
compensation structures. But in the meantime, we must 
operate within the system we have. Whether that system 
is perfect or not, bringing in business is a key to moving up 
the law firm hierarchy ladder.

Across partner roles, it seems that an 
ability to gain the trust and confidence 
of clients and colleagues is paramount. 
What are the key factors in developing 
this ability?
Christine Keller, Groom

Get to know people! Understand what their priorities 
and goals are and help them to achieve them when you 

can. Explore common interests (both work-related and 
non-work-related) and discuss those when you have an 
opportunity.

Kyoko Takahashi Lin, Davis Polk

It is important to spend time with your clients and really 
listen to them so that you understand their concerns. 
While they may articulate some of their concerns, others 
may be lingering in their minds and you must listen 
carefully in order to bring them out into the open. 

It is also important to remember that while attorneys 
encounter a wide array of complex situations through 
their legal work, clients are the experts when it comes to 
their businesses. The job of outside counsel is to leverage 
the client’s existing capabilities in helpful ways and make 
them look good within their own institutions.

Marla Butler, Thompson Hine

Having client trust is essential – especially because they 
are spread so thin. We think of ourselves as being spread 
thin, but from my experience, many in-house attorneys 
are spread even thinner, which means that they have very 
few opportunities to devote an extended period of time 
to any single matter. They therefore need to trust that 
their outside counsel are watching the details and making 
smart, strategic decisions on their behalf.

To gain your clients’ trust, it helps if you get to know 
people, and let people get to know you, because it is hard 
for people to trust you if they do not know you. Early in 
my career, I used to compartmentalize my personal and 
professional lives. I did not feel like I had permission to 
bring the personal side of me to work. But over time I 
have allowed the personal and professional sides of me 
to blend, and today some of my best friends are people 
I work with, whether it be colleagues or clients. Forming 
those relationships is a great way to gain the trust and 
confidence of others.

Since the pandemic, some law firms have 
adopted a hybrid or remote work model. 
How does this impact the partner role?
Marla Butler, Thompson Hine

When associates are working remotely all or some of the 
time, partners must work harder to build relationships 
with them and gain an understanding of their full life. In 
general, I believe associates are more committed to the 
firm and perform better when they feel that they are part 
of a team, and people feel that they are part of a team 
when they know their team members. It is incumbent 
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upon partners, especially those who lead teams, to find 
and create situations that bring people together.

I am the partner in charge of Thompson Hine’s Atlanta 
office, and I work very closely with our office manager to 
find ways to make people want to come into the office. We 
have office lunches a couple times a month, and people 
enjoy coming in and interacting with each other. It is not 
necessary to wait for the perfect, grand reason to bring 
people into the office. Creating opportunities for people 
to step out from behind their desks and engage with one 
another can be enough. At the same time, everyone –  
partners and associates alike – must seize these 
opportunities to connect on a human level.

Daniel Glazer, WSGR

Building and maintaining relationships with fellow 
partners and supporting the professional development 
of associates requires partners in the post-pandemic 
environment to take a proactive approach. It is often 
no longer possible to rely on the serendipity of chance 
meetings with colleagues in the hallway or over lunch or 
a coffee break. Also, to the extent your team or the firm as 
a whole is looking to encourage colleagues to spend more 
time in the office, partners should look to lead by example, 
especially for the benefit of more junior colleagues who 
are seeking to benefit from the partners’ experience.

Is there any general advice you can share 
that you wish someone had given to you 
when you became a partner?
Christine Keller, Groom

Do not put too much pressure on yourself in the 
beginning. It is exciting to be given the title and 
responsibility of partner but no one expects you to do 
everything differently that first year or even the first five 
years. Enjoy the achievement and lay out a strategy for the 
next five to ten years with clear goals so you can measure 
your progress. Consider working with an outside coach to 
get the benefit of expertise that goes beyond your firm. 

Daniel Glazer, WSGR

There is no single road to becoming good at business 
development and relationship building. However, 
identifying something that is missing in your area and 
becoming the solution is critical.

Kyoko Takahashi Lin, Davis Polk

Becoming a partner is not the be all end all. In fact, it is just 
the beginning. There is a tendency to emphasize making 
partner as grasping the brass ring. When you think in 
terms of a longer time horizon, your perspective changes in 
a way that is beneficial to you, the firm, and your clients.
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