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MYTH 1: WORK/LIFE BALANCE IS A WOMEN’S ISSUE. Nearly half (46%) of
supervised lawyers say they would prefer to work fewer hours in return for less money.*
A study of the graduates of five top law schools found that a nearly equal percentage of
male and female attorneys—around 71%—report work/life conflict.? In the same study,
34% of male graduates cited work/life balance as one of their top three reasons for
selecting their current employer.® Younger men (Gen X, Gen Y, and Millennials) are
more likely to insist on work/life balance than older men. A study of men in their 20’s
and 30’s found that over 70% said they would be willing to take lower salaries in
exchange for more family time.* Men who leave for work/family reasons typically do
not say that that’s why they are leaving.

MYTH 2: LAW FIRMS ARE TRYING HARD, BUT THE PROBLEMS OF RETAINING
WOMEN AND OFFERING WORK/LIFE BALANCE ARE TOO INTRACTABLE. Not so:
When Fulbright & Jaworski, as part of its women’s initiative, adopted key elements of
PAR’s “balanced hours” model, the firm’s retention rate of senior women associates
climbed sharply—from 29% in 2002 to 47% in 2006.° PAR’s “balanced hours” model,
designed to make non-stigmatized work/life balance widely available, is set out in
Solvingsthe Part-Time Puzzle: The Law Firm’s Guide to Balanced Hours, published by
NALP.

MYTH 3: LAW FIRMS LOSE MONEY ON PART-TIMERS. Due to high associate
salaries, many law firms do not start making money until attorneys’ third or fourth year;
by that time two-third of associates have already left. Losing a single associate costs a
law firm between $200,000 and $500,000.” These costs are assumed to be an inevitable
cost of doing business, but in fact they are costs of a particular business model—one that
offers only sky-high salaries and sky-high hours. (For more on costs, see PAR’s “The
Business Case for Balanced Hours,” at www.pardc.org.) Moreover, even if the high costs
of attrition are ignored, law firms make money on part-time attorneys. James Sandman,
former Managing Partner of Arnold & Porter, using standard industry figures, calculated
that a firm’s excess costs for a lawyer working an 80% schedule were $11,000 ($10,000
for rent and $1000 for malpractice insurance). He then calculated that the 80%-time
lawyer would bring in $425,000 and would generate $225,000 in expenses, yielding
nearly $200,000 in profits for the firm. Sandman concluded that the excess costs
associa;ed with part-time are “insignificant” when compared to profits generated by part-
timers.



MYTH 4: YOU CAN TELL WHETHER YOU WILL BE ABLE TO WORK PART-TIME BY
CHECKING A LAW FIRM’'S WEBSITE. Unfortunately, researchers have found that many
part-time programs are unusable.® One common problem is “schedule creep,” in which a
part-time schedule creeps back up towards full time. Another is stigma. Many part-time
lawyers see the quality of their assignments decline and find that few part-timers make
partner (even if they remain eligible for partnership, which in some firms they do not).*
PAR is building a feature on its website, called “The Scoop,” that will provide vital
statistics to help you assess whether a firm you are considering offers high-quality, non-
stigmatized reduced hours work.

MYTH 5: GOING “IN HOUSE” IS THE WAY TO ACHIEVE BALANCE. Going in house
is a mixed picture. Some lawyers who go in house find themselves working as many
hours, often for less money, than they worked at their former law firms. Others do not.
A typical schedule for an in-house lawyer is 8 a.m. to 6 p.m., with rare weekend work
and vacations that don’t get cancelled.** (As a comparison, associates in San Francisco
firms average 2200 billable hours per year, which means working 8 a.m. to 8 p.m. every
weekday and one day every other weekend, with 15 days off a year.** And law firm
lawyers report taking the fewest number of uninterrupted vacation days when compared
to in-house and government attorneys.*®) Yet part-time work is often more difficult to
find in house than in a law firm. Job shares, on the other hand, are easier to find in house
than in law firms (where they are just beginning to emerge).**

MYTH 6: GOING INTO THE GOVERNMENT OR PUBLIC INTEREST LAW IS THE WAY
TO ACHIEVE BALANCE. Government and public interest jobs are even more variable
than in-house jobs when it comes to work/life balance. Many government jobs offer a
predictable 9-to-5 schedule. Part-time legal jobs are fairly common in the federal
government, although many offices prohibit part-time work in management positions.
Yet other government jobs, notably prosecutors’ jobs, require very long hours. Public
interest jobs variable, too. Some public interest organizations make a point of being
family friendly; in others, lack of funding and the norm of “work devotion”*> make for
long hours.

MYTH 7: “I'LL JUST TAKE OFF & YEAR OR TWO WHEN I HAVE MY KIDS, AND
THEN I'LL GO BACK TO PRACTICING LAW.” PAR and others are working to make
“on-ramping” more the norm; in the meantime, however, working part-time may be a
better solution than “off-ramping” entirely. While legal employers are beginning to be
more receptive to lawyers who want to return to practicing law after taking time off, the
current picture is less rosy. For example, at a recent program on glass ceiling issues,® an
attorney in the audience asked how taking a year or two off to care for her family would
impact her career. One of the panelists said she didn't think it would be a problem, but a
recruiter in the audience disagreed, saying she'd been trying to place a Harvard Law
School graduate who was out of the workforce for one year and was having no success.
For women, working part-time carries a penalty in hourly wages of approximately 10%."’
Taking time off from work entirely, however, carries a much steeper penalty: 20% of
lifetime earnings for one year out of the labor force and 30% for two or three years out.*®



A 2005 study found that, although 93% of highly qualified women who left the
workforce wished to on-ramp, only 40% ever returned to full-time, mainstream jobs.*°
Job barriers are one reason lawyers find it hard to re-enter professional life; another is
that, when a mother leaves the workforce, her husband’s work hours tend to rise sharply
while his household contributions fall.”®

MYTH 8: WORK/LIFE BALANCE IS INCONSISTENT WITH THE PRACTICE OF LAW
AT THE HIGHEST LEVELS. The high billable hours required by many law firms today
reflect that firms feel caught between a rock and a hard place. The “rock” is firms’ desire
to keep their profits per partner high, for fear of losing their rainmakers. The “hard
place” is firms’ desire to keep raising salaries for first-year associates, on the theory that
such salaries are the key to attracting the best and the brightest law students and to signal
that they are a “top firm.” These are the forces driving high billables: In the 1960s, a
full-time schedule was 1300 billable hours.?* In many cities, highly profitable firms are
emerging (typically composed of “refugees” from large firms) where 1600 hours per year
is full time. (These firms will soon be featured on PAR’s website under “New Models for
Legal Practice.”) In addition, some firms now offer two tracks, both of which lead to
partnership, with one offering lower hours and a lower salary. In some firms, the lower
track carries stigma; in others, it doesn’t.

MYTH 9: YOUNG LAWYERS SAY THEY WANT WORK/LIFE BALANCE, BUT WHEN
THE CHIPS ARE DOWN THEY REALLY WANT THE HIGHEST POSSIBLE SALARY.
Despite the high demand for work/life balance, few lawyers reduce their hours:
Nationwide, only 3 to 4% work part-time.? Why? Many lawyers feel that existing part-
time programs do not work because of stigma and schedule creep (discussed in Myth 1,
above). The usage rates of high-quality part-time programs are much higher: In one San
Francisco law firm—~Folger, Levin & Kahn LLP—20% of both partners and associates
work part-time. (Usage rate, an important statistic in assessing the quality of a part-time
program, is one of the factors included in PAR’s “The Scoop”.)

The PAR Law School Project is sponsored by U.C. Hastings College of the Law and
Stanford Law School. For more information, visit www.pardc.org.
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