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Alumni programs are becoming the new normal at law 
firms, but offering dedicated confidential resources to 
discuss such career-related topics as becoming alumni 
remains more cutting-edge. 

Within most law firms, there have always been qui-
et, closed-door conversations about alternative career 
paths. Now a growing number of firms are embracing 
the fact that most lawyers will not remain in the firm 
for the entirety of their careers and firms are investing 
in career counseling infrastructure. 

In a number of ways, career counseling still seems in-
compatible with many law firms. No one wants their 
chances at partnership or access to better work assign-
ments to be squandered just because they expressed 
curiosity about alternate career paths. For that reason, 
firms offering counseling know that trust is of para-
mount importance.

But they also know that it is a business imperative 
to support these transitions. The NALP Foundation’s 
most recent Update on Associate Attrition (available at 
www.nalpfoundation.org/bookstore) states that an av-
erage of 73% of associates will become alumni within 
five years of joining a firm. Helping lawyers find the 
best path for them just makes good, practical sense. 

Alumni managers and career counselors cite a number 
of benefits to offering these programs. 

•	 Recruiting/Culture. There is stiff competition for 
top legal talent. Incoming lawyers want to know 
how you will invest in their careers and future. 
Create a culture that cares about and invests in its 
people, beginning with career counseling from day 
one and culminating in a robust alumni program.

•	 Tangible ROI. Look beyond how many lawyers 

land in roles you helped them identify. You can 
track how many people you’ve counseled, and how 
many introductions you’ve made to alumni and cli-
ents. Your lawyers may find their next job on their 
own, but your support will stay with them for life. 

•	 Access to job opportunities. Alumni are more 
likely to contact you when they are hiring if they 
know you actively support this. This may facilitate 
new client relationships or expand existing ones. A 
structured program also creates opportunities to 
rehire alumni, which helps firms save on hiring, 
recruiting, and training costs.

•	 Support attorney retention. By offering counsel-
ing, you will know when your best talent is looking 
to leave, providing an opportunity to address con-
cerns and retain these lawyers for a longer period 
of time. 

•	 Create loyal alumni. Counseling may help your 
lawyers land a better position than they would find 
on their own, or guide them to a role with an exist-
ing client. Think about the last time you searched 
for a new job. Any help navigating that process will 
create deep loyalties. 

If you are considering adding or building out this func-
tion, those in the know have some suggestions:

1.	 Framing is important. “Career development” 
is preferable to “career placement” or “outplace-
ment.” Some counseling will be for lawyers who do 
want to make partner. Making your program open 
to the widest variety of career options will make it 
easier for people to understand. 

2.	 Trust and confidentiality are paramount. Who-
ever is involved in counseling must be seen as in-
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dependent. Don’t seat your career counselor in a 
glass-walled office or next to the elevator. Even in 
an accepting environment, these conversations de-
serve the utmost discretion. 

3.	 Counseling goes hand in hand with a robust 
alumni program. One career counselor told me, 
“One of the strongest things I can do is introduce 
firm lawyers to alumni.” Knowing where your 
alumni are and who among them is open to mento-
ring or networking adds unique value. And alumni 
know they can tap into a network of accomplished 
attorneys when they are looking to hire. 

4.	 Promote the benefit early and often, and system-
atize your counseling. Normalize counseling by 
offering it to every associate, and follow up reg-
ularly. When check-ins with the counselor begin 
as soon as an associate joins the firm, the counsel-
ing becomes an ongoing conversation rather than 
solely a discussion about leaving the firm. Without 
an in-house counselor, an attorney might be more 
inclined to take a call from a recruiter when they 
have a bad day. A counselor can help put things in 
perspective and work through bumps in the road. 

One counselor remembers receiving this advice: 
“When people look back at their time with an employ-
er, they are likely to remember the highlights of their 
experience, and how they felt when they were leaving.” 
Career counseling has a major role to play in both of 
these areas, leading to happier alumni. Happier alumni 
will build your firm’s brand, refer more work to your 
firm, and reach out to you when they need to hire a 
new colleague — bringing their lifelong experience 
with your firm full circle.■

Sharon Light (slight@sidley.com) is the Senior Market-
ing Manager for Alumni & Industry Networks at Sidley 
Austin LLP in Washington, DC. This article was sub-
mitted on behalf of the NALP Legal Employer Alumni 
Relations Section. 
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With smart planning and collaborative communication, 
a law firm’s relationship with its lawyers can span the en-
tire lifecycle of their legal careers. A firm’s Professional 
Development and Alumni Relations professionals are 
key figures in this career lifecycle, and a solid partnership 
between the two can enhance lawyers’ career opportu-
nities and ultimately drive revenue growth for the firm. 
From law students and summer associates exploring ca-
reer paths, to firm lawyers who need training and access 
to future opportunities, to firm alumni who have left but 
want to enhance their professional network, integrating 
these populations creates a community that benefits its 
members and the firm. 

Recruiting 

Law students are hungry for information about the firms 
they hope to join and are eager to understand the op-
portunities a career with a firm can provide. In this era 
where user-generated reviews play a major role in influ-
encing decisions (e.g., Yelp), lawyers who left the firm 
but return to share their experiences with hopeful asso-
ciates can serve as a five-star review. Alumni Relations 
and Professional Development can collaborate to host a 
thoughtful on-campus discussion featuring firm lawyers’ 
perspectives on diversity and firm culture as well as views 
from alumni on client service and their careers after leav-
ing the firm. 

This partnership can continue adding value for law stu-
dents and alumni alike during the firm’s summer pro-
gram. Whether inviting alumni to a summer event, 
staffing a summer associate on a matter led by an alum-

ni-client, or placing a summer associate in the legal de-
partment of an alumni-client for a portion of the sum-
mer, giving candidates access to successful alumni role 
models gives them a sense of the diverse opportunities 
available to firm lawyers. In turn, alumni welcome the 
opportunity to reconnect with their alma mater and 
share their experiences with future lawyers. 

Training and Continuing Education 

The legal and skills training law firms provide for their 
lawyers is a key component of a successful legal career. 
When Professional Development creates skills-based 
training around client service and professional growth, 
it might consider partnering with Alumni Relations to 
identify and invite alumni back to speak on the topic. 
Alumni often have outside perspectives to share that 
firm lawyers haven’t yet experienced, and this insight is 
a valuable view into a client’s world or life after the law 
firm. Some jurisdictions award MCLE credit for these 
skills-based programs with extra credit for the alumni 
presenters. 

When used strategically, MCLE programming also pro-
vides an opportunity to showcase a lawyer nearing pro-
motion or a junior partner who wants to build his or her 
external brand. Alumni Relations can identify in-house 
alumni who would welcome an MCLE presentation, 
since in-house legal departments often have limited ac-
cess to these substantive legal presentations. Collabora-
tion that highlights the expertise of the firm and its law-
yers to targeted in-house legal departments often leads 
to business opportunities and will drive revenue growth. 
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Career Planning and Growth 

Professional Development is often involved in associate 
career planning, whether in an official capacity as a ca-
reer coach or in day-to-day interactions with the associ-
ates they support. Collaborating with Alumni Relations 
can maximize opportunities for associates seeking career 
advancement outside of the firm since they generally 
maintain the firm’s alumni job board and know of op-
portunities that associates can explore. Frequent com-
munication can match alumni who want to add quality 
lawyers to their legal teams with job-seeking associates, 
increasing the likelihood that satisfied associates will re-
fer new business opportunities back to the firm. 

Career growth for both firm lawyers and alumni is not 
only about promotion, but also about having a strong 
professional network that contributes meaningful oppor-
tunities to one’s success. Alumni are often accomplished 
firm allies who are proud of their time spent in the trench-
es, and firm lawyers in turn are proud of their colleagues 
who leave to pursue rewarding careers. Alumni Relations 
develops reunions and other targeted programming for 
alumni and firm lawyers to connect and deepen existing 
relationships, leading to increased mentoring and new 
business opportunities. Maintaining strong and positive 
relationships with alumni also creates an ideal platform 
for rehiring opportunities at the firm. 

From on-campus engagement to well beyond the retire-
ment party, a solid Professional Development and Alum-
ni Relations partnership adds value for law students, 
firm lawyers, alumni, and the law firm. Capitalizing on 
the strengths of these professionals positively impacts re-
cruiting, training and continuing education, and career 
planning and development — and ultimately drives rev-
enue growth. Working together to support lawyers at ev-
ery stage of their career lifecycle, Alumni Relations and 
Professional Development are the perfect pair. ■
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