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We all have one shot at our career. We need to 
make sure that we make the best job of it that 
we can. For legal professionals that is not easy 
and is getting more and more difficult.

The challenge of building a successful 
professional career is now so great that some 
young professionals are discouraged from 
trying. By the time they qualify in their chosen 
field they have already formed the view that it is 
so difficult and so time-consuming to engage in 
the process of career building that the amount 
of work involved and the risks of getting it 
wrong are such that it is not worth the effort.

There is a school of thought that professionals 
are not as ambitious as they used to be and that 
millennials and now post millennials are two 
groups of people who “want different things” 
and for whom quality of life is more important 
than building a career. I believe that is an over 
simplistic view. Young professionals want to 
build a career, just as much as they always did. 

The reality is that if you want a nice life you 
need the money to pay for it. The challenge is 
being able to progress and build your income 
but still have some time to enjoy the fruits of 
your labours.

Nowadays it is much harder to even get 
to the start line. It is more difficult to get a 
training place at a professional firm than it 
has ever been before. If you did not want to 
build a professional career why would you go 
through the pain and effort to get the academic 
qualifications and your vocational qualification?

For me, the problem is that by the time they 
qualify into professional firms, many young 
professionals realise that the way ahead is so 
complicated that they cannot face the risk and 
effort involved in trying to navigate their way 
through the jungle. 

At that point in time many choose to mitigate 
the risk and settle for something less than they 
could achieve. To my mind that is a shame, 
a huge waste of talent and deprives society 
of the benefit of the true talents of those 
professionals. It is also completely unnecessary 
because you can take control of your career, 
succeed in getting what you want (within 
reason) and achieve your potential. You just 
need some know-how and some help.

Introduction

If I’m going to tell you that I am qualified to 
advise you and others it is only fair that I explain 
why I feel qualified to do so. I have walked a 
mile (or two) in your shoes.

I am a qualified solicitor. I spent 14 years 
working in law firms in the United Kingdom 
and during that time I progressed from trainee 
solicitor to equity partner and running an office. 
I became a salaried partner at 3 years qualified 
and an equity partner 2 years later.

Since I decided to leave the legal profession, 
I have spent over 15 years working with and 
advising law firms and lawyers. I trained and 
qualified in a professional services world which 
was much simpler than it is today.
The expectations of clients were lower. The 
respect accorded to professionals was higher.

In my two different guises I have seen and been 
involved in the changes which are taking place 
in the professional markets over the last 30 
years.
In all I have worked in five different law firms. 
I have been a partner in four of them and an 
equity partner in two of those. 

As you will hear later, the first part of my legal 
career was an unqualified success. I was a 
high-flying lawyer in a high-flying firm.  Through 
a combination of ill-informed decision-making 
and bad luck I ended up in a dead-end from 
which I had to extract and reinvent myself. That 
led to the second phase of my career as an 
advisor.

I want to help you learn from my experience so 
that you can achieve what I achieved and more, 
without making the types of mistakes I made. 
The aim of this book is to help you increase 
your value and to allow you to be in control of 
your career and your destiny.

Credentials
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This is perhaps one of the most fundamental 
lessons you should learn, yet it is not something 
I realised until I left legal practice. While I was 
working in law firms, I always assumed that it 
was down to the firm to train and develop me. It 
was their responsibility. This was 100% wrong.

Whoever you are and wherever you work 
the situation is the same. You are totally 
and completely responsible for your own 
development, for making yourself the best that 
you can be. You need to be willing to invest your 
own money to achieve your goals. 

Taking control of your legal career involves 
setting off on a journey of discovery to first of 
all understand what you want from your job - 
before devising a plan to get you there. 

Your Career is Your 
Responsibility

The first thing to think about is what you 
actually want from your legal career. Before 
doing this, however, it is important to realise 
that you have to set your own needs apart from 
those of your employer - as the two are not the 
same.

You want to grow and develop, to progress your 
life and your career, to become the best version 
of yourself that you can be. The firm wants you 
to be as productive and profitable as possible in 
the role you are fulfilling right now. You can see 
the overlap, but they are never the same thing.

Remember that it is not the duty of the firm to 
optimise your development. Their duty is to get 
you and keep you at your most profitable to 
support the needs of the firm. Your job is to do 
that right up to the point where it conflicts with 
your ability to grow and develop.

Your firm will have a lot of people pulling for 
them to achieve what they want. You have only 
one; you. No one is going to do it for you, and no 
one is coming to rescue you.

Separate Your Needs From the 
Firm’s Needs
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Now that you understand that you are in 
complete control of where your legal career 
ends up, it is time to plan your way to success. 

If you are going to go on a journey, then there 
are several things that are certain. You will 
know what your desired destination is. You will 
be going somewhere. You will have a route and 
a chosen form of transport to get you to your 
destination.

It is possible that you will not be able to reach 
your destination in one movement. You may 
need to take a car to the airport, then one or 
more planes to get you to the country of your 
choice and then a car or a train to take you from 
the airport. If it is a train, you may then need to 
walk the last stretch to your hotel.

The point is that you will know where you want 
to get to, you will know when you arrive and if 
your plans do not play out as envisaged, you will 
make alternative travel arrangements which will 
be possible because you know where you need 
to get to.

Given that your career is infinitely more 
important than your holiday plans why is it that 
so few professionals have a career plan? In the 
last year I have spent time mentoring aspiring 

young lawyers on their careers and not one of 
the lawyers I spoke to had a plan. Finding your 
way through a professional career is harder 
now than it has ever been and doing so without 
a plan will at best waste your time and at worst 
doom you to failure.

On the day I walked into my first law firm 
as a trainee solicitor I knew that I wanted to 
be an equity partner in that firm. I knew my 
destination and I was certain I could and would 
get there. Then I started to work out what the 
route needed to be. After that I began taking 
steps along the route.

My focus and determination meant that on 
qualifying I had 2 job offers. I then worked out 
what I needed to do to get salaried partnership. 
That took another 3 years. Then I focused on 
the final step, getting equity. That took a further 
2 years.

In 7 years, I achieved my goal, then I made a 
very big mistake. As I was approaching my goal 
I did not re-evaluate and set another one. On 
achieving my goal, I lost momentum and felt 
adrift. 

At that point I was tempted by an offer from 
another firm. That presented me with a new 

The Plan
set of challenges, and I moved. I should have 
stayed put. I should have formulated my next 
goal. Because I had no direction, I was tempted 
off track and with hindsight my career never 
really recovered, and I never reached the heights 
I could have if I had reformulated my goals.

The professions are a great career but a terrible 
job. The hard work and stress involved can be 
endured and even enjoyed if you have a greater 
purpose, a direction, a plan. Without those 
things it is only stress and hard work.

If you set out a plan and write it down it gives 
you a sense of purpose and direction and you 
have something concrete and specific to work 
to. If you share the plan with others you also 
create accountability. If you set a destination 
e.g. Partnership, then you can set out the steps 
required to get there and work back from the 
destination to where you are now.

These days most people get Partnership in law 
firms between 9 and 13 years after they qualify. 
There are a number of waypoints. Each firm has 
criteria at every level, and you can find them out 
and so work towards them. It is a long process 
but by planning you can make it possible.
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Once you have set out your goals and actions 
you will need to take to get there, the next thing 
you need to do is evaluate how badly you want 
to succeed in your legal career - and if it is really 
worth all the effort. 

Let’s put it this way. If you are not aiming for 
Partnership in a professional firm, then why are 
you there? There is nothing less that is worth 
having. If you don’t want it then you have a 
job not a career, which is fine but there are far 
easier jobs out there.

People use different words to describe what 
they want to achieve, why they want it and how 
they intend to go about it. Words like mission, 
vision, objective and strategy.

A simple way to create something really 
powerful is to take the “Simon Sinek” approach 
and apply it to your own life. Start with “WHY”. 

Understand why you get up in the morning and 
go to work. What is your greater purpose? Why 
do you want this?

Then think about WHAT you want. What is 
the big goal that you are heading for? Finally, 
think about HOW you can get there. Start 
from the WHAT and work backwards to where 
you are now, working out what key steps and 
milestones you need to hit on the way. When 
things get really tough, which they will, your 
WHY will keep you going.

Is it Worth It?
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or company to pay for it. That is just common 
sense. The point is that if you need it and 
they won’t pay for it then you should pay for it 
yourself.

Always remember your firm has a different 
agenda to you. Your firm is not going to train 
you to be the best that you can be. They are 
going to train you to serve them in the best way 
to meet their needs. There may be an overlap. 
In some cases, the overlap may seem total, but 
their motivation is always different to yours. 

They want you to become dependent on them 
and to be able to add more value in their 
environment. You want to be independent, to 
increase your skills and experience and become 
valuable in any environment.

There is nothing better that you could invest in 
than developing yourself and your knowledge. 
That is not a case of being selfish. You will use 
your greater knowledge to add more to the lives 
of those around you.

Now that you have outlined what you want 
out of your legal career, the next stage is to 
get yourself in the right position to achieve 
it. This will take time, dedication and a lot of 
investment.

If anything, investment is the one thing that 
many professionals struggle with. I certainly 
did.

The greatest revelation you will have as a 
professional is realising that the training and 
development of you is your responsibility 
and no one else’s. Specifically, it is not the 
responsibility of your firm.

The biggest downfall of professionals and the 
single thing which holds them down the most 
and for longest is the belief they hold that it 
is the responsibility of the firm to train them 
and develop them and that the firm can and 
should pay for the process. If you believe that 
then you will wither and die and even if you do 
progress you can and will never achieve your 
true potential.

You and your firm do not want the same thing. 
You may be allies but your ultimate agendas are 
different and here, more than anywhere else, 
that is absolutely clear. They want you to be a 

Invest in Yourself

“The very best investment you can make 
is the one you can’t beat, can’t be taxed 
and not even inflation can take away from 
you. Ultimately there’s one investment 
that supersedes all others. Invest in 
yourself.”

Warren Buffett

good servant. To work hard and be productive 
for the firm and to help them develop clients of 
the firm. They want to build a strong business. 
Individuals are cogs in the machine.

You need to learn to be productive, to build 
relationships and a practice which is wholly or 
partly portable so, if you move from the firm 
some or all of it will come with you. You need 
to build a strong individual who transcends the 
firm.

There are two certainties about any training 
which your firm provides or pays for:

• It will not be enough. Sheep dip courses, 
promotion programmes are not enough to 
allow you to develop to your full potential. 
You will want to experience things which 
may not be relevant to the job you are 
doing now. You are likely to want and need 
ongoing individual coaching and mentoring 
from individuals of your choice. You will not 
get that through the firm.

• The training which the firm provides is for 
their purposes. It is designed to further their 
objectives not yours. They want to build a 
legion of good soldiers and their training 
seeks to achieve that.

This training may be of use to you, but it will 
never be enough. You have to commit your 
own time and your own money to developing 
yourself. Until you realise that and start on the 
journey of self-propelled development you will 
not develop as you should.

Your approach should be that you’re building 
your skills, you’re building your future and the 
money you spend on training is your investment 
in that. In the case of professional training there 
is nothing wrong with trying to get your firm 
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Other than the need to invest in yourself, there 
are three other positive factors that you should 
be aware of that can help drive your legal career 
forward. There are also two negative ones that 
can cause stagnation and disappointment.

Positives
Bearing these factors in mind will greatly help 
you focus and prepare for taking the next steps 
in your legal career. 

Curiosity 

This is key to motivation and progression. 
Being interested in the world, wanting to know 
more, wanting to try new things and have new 
experiences.

Curiosity also helps us build relationships 
with others. Being interested in them, their 
lives and their situations will drive us to ask 
good questions and showing that interest will 
encourage others to be interested in us.

Change
In 2013 Science Daily reported that 90% of the 
data in the world had been created in the last 2 
years. Change is accelerating. Not only that but 
the pace of change in the world is accelerating. 
If we think that we do not need to change, and 
if we do not see change as an ongoing process 
then we are deluding ourselves and we are 
setting a short route to irrelevance.

Many people fear change. They try to avoid 
it. They like things “the way they are”. It is 
important to understand there is no “way things 
are”. The world is changing all the time. There 

Important Factors

may be a “way things are today” but tomorrow it 
will be different. Ignoring that or trying to resist 
it will not stop it.

Embrace the fact that everything is changing 
all the time, that things are changing at 
different rates and that life and the world are 
unpredictable. Enjoy the ride.

Resilience
Things go wrong. Things go against you. The 
way forward is not smooth, and you will face 
many challenges and defeats.

The key is to accept that as part of life and 
when you get knocked down to get up, dust 
yourself off and go again.

There are many things that can help you build 
resilience. A key one is having a greater purpose 
and knowing not only what you are seeking to 
achieve but why you are doing it.

Negatives
The career killers.

Complacency
How long has it been since you proactively 
learned a new skill, reached out to your 
networking contacts, or even reviewed your CV? 
If you can’t remember, you might have become 
complacent, and complacency is a career 
killer. It’s what happens when you are passive, 
along for the ride and assume that nothing will 
change. 

But change is happening and is ongoing. If 
you feel too busy to learn something new or to 
expand your network, your priorities are wrong.
Your life and your career are a journey which 
has no ultimate destination.

You must enjoy the journey and as many of your 
steps along the way as you can because there 
is no “getting there”.

As Rocky Balboa said; “It ain’t about how 
hard you can hit. It’s about how hard you 
can get hit and keep moving forward…
that’s how winning is done.” 

Fear
Fear of change is complacency’s evil twin. 
It actively works to keep you the same, even 
though things around you are changing.

We all feel the fear. It never goes away. It may 
ebb and flow, but it is always there. The key is 
to learn that you can overcome fear and do the 
things that you want to do. That you can “feel 
the fear and do it anyway”.
Since I began to invest in my own development 
and to mix with others who are doing the same, 
I have seen some incredible transformations. 
People who were paralysed by fear who have 
taken control of their lives and are growing 
themselves and their businesses.
This process has also helped me to see 
and understand other people, especially 
professionals who are locked in by fear and 
in many cases don’t even realise that they are 
prisoners.

If you want to be successful you cannot opt out 
of the change and learning. There is no choice. 
The best mindset to have is that every day 
you need to learn something. That something 
should make you more valuable in the market 
you operate in. Big or small it doesn’t really 
matter. Your mindset is that every day you 
should become more valuable to your market.

“One of the greatest discoveries a man 
makes, one of his great surprises, is to 
find he can do what he was afraid he 
couldn’t do.”

Henry Ford



16 17

Learn more at www.jepsonholt.com jepsonholt | Legal Search & Recruitment

Now we have arrived at the most fundamental 
part of taking control of your legal career 
- creating your personal brand. This is 
instrumental in driving your career forward and 
achieving your goals. Here are two important 
ways of building your brand:

Use Social Media
It is important to understand and use social 
media as a tool to build your profile and your 
network. It is an opportunity to be seen as 
someone who is an expert and a thought leader 
in your market, a go-to person.

It will be seen by colleagues and help you to 
build your internal profile. It will be seen by 
competitors and contemporaries and build 
your professional profile. That can help with 
future roles, referral of work to you and your 
professional reputation. It will be seen by 
clients, current and potential. It can build your 
market profile and help generate work, now and 
in the future.

Social media is not just for young people. It is 
for everyone. We each need to find a way to use 
it which is compatible with ourselves and our 
personality. The key thing is to be authentic, to 
be you.

Do Your Research
Take the time to learn about the business 
and the wider legal market. If you become 
extremely knowledgeable about your area of 
expertise - especially niche sections - you will 
automatically become the go-to person that 
your colleagues rely upon for information and 
pass their clients to.

Becoming an expert in your field also helps 
instil one of the most important commodities 
in the legal profession - trust. If you are 
knowledgeable and do a good job for your 
clients then they are much more likely to return 
to you in the future and recommend you to their 
wider network.

If you garner enough trust, you will be able 
to create a brand that is wholly, or at least 
partially, portable should you wish to move to 
another law firm. Remember that your practice 
determines your value, so you should do 
everything in your power to build a successful 
brand.

Build Your Brand
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Once you have built your personal brand, the 
time has now come for you to put forward for 
the pay rise or promotion you want to achieve.

The yearly or twice-yearly performance 
appraisal has been largely discredited within 
the corporate world as a beneficial tool in 
development. 

Professional firms though, continue to use it 
and it is an opportunity for you if you handle it 
well. It is not going to transform your personal 
development, but you can use it for a number of 
purposes:

• To find things out. What is happening in 
the department or the firm that you want to 
know more about? This is your opportunity 
to ask.

• A pay rise. If you feel under-rewarded here is 
your chance.

• Promotion. What do I need to do to get to 
the next level and how long will it take?

• Anything else you want. Better work. 
Different work. To be moved to a different 
team.

• Ask for more responsibility or opportunities 
to do things you want to do and are ready 
for but are not being given the opportunity to 
do at the moment.

This is a great time to ask for any of these 
things because this meeting is all about 
you. You have your superior and possibly 
another senior person in a room for an hour 
to talk about you. So, make the most of the 
opportunity.

Practice varies wildly but all appraisals have 
some features in common:

• One/two per year

• There is form filling involved before and 
perhaps afterwards

• It is often the only chance you get to find out 
properly how you are doing, what you need 
to do and timescales.

Don’t expect too much but don’t waste the 
opportunity either. The aim is for you to get 
sufficient information and insight from your 
Appraisers to answer the key questions you 
have in your head about your role and your 
short-term career:

• Am I in the right place?

• Am I on track?

• What do I need to do/change?

• Am I wasting my time?

Your appraisal is way more important to you 
than it is to them.

Appraisals

Preparation is Key
The appraisal is always an opportunity to get a 
lot of information and understanding. They will 
not prepare. You must prepare.

Know what your plan is. Know what you want. 
Never ask for something unless you can justify 
the request. The appraisal is the opportunity to 
rebalance and get things where they should be, 
not to make silly demands. If you go over the 
top you just ruin your credibility.
If it is reasonable to ask for something, then 
you should be able to explain why and you must 
ask.

Want a Pay Rise?
If you want to push for a pay rise, there are 
several questions you will need to answer:

• How much have you billed?

• How much of that has been paid and how 
quickly?

• How does that compare to others at your 
level?

• What else have you done that added value or 
saved partner time? (exclude administrative 
tasks as much as possible).

• What work have you brought in? Clients?

Crudely you can expect to be paid 20–25% of 
the value you generate for the firm. If a pay rise 
is not possible then how about a bonus?

This only works if you go into the appraisal 
meeting knowing your numbers.

Gunning for Promotion 
Just like when you want to request a pay rise, 
there are a few points you need to consider and 
be prepared to answer questions about:

• What do I need to do? Is there a formal 
process I need to enter? If so, how does that 
work?

• Over what time period?

• How will that be measured?

• If I do that what happens?

• Outside of my own performance and 
delivery what could stop the promotion from 
happening?

After the Event
Once you have finished with your appraisal, you 
should come out with the feeling:

• They listened to me. They heard me.

• They get me.

• I understand what they are trying to achieve.

• They understand what I intend to achieve.

• I know what I need to do and for how long to 
achieve what I set out.

• I will recommit for the time it takes to get to 
the next level. 

If you do not feel like this, you are in the wrong 
place or the wrong job.
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Your professional life is a game in its purest 
sense. If you ignore that fact you are doomed. 
In order to achieve your potential, you need 
to be a student of The Game and become a 
proficient player.

You can progress to the level of your true ability 
if you engage and put in the required time and 
effort. If you are not interested in doing that 
then find another way to earn a living because 
the professions make a great career but a lousy 
job.

Because the career paths are complicated and 
long you need to have a plan. Make it and write 
it down, then revisit and refine it regularly. It 
is much easier to get somewhere if you know 
where you are trying to get to and have some 
kind of a map.

Never forget that your firm and you have 
different agendas which may overlap but are 

never the same. They will always look after 
themselves so if you don’t look after yourself 
you will not achieve your potential.

Finally, always remember that your success or 
failure will come down to you. No one else can 
make you succeed and no one else can make 
you fail. You only fail if you give up. You will only 
succeed if you take responsibility for your own 
development.

I hope that this book will be helpful to you in 
your endeavours and I wish you luck in your 
pursuit of your life and your career.

I am always interested in speaking to 
professionals about any aspect of their careers 
and the challenges they face. If I cannot help 
then I am likely to know someone who can. You 
can find me and my contact details on www.
jepsonholt.com.

Conclusion
Jepson Holt launched in 2004 to help law 
firms grow their businesses and lawyers find 
legal environments where they can thrive. The 
product of the combined experience of Phil 
Jepson and Mark Husband, we understand the 
highs and lows of being a senior figure in a law 
firm.

Phil spent 15 years working in law firms, 
including three Top 50 firms and as an equity 
partner. Now, he is a leading commentator on 
the legal market and is often invited to speak 
privately and publicly on how it is changing. 
Similarly, Mark spent 17 years as a successful 
litigation lawyer and legal business leader, 
before making the move into executive search.

Alongside their legal careers, both Phil and 
Mark have over 10 years of experience in 
executive legal search and senior recruitment, 
along with supporting law firm growth through 
mergers & acquisitions.

About Jepson Holt



Call
0161 507 0090

Email
mark.husband@jepsonholt.com

Visit
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