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by Gary A. Munneke
Assistant dean. director of placement.
University of Texas School of Law

Is Your Career
on Target?
If the answer is even maybe,
you should consider an alternate career

Alfred Gescheidt

For George, the thought of getting up
each morning and going to work was
almost unbearable. His job lacked
meaning; there was no personal satis
faction in the work he did, no Incentive
to perform well. There was no future.
Like many thousands of other lawyers
each year, George was rebelling by
seeking a new career. What set him
apart from other attorneys was that he
had been a partner with the same
prominent law firm for the last 25 years.
Many lawyers would have given any
thing to have George's job, or even to
work for George's firm.

Like Sally. After graduating from law
school she had spent months inter
viewing for a job without success. She
finally found a sole practitioner who
needed an associate. Sally got paid a
percentage of the fees she billed, a
livelihood that fell far short of her law
school expectations. And she felt that
her work could have been done by an
average third-grader. So Sally was
moving on too.

These are two cases from the files of
a career counselor, but they are not
unusual. Although many lawyers are
challenged and satisfied with their
work, many others are frustrated and
unhappy. Some, like George and Sally,
are turning away from traditional legal
careers; too many other attorneys suf
fer in silence.

There is a myth in the legal profes
sion that lawyers keep one job
throughout their legal careers. If this
were ever true, which is debatable, it
certainly is not today. The average
lawyer will hold 5-8 jobs in the 40 years
between law school graduation and
retirement, and ahigh percentageof at·
torneys will make at least one major
career change in their lives. .

Evidence of rampant job dissatls-

faction in America is easy to find, from
Johnny Paycheck's hit song, "Take
This Job and Shove It," to Johnny Car
son's complaints to NBC that the lack
of challenge-and not money
prompts him to consider employment
elsewhere. Author Studs Terkel, a
lawyer himself, suggests in his book
Working that job dissatisfaction is per
vasive in our society. People don't
seem to be happy in their present posi
tions; they are all on the road to
somewhere and just passing time in
their present circumstances.

It is clear that lawyers are not alone.
However, it would be unwise to as
sume that dissatisfaction in the legal
profession Is totally a product of our
changing times, sunspot activity or
some other global witchcraft.

In many ways the legal profession is
unique. The dissatisfaction of lawyers
with their professional lives can be ex
plained, if not totally understood. One
answer to the problem of job dissatis
faction may lie in the kinds of alter
natives to the practice of law that will
be described later. A caveat is in order,
however: dissatisfaction is the stuff
that progress is made of, that careers
grow on, that futures are built with.
Find a man or woman who is complete
ly happy in ajob and you will find some
one who has no dreams. Each of us is,
in one sense, always in the job market.
There arevery few who would not leave
what they are doing for some golden
opportunity.

John L HOiland, one of America's
foremost career theorists, explains
that high levels of job dissatisfaction,
or "dissonance" as he calls it, usually
produce one of three responses: to
change ourselves, to change our en·
vironment or to leave the environment.
When we change ourselves we accept
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whatever it was that was bothering us.
When we change the environment we
eliminate the offending problem. If we
can't do that we look for something
new. For instance, if a lawyer is told he
will not be made a partner in his law
firm but can stay as an associate, he
will either accept the decision, attempt
to prove that he should be made part·
ner or pull out an old resume and start
to revise it.

Career decisions are almost always
complex ones involving many con
siderations. Factors such as the
employability of the individual in the
marketplace, tolerance for the bad
situation, willingness to assume a risk
and the need for security inevitably
weigh heavily in the equation. Every
year thousands of lawyers change
jobs. In many of these instances the
transition is smooth, but often the
change is difficult and painful.
Sometimes it is destructive.

GETIING TO THE BOTIOM OF
LAWYER DISSATISFACTION

What are the roots of lawyer dis
satisfaction? The Young lawyers Divi
sion has sponsored two seminars on
"The Job Changers" during the past
six months. Participants at these pro
grams, led by career counselors from
law schools in the National Associa·
tion for Law Placement (NALP), re
ported a number of reasons for want
ing to change jobs. The most common
ly named was that their present em
ployment did not utilize the skills they
believed they possessed as lawyers. It
is important to note that most of these
people held legal jobs at the time of the
seminars. A second cause of dissatis·
faction was low salary andlor a percep
tion that the position had "no future."
A third complaint was unpleasant
working conditions, including con·
flicts with supervising attorneys.

These indices of dissatisfaction dif
fer from those reported in a recent
survey by the California Young Law
yers Association. The CYLA study
uses the term "underemployed,"
which it applies to the lawyer who: 1) is
practicing law and does not have
enough legal work to stay busy full
time, or 2) is employed in a nonlegal
position, having been unable to obtain
a legal one.

The term "underemployment" is
simply too subjective to be useful in
discussing job dissatisfaction. How
many lawyers would call themselves

underemployed whose jobs others
would consider ideal? How many of
those without enough legal work do
not operate an efficient law office,
or have not learned to attract and keep
clients?

THREE REASONS FOR
TRAVElIN' ON

These questions are not intended to
criticize the California study, but rather
to focus attention on specific job-relat
ed factors that have a major bearing on
whether one will be happy in a job or
seek a new one. The three reasons arti
culated by participants in the Job
Changers programs focus on situa
tions where a lawyer would be willing
to make a job change whether he is in a
legal or nonlegal job.

The first complaint-not using the
skills one possesses or learns in law
school-is most critical. Holland, in
Making Vocational Choices, presents
the theory that individuals tend to like
what they succeed at, and that they
will succeed in the future in activities
utilizing the same skills and activities
they have succeeded at in the past. In
other words, career changing ought to
involve careful evaluation of past job
behavior to determine competencies
that will most likely produce success
in a new situation.

Having the feeling a job contributes
to a positive direction in one's career
is essential to self-concept and job
satisfaction. Jobs perceived as "dead
ends" or as "unchallenging" usually
become former jobs of employees who
can neither change them nor accept
the status quo. Salary can influence
whether a job is considered to have a
future. In these times of rapid inflation,
a low-paying but rewarding job is more
likely to be perceived as lacking a
future. There is evidence that lawyers'
median income is dropping and, al·
though this can be attributed partly to
the large increase in new lawyers who
are at the low end of the pay scale, it ap
pears likely that the average-salaried
lawyer is not Winning the fight against
inflation. Advertisements of cut·rate
legal fees and increased competition
have not helped attorneys in this fight.

Working conditions are another fac
tor often mentioned in lawyers' deci·
sions to leave their jobs. Everything
else may be fine, but if you hate your
co-workers, your clients or your sur·
roundings, you have to go. Connecti·
cut psychologist and Yale law School
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teacher Dr. Robert Redmount, speak
ing to the Annual Meeting of NALP,
suggested that the legal profession on
the whole abandons humanistic values
in treatment of lawyer employees, and
that concern for the individual's job
satisfaction and career development
is often neglected. Whatever the
reasons for job dissatisfaction, it is
undeniable that it is common and frus
trating to the lawyer who experiences
it, particularly if he does not know
where to turn. This need not be so.

UNLIMITED HORIZONS
The number of careers open to per

sons trained in the law is virtually un
limited. There are legal considerations
in every form of human endeavor in this
complex world. Even when the work
cannot be said to constitute "practic·
ing law" in the sense of giving legal ad·
vice to clients, a lawyer working in a
field outside the law will be dealing
with the interface between the law and
that field. Legal skills undoubtedly give
the lawyera much betterability to man
age this interface than the nonlawyer.

In a broader sense, it is probably true
that such legal skills as spotting
issues, analyzing problems, conduct
ing research and persuading others
can be useful in almost every job.
However, A. Kenneth Pye, chancellor
of Duke University and former Duke
Law School dean, in his article
"Meeting the Needs for Legal Educa
tion in the South" wrote, "In one sense,
society's need for lawyers is im·
material to the issue of whether more
lawyers should be educated. Those
who regard law as a humanistic disci·
pline will find value in educating all
Who are qualified without regard to the
vocation they will ultimately pursue.
The vast majority of law students go to
law school because they desire to
practice law.... [H]owever, relatively
few people go to law school for the pur·
pose of broadening their perspective
on life or as a general background for
other ventures .... To train lawyers to
fill positions which can be adequately
performed by persons with bachelor's
or master's degrees is a misuse of
resources .... "

Chancellor Pye understands that
most people do not go to law school
with the expectation that they will do
something totally unrelated to law.
Projections of the annual NALP Em·
ployment Survey, the 1971 Lawyer
Statistical Report and the U.S. Depart·
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ment of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statis
tics, all confirm that the majority of law
graduates and lawyers enter and con
tinue to practice law throughout their
careers. Private law, corporate, govern
ment and legal services practice ac
count for the bulk of the bar, although
there are a number of other groups
such as military, labor union, educa
tional institution and public interest
lawyers. These people usually must be
licensed to do what they do: go to
court, give legal advice, prepare legal
instruments and negotiate legal agree
ments.

Lawyers whose activities do not
constitute practicing law are often
described as working in nontraditional
or alternative careers. Such terminol
ogy is unfortunate because it implies
that these positions are second-rate.
NALP has undertaken a massive study
of these areas and calls its effort the
"Career Options Project," leaving the
nonlegal and law-related work to be
described simply as "options." NALP
is planning to prepare materials on a
wide array of career options for pre-law
students, law students and lawyers.

It is beyond our scope here to de
scribe in detail all the career options
available to attorneys. The most recent
NALP Employment Survey for the
Class of 1978 identified 105 nonlegal
jobs accepted by law graduates. The
opportunities described are as real for
the career changer as for the recent
graduate. In its new booklet, Non-Legal
Careers: New Opportunities for Law
yers, the Standing Committee on Pro
fessional Utilization and Career Devel
opment of the American Bar Associa
tion describes more than a dozen non
traditional career areas for lawyers and
provides information on how to find
and get a nonlegal job. Those who won- .
der if law practice will be satisfying for
them, or who no longer feel excited
about their legal jobs should ask the
question: "Can my skills be better used
in a different field?" If so, it might be
time to consider something new.

KNOWING WHArS
OUT THERE

IS THE FIRST STEP
Nonlegal positions for lawyers may

be in a variety of organizational set
tings. Many are in business and indus
try, at all levels of the corporate struc
ture. They are in government-federal,
state, local and multinational. Some
are in quasi-governmental private as-

sociations or corporations. Many po
sitions are in private associations, in
cluding professional organizations.
They are in educational institutions,
both public and private. In some in
stances the jobs discussed below will
be unique to one area such as cor
porations; in others they will be found
in varied organizational settings.

Administration and Management.
Business administration and manage
ment provide a variety of opportunities
for attorneys. These positions may be
found in corporations, in government
at all levels and in private associations.
In large corporate concerns there are
often formal in-house training pro
grams. However, the trend in business
today is for the small business to hire a
lawyerlmanager. Organizations at
tempting to reduce skyrocketing legal
expenses, but not large enough to con·
sider developing an in-house legal de
partment, often seek lawyers with
some business experience to fill man·
agement positions with limited "legal
advisory" functions. Banks, insurance
companies, industrial companies and
other businesses will consider individ·
uals trained in law who have a back
ground in or demonstrate a facility for
managerial work. There is an old adage
that you can always teach business to
a JD but you will never teach law to an
MBA. Management or public adminis
tration posts in government are often
filled by lawyers, as are positions as
managers and directors of many pri
vate associations. This group includes
bar associations and law firms.

Money Management. When one
thinks of money management, banks
and accounting firms come to mind.
Commercial banking and public ac
counting have attracted many qual
ified lawyers over the years. Account
ing firms frequently recruit alongside
law firms at law schools, though part
nerships in CPA firms are restricted to
holders of the CPA certificate. How·
ever, it is possible to complete the CPA
requirements after graduating from
law school. Banks frequently hire
lawyers to work in their trust depart
ments, although assignment to com
mercial banking is also a possibility.
Brokerage houses and investment
firms have been known to employ law
yers, although this is a less common
practice than with banks and account
ing firms. Fund-raising positions,
which often involve coordinating defer
red giving programs, are filled from
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time to time with lawyers, especially
those with experience in estate or trust
work. Fund raising takes place in the
corporate setting, the educational in
stitution, the private foundation and
the political arena.

Planning, Organization. Planners
are found everywhere, although it is
not always possible to tell where they
have been after they have left. The
fields of systems analysis and profes
sional consulting call for considerable
expertise in t~e substantive profes
sional area. The legal problems faced
by planners attempting to integrate
new ideas into existing systems make
legally·trained persons valuable in this
area. While many planning positions
are in the public sector,there also are
opportunities in the private sector.

Insurance. Insurance is mentioned
as a separate category because it is
such a large industry. Positions for
lawyers outside the general counsel's
office are primarily in three areas:
sales, plan management and claims
adjustment. Insurance sales can be
lucrative work, but it is not a job for
everyone. A number of insurance com·
panies recruit attorneys as sales rep
resentatives to handle complex benefit
plans and insurance programs for cor
porations, partnerships and profes
sionals. Plan management is a term in·
tended to describe everything done by
the insurance company in its home or .
branch offices to administer its ac
counts. Claims adjustment is perhaps
the least euphemistic of the job titles
used in this article. These positions
have in the past provided limited future
opportunities for lawyers, although
claims work can be a stepping stone to
other opportunities in the company.

Administration of Justice. Most
lawyers view the judicial system as
comprised mainly of lawyers and
judges. However, there are a great
many opportunities for lawyers who do
not practice law in the justice system.
Judicial administration includes court
administration-such positions as
permanent court clerks, adminis
trators and court reporters. It also in
cludes the broader area of criminal jus
tice administration. There are lawyers
involved at almost every level in posi
tions other than as advocates. Fields
such as prison or parole administra
tion may require other specialized
training than that provided by law

(Please turn to page 20)
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schoOl, but fields such as law enforce·
ment do not.

Numerous police departments use
in·house legal advisors who educate
officers on legal issues. Some law
graduates go into law enforcement as
officers or agents (e.g., with the FBI).
Private investigation is a related field
and there are actually a few lawyers
around who find it more exciting and
rewarding to be Paul Drake than to be
Perry Mason.

Real Estate. Many lawyers enter real

v ""'\
the
commercial
law league
of america
Working together to guide
the profession ... to serve
individual members.

MEMBERSHIP OFFERS
THESE MANY ADVANTAGES

• Monthly COMMERCIAL LAW
JOURNAL

• Informative Educational Programs

• Regional Meetings

• National Conventions

• Insurance Programs
Ute. Accident and Health
Office Overhead

• Information and assistance on
all phases of commercial law

Write to the Executive Director. Dept P,
for full information.

commercial
law league
of america
222 West Adams Street
Chicago, Illinois 60606

A National Non-Profit Organization Serving
The Practice 01 Commercial Law Since 1895

estate after years of practicing law
when they realize that their clients are
making all the money. Some lawyers
make the change gradually, others just
quit their law practices. Real estate
sales and development are two highly
visible fields, and both represent high
ly risky, highly competitive but poten
tially lucrative work. Less visible are ti
tle companies. It is ironic that in many
states practicing lawyers have com
plained that title companies have
stolen their business, and now title in
surance companies are being taken
over by lawyers. Another growing
career area in a world of limited energy
is mineral land management and petro
leum land management.

Legislative Work. More legislators
are lawyers than any other profession
al group. The same is true of their
aides, research assistants and paid
campaigners. Former legislators and
lawyers often become involved in lob
bying for the multitude of organiza
tions trying to influence legislation.
Need more be said?

Communications. The skills of law
yering (writing, speaking, persuading)
are the same skills required of individ
uals in the communications field.
Some of the areas where lawyers have
been successful are writing, pubtish
ing, broadcast and print journalism,
acting, filmmaking, advertising and
public relations. While communica
tions careers are attractive to many
people, the opportunities are limited,
and a strong background in the com·
munications field or personal contacts
plus some good luck will undoubtedly
be necessary for one to "break in."

Educational and Academic Posi
tions. A vast area of opportunity for
lawyers is in education and education
related pursuits. While educational po
sitions are not likely to be high-paying,
the freedom and creativity fostered in
the educational setting combine to
strongly attract many lawyers. Teach
ing positions immediately come to
mind-not only in law schools but also
In universities, community colleges
and secondary schools-in legal sub
jects as well as others. Competition for
the most prestigious teaching jobs is
keen, and, increasingly, practical ex
perience after law school is required.

Administrators-who mayor may
not be teachers, or mayor may not be in
law school-are involved in such
varied responsibilities as student per
sonnel administration, placement, ad
missions, financial aid, alumni affairs,
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academic counseling and Continuing
Legal Education (CLE). The CLE field
has grown dramatically in the last 10
years, with practically every law school
and bar association as well as many
private organizations getting into the
act. If mandatory CLE for lawyers ever
becomes a reality throughout the na·
tion, CLE jobs will become even more
common.

Education also includes librarian
ships, research and publishing jobs.
Law librarians who possess a JD and a
master of library science degree can
find work in any of the country's law
schools, in many courts and govern
ment offices and in an increasing num
ber of law firms. Professional research
groups and law book publishers round
out the academic positions.

A discussion of career alternatives
for lawyers would not be complete
without mentioning the entrepreneurs.
There are countless stories of lawyers
who have entered business on their
own and succeeded. Perhaps it is the
tradition of hanging out a shingle or
the independent nature of many who
choose to go to law school. Perhaps it
is the recognition of opportunities or
contacts made during years of practic
ing law. Whatever the reasons, there
are enough lawyers who strike out in
business on their own that the possi
bility should be mentioned to potential
career changers.

This has been a quick overview of
some of the careers pursued by law
yers who don't practice law. It should
be remembered that one lawyer's meat
is another's poison, and all these jobs
will not appeal to everyone. Moreover,
this list is not intended to be inclusive
of all the work that lawyers perform,
but to suggest options for the lawyer
who has not found happiness practic
ing law, and the law student who for
whatever reasons does not want to

. practice law. People who work in these
areas do so because they want to and
not because they have to. Nonlegal
jobs provide a future for the Georges
and Sallys of the legal profession who
are searching outside the conventional
practice of law.

Jay Carlisle, assistant dean of Pace
University in New York, wrote in a Feb
ruary 1978, New York State BarJournal
article, "We should disabuse our stu
dents of the notion that everyone with
a law degree must practice law." The
same could be said about lawyers who
are already practicing law. So try it, you
may like it. iI


	Pace University
	DigitalCommons@Pace
	1979

	Is Your Career on Target?
	Gary A. Munneke
	Recommended Citation


	tmp.1227557648.pdf.riW6h

