URBAN LAW SCHOOL GRADUATES IN
LARGE LAW FIRMS

David Wilkins,” Ronit Dinovitzer™* & Rishi Batra™"

[Wall Street firms] want lawyers who are Nordic, have pleasing
personalities and ‘clean-cut’ appearances, are graduates of the ‘right’
schools, have the ‘right’ social backgrounds and experience in the affairs
of the world, and are endowed with tremendous stamina.
-Erwin O. Smigel, The Wall Street Lawyer: Professional Orgamzatzonal
Man? (1969)

[Llaw firms in the Am Law 200 . . . now require about 10,000 new
associates each year out of about 40,000 graduates coming from all of the
nation’s approximately 200 law schools combined.

-Ward Bower, Consultant at Altman Weill2

I. INTRODUCTION

Two major trends have dominated the American legal profession in
recent years. First, “the legal profession has seen a smkmg growth in the
largest firms during the latter part of the last century.”™ In 1960, Shearman
Sterling & Wright (now called Shearman & Sterling) was the largest firm in
the country — and therefore the world. It had 125 lawyers By the close of
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accepted standards of social science, it nevertheless means that there is a
large amount of variance that remains unexplained.]60 The same is true
with respect to the differences between the graduates of urban law schools
working in large law firms and their fellow associates who entered these
employers from elite schools.'®!

3. Comparison with Elite Graduates

Table 11 compares the regression results for urban graduates working
in law firms with their elite school counterparts with respect to each of the
factors discussed above.'®? The Z test compares the coefficients for each
of these regressions. The results indicate that several factors are
significantly more important to urban graduates who work in large law
firms than they are to the graduates of elite schools.'®?

variance in the regression model that is explained by the variables in the model. N. J. D.
Nagelkerke, A Note on the General Definition of the Coefficient of Determination, 78
BIOMETRIKA 691, 691 (1991).

160. See supra tbl.10.

161. See supra tbl.10.

162. See supra tbl.11.

163. See supra tbl.11.
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TABLE 11: Logistic Regression Predicting the Likelihood of
Working in a Large Firm, by Law School Type (Unweighted)

Urban Law Elite Law
School School
Exp (B) Exp (B) Z Tests

Male 1.07 1.11 -0.152
Over thirty-six 0.64 * 0.60 0.149
White 0.94 1.44 -1.237
Has children 0.76 0.79 -0.123
Married 1.33 1.18 0.405
Father’s socioeconomic status  1.01 1.00 0.256
Lawyer in family 1.04 0.77 1.082
Took bar in large metro area 2,12 *** 3.94 x** -1.870
Took bar in small metro area 1.74 * 2.35 ** -0.791
Science undergraduate 2.19 *** 0.94 2.229
Intended to practice law 1.38 1.68 + -0.545
Served on Law Review 1.96 *** 1.33 1.247
L.aw School GPA 17.84 *** 6.75 *** 1.991
Constant 0.00 *** 0.00 *** -2.365
Nagelkerke R Square 0.28 0.24

Note: +p<.10, *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.00/

There are two notable results where the difference in coefficients is
significant at the 0.05 level or better (indicated by a Z test of +1.96 or
greater). First, once again we find that having a science undergraduate
degree is an important credential for urban law graduates, more than
doubling their odds of working in a large law firm."®*  For elite law
graduates, however, having this credential does not significantly improve a
graduate’s chances of working in a large law firm.'®

Second, we find that the effect of GPA is less important for elites than
it is for urban graduates.166 For every one point increase in law school
GPA (on a four point scale), urban graduates increase their odds of working
at a large firm by almost eighteen times. Elite graduates who have a similar
increase in GPA, on the other hand, increase their odds by less than seven
times.'®” Once again, these findings confirm that law firms continue to

164. See supra tbl.11.
165. See supratbl.11.
166. See supra tbl.11.
167. See supra tbl.11.
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place substantial weight on law school status in making hiring decisions.'®®

Overall, these findings have important implications for the current
debate over affirmative action in law schools. In two recent articles that
draw on data from the AJD study, Professor Richard Sander argues that
affirmative action actually hurts the black students these policies intend to
help.169 Specifically, Sander argues that the primary effect of affirmative
action is to allow black law students to attend schools that are twenty to
fifty places above the schools that they would have been admitted to in the
absence of these policies.170 Although this might seem to be an advantage
for those who receive such a boost, Sander argues that black students are
actually harmed by this arrangement because they will be “overmatched” in
the schools in which they are placed.171 As a result, Sander argues that
black students are more likely to receive poor grades, which will in turn
produce poor performance on the bar examination and less success in the
job market.'’?

Although a full response to Sander’s provocative thesis is well beyond
the scope of this article, 7 the data presented above should at least make us
pause before accepting the claim that “the net trade-off of higher prestige
but weaker academic performance substantially harms . . . most new black
lawyers in the job market.”'”*  As Tables 10 and 11 demonstrate, law
school status continues to play an independent and highly significant role in
determining who is hired by a large law fim.'” Although we have not
done a full analysis of the precise trade off between attending a more highly
ranked school but receiving lower grades and receiving higher grades from
a less prestigious school, the regressions outlined in Table 10, especially
when combined with the significantly different importance of high grades
for elite and urban graduates, provide important clues as to how that

168. For a discussion of why this preference continues, see David B. Wilkins & Mitu G.
Gulati, Reconceiving the Tournament of Lawyers: Tracking, Seeding, and Information Control in
the Internal Labor Markets of Elite Law Firms, 84 VA. L. REV. 1581, 1651-57 (1998).

169. Richard H. Sander, The Racial Paradox of the Corporate Law Firm, 84 N.C. L. REV.
1755, 1759 (2006) [hereinafter Sander, The Racial Paradox of the Corporate Law Firm]; Richard
H. Sander, A Systemic Analysis of Affirmative Action in American Law Schools, 57 STAN. L. REV.
367, 369 (2004) [hereinafter Sander, 4 Systemic Analysis].

170. Sander, 4 Systemic Analysis, supra note 169, at 478.

171. Sander, A Systemic Analysis, supra note 169, at 478-79

172. Sander, A Systemic Analysis, supra note 169, at 479

173. For a more detailed discussion of how elite schools may benefit black law students
despite lower GPA, see David B. Wilkins, 4 Systematic Response to Systemic Disadvantage: A
Response to Sander, 57 STAN. L. REV, 1915, 1916 (2005) [hereinafter Wilkins, A Systematic
Response to Systemic Disadvantage]. See also James E. Coleman, Jr. & Mitu Gulati, 4 Response
to Professor Sander: Is It Really All About the Grades?, 84 N. C. L. REv. 1823, 1835-36 (2006).

174. Sander, 4 Systemic Analysis, supra note 169, at 371-72.

175. See supra tbls. 10, 11.
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analysis is likely to come out.'

Chart 2: Predicted Probability of Working in a Large Law Firm
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Chart 2 graphically portrays the results of Model 2 in Table 1077 1t
shows that holding everything else in the regression constant, for any given
grade point average those who attend more highly ranked law schools have
a greater predicted probability of working, in a large law firm than their
peers from less highly ranked schools.'”® Although this result is not
surprising in and of itself, the fact that the advantage enjoyed by graduates
of better ranked schools persists at all grade levels — and appears to increase
slightly for those with higher grades — is. Thus, even a Tier 3 graduate with
a perfect 4.0 grade point average would have only about half the chance of
a student from a school ranked eleven to thirt;/-one of working in a large
law firm — and a less than 30% chance overall.'”

Moreover, Chart 2 also gives us an inkling of how much better the
grades of the graduates of lower ranked schools would have to be in order
to have the same odds of working in a large law firm as their counterparts
from more highly ranked schools. For example, a student in an urban law
school ranked thirty-two to sixty-five would have to improve his or her
grade point average a full half point to 3.5 in order to have the same

176. See supra tbl.10.

177. See supra chart 2.
178. See supra chart 2.
179. See supra chart 2.
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probability of workirig in a large law firm as a graduate of a top ten school
has with a 3.0 average.I80 Even graduates of schools ranked eleven to
thirty-one need to improve their grades by more than a quarter 8point (to
over 3.25) in order to do as well as a top ten graduate with a 3.0.""" Given
these differences, it is likely that black students would have to improve
their grades considerably in the lower ranked schools which Sander’s
proposal would place them in before they would have any hope of
overcoming the advantage of the reduced scrutiny about grades that elite
graduates appear to enj oy.182

More generally, these findings also remind us that notwithstanding the
tremendous changes that have occurred in the legal market place over the
last three decades, the hierarchies and cleavages that characterized the
“Golden Age” continue to survive. As we will see in the next section, the
graduates of urban law schools are well aware of this fact.

VI. HOW HAVE URBAN GRADUATES OPENED THE DOOR?

Tables 12 compares the perceptions of urban and elite law school
graduates working in large law firms about the relative importance of
various factors in obtaining their respective jobs.183 Needless to say, these
perceptions may prove to be mistaken. Nevertheless, as we suggested
above, they provide an important window into the job market — and, equally
important, into the way that law students and firms may try to adjust their
expectations and behavior to what they 1perceive about the market, even if
these perceptions turn out to be wrong. ¥ In this case, these perceptions
suggest that urban law school graduates believe that they need a wide array
of personal qualities and accomplishments to reach the same positions that
elite students obtain simply on the basis of their status as elite graduates.

180. See supra chart 2.

181. See supra chart 2.

182. See Wilkins, A Systematic Response to Systemic Disadvantage, supra note 173, at
1928-30 (making a similar point).

183. See infra tbl.12.

184. See David B. Wilkins & G. Mitu Gulati, What Law Students Think They Know About
Elite Law Firms: Preliminary Results of a Survey of Third Year Law Students, 69 U. CIN. L. REV.
1213, 1214-15 (2001) [hereinafter Wilkins & Gulati, What Law Students Think They Know About
Elite Law Firms].
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TABLE 12: Importance of Factors in Organization's Decision to
Make Respondent an Offer, Large Firm Respondents, by Law
School Type (Mean Scores)

How important do you believe each of the following Urban Elite
factors was in this organization’s decision to make (Mean) (Mean)
you a job offer?

My law school grades 5.86 5.76

My personal qualities 5.1 431 *
My participation in law journal of moot court 491 4.34 *
My prior work experience 4.82 3.83 *
My prior work experience in this organization 4.05 451 *
Reputation of the law school I attended 3.91 6.04 *
Reputation of the undergraduate school I attended 3.48 3.82 *
My potential for attracting clients 3.34 2.68 *
My physical appearance 2.78 248 *
My personal connections (e.g. Families, Friends, 2.58 1.79 *
Colleagues) '

Recommendations of faculty from my law school 2.09 2.06

My gender 2.05 1.88 *
My race or ethnicity 1.72 1.76

Note: *p<.05 or better
Note: Measured on a scale from 1-7, with 1="not at all important” and 7="extremely

important”

This difference in perception is apparent in nearly every factor
discussed in Table 12. Thus, elite graduates believe that their law school’s
reputation was the most important factor in their being hired by their large
law firm employer.185 For urban graduates, this factor was a distant fifth,
almost two full points below their number one factor: law school glrades.]86
Indeed, in describing how they got their current job elite graduates working
in large law firms rate the reputation of their undergraduate institution
almost as highly as urban graduates rate the reputation of their law
school.'®’ Similarly, urban graduates rank personal accomplishments —
such as law review, moot court participation, and prior work experience —
and personal characteristics, ranging from connections and the potential for
bringing in business to gender and physical attractiveness — as significantly
mﬁre lin}]ggrtant in obtaining their jobs than their counterparts from elite
schools.

185. See supra tbl.12.
186. See supratbl.12,
187. See supra tbl 12,
188. See supra tbl.12.
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Given, as we have seen, that elite law students continue to enjoy
substantial advantages in the market for large law firm jobs, it is not
surprising that both elite and urban graduates are aware of this reality. A
study of the perceptions of third year law students at ten law schools
conducted by one of us in 1998 found similar differences between elite and
non-elite law students with respect to the factors that they believed to be
important in obtaining law firm jobs.'® What is surprising is the extent to
which the perceptions of urban graduates resemble those of another
traditional group of outsiders: women.

TABLE 13: Importance of Factors in Organization's Decision to
Make Respondent an Offer, All Respondents, By Gender (Mean

Scores)
How important do you believe each of the following Female Male
factors was in this organization’s decision to make (Mean) (Mean)
you a job offer?
My personal qualities 5.22 477 *
My prior work experience 4.97 475 *
My law school grades 4.54 437
Reputation of the law school I attended 4.33 416 *
My prior work experience in this organization 4.22 3.89 *
Participation in law journal or moot court 3.68 335 *
My personal connections (e.g. Families, Friends, 3.20 3.07 *
Colleagues)
Reputation of the undergraduate school I attended 3.13 3.01 *
My potential for attracting clients 3.10 3.22 *
My physical appearance 2.84 2.52 *
My recommendations 2.66 2.19 *
My gender 2.44 148  *
My race or ethnicity 1.80 1.58 *

Note: *p<.05 or better
Note: Measured on a scale from 1-7, with 1="not at all important” and 7="extremely

important"

Table 13 reports data on the same factors for the entire AJD sample
broken down by gender.190 Although both women and men rate personal
qualities and prior work experience as the two most important factors in
obtaining employment, women’s ratings of the array of personal
achievements and qualities -- including many of the same ones identified by

189. See Wilkins & Gulati, What Law Students Think They Know About Elite Law Firms,
supra note 184, at 1232-35.
190. See supra tbl.13.
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the graduates of urban law schools -- are significantly higher than men’s.'”"
The only factor that men rate higher than women is their potential for
attracting clients. The 1998 study of third year law students found a similar
pattern among women and men about to begin their careers in large law
firms.'”®  These comparisons suggest that traditional newcomers of all
kinds believe that they will have a more difficult time being accepted by
large law firms and other employers. Although as we said at the outset,
these perceptions may ultimately be mistaken, they nevertheless are likely
to influence the behavior of both lawyers and firms.

One place where we can see this difference with respect to urban and
elite law school graduates is in the manner in which the two groups
obtained their jobs at large law firms. As indicated in Table 12, elite school
graduates were more likely than their urban school counterparts to believe
that their “prior work experience in this organization™ played an important
role in their being hired by a large firm.'®® Table 14 underscores that this is
probably due to the different Pathways that elite and urban graduates take to
large law firm employment. o Specifically, while elite school graduates
primarily use the resources available to them through their law schools to
obtain law firm employment, urban school graduates rely much more on
networking and direct contact.’

191. See supra tbl.13.

192. Wilkins & Gulati, Whar Law Students Think They Know About Elite Law Firms, supra
note 184, at 1228-30.

193. See supra tbl.12.

194. See infra tbl.14.

195. See infra tbl.14.

HeinOnline -- 36 Sw. U L. Rev. 479 2007



430 SOUTHWESTERN UNIVERSITY LAW REVIEW [Vol. 36

TABLE 14: Importance of Factors in Obtaining First Job, Large
Firm Respondents, by Law School Type (Mean Scores) _

How important were each of the following Urban Elite

in helping you obtain your first job? (Mean) (Mean)
Family members 2.07 1.85 *
Law school classmates 1.94 2.12 *
Other friends 2.64 2.18 *
Direct unsolicited contact with employer 3.65 3.07 *
Response to an ad 1.47 1.29 *
Law schools placement office 4.01 4.99 *
On-campus interview 4.12 543 *
Summer Position 4.7 5.62 *
Part-time Position 2.19 1.63 *
Unpaid internship 1.1 1.19 *
Recommendation of a law professor 1.92 1.66 *
Law school's alumni network 2.16 2.26
Experience in a judicial clerkship 1.87 1.62

Note: *p<.05 or better
Note: Measured on a scale from 1-7, with 1="not at all important” and 7="extremely
important”

When asked to rank the importance of several factors in obtaining their
first job on a scale of 1 to 7, both elite and urban graduates at large law
firms gave the formal hiring mechanisms of the law school placement
office, on-campus interviews, and summer clerkships their highest
ratings.l Elite graduates, however, rated these standard hiring processes
about a full point to a point and a half higher than their urban
counterparts] Urban graduates, on the other hand, were significantly
more likely than their elite counterparts to attempt to find jobs by
contacting employers directly or by utilizing connections with friends or
business associates, family members, and even law professors. 198

These results indicate the extent to which law firm hiring has become
almost completely formalized for elite school graduates, but still retains
some of its traditional informal — and connections driven — character for
graduates from urban schools. Indeed, the only contacts that elite graduates
found more important than their peers from urban schools were law school

196. See supra tbl.14.

197. See supra tbl.14.

198. See supra tbl.14. The 1998 study of third year law students reached similar conclusions
with respect to the importance of various hiring criteria for elite and non-elite graduates working
in large law firms. See Wilkins & Gulati, What Law Students Think They Know About Elite Law
Firms, supra note 184, at 1232-34.
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classmates and alumni.'” Although the difference between the two groups
for law school alumni does not rise to the level of statistical significance,
the difference in importance of law school classmates does. This
underscores the important networking and socialization benefits of
attending an elite law school — benefits that Professor Sander fails to take
into account when calculating the benefit that black students receive from
affirmative action.

Moreover, these networking and socialization benefits are unlikely to
disappear when a new recruit walks through the door of his or her law firm
and begins working. To the contrary, there are good reasons to suspect that
the simple fact of being “a Harvard man” or a “Stanford woman” can open
up opportunities for relationship building across generations and domains
of expertise and interest — both with associates and partners inside the firm
and clients and other important decision makers outside of the organization
— that can be immensely valuable to lawyers attempting to build successful
careers in the increasingly competitive world of large law firms.?®" The
next section investigates the extent to which the AJD data reveals evidence
of these continuing advantages.

VII. WHAT HAPPENS TO URBAN GRADUATES ONCE THEY GET INSIDE?

Given the changes in the market for corporate legal services outlined in
Part I1, it is inevitable that some urban law school graduates will begin their
careers in large law firms, although the number of those who do is more
than many might have expected. The real question is what happens to these
new entrants once they arrive. Will urban law school graduates succeed in
being promoted to partnership at the same rates as their counterparts from
elite schools? Or, will they end up departing after a few years as junior
associates, leaving the partnership ranks of large law firms looking very
much as they did during the “Golden Age”?

There are good reasons to fear the less optimistic of these two
projections. When we look at what we know about other recent entrants
into large law firms, we see that most of these groups have had much
greater success in being hired than in being promoted to partnership. Thus,
women have constituted more than 40% of entering associates for more
than twenty years, yet they account for just over 15% of the partners

199. See supra tbl.14.

200. See Wilkins, A Systematic Response to Systemic Disadvantage, supra note 173, at
1932-37.

201. Wilkins, A Systematic Response to Systemic Disadvantage, supra note 173, at 1932-37.
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today.zo2 Even Jews and other religious minorities are still somewhat
underrepresented among the partners in elite law firms, particularly in
certain high prestige fields such as securities law.2%?

The evidence to date with respect to law school status points in the
same direction. In 1975, for example, the probability that a graduate from a
top law school would have become a partner in a “large” law firm (defined
as a firm with thirty or more lawyers) was 17%, while the similar
probability for graduates of a regional or local school was only 29%.2%
Twenty years later, researchers found that while the probability of making
partner in a large law firm (this time defines as having more than 100
lawyers) had gone up for both groups, the disparity between them
nevertheless continued to be large and highly significant: 21% for graduates
from elite or prestigious schools, and only 8% for those coming from
regional or local schools.?? Indeed, in a study conducted in 1995 of five
large law firms in top legal markets across the country, one of us found that
70% of all of the partners in these institutions were graduates of one of
thirteen top law schools, with one firm, New York’s Cleary Gottleib,
counting 93% of its partners from these institutions.*%°

Rachel Parkin’s forthcoming study of the effect of law school
connections on hiring and promotion rates reaches an analogous
conclusion.’®”  Parkin uses Martindale-Hubbell data to estimate the
probability that a lawyer will be hired and promoted based on the
percentage of partners in the organization who attended the same law
school. She finds significant evidence of “clustering,” by which she means
lawyers from the same school working in the same firm, especially for
firms with at least 100 lawye:rs.208 This clustering, Parkin demonstrates,
cannot be explained either by random chance or by obvious quality
matching whereby lawyers are sorted by the quality of their law schools (as
measured by U.S. News rankings) into firms of corresponding quality (as
measured by profits per partner). Moreover, Parkin finds that partners are
even more highly clustered than associates.”" And, most notably for our
purposes, Parkin finds that the odds of a given associate’s being promoted
increase significantly the more he or she is connected by law school

202. See CATALYST, supra note 43, at 30.

203. HEINZ ET AL., supra note 9, at 67.

204. HEINZ ET AL., supra note 9, at 59.

205. HEINZ ET AL., supra note 9, at 59,

206. Wilkins & Gulati, Why Are There So Few Black Lawyers in Corporate Law Firms?,
supra note 87, at 741 tbl.5.

207. See Parkin, supra note 83.

208. Parkin, supra note 83, at 13.

209. Parkin, supra note 83, at 14.
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affiliation with partners in the firm. Depending upon various assumptions,
those with the most ties to other partners have a 9%-18% greater chance of
being promoted than their less connected peers.210 Tellingly, connections
appear to be most important for lawyers who attended law schools that are
ranked lower than the average ranking of the partners in the firm.2'" Given
urban law school graduates’ recent entry into large law firms, this finding
suggests that they will face greater obstacles to partnership in firms that
contain relatively few partners from their ranks.?'

Needless to say, many factors may help to explain these statistics.
Moreover, it is obviously too soon to determine whether these patterns,
whatever their cause, will persist for lawyers in the AJD cohort itself, who
at the time they were surveyed in 2003 were only in the early stages of their
careers. The AJD data does, however, give us insight into the early
experiences of urban and elite school graduates in law firms that may
provide clues about their future success.

Specifically, when we look at the early careers of urban versus elite
school graduates two trends emerge. First, urban graduates are on average
more satisfied than are their elite counterparts working in firms and are also
more likely to express the desire to stay with their current employer for a
longer period. Second, when we look at the population of all urban and
elite graduates going to large law firms, those from urban schools appear to
be doing different, and in some (though not all) respects less prestigious or
substantive, work than their peers from more elite institutions. Similarly,
urban graduates also appear to be engaging in networking strategies that
focus more on connections outside of the firm then associates from elite
schools. Although some of these differences appear to be result of the fact
that urban and elite law school graduates may be going to different firms,
others persist even when we look only at those going to firms with over 500
lawyers. Sections A and B set out the data underlying each prong of this
apparent inconsistency. Section C attempts to unravel it and set out some
of the implications of our analysis for comparable claims that have been

210. Parkin, supra note 83, at 14-15 (finding that those in the top quartile of connections
have a 9% greater chance of being promoted than those in the bottom quartile); see id. at 19
(finding in a regression controlling for several variables that a one standard deviation in
connectedness increases the odds of being promoted by 14-18%).

211. Parkin, supra note 83, at 22.

212. Indeed, Parkin finds that undergraduate connections are also independently significant
in determining law firm promotions. As Parkin argues, this strongly points to favoritism, as
opposed to unobserved quality, as the explanation for clustering. Whether this favoritism will
harm or benefit urban graduates depends upon whether those who work in large law firms are
more or less likely to have attended the kind of undergraduate institutions that are prevalent
among the partners in large law firms. Researchers affiliated with AJD are in the process of
investigating this question. Parkin, supra note 83, at 22.
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made about the experience of women and minorities in firms.

A. Satisfaction

One of the most surprising findings — at least from the perspective of
the conventional wisdom — is how satisfied all AJD respondents are with
their decision to become a lawyer at this stage of their career.?> Nearly
80% of the sample as a whole was “moderately” or “extremely” satisfied
with their decision to enter the profession.2 14" Both elite and urban law
school graduates working in large law firms fit this general pattern. There
are, however, important differences between the two groups.

As Chart 3 indicates, over 80% of urban law school graduates working
in large firms report being moderately or extremely satisfied with their
decision to become lawyers.215 Although elites also express high rates of
satisfaction, the percentage of graduates from these schools who report
similar levels of satisfaction is almost 10% less (74%) than their urban law
school peers.2]6 Moreover, this overall difference masks a much larger
difference in those who report being “extremely satisfied” with their
careers. Of respondents working in large law firms, urban law graduates
are nearly one-third more likely (36% to 26%) to say that they are
extremely satisfied with their decision to become a lawyer than the
graduates from elite schools.2!’

213. For an account of the conventional wisdom that there is widespread dissatisfaction
among lawyers about their careers, see ANTHONY T. KRONMAN, THE L.LOST LAWYER: FAILING
IDEALS IN THE LEGAL PROFESSION 2 (1988). Although the belief in Kronman’s view is
widespread, the few systematic studies of lawyer satisfaction reach results that are consistent with
the data reported here. See HEINZ ET AL., supra note 9, at 256-74.

214, DINOVITZER ET AL., supra note 13, at 47. For a more complete discussion of
satisfaction in the AJD sample, see Ronit Dinovitzer & Bryant G. Garth, Lawyer Satisfaction in
the Process of Structuring Legal Careers, 41 LAW & SOC’Y REV. 1 (2007).

215. See infra chart 3.

216. See infra chart 3.

217. See infra chart 3.
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CHART 3: Satisfaction among Large Law Firm Respondents, By
Law School Type
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Question: How satisfied are you with your decision to become a lawyer?

When we look more closely at what these two groups of lawyers think
- about the tasks they perform and the opportunities they are given, the
overall pattern of urban graduates being significantly more satisfied than
their counterparts from elite schools persists. Table 15 reports the mean
satisfaction levels of the two groups with respect to a range of tasks and
opportunities. 218 1t demonstrates that urban graduates working in large law
firms report being significantly more satlsﬁed in virtually every category
than their elite school counterparts Indeed, only with respect to
compensation, travel, and the opportunity to do pro bono work do elite
graduates report 31§mﬁcantly higher levels of satisfaction than their urban
law school peers.

218. See infra tbl.15.
219. See infra tbl.15.
220. See infra tbl.15.
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TABLE 15: Satisfaction with Various Aspects of Current Job,
Large Firm Respondents, by Law School Type (Mean Scores)

How satisfied are you with each of the following Urban  Elite
aspects of your current position? _ School School
Relationships with colleagues 5.53 537 *
Compensation (including salary, benefits, and bonus) 5.4 554 *
Intellectual challenge of your work 54 524 *
Level of responsibility you have 5.39 519 *
Substantive area 5.26 5.18
Opportunities for building skills 5.22 496 *
Tasks you perform 495 471 *
Control you have over how you do your work 4.9 4.82
Opportunities for advancement 4.85 471 *
Amount of travel required 482 494 *
Recognition you receive for your work 481 4.81

Job security 476 4.85
Opportunities for doing pro bono work 4.43 457 *
Diversity of the workplace 4.07 389 *
Control over the amount of work you do 3.99 3.67
Performance evaluation process 3.86 3.8
Value of your work to society 3.85 357 *

Norte: *p<.05 or better
Note: Measured on a scale from 1-7, with 1="highly dissatisfied and 7="highly satisfied”

These higher satisfaction rates also appear to be producing a greater
commitment among urban law school graduates to stay with their current
employer. It is no secret that attrition rates among associates in large law
firms have been steadily climbing in recent years.2 ! Chart 4 indicates that
the graduates of elite schools conform to this general pattem.222 Fifty-three
percent of those in this group intend to leave their current large law firm
within two years.223 The comparable percentage for urban graduates,
however, is only 42%. More importantly, when we examine the opposite
end of the spectrum, 39.9% of urban graduates intend to stay with their
current employer for five years or more — virtually identical to the number
who intend to leave in two years — as compared with the 21% of the

221, See Marie Beaudette, Associates Giving Up on Partnership, LEGAL TIMES, Sept. 29,
2003, at A1 (reporting that associates often take firm jobs after law school to pay off debt and
then leave before making partner to pursue other interests). See also DINOVITZER ET AL, supra
note 13, at 54 tbl.7.1 (indicating that 45% of lawyers in firms between 101-250, and 55% of those
in firms with 251 or more lawyers intend to leave their law firms within two years).

222, See infra chart 4.

223. See infra chart 4.

HeinOnline -- 36 Sw. U L. Rev. 486 2007



2007] URBAN LAW SCHOOL GRADUATES AT LARGE LAW FIRMS 487

graduates of elite schools who intend to stay for a similar period of time
(less than half of the percentage of elites who plan to depart in two
years).

CHART 4: Length of Expected Stay at Current Position for
Large Firm Respondents, by School Type
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Question: How long do you intend to stay in your current position?

In Section C we will discuss some of the reasons that might explain
this dramatic difference in both the satisfaction levels and intentions of
urban and elite graduates, but before doing so it is important to note that
these differences do not seem to result from the fact that urban law school
graduates are getting significantly better work than their elite law school
counterparts.

B. Work and Networking

Urban law school graduates appear to do somewhat different kinds of
work in large law firms than their counterparts from elite schools. Table 16

224. See infra chart 4.
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examines the fields of law in which the two groups practice.225 Although
the plurality of both groups practice in civil litigation, elite law school
graduates are more likely to spend significant time working in corporate
fields such as general corporate, securities, and tax.?*® Urban graduates, on
the other hand, are more likely to spend time working on matters in
intellectual property, and personal injury defense.”?’

225. See infra tbl.16.
226. See infra tbl.16.
227. See infra tbl.16.
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TABLE 16: Percent of Time Spent In Various Areas of Legal Practice,
Large Firm Respondents, by Law School Type (Mean Percent Time)

What percentage of your work over the past year has  Urban  Elite
involved non-U.S. clients or cross-border matters? School School
Percent of time devoted to non-US clients or cross 17.8 17.3
border matters

Approximately what proportion of your time do you Urban  Elite
spend in each of the following areas of law? School School
General Practice 2.8 2.76
Antitrust 1.32 2.15 *
Bankruptcy 3.29 6.27 *
Civil Litigation 2421 2701 *
Civil Rights/liberties 0.48 1.07 *
Commercial Law 7.81 6.12 *
Criminal Law 0.86 144 *
Employment Law Union 041 0.28
Employment Law Mgmt 8.23 7.65
Environmental Law 2.74 3.52
Family Law 0.93 022 *
General Corporate 12.19 17.62 *
Immigration Law 3.55 0.76 *
Intellectual Property 18.21 13.58 *
Municipal Law 1.68 1.28
Personal Injury Plaintiff 0.18 0.02 *
Personal Injury Defense 4.11 .11 *
Probate 1.41 1.44
Public Utilities 2.35 2.62
Real Estate Commercial 6.45 5.61
Real Estate Personal 1.03 0.78
Securities 8.34 13.87 *
Tax 422 6.15 *

Note: *p<.05 or better

These differences are potentially important. 228

Lawyers report, securities is the most prestigious legal field.??
general corporate are not far behind, ranking 6™ and 9™ respectively.

As the authors of Urban

Tax and

230

Personal injury defense, on the other hand, ranks near the bottom of the

prestige hierarchy (thirty out of forty- two)

228. See supra tbl.16.

229. See HEINZ ET AL., supra note 9, at 84 tb1.4.2.
230. HEINZ ET AL., supra note 9, at 84 tb1.4.2.
231. HEINZ ET AL., supra note 9, at 84 tbl.4.2.
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however, spend significantly more time than elite graduates doing
intellectual property work, which is generally considered quite
prestigious.23 However this field of law is also highly specialized and
therefore potentially more risky than other areas of corporate practice.

Before we conclude that urban law school graduates are working in less
prestigious areas of practice than their more elite counterparts, it is
important to consider another possible explanation for these apparent
differences between elite and urban law graduates: urban graduates could
be working in different kinds of “large” law firms than elite school
graduates. As we indicated above, there is no way to dismiss this
possibility completely. Nevertheless, looking only at lawyers in the largest
firms (those with more than 500 lawyers) should reduce potential firm
variation considerably. Although there are probably a number of 100
lawyer firms that concentrate on personal injury defense, for example, there
are few if any firms over 500 lawyers who work primarily in this area.
Instead, firms of this size are likely to engage in a broad range of corporate
and litigation practices. Consequently, if we continue to find significant
differences between the fields of law practiced by urban and elite law
school graduates in firms of this size we can be relatively confident that we
are observing differences that are meaningful across comparable firms.

232. Although intellectual property work is not rated directly by HEINZ ET AL., trademark
and patent work are ranked two and five respectively. See HEINZ ET AL., supra note 9, at 84
tbl.4.2,
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TABLE 17: Percent of Time Spent In Various Areas of Legal
Practice, MEGA Firm Respondents, By Law School Type (Mean
Percent Time)

Approximately what proportion of your time do you Urban  Elite

spend in each of the following areas of law? School School
General Practice 241 1.02 *
Antitrust 1.21 1.04
Bankruptcy 3.55 2.60
Civil Litigation 27.51 2439
Civil Rights/liberties 0.85 1.70
Commercial Law 9.24 7.00
Criminal Law 0.39 0.87
Employment Law Union 0.75 0.05 *
Employment Law Mgmt 7.59 1323 *
Environmental Law 3.15 3.09
Family Law 2.15 0.15 *
General Corporate 8.56 1496 *
Immigration Law 2.34 042 *
Intellectual Property 27.68 16.01 *
Municipal Law 1.66 4.09 *
Personal Injury Plaintiff 0.00 0.0 *
Personal Injury Defense 3.36 2.14
Probate 0.86 2.37
Public Utilities 1.42 4.65 *
Real Estate Commercial 5.20 887 *
Real Estate Personal 0.32 0.15
Securities 6.16 12.08 *
Tax 4.62 3.22

Note: *p<.05 or better
Note: Mega-Firm = firms with 500 or more attorneys

Table 17 presents the same analysis of the fields of law for urban and
clite school graduates working in law firms with more than 500 lawyers.233
It demonstrates that some — but by no means all — of the differences
between urban and elite law school graduates are a function of the fact that
urban law school graduates are more likely to work in smaller firms. Thus,
to continue with the issue of personal injury defense, the difference between
urban and elite graduates remains but loses its statistical significance (in
part because of the reduction in sample size).234 The same is true of the

233. See supra tbl.17.
234, See supra tbl.17.
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significant advantage that elite graduates enjoyed in the field of tax.”

On the other hand, some important differences remain. Even in the
largest firms, elite graduates are significantly more likely to work on
securities matters, general corporate work, and related corporate fields such
as public utilities, commercial real estate, and the management side of labor
issues.?*® Urban school graduates, by contrast, are more likely to engage in
general practice, family law, immigration law, and intellectual property.
Indeed, with respect to family law, standardizing for firm size reverses the
pattern we saw when we looked at all firms larger than 100 lawyers where
elite school graduates were more likely to spend time working in this
area.

Overall, standardizing for firm size provides some further support for
the conclusion that urban law school graduates are doing different — and
other than in intellectual property, generally less prestigious — work than
their counterparts from more elite schools. An analysis of the specific tasks
and networking activities of urban and elite law school graduates reinforces
this conclusion.

235. See supra tbl.17.
236. See supra tbl.17.
237. See supra tbl.17.
238. See supra tbl.17.
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TABLE 18: Types of Tasks Respondents Perform on at Least Half of
Their Matters in the Last Three Months, Large Firm Respondents, by

Law School Type
Over the total life of these matters, on how Urban Elite
many of them were you . . . School School
Responsible for keeping client updated 51.90% 42.50% *
Limited to routine research and memo writing 23.80% 14.80% *
Spending 100 or more hours reviewing 9.90% 10.40%
discovered documents or due diligence
Writing motions or taking depositions 28.30% 31.40%
Appearing in court as first or second chair 11.80% 4.90% *
Drafting transactional documents 44.80% 46.40%
Formulating strategy with senior lawyers or 59.80% 61.30%
clients
Traveling 23.30% 24.80%
Assigning/supervising work of others 24.90% 32.20% *
Handling entire matter on own 18.40% 9.80% *

Note: *p<.05 or better
Note: Percentage of respondents responding “At least half”

Consider first the specific tasks performed by urban and elite law
school graduates. Table 18 reports the percentage of lawyers working in
law firms with more than 100 lawyers who perform particular tasks on half
or more of their matters.”>® The tasks range from legal research and
document review to keeping the client informed and handling entire matters
on one’s own.>* Although all junior associates do a certain amount of
routine work, the data reveal an interesting set of differences between the
experiences of urban and elite law school graduates. In certain respects,
urban graduates are more likely to do routine work than associates from
elite law schools.*! Thus, urban graduates in large firms report that they
are significantly more likely to do work that is confined to routine research
and memo writing. 42 They are also significantly less likely to assign work
to or supervise others>*  On the other hand, urban graduates are
significantly more likely than their elite school counterparts to do
substantively responsible work such as keeping the client informed, being

239. See supra tbl. 18,
240. See supra tbl.18.
241. See supra tbl. 18,
242, See supra tbl.18,
243. See supra tbl.18.
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first or second chair in court, and handling an entire matter on their own.**

Once again, it is plausible that some of these differences are the result
of urban and elite school graduates working in different kinds of “large”
firms. Thus, if urban graduates are more likely to work in firms at. the
smaller end of the spectrum (i.e., those with 100-250 lawyers) it would not
be surprising to find that they were given greater responsibility for meeting
with clients and handling important matters on their own since both the
average size of the matters and the teams assigned to work on them are
likely to be smaller. Elite graduates working in larger firms would likely
have the opposite experience.

TABLE 19: Types of Tasks Respondents Perform on at Least Half of
Their Matters in the Last Three Months, MEGA Firm Respondents, by

Law School Type
Over the total life of these matters, on Urban Law  Elite Law
how many of them were you . . . School School
Responsible for keeping client updated 55.30% 51.70%
Routine research and memos 26.00% 19.60%
100 or more hours reviewing discovered 12.20% 7.90%
documents or due diligence
Writing motions or taking depositions 36.10% 31.20%
Appearing in court as first or second chair 16.70% 5.30% *
Drafting transactional documents 38.90% 39.80%
Formulating strategy with senior lawyers 74.00% 72.10%
or clients
Traveling 26.40% 29.10%
Assigning/supervising work of others 29.50% 30.50%
Handling entire matter on own 25.90% 9.70% *

Note: *p<.05 or better
Note: Percentage of respondents responding “At least half”’
Note: Mega-Firm = firms with 500 or more attorneys

Table 19 confirms this intuition.>*> When we look at only those urban
and elite graduates working in firms over 500, almost all of the statistical
differences in the tasks performed by lawyers in the two groups lose
signiﬁcance.246 The only exceptions are those related to assuming first or
second chair responsibility when appearing in court and handling matters
alone — both of which continue to favor the graduates of urban law schools

244. See supra tbl.18.
245. See supra tbi.19,
246. See supra tbl.19,
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by significant margins.247 This finding suggests that urban graduates in
very large law firms are given important responsibility for the matters on
which they work. It is possible, however, that because urban graduates tend
to work on matters in fields of law — e.g., intellectual property, family law,
immigration — where matters and teams are often smaller that this finding
does not necessarily indicate that they are being given more real
responsibility than their elite school peers who may be working on smaller
pieces of larger projects. The fact that almost 50% more urban graduates
report spending substantial time on routine research and memo writing than
elite graduates (26% versus 19.6%) and that the percentage of urban
graduates reporting spending more than 100 hours reviewing documents or
performing due diligence is almost 100% greater than the corresponding
percentage for elites (12.2% versus 7.9%) — even though these differences
do not rise to the level of statistical significance —provides some cause for
concern that when urban graduates are put on large matters they may be
more likely to do routine work. 4

TABLE 20: Networking Activities Performed on a Recurring
Basis, Large Firm Respondents, by Law School Type
Which of the following do you do on a recurring basis? Urban Elite

Law Law

School  School
Participate on the office/firm recruitment committee 2890% 34.90% *
Join partners or senior attorneys for breakfast or lunch  49.00%  53.10%
Spend recreational time with partners or senior 26.80% 21.60% *
attorneys
Spend recreational time with associates or peers 72.30% 83.30% *
Write for publications or presentations, or employer 26.50% 17.90% *
sponsored seminars
Participate at least monthly in either bar association 32.30% 25.90% *

activities, civic groups, or non profit associations

Note: *p<.05 or better

The picture is similarly complex when we examine the networking and
career building strategies employed by the two groups of lawyers. Elite
school graduates appear to be spending substantial time building
relationships within the firm. For example, graduates of these institutions
are more likely to be involved in the firm’s recruiting committee. Elites are
also significantly more likely to socialize with their fellow associates than

247. See supra tbl.19.
248. See supra tbl. 19,
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are their urban law school peers. Urban law school graduates, however, are
more likely to spend recreational time with partners than are their elite
school counterparts. They are also, however, significantly more likely to
spend their networking time outside the firm, for example, by writing for
publications or participating in seminars, bar associations, and community
organizations.

As with the previous two analyses, it is likely that some of this
variation is due to the fact that urban and elite graduates are working in
different kinds of firms. To take only the most obvious example, it is likely
to be much easier to spend recreational time with partners in a law firm that
is closer to 100 lawyers than one that is closer to 1000 lawyers. Similarly,
those in smaller firms might plausibly have more time to engage in outside
activities like writing or participating in seminars or bar events.

TABLE 21: Networking Activities Performed on a Recurring
Basis, MEGA Firm Respondents, by Law School Type
Which of the following do you do on a recurring Urban Law Elite

basis? School

Participate on the office/firm recruitment committee 31.40% 36.40%
illcl)lllré tIl)artners or senior attorneys for breakfast or 50.80%  63.80% **
Spend recreational time with partners or senior 3020%  15.80% ***
attorneys

Spend recreational time with associates or peers 66.00%  82.70% ***
Write for publications or presentations, or employer 2790%  18.20% *

sponsored seminars
Participate at least monthly in either bar associati
ficipate at least monthly in e soclation 4 80%  15.90% ***
activities, civic groups, or non profit associations
Note: *p<.05 or better, **p<.01, ***p<.001
Note: Mega-Firm = firms with 560 or more attorneys

Table 21 suggests that the networking differences between urban and
elite school graduates are exacerbated, rather than reduced, when one
standardizes for firm size.** With only one exception — participating in
law firm recruiting (where elites still are overrepresented, although the
difference is no longer significant) — every difference between urban and
elite graduates in the sample of all law firms over 100 is magnified when
we confine our attention to lawyers working in firms over 500 lawyers.zsg
Thus, elite graduates are significantly more likely to join partners for meals

249. See supra tbl.21.
250. See supra tbls.20, 21.
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(a difference that was present but not significant before) and spend
recreational time with associates. Urban graduates, on the other hand, are
still more likely to spend time outside of the office socializing with partners
and participating in outside activities such as writing and going to seminars
and bar events.

Only time will tell which of these differing networking strategies will
pay higher dividends as urban and elite law school graduates make their
way toward partnership — or toward futures outside of the firms in which
they are currently working. In years to come, for example, the additional
outside activities of urban law school graduates may well prove more
valuable in building a successful career than the generallgl more internally
focused strategies being pursued by their elite peers. *l' For present
purposes, however, it is important to note that even if successful, these
strategies are typically pursued by outsiders who do not have access to the
traditional pathways to success.”

Indeed, urban graduates may already be falling behind their more elite
peers in at least one crucial respect. Table 22 compares urban and elite
graduates on three key metrics that are often used to measure success in a
large law firm: hours worked; pro bono work; and s.allary.253 As the top
part of the Table indicates, when we lock at all firms over 100 lawyers, we
see significant differences between urban and elite school graduates on each
dimension.>** Elite graduates work harder (as measured by the percentage
of these graduates who worked more than 60 hours in the past week), do
more pro bono, and earn higher salaries than their urban school
counterparts.255 As with fields of law and tasks performed, however, most
of these differences disappear when we confine our analysis to those in the
largest firms — except one.”>® Even after only two or three years of
practice, elite school graduates earn significantly more than associates from
urban schools.””’ Although this still may be due to an unobserved
difference in the kinds of firms that these two sets of graduates are going to,
it nevertheless suggests that urban law school graduates may have good

251. One of us has written about the value of these external strategies at some length. See
David B. Wilkins, Doing Well by Doing Good?: The Role of Public Service in the Careers of
Black Corporate Lawyers, 41 HOUS. L. REV. 1, 1 (2004).

252. See Bryant G. Garth, Nobless Oblige as an Alternative Career Strategy, 41 HOUS. L.
REV. 93 (20604); Robert W. Gordon, Private Career-Building and Public Benefits: Reflections on
“Doing Well by Doing Good,”” 41 HOUS. L. REV. 113 (2004).

253. See infra tbl.22.

254. See infra tbl.22.

255. See infra tbl.22.

256. See infra tbl.22.

257. See infra tbl.22.
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reason for investing in career strategies that maximize their options outside
of the firm.
TABLE 22: Salary, Work, and Pro Bono Hours For Large and
Mega Firm Respondents, by Law School Type
Urban Law Elite Law

School School

Works in a large firm
Hours worked last week (mean) S51.5 51.21
Worked over sixty hours last week 25.80% 30.90% *
Worked any pro bono hours 64.40% 72.40% *
Number of pro bono hours for those doing 60.64 73.34 *
any pro bono (mean)
Salary $117,623 $133,299 *
Works in a Mega firm
Hours worked last week {mean) 51.88 51.85

. Worked over sixty hours last week 29.70% 33.30%
Worked any pro bono hours 36.30% 33.60%
Number of pro bono hours for those doing 48.84 50.81
any pro bono (mean)
Salary $109,880 $123,661 *

Note: *p<.05 or better

C. Compared to What?

When we compare the early working and networking experiences of
urban graduates at large law firms with their counterparts from elite
schools, it is hard to see why the former group is so much more satisfied
with their jobs than the latter group. To be sure, on some dimensions — for
example, handling matters on their own or spending recreational time with
partners - urban graduates in large law firms appear to be doing better than
graduates from elite schools. As to others — for example, working in
prestigious areas of practice and salary level - however, urban graduates
appear to be doing less well than elite graduates, even when we look only at
those working in the largest firms. Overall, the situation appears to be at
best a wash as between the two groups, with a pessimistic account
suggesting that urban graduates are already doing less well — and that they
may face diminishing prospects for success over time. Add to this the fact
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that urban graduates have had to work harder than their elite counterparts to
get in the door of one of these institutions, and that they can expect to find
fewer of their fellow urban graduates among the firm’s associates and
partners upon whom to call for career support, and one might expect these
graduates to be significantly /ess satisfied with their careers than associates
coming from elite schools and less likely to see themselves as having long-
term futures in their firm.

When we compare the position of urban graduates working in firms to
their peers from similar institutions working in other sectors, however, it is
easy to see why the former group may be feeling so good. Precisely
because they face longer odds in obtaining a job in a large law firm, urban
graduates who succeed in securing one of these coveted positions are likely
to think that they have “made it,” and therefore feel that they made the right
decision in pursuing a legal career.””® This is particularly likely to be true
for those urban graduates from lower-middle or working class backgrounds
who may have had few other opportunities for upward mobility.259

The fact that urban law school graduates are relative newcomers to the
world of large law firms may also help to explain why they are more likely
to express an intent to stay with their current employer for a substantial
period. If these graduates believe that they were fortunate to secure their
job at an elite firm, it is not surprising that they will hesitate before leaving,
instead trying multiple strategies — including building capital outside the
firm, for example, through writing and bar organizations — to be successful.
The fact that these graduates are more likely to have used similarly
entrepreneurial strategies to get their jobs in the first place will only make
them more confident in their ability to succeed in this new environment —
and, at least at the beginning of their career — more satisfied with their
choices.

In this respect, urban law school graduates appear similar once again to
other traditional outsiders who have recently entered large law firms such
as women and minorities. In the AJD sample as a whole, for example,
black lawyers report the highest level of satisfaction with their decision to
become a lawyer — including the highest percentage of respondents who are
“extremely satisfied” — of an%/ racial group.260 Yet blacks have the lowest
median income of all groups. %' Other studies of attitudes and experiences

258. See Sterling et al., supra note 12, at 410-11.
259. DINOVITZER ET AL., supra note 13, at 43.
260. DINOVITZER ET AL., supra note 13, at 64,
261. DINOVITZER ET AL., supra note 13, at 68.
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of blacks have produced similarly paradoxical results.*®*  The fact that
black AJD respondents were the most likely to come from families in which
the father completed only trade or vocational school, and the least likely to
report having a father or grandfather who is a lawyer, helps to unravel this
puzzle. Compared to what their parents have been able to achieve — and
even, perhaps, what they may have expected to achieve themselves — the
careers of black AJD respondents are eminently satisfying, even as they
recognize that they have to work harder to achieve these results.”®

These similarities, however, should also make us suspicious of recent
claims that attribute the failure of other traditional outsiders solely to the
credentials or characteristics of these groups. Professor Richard Sander’s
recent critique of affirmative action in law firm hiring is a case in point.
Using AJD data, Sander reports that black lawyers in law firms with 100 or
more lawyers are significantly more likely than their white peers to spend
substantial time doing routine work like reviewing documents or
performing due diligence, and are less likely to be involved in networking
or mentoring activities with partners. 264 Sander attributes this difference to
the fact that blacks who are hlred by large law firms tend to have lower
grades than their white peers d0.2®> The analysis of the differences between
urban and elite law school graduates on these same dimensions presented
above, however, should make us skeptical of this conclusion.

Specifically, the data on urban graduates casts doubt on both Sander’s
methodology and on his conclusions. With respect to methodology, Sander
fails to account for the fact that the differences he finds between black and
white lawyers may be due in part to the fact that the two groups may be
joining different kinds of large law firms. As we saw in the section above,
many of the differences in the fields of work, tasks, and networking
activities of urban and elite graduates that we initially identified disappear
or are substantially minimized when we standardize for firm size. The
same may be true for the differences between minorities and whites Sander
finds as well. As indicated above, studies have found that minority lawyers
are more likely to be found in larger firms. 266 T the extent that this
continues to be true, then it is possible that some of the differences Sander
finds may result from the fact that a greater percentage of black associates

262. See David B. Wilkins, Rollin’ on the River: Race, Elite Schools, and the Equality
Paradox, 25 LAW & SoC. INQ. 527 (2000) (describing a similar paradox in a study of minority
and white gradates from the University of Michigan Law School).

263. Id. at 551-53 (making a similar point about the careers of black University of Michigan
law school graduates).

264. Sander, The Racial Paradox of the Corporate Law Firm, supra note 169, at tbls.19, 20.

265. Sander, The Racial Paradox of the Corporate Law Firm, supra note 169, at 1817.

266. See supra note 84.
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are working in larger firms where all junior associates tend to spend more
time on mundane tasks and have less access to partners.

Substantively, to the extent that differences between blacks and whites
continue to exist along these dimensions even after we standardize for firm
size, the fact that urban graduates also report some of the same patterns vis-
a-vis their more elite school peers raises questions about Sander’s proposed
explanation. Sander asserts that black lawyers would be far better in large
law firms 1if they attended less elite law schools where they would be more
likely to obtain higher grades.?®’ The urban graduates we are discussing
here, however, are precisely the kind of high achievers from lower ranked
schools that Sander holds out as the model for black students in a world
without affirmative action. Yet, as we have seen, these graduates appear to
be suffering from some (although certainly not all) of the same problems in
getting good work and networking opportunities that Sander argues are
preventing black lawyers from succeeding in firms. Although there are
undoubtedly differences between the circumstances of these two groups,268
this finding, and the other comparisons between urban and elite graduates
presented above, should make us wary of Sander’s claim that high grades
are a full and complete substitute for law school status.

VII. CONCLUSION: REBUILDING THE HOUSE OR REARRANGING THE
FURNITURE?

The story of urban law school graduates working in large law firms
presented above underscores that a great deal has changed since the not-so-
golden days of the profession’s recent past. Urban law school graduates
can now be found in significant numbers in elite law firms, including some
of the country’s largest. Although the percentage of urban graduates
entering these institutions is still substantially below the comparable
percentage for graduates of elite law schools, large law firms are now the
second most important employers (behind only small firms) of the
graduates of these institutions. Indeed, our data suggests that not only is
going to an urban law school no longer fatal to one’s hope of joining a large
law firm, when compared to attending a comparably ranked school in a

267. Sander, The Racial Paradox of the Corporate Law Firm, supra note 169, at 1812.

268. For example, urban graduates appear to be more likely than blacks and other minority
associates to be given significant responsibility for handling an entire matter on their own.
Compare Table 15 (indicating that 65% of urban graduates report doing so “some or more of the
time” — significantly more than their elite counterparts) wirh Sander, The Racial Paradox of the
Corporate Law Firm, supra note 169, at thl.19 (indicating that the comparable percentage for
black graduates is 33%).
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non-urban area, it may be an advantage.

While this trend supports the widespread belief that law firm hiring has
become considerably more meritocratic and open since the 1960s, the data
also indicates that the picture is more complex than this simple story would
imply. As the standard account would predict, law school status and grades
do play a central role in determining which urban graduates will be hired by
large law firms. Moreover, as the hard working and ambitious graduates of
these institutions seem to recognize, whatever disadvantages that their lack
of elite educational credentials may imply can be overcome at least in part
by personal and professional achievement, such as pursuing a demanding
science degree as an undergraduate, or perhaps by signaling an interest or
ability in being able to bring in business. But traditional forms of social
capital and ascriptive characteristics, including race, religion, and parental
occupation, also still play an important role — albeit a role in which some
factors, for example attending a Catholic law school, now appear to be an
advantage. Moreover, the importance of these traditional factors is likely to
be magnified by the fact that urban graduates are more likely than graduates
of highly ranked schools to have to use informal channels and personal
connections and attributes to obtain large law firm jobs.

Collectively, these findings suggest that the interlocking web of
advantage enjoyed by the upper-class white, Anglo Saxon Protestant
graduates of elite law schools who once were the exclusive recruits of large
law firms has not completely disappeared. Indeed, given the demographics
of the students who now attend urban law schools, even those who obtain
jobs in large law firms solely on the basis of their academic credentials are
much more likely to come from relatively privileged backgrounds (albeit
not nearly as privileged as their counterparts in elite schools) than the
graduates who used to attend these institutions a generation or two ago. As
a result, the fact that approximately one-sixth of the lawyers being hired by
large law firms now come from these institutions represents less of a
change to the overall social structure of the elite corporate bar than might at
first appear.

Nevertheless, it is important not to minimize the opportunities that now
exist for the graduates of urban law schools. Whether these opportunities
will turn into successful careers for these newcomers now that the doors to
the profession’s elite have at least partially opened for them, however,
remains an open question. The data presented above from the early years of
practice presents a mixed picture.

As a preliminary matter, it appears that urban law school graduates
may be joining different kinds of firms than their elite school counterparts.
Although the plurality of urban graduates, like their counterparts from elite
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schools, enter firms of 500 or more, almost 60% of urban graduates are
joining firms with fewer lawyers, with more than one-quarter in firms
between 100 and 250. To the extent that the firms urban lawyers enter tend
to be somewhat smaller and more specialized (in areas such as personal
injury defense), they are precisely the kind of firms that have become
increasingly unstable and vulnerable to competition in today’s turbulent law
firm marketplac:e.269 Although many mid-size firms have merged to avoid
these dangers, even those that have done so successfully often experience
post-merger turmoil that can pose significant risks to the carecers of
assoclates and even partners.270

Even within the very largest firms, however, it appears that urban
graduates may already be having different experiences than their fellow
associates from more highly ranked schools — although some of these
different experiences may actually be to their benefit. On the one hand,
with the exception of intellectual property, where urban graduates often
have unique qualifications, associates from urban schools are less likely to
practice in some of the prestigious areas of law than their counterparts from
elite law schools. They also appear somewhat more likely to spend more
time on routine matters and seem somewhat less integrated into the internal
culture and structure of firms than their elite school peers. On the other
hand, urban graduates appear to be given greater responsibility for handling
matters on their own than associates from more highly ranked schools and
on balance are investing relatively more time in building their reputation
and connections in the wider community,

Whether these differences will persist — and even if they do, whether
they will adversely affect the long-term career prospects of urban graduates
— remains to be seen. The similarities between the profiles, attitudes, and
early experiences of urban law school graduates and the women and
minority lawyers who are also seeking to build careers in law firms,
however, ought to sound an important cautionary note. These other recent
entrants have had much greater success getting in the door at large law
firms than they have at being promoted to partnership. Although the
reasons for this under-representation are complex, the fact that women and
minority associates often have a difficult time gaining access to good work
and mentoring opportunities in firms where the partnership remains

269. See Elizabeth Austin, Altheimer’s Collapse Sparks Look at What Can Go Wrong, CHI
LAw., Aug. 2003, at 26 (describing the collapse of an established mid-size Chicago law firm);
Leigh Jones, Mergers? Not Here, Thanks: Midsize Firms Resist Trend; Focused Business Plans
Key, NAT’L L.J., Jan. 18, 2005 (detailing pressure on mid size firms to merge).

270. Kelley Schmidt, Bingham’s Attrition: Big Trouble or Brilliant Rightsizing?, THE
RECORDER, Apr. 9, 2007.
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overwhelming white and male has undoubtedly played an important role.?’!

It is certainly plausible that urban law school graduates may face
analogous difficulties. Partners have a variety of incentives to favor
associates with whom they share a law school tie. Thus, partners may
believe that they are better able to judge the quality of associates who went
to their alma matter or feel that they share a similar attitude or style of
practice.272 They may also wish to help their fellow alumni out of a sense
of loyalt_)/ to the school or to enhance their own position with their former
school.?”®  Or they may simply feel more “comfortable” working with
someone who reminds them so much of themselves.””* Even if these biases
only operate at a subconscious level, it is likely to disadvantage those from
urban law schools who, given historical hiring patterns, are less likely to
have partners with whom they can share the old school tie.

Indeed, as one of us has argued elsewhere, firms have strong incentives
to hire and promote elite law school graduates in order to send a “visible
and rankable signal” about the firm’s quality to both clients and potential
recruits.”’®  For generations, firms have used the academic pedigrees of
their associates and partners as a means of signaling their quality to
potential clients.””’ Similarly, law students choosing among firms routinely
use the academic pedigree of a firm’s lawyers as a rough proxy of its
reputation.278 The fact that firms continue to invest huge sums of money in
trying to recruit associates with Supreme Court clerkships — many of whom
are likely to leave-after only a few years to pursue academic careers — is
potent evidence that firms continue to believe that there are important
benefits to hiring lawyers with prestigious academic credentials separate

271. See Wilkins & Gulati, Why Are There So Few Black Lawyers in Corporate Law
Firms?, supra note 87, at 568-74.

272. See Parkin, supra note 83 (suggesting these and other reasons why it might be efficient
for partners to favor associates who graduated from their law school).

273. See ROBERT GRANFIELD, MAKING ELITE LAWYERS 135 (1992) (discussing how the
loyalty of the large number of Harvard Law School alumni at large law firms benefits Harvard
students during the interview process). ’

274. See ROSABETH M0OSS KANTER, MEN AND WOMEN OF THE CORPORATION 47-49 (1977)
(discussing the preference that mentors have for protégés that remind them of themselves).

275. See supra Part 11, see also Parkin, supra note 83.

276. See Wilkins & Gulati, Reconceiving the Tournament of Lawyers, supra note 168, at
1651-57; Brian Uzzi & Ryon Lancaster, Embeddedness and Price Formation in the Corporate
Law Market, 69 AM. SOCIOLOGICAL. REV. 319, 331-32 (2004).

277. See, e.g., NELSON, PARTNERS WITH POWER, supra note 23, at 214-15.

278. See Ann Snider, Smaller Firms Meet the Challenge: Various Efforts Used to Hire the
Best, N.Y. L.]., Sept. 8, 1998, at S2 (special pull out section) (describing how judicial law clerks
tend to look to see which firms were able to hire the most judicial law clerks in the past and
migrate towards those firms).
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and apart from the actual work that these lawyers might do for the firm.2”
Having invested heavily in recruiting students with top academic
credentials, we should not be surprised to see these favored lawyers
receiving better work and mentoring opportunities than their less elite
peers.

Yet notwithstanding these difficulties, urban graduates appear to be
committed to building long-term careers in the large law firms they are
joining. Of course, it is possible that those who are entering these
institutions are unaware of the obstacles that they are likely to confront. 280
For example, in the study of third year law students discussed above,
respondents from less elite law schools were significantly more inclined to
believe that their success in a large law firm would depend primarily on the
quantity and quality of their work — and less on forming relationships with
powerful partners and being percelved as having “‘star” qualities — than their
counterparts from elite schools. 81 To the extent that relationship capital
and perceptions actually play an important role in determining who is likely
to win the promotion-to-partnership tournament, urban law school
graduates who underestimate the importance of these factors are likely to be
at a disadvantage relative to their more informed elite school peers.

It would be a mistake, however, to assume that urban law school
graduates are completely naive about the obstacles that they are likely to
confront in building successful careers in large law firms. After all, these
graduates have already overcome many important obstacles in obtaining
their law firm jobs and have begun to build capital and relationships outside
of the firm that can substitute for the mentoring and training opportunities
that they may not be receiving within the organization.

Moreover, the same dynamics that have traditionally worked against
these graduates are likely over time to shift — at least partially — in their
favor. Thus, if even a small percentage of urban graduates now joining
firms stay and make partner, these new insiders can play a potent role in
improving the partnership chances of the next wave of urban graduates
entering firms. Partners who have attended urban law schools arguably
have even stronger incentives than their elite school counterparts to look
after their fellow urban law school alumni. Not only does hiring and

279. See Tony Mauro, Big Bucks Used to Woo Clerks at High Court, LEGAL TIMES, June
21, 2004 (reporting firms paymg $150,000 bonuses to Supreme Court law clerks notwithstanding
the danger that they may “run off to academia or govemment service after a year or two”).

280. For a general argument that all law studénts tend to be somewhat naive about their
careers, see generally David B. Wilkins, The Professional Responsibility of Law Schools to Study
and Teach About the Profession, 49 J. LEGAL EDUC. 76 (1999).

281. Wilkins & Gulati, What Law Students Think They Know About Elite Law Firms, supra
note 184, at 1243-45.
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promoting his or her fellow graduates help to protect the partner’s standing
within the institution (both by validating that graduates with the partner’s
credentials can still become outstanding lawyers and reducing the partner’s
social isolation), it also helps to correct what the partner may justifiably see
as an injustice inflicted by his or her more elite peers who fail to mentor
those unlike themselves.

Once again, the experience of women and minorities is instructive.
Although women and minority E)artners can sometimes be harder on
associates from their “own” group, 52 in general increased gender and racial
integration at the partnership level has been an important factor in creating
greater diversity as a whole.”®  The experience of law firms like New
York’s Skadden Arps Mehger Slate and Flom, where partners from urban
law schools (in Skadden’s case Fordham) have consistently ensured that
Skadden continues to hire lawyers from their alma matter and promote
them to partnership suggests that the same dynamic may benefit the
growing number of urban graduates entering firms.

Finally, even if most of the urban law school graduates entering firms
end up leaving before making partner, the experience, connections, and
reputational capital that these lawyers receive from having worked in a
large law firm may very well allow them to achieve professional success in
other arenas. Indeed, if the analogy to women and minorities continues to
hold, it is quite possible that having spent time in a large law firm will
prove to be more valuable to the urban law school graduates who leave
firms after only a few years than the comparable experience will be for their
elite school counterparts.285 The fact that urban graduates are already
building connections outside of their law firms is likely to facilitate such

282. See Devon W. Carbado & Mitu Gulati, Race to the Top of the Corporate Ladder: What
Minorities Do When They Get There, 61 WASH. & LEE L. REV. 1645, 1677-91 (2004) (arguing
that minorities who are most likely to succeed are less likely to help other minorities do likewise);
Cynthia Fuchs Epstein et al., Glass Ceilings and Open Doors: Women’s Advancement in the
Legal Profession, 64 FORDHAM L. REV., 291, 355 (1995) (discussing the tensions between women
partners and associates).

283. See generally Elizabeth Chambliss, Organizational Determinants of Law Firm
Integration, 46 AM. U. L. REV. 669 (1997). See also Elizabeth H. Gorman, Gender Stereotypes
Same-Gender Preferences, and Organizational Variation in the Hiring of Women: Evidence from
Law Firms, 70 AM. SOCIOLOGICAL REV. 702, 722 (2005).

284. See LINCOLN CAPLAN, SKADDEN: POWER, MONEY AND INFLUENCE AND THE RISE OF
A LEGAL POWER 110 (1993) (describing the importance of Fordham graduates to Skadden).
Rache! Parkin’s finding that graduates of non-elite school receive greater benefits from their law
school connections to partners than associates from more elite schools also supports this intuition.
See Parkin, supra note 83.

285. Cf. Wilkins, 4 Systematic Response to Systemic Disadvantage, supra note 173, at 1934-
37 (arguing that because of background stereotypes and presumptions, elite credentials are more
important for black lawyers than they are for lawyers as a whole).
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transitions.

The data we collect in succeeding waves of the AJD study should go a
long way in helping us to answer these and other similar questions about
the careers of urban law school graduates — and about the continuing
significance of the interlocking web of advantage that has traditionally
governed hiring and promotion in large law firms. What is certain today,
however, is that urban law schools now play a key role in facilitating the
expansion of the corporate hemisphere of legal practice.286 Understanding
what 1s now happening to the graduates of these institutions is therefore as
crucial to developing a full account of the structure of opportunity in the
American legal profession at the turn of the twenty first century as tracking
the opportunities available to those who emerged from these same schools
in prior generations was to understanding the bar’s social structure at the
turn of the twentieth.

286. See HEINZ ET AL., supra note 9, at 42 (reporting that the total amount of lawyer effort
devoted to corporate clients grew from 53% to 64% between 1975 and 1995).
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