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BigLaw's New Hybrid Work Policies Face Long-Term
Hurdles
By Aebra Coe

Law360 (December 15, 2021, 1:59 PM EST) -- As 2021 winds down, a new normal has begun to
settle in at many BigLaw firms, where attorneys go into the office a few days a week and work from
home on others. Still, there are those who say cultural headwinds could stop the move toward hybrid
work in its tracks.

 
A Law360 Pulse analysis of news on law firm office reopenings and hybrid work policies shows
that the vast majority of law firms included in the review currently have policies in place that allow
attorneys to work from home at least part of the time. For some law firms those policies are
temporary, but for others they are in place indefinitely.

 

5 Days A Week In-Office Is No Longer
BigLaw Norm

 An analysis of news coverage this year by Law360 Pulse shows the majority of large
law firms have instituted hybrid work policies, at least for now, that require or
encourage their attorneys to head into the office between one and four days a week,
with three days being the most popular number.

Fully remote, if desired
(for some, this may
change in the new
year)

6
firms

 

Cooley, Morrison & Foerster, Nixon Peabody,
Perkins Coie, Shipkevich, Weber Gallagher

No set requirement,
but some physical
presence expected or
encouraged

12
firms

 

Arent Fox, Fox Rothschild, Freeborn & Peters,
Gibson Dunn, Hogan Lovells, Katten,
Kirkland & Ellis, Kramer Levin, Paul Hastings,
Reed Smith, Sidley, Stoel Rives

At least 1-2 days in
office expected or
encouraged

10
firms

 

Akin Gump, BakerHostetler, BCLP, Debevoise,
Dechert, Fragomen, Ropes & Gray,
Simpson Thacher, White & Case, Faegre Drinker

At least 3-4 days in
office expected or
encouraged

 

12
firms

 

Cadwalader, Clifford Chance, Cozen O'Connor,
Dentons, Lowenstein Sandler, Milbank, Orrick,
Seyfarth Shaw, Shearman & Sterling, Skadden,
Weil Gotshal, Willkie Farr

5 days or more in
office

1
firm Wigdor

Note: These policies are often in flux as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic. This analysis
is based on the most recent information available to us through press releases, news

https://www.law360.com/pulse/articles/1387530
https://www.law360.com/firms/hogan-lovells
https://www.law360.com/firms/bakerhostetler
https://www.law360.com/firms/dechert
https://www.law360.com/firms/dentons


2/2/22, 2:43 PM BigLaw's New Hybrid Work Policies Face Long-Term Hurdles - Law360

https://www.law360.com/pulse/articles/1447626/print?section=pulse/modern-lawyer 2/4

reports and our office reopening and work flexibility tracker.

Based on the review, it appears BigLaw firm attorneys are generally expected or encouraged to make
their way into the office two or three days a week, but are given the freedom to work from home the
remainder of the time if they choose.

Still, just because a law firm offers attorneys the option to work from home two days a week, will
they feel comfortable doing so once the pandemic is past? And, similarly to how attorneys often don't
take all the paid vacation days their firms offer, will there be pressure from partners to come into the
office regardless of what the policy is on paper?

"As with all things, these things evolve," said Daren Wein, founder of recruiting firm Panorama Legal
Consulting.

Wein said he believes there will be a slow evolution in which individual partners' preferences around
working from home will shape how often their teams are in the office or work remotely.

And it doesn't have to be a spoken preference in order to be influential, Wein said. It could be a
partner is in the office five days a week and ends up handing more work to the associates on the
team who are down the hall in their offices as well.

"The daily dynamic of partner-associate relationships will find its own level," he said. "Some partners
in the last two years have figured out they like being away from the office, they enjoyed working
remotely. Others have been dying to go back."

When those latter partners are back in the office for good, Wein said he expected the associates who
work under them will slowly begin to realize that if they want more "at bats" — more work and more
training — it may behoove them to be in the office more often.

But is that partner, in a post-COVID world, going to be able to retain associates who aren't jazzed
about going into the office every day?

No, according to Paula Edgar, a diversity and inclusion consultant to law firms at PGE Consulting
Group, who says flexibility is vitally important for retention in the new legal workplace.

Law firms that have said, 'We're trying to return to the office full time,' they have their
heads in the sand as to what life is like now.

https://www.law360.com/pulse/articles/1387530
https://www.law360.com/companies/panorama-legal-consulting
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Paula Edgar

PGE Consulting Group

"Law firms that have said, 'We're trying to return to the office full time,' they have their heads in the
sand as to what life is like now, the expectations and needs of their employees, both staff and
attorneys," Edgar said. "If there are firms saying, 'We'll be back to normal,' and not considering how
to be flexible, that's going to make them not competitive, period."

 
Lawyers who are parents, women and people of color often benefit to a greater degree from flexible
policies around working from home, Edgar said, as a result of some of the barriers they face in the
workplace.

 
"The more flexibility, the better," she said. "With the current revolving door of associates, you want
to be as attractive as possible to folks who want to come to your firm and for people to stay in your
law firm."

 
Recruiters agreed that some level of flexibility will be absolutely crucial in the current war for talent
and going forward, due to expectations of the workforce.

 
Michelle Fivel, a partner in the associate practice group of Major Lindsey & Africa, says she has
spoken to attorneys who are also parents who have told her the pandemic has been a blessing in
disguise because, working from home, they get to see their children at lunch and put them to bed at
night.

 
"I do think that's a very big deal for parents and for people who lose out on that facet of their
personal life by not being home during typical waking hours for their children," Fivel said. "It's a big
deal and goes a long way toward personal satisfaction."

 
Still, Fivel said it's rare that the attorneys she speaks to want to work from home every day of the
week. Instead, she said it's actually most common for the associates she speaks with to want to go
into the office a few days a week and stay home a few days.

 

The majority say, I'm fine going into the office, but it would be nice to not have a
microscope on me, to be treated like the professional I am.

Michelle Fivel

Major Lindsey & Africa

https://www.law360.com/companies/major-lindsey-africa-llc
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"It's sort of the outlier candidate who says, 'I never want to go into the office; I want to live overseas
or in Alaska,'" Fivel said. "There are those people and it does happen, but the majority say, I'm fine
going into the office, but it would be nice to not have a microscope on me, to be treated like the
professional I am" and allowed some leeway.

Raj Nichani, a recruiter who works with law firm partners at the RMN Agency, says of those he
speaks to, around two-thirds to three-fourths are actually thrilled with the new flexibility around
remote work, both for themselves and their teams. The other third or so? They're eager to be back in
the office full time.

"A lot of candidates are asking questions like, 'Will the firm allow me to work a couple days from
home?'" Nichani said. "Quite frankly, people have invested in setting themselves up at home these
last two years and they're in a rhythm and a lot of people want to continue that."

He said there could be some "angst" in law firms if the practices vary too greatly from partner to
partner, when it comes to whether the associates working under them need to come into the office
every day.

Recruits care about this because they want to have more control over their lives.

Zain Atassi

Lateral Link

"It's up to each partner how they want to run their practice, and if they feel their associates are more
productive at home, or are happier doing that, maybe they do it that way," Nichani said. "I just think
you might run into collisions where one associate gets to work from home more often and another
doesn't."

 
According to Zain Atassi, a principal at recruiting firm Lateral Link, flexibility is the name of the game
these days, whether it's at the partner level or firm level.

 
"I have spoken to attorneys who fall on either end of the spectrum and everything in between in
terms of their views on remote work," Atassi said. "Recruits care about this because they want to
have more control over their lives. Many will still choose to be in the office almost every day, but the
fact that it's a choice is what is appealing. No firms are losing associates over having a liberal remote
work policy, but the opposite is certainly true."

 
--Editing by Robert Rudinger.
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