








Believe me, I understood what they were saying! I too had enjoyed the chal-
lenges of my associate years, when each project seemed to draw out a new 
and exciting dimension from my evolving abilities; I’d felt confident in my 
work and valued by both my superiors and my clients. But when I became a 
partner, I realized that I had to adapt or perish—and so do you.

I firmly believe that it doesn’t have to be difficult. After all, the things we must 
learn are very basic and easy to implement; they’re skills every lawyer should 
have the necessary qualities to master.

IT ALL STARTS WITH AWARENESS!

We all have the necessary skills and qualities. The trick is 
knowing when we need to employ them, making the decision 
to do so, and not giving up!

The Valley of Death
As I studied the training and performance of advancing lawyers, I became 
aware of a strong trend—something I had always been aware of, as a partner, 
but had never really focused on. (Have you ever bought a new car and noticed 
suddenly how many clones there are on the road?!) The trend was this: The 
billable hours of new partners tend to plummet dramatically, or, as my friend 
Jim calls it, they enter “the Valley of Death.”

Once I began discussing the Valley of Death with colleagues and friends, I 
realized that it is common to most firms. Its casualties are good lawyers, and 
its cause is simple: New partners are not prepared for the transition from 
associate to partner. Their workload as an associate is dependent on others, 
but once they make partner they must generate work for themselves—a task 
for which most of them simply lack the skills.

As I researched the Valley of Death, I observed yet another trend: the two-
to-three-year partner, or partners who stumble into the Valley of Death and 
fail to climb out. After failing, they somehow persuade another firm to hire 
them, only to fall into the Valley again. These lawyers may even fail repeatedly, 
convinced each time that the fault lies with the firm rather than themselves. 
They weren’t “appreciated,” their superiors or other departments were “against 
them,” the firm’s client list was “inferior,” there were Machiavellian types con-
spiring against their success, and so on. Now, no one who knows anything 
about human nature or law firms can deny that some of these things do occur, 
but the two-to-three-year partner (especially the repeat offender) should seri-
ously consider that he or she may have stumbled into the Valley of Death.
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Caveat: Does the casualty actually climb out of the Valley of Death, and her billable hours 
increase again, as the graph shows? Or, for some, is the Valley endless?

The Valley of Death is nobody’s goal, but some very good lawyers end up 
there. Some are naïve and don’t realize that they should be focusing on a 
new skill set; others demonstrate an obstinate refusal to adapt. Whatever the 
reason, it’s tragic that so many lawyers end their previously flourishing careers 
in that canyon! Yet the solution is surprisingly simple, so let’s move into the 
next chapter to discover the advancing lawyer’s strategies for success.
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