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Practical Success

Cordell M. Parvin

Practical Advice On What A Law 
Firm Can Do To  Help Associ-
ates Create And Achieve Their 
Goals

Years ago, I made a presentation to the associates in 
my old law firm who had just been 
promoted to shareholders (part-
ners). These were our firm’s high-
est achievers. I began by asking how 
many had written goals for the year. 
I was astonished when not one of  
them raised a hand. I had to find out 
why our best associates were not set-
ting goals. 
 I learned the answer to this ques-
tion the only way I knew how: by 
asking associates and listening to 
their answers. The essence of  what they told me 
was: 
• They did not know how to set goals;
• The firm only cared about their billable hours; 
• Their mentors had never asked what they 

wanted to achieve in their careers; and 
• The senior lawyers in their practice groups 

did not have goals — so why should they have 
goals? 

Do you want your associates to set goals? If  so, here 
are 11 things your firm can do.

1. Make sure there is an alignment of  leadership, 
purpose, strategy, core values, culture, and systems 
that includes goal setting. If  the leadership does not 
support goal-setting, it is not part of  the strategy. 
Or, if  it is contrary to the firm’s culture, it probably 
won’t happen.

2. Firm leaders must have their own 
goals and be willing to share them 
with others. Leadership requires that 
you set an example and show lawyers 
how to meet the firm’s and their own 
expectations. Keep in mind: If  you 
don’t value career development at 
your firm, your brightest talent will 
move to a law firm that does.

3. Clearly articulate what is expected 
of  mentors and why. Train the men-

tors and then hold mentors accountable. Mentors 
should help associates set goals, help them prepare 
their plans and then meet with them regularly to go 
over how they are doing. For accountability, include 
mentoring in evaluating bonuses and compensation 
for partners.

4. If  the firm values associate development and as-
sociate investment in their careers, communicate 
that message clearly and then reflect it in associate 
bonuses and feedback. If  the firm does not value it, 
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persuade associates they are at best limiting their  
careers by not investing non-billable time in them-
selves.

5. Help associates see the value of  setting goals and 
then train them how to set them. Be able to convey 
that goals are a means to career success and sat-
isfaction. I explain to associates that I selfishly set 
goals because I know I am responsible for my ca-
reer happiness and success. Goals help me prioritize 
what is important to me and help me focus on my 
personal and career priorities. Goals also give me a 
sense of  freedom and independence, especially as I 
develop my own clients. I explain that a great deal 
of  the value is actually the process of  setting goals 
and thinking about the future. Consider the words 
of  the very goal-oriented Ben Stein, who is an actor, 
political speechwriter, law professor, economist, au-
thor, and columnist: “The indispensable first step to 
getting the things you want out of  life is this: Decide 
what you want.”

6. Conduct workshops for associates on goal setting 
and career planning as part of  orientation and then 
a second workshop at the beginning of  their fourth 
year. Those who have reached their goals will need 
to set new ones; those who have not may need to 
change their action strategies or, if  their goals have 
changed, chart a new course. But formal work-
shops, in addition to private, ongoing mentoring, 
reinforces the firm-wide message that your commit-
ment to your associates is long-term and embedded 
in firm culture.

7. Have mentors find out from associates what is 
important to them and what they value. It is the be-
ginning step to setting goals. Mentors can help rein-
force firm goals and an associate’s role in achieving 

them. It also is important for mentors to understand 
that goals reflect generational and societal change. 
What motivates a mentor may have little meaning 
to an associate. Pay attention to the differences and 
help associates form goals that match their values.

8. Convey to first- and second-year associates that 
their goals need to focus on what they want to learn 
and experience. If  the firm has a shadowing pro-
gram, the goals may include the shadowing they 
want to do.

9. When associates set goals, have them write a 
paragraph on why they want to achieve their goals 
and have them brainstorm all the things they need 
to do to achieve each of  them. Share with them 
strategies for reaching goals quickly. Studies have 
shown enormous differences between the success 
of  people who just thought about rather than wrote 
down their goals and people who wrote down their 
goals once, yearly, monthly, weekly and daily. Hint: 
the more often you write down your goals the faster 
you will reach them.

10. Prepare different Personal Development and 
Performance Plan templates for the first- through 
third-year associates than the fourth- through sev-
enth-year associates. Their needs are different, and 
this should be reflected in the planning guidance 
you provide.

11. Once the plans are drafted, follow up. As David 
Maister has said, “once a person has announced his 
or her goals to another person, the other person has 
‘nagging rights.’” An average person with average 
talent, ambition and education, can outstrip the 
most brilliant genius in our society, if  that person 
has clear, focused goals. 


