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3 Ways Associates Can Survive An Average Annual
Review

By Tracey Read

Law360 (December 23, 2024, 10:01 AM EST) -- You're a rock star associate in your fourth or fifth
year trying to make partner, and you just got an average review after previously receiving high
marks. Although it's tempting to panic, experts say it's possible to come back after such setbacks by
being proactive.

Associates in this situation might do well to follow the example of American Olympic figure skater
Nathan Chen, according to Grover Cleveland, a principal at Lessons for Sharks LLC, a company that
provides custom programs and coaching to help lawyers improve their productivity and advance their
careers.

During the PyeongChang 2018 Olympic Winter Games in South Korea, Chen — taking part in his first
Olympics — had a disastrous performance and was vilified on Chinese social media.

"All his worst fears came through, his jumps fell. It was really bad," Cleveland said.

And then, the very next day, Chen came back stronger than ever — achieving a world record by
becoming the first skater to land six quadruple jumps in one program.

"People were astounded, and they asked him how he managed to come back from such a horrible
day in less than 24 hours," Cleveland said. "The response was that he just focused on skating. And so
that's the advice that I give associates: 'Figure out where you need to go. Don't look back, and just
stay laser-focused on moving forward.""

Cleveland is a former partner at Seattle-based firm Foster Pepper — now Foster Garvey — and author
of "Swimming Lessons for Baby Sharks: The Essential Guide to Thriving as a New Lawyer." He and
other experts spoke with Law360 Pulse about how high-achieving midlevel associates trying to make
partner can survive a less-than-stellar review.

Don't Take It Personally

First off, relax, said Brian Kerwin, chair of Duane Morris LLP's corporate practice group and a member
of the firm's executive committee.

"We hire associates to succeed. We don't hire associates to weed them out," Kerwin said. "You should
not be defensive. You accept the constructive criticism. You do not leave that room unless you 100%
understand what you can do to rectify the perceived deficiencies."

Rebecca Shope, a Toledo, Ohio-based partner at Shumaker Loop & Kendrick LLP and labor and
employment regional service line leader at the firm, also said it's important to be open to feedback.

"It's human nature to want to be defensive, to say: 'Hey, wait a minute. My marks were higher last
year, and they're lower now,' and then want to justify — versus accept — critical feedback," she said.
"And I think that is a huge error."

Instead, Shope recommends asking questions during the review if you don't understand why your
marks declined, to gain valuable feedback on how you can take efforts to make improvements
moving forward.
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"If you're used to being a high achiever, a mediocre review can be a bit of a blow," said Nathan
Peart, executive director of associate recruiting at Major Lindsey & Africa. "Try not to take this
personally and instead take some time to reflect — it could simply be that you are entering a
transition period."

Additionally, associates often tell partners that they understand the feedback in an associate review
when they actually don't.

"If they don't understand the feedback, then they don't know how to implement it, and then they get
anxious about whether they're doing the right thing, and the partner is expecting them to implement
it because the partner has given them feedback, and they said they understand the feedback,"
Cleveland said.

For instance, associates need to ensure that there is a meeting of the minds about exactly what
success looks like. In associate reviews, the need to "take more initiative" or "demonstrate more
confidence" can mean very different things to different people.

"The reason that associates sometimes say they understand the feedback, and they don't, is that it's
just a knee-jerk reaction, and they don't want to appear dense or stupid, and they want to end the
conversation and then try to figure it out later," Cleveland said. "And oftentimes that doesn't
happen."

As you gain experience, you should start moving to the business side of a law firm, and your review
could be the spur you need to push you to do more business development and start to hone those
partnership skills, Peart added.

"Firms aren't always explicit about this, but you will need to develop and refine new skills, particularly
your ability to grow and tap into both your internal and external network," Peart said.

Formulate a Plan

It's also worth checking the data and the facts, so that you can properly assess what has changed
and what may need to change, Peart advised.

This could also be a good time to think about your career track: Who is ahead of you? What are
others doing differently? Is there really space for you?

"I hear plenty of stories of people who wait and wait, only to hit their ninth or 10th year with little
client base to speak of and who therefore find it really hard to move," Peart said. "Your choices
become more limited and more market-driven the more senior you get, so it makes sense to think
ahead and start to formulate a plan."

Kerwin suggests making a written business plan to address what the issues were in the associate
review. Then go over it with either the person who gave you that evaluation, or ideally, your mentor,
within a week or two to show that you took the constructive criticism seriously and that you have
every intent on rectifying those perceived deficiencies.

"You're showing you're proactive, that you care, that you want to succeed," he said. "And maybe the
mentor is going to give you some other ideas to help improve what was discussed during that
evaluation."

Shope recommends doing a self-exploration to figure out if there are other opportunities that could
help you on your career path moving forward.

Shope noted that she started off in the general litigation department for her first four years. In year
four, an opportunity arose for an associate to join Shumaker's employment and labor practice group.
After some soul-searching, she decided employment and labor not only aligned with her interests,
but would put her on a better path for the partnership track.

Besides moving practice groups, Shope suggests looking for niche areas to make yourself more
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valuable in your strongest areas. For example, if you're excelling in brief writing but lack court
experience, then actively seek out opportunities to gain court experience.

"Go to those partners who you have relationships with and say: 'Can I attend the deposition with
you? Do you have a pretrial that you want me to attend?'" she said.

"If the review was based on hours, and an associate is struggling to hit those hours, one of the things
I see all too often is the associate not being proactive in trying to create opportunities,” Shope
added. "Rather than approach partners and say, 'Hey, is there any work?' instead they wait for the
work to come."

Heed the Warnings
In some cases, a blah or negative review is a message that the firm is no longer a good fit.

"Many people in positions of management have difficulty in coming right out and saying: 'You're just
not cutting it. You know, we really think you need to move on," Kerwin said. "It's a way to nicely let
somebody know you're kind of on the bubble."

Kerwin said associates need to be honest with themselves and follow their gut to determine whether
the perceived deficiencies are something they can rectify, or if the firm is nicely telling them they
should be moving on.

"What's the message? Are you telling me things that I can do to hone what I bring to the table for
the firm or the practice group, or are you telling me this is kind of like a nice 'move on'?" Kerwin said.
"The reason you'd rather know if it's a nice 'move on,' as opposed to waiting for another review in
three or six months, is that if the powers that be have already made the decision that you probably
are not long for the firm, I'd rather start looking for a job, because it could take a while, dependent
upon what the market is."

In the ideal world, you should be reaching out for feedback and constructive criticism throughout the
year, Kerwin said.

"I think it's a mistake for any associate to wait for an annual review, because the sooner you can
have items that can be fixed or rectified, the better for you, because then you can make the
adjustments," he said. "You may get a pass on hours in your first few years at the firm. You're
ramping up, you're learning new skills, and work quality is the most important, but by the time
you're a midlevel, people will have expected you to understand how to practice law and to be
meeting the firm's standards on hours and revenue."

Or as Cleveland puts it, although some midlevel associates may begin questioning their careers and
feeling burned out, BigLaw is not conducive to "quiet quitting," and it becomes immediately apparent
if associates are disengaged.

"For the people who have gotten into bad timekeeping habits, they have to fix them at this level,
because 1,950 hours in six-minute increments takes a lot of diligence," Cleveland said.

--Editing by Robert Rudinger.
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