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The Big Law Playbook, Vol. 1
The Unwritten Rules for Junior Associates

BY  N YS S A  P.  C HOPR A

L
aw school may teach you to think 

like a lawyer, but it doesn’t teach you 

how to function inside a law firm. The 

assumption—unstated but almost 

universal—is that you’ll figure the rest out once 

you arrive.

But many don’t. The attrition rate at Big Law 

firms is staggering, and while the reasons people 

give for leaving vary—the hours, the culture, the 

lack of fulfillment—those explanations often 

mask something simpler and sadder: they never 

quite cracked the code. It’s not the legal work; it’s 

everything else: the invisible set of expectations 

that no one writes down, no one covers during 

orientation, and no one raises in a performance 

review—until it’s too late.

This is the first in a series on the unwritten 

rules of associate success—the intangibles that 

are never formally taught but are absolutely 

required at every stage of a Big Law career. I’ll start 

with junior associates, because everything else 

builds on this foundation. Before you can develop 

the judgment, relationships, and instincts that 

define a successful mid-level or senior associate, 

you have to master execution. These five rules 

are what execution actually looks like.

Rule #1: Project Management
At any given moment, you should know exactly 
where each matter stands, which deadlines are 
outstanding, and what needs to happen next.
Project management is more than a to-do list. It 

means holding the full picture of every matter 

you’re staffed on—where it is, where it’s going, 

and what stands between those two points—so 

that when a partner stops you in the hallway, the 

answer is already in your head. That command 

comes from paying attention to the matter as 

a whole rather than to your slice of it, and it’s 

largely what separates an associate who can be 

handed responsibility from one who can only 

be handed tasks.

Some of it is mechanical. Acknowledge 

assignments when they come in, even if it’s just 

a one-line, “Will do.” A partner who has handed 

off ten things and heard back on eight is now 

tracking the two that went quiet. A five-second 

acknowledgment eliminates that uncertainty 

and takes one more thing off someone else’s 

mental checklist.

The harder part is spotting a deadline conflict 

before it becomes a deadline crisis. If a partner 

hands you something urgent while you’re work-

ing toward someone else’s Friday deadline, say 

so immediately. If you flag the issue on Tuesday, 

the partner can move the date, reassign a piece, 

or reset the client’s expectations. But if you wait 

until Friday afternoon to say something, they’re 

out of options.

The same logic applies to work stalled on 

someone else’s desk. Partners run several 

matters and several clients at once, and things 

sit—a decision unmade, a document unread, 

an approval that has to come before you can 

move. The follow-up that gets those unstuck 

is part of your job—the second email, the flag 

that a deadline is approaching, the note that 

you’re blocked until they weigh in. That isn’t 

pestering; it’s project management. The partner 

may own the matter, but you’re often the one 

keeping it in motion. The associates who do 

this well become the ones that partners want 

on every matter.

Rule #2: Organization
Strong associates build systems, templates, 
and checklists for the work they do again 
and again.
Organizational systems are about reliability in 

an environment designed to produce chaos. 

Big Law is high-volume, deadline-driven, and 

structurally unpredictable: matters multiply, 

assignments arrive from several partners at 

once, priorities shift without warning. The 

associates who do more than survive have 

thought carefully about how they manage their 

own workflow—not just on a good week, but 

when everything is on fire at the same time.

Build something that works for you, but build 

something: a way of tracking open assignments 

and their deadlines, a habit of reviewing what’s 

due tomorrow rather than just today, a consis-

tent structure for documents within a matter so 

you can find things quickly under pressure. Then 

go a step further and build infrastructure for 

the work that recurs in your practice area—the 

checklist for what has to happen every time a 

certain kind of matter closes, the template for 

the memo your team writes at the start of every 

engagement, the process document for the 

filing steps that otherwise get relearned from 

scratch each time. That kind of contribution 

makes you indispensable in a way legal skill 

alone doesn’t, because it makes everyone 

around you more effective.

Rule #3: Taking Initiative
The best associates answer the question before 
the partner has to ask it.
The most important mindset shift for a junior 

associate is the one from student to service 

professional. In law school, the model is simple: 

receive the assignment, complete it, turn it in, 

wait for feedback, and move on. That model 

doesn’t transfer to Big Law. You’re working 

on live matters for real clients, and your value 
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depends on how well you anticipate what’s 

needed.

Initiative means paying close enough atten-

tion that you can see what’s coming before it 

arrives. When a client email lands, don’t wait 

to be told what to do with it—read it, think 

about what it requires, and propose a course 

of action to the senior associate or partner. If 

the client is asking for a document you know 

how to locate, have it ready. If the next step is 

obvious, name it. If it isn’t, ask what you can 

do to move things forward. The associates who 

distinguish themselves early are the ones who 

demonstrate, consistently, that they’re tracking 

the whole matter rather than waiting for the 

next task.

Initiative also means taking notes in meet-

ings and on calls without being asked. Senior 

lawyers are focused on the substance of the 

conversation; part of your job is to capture 

it and follow up on anything left unresolved.

Initiative doesn’t mean acting unilaterally 

when you need guidance or expanding the 

scope of an assignment without telling anyone. 

The kind of initiative that earns trust is paired 

with communication: “I noticed this related 

issue while working on your question, so I 

looked into it and addressed it as well. Let me 

know if you’d like me to go a different direction.” 

You’re showing your work, and showing that 

you were paying attention.

Rule #4: Ownership
When you hit a wall, your job is to find a 
way through it—by researching the issue, 
asking the right people, and using your 
resourcefulness—not to wait for someone 
to tell you what to do next.
Ownership is a behavior, and it shows up most 

clearly when something gets hard. Incomplete 

instructions, research that comes up empty, a 

procedural question you’ve never seen—those 

are the moments that separate the associates 

who own their work from those who don’t. 

The latter sit on a problem for two days and 

then bring it to the partner as if it were the 

partner’s problem to solve. The former try to 

solve it first.

Part of owning the work is asking good 

questions. “Who signs the Revenue Account 

Control Agreement?” puts the entire burden 

on the person you’re asking. “Who signs the 

Revenue Account Control Agreement—it 

isn’t defined in the Credit Agreement or the 

checklist, and I don’t see a draft on the portal” 

shows you looked first and came for help only 

after exhausting the obvious paths. One reads 

as resourceful; the other reads as dependent.

One of the most valuable things you can 

do early on is identify a trusted mid-level 

or senior associate—inside or outside your 

practice group—for the questions that don’t 

have an obvious home: whether your work 

product is where it needs to be, what to wear 

to a client event, whether an email strikes 

the right tone, or what the firm culture is like. 

That person will save you time and help you 

avoid missteps—and finding them is a form 

of resourcefulness in its own right.

The firm hired you to solve problems. That 

doesn’t mean you never ask questions—it means 

that by the time you ask, you’ve done everything 

reasonably possible to answer them yourself. “I 

wasn’t sure how to proceed” hands the problem 

back. “I looked into it, spoke with Jennifer, and 

came up with two possible approaches” does the 

job, even if both options turn out to be wrong.

Rule #5: Accountability
How you handle a mistake matters as much 
as the mistake itself. The associates who earn 
trust take responsibility, learn from it, and 
move on.
When something goes wrong, the instinct is to 

explain it—to point out that the deadline was 

unreasonable or the instructions were unclear. 

Sometimes that’s true. But the associates who 

build strong reputations focus on fixing the 

problem. They take responsibility, correct the 

mistake, and move forward.

Accountability also means taking feedback 

without becoming defensive. A heavy redline or a 

direct “this missed the mark” is not an attack; 

it’s information—and more importantly, it’s an 

investment. The senior attorneys still giving you 

feedback are the ones who think you’re worth 

the effort. The ones who have gone quiet are 

the ones to worry about. By the time feedback 

disappears, the decision about you has usually 

already been made.

None of this means self-flagellation. 

Accountability isn’t excessive apology or 

announcing failures before anyone notices 

them. It’s “I got that wrong, and here’s how I’m 

fixing it,” followed by actually fixing it. Trust is 

built precisely in those moments.

The Foundation of Trust
These five rules are the foundation the best 

junior associates build early—sometimes 

because someone taught them, and sometimes 

because they watched what happened to the 

ones who never did. None of them requires 

being a brilliant legal mind. They require 

attention, discipline, and a willingness to think 

about your work in a systematic way. 

Most junior associates arrive believing the 

job is the legal work. The legal work certainly 

matters, but Big Law is full of lawyers who can 

write a competent memo. The associates who 

get staffed on the best matters, entrusted with 

responsibility ahead of schedule, and quietly 

championed by partners are the ones who 

made themselves easy to trust. 

And that trust is built long before anyone 

is evaluating your legal analysis. It’s built in 

the way you manage a matter, build systems 

that work, anticipate what’s needed, solve 

problems, and respond to mistakes.

That’s the secret hiding in plain sight: 

legal skill is necessary, but it has never been 

sufficient. 

The next edition will cover the unwritten 

rules for mid-level associates.  
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