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focus LEGAL MATTERS

BY DAVID JACOBS

Gina Banks finished her law degree 
in 2001 and went to work for one 
of Baton Rouge’s biggest firms. 

She was on the traditional partner 
track, which meant long hours, travel, 
good—but not partner-level—pay and 
the chance for a financial stake in the 
firm’s future.

For Banks, the job was exactly what 
she wanted coming out of law school.

“I did see myself climbing the corpo-
rate ladder,” she says. “But I didn’t nec-
essarily know what all that entailed.” 

Earning a partnership takes more 
than logging at least 2,000 hours per 
year. At most firms, the job requires 
hustling in new business through pro-
fessional organizations, nonprofit 
boards and networking like crazy, all of 
which place even more demands on a 
lawyer’s time.

As Banks was preparing to get mar-
ried and start a family, her priorities 
shifted. She knows women who suc-
cessfully balance partner-track duties 
with children, but she decided that life-
style wasn’t for her and started looking 
at other options.

She had offers for partner-track jobs 
from other major firms, but she sought 
out Kean Miller because it offered an 
alternative path on which she could 
still do challenging work, but with less 
of a time commitment and more flexi-
bility. While other firms in Baton Rouge 
have specific relationships with attor-
neys who know they won’t make part-
ner, Kean Miller has an official program 
for lawyers who want a different grind. 
The firm’s website calls her an associ-
ate attorney. Internally, she’s known as 
a staff attorney.

Many firms have long had law-
yers who fit that description. Whether 
they’re called staff attorneys, career 
associates or something else, they’re 
typically lawyers whose firms have de-
cided, for whatever reasons, that they 
will not become partners. But they still 
bring valuable skills, such as exper-
tise in a particular subject area, to the 
firm. Recently, more firms, particularly 
national ones headquartered in major 
markets, have created a separate, for-
mal job description for such lawyers.

James Leipold, executive director of 
the National Association for Law Place-
ment, says firms typically have used 
staffing agencies to hire temporary at-
torneys since about 2001. The arrange-
ments provided work on discovery and 

document review for newly minted law 
school graduates, while allowing firms 
to staff up and down on a matter-by-
matter basis. 

Hiring permanent attorneys who 
know from the outset they’ll never 
make partner has become more com-
mon since the recession. The job mar-
ket for new lawyers is tight, and some 
applicants are willing to take what they 
can get.

Meanwhile, clients are putting more 
price pressure on law firms. Compa-
nies don’t want to pay high rates for 
associate-level work. Clients also are 
finding that they can get quality work 
from smaller firms at affordable prices, 
sometimes by outsourcing that work 
overseas.

“What some law firms think they’ve 
found is that if they want to remain 
competitive, they have to be able to of-
fer legal services at all different price 
points,” Leipold says. “And they have to 
be able to keep some of that commod-
itizable work in-house, rather than let-
ting all that go to smaller firms and 
offshore.”

Firms stress that such attorneys are 
not second-class citizens. Steve Bout-
well, director of client services at Kean 
Miller, says staff attorneys play an im-
portant role in helping the firm han-
dle matters appropriately; not every 
legal matter requires a partner with 25 
years’ experience, and not everyone is 

cut out for partnership. Many lawyers 
appreciate the flexibility that the role 
allows, he says, and some, like Banks, 
are women who enjoy the ability to bal-
ance their home and professional lives.

Baton Rouge, with its lower cost of 
living and proportionally lower sala-
ries, already captures some of the work 
that might otherwise go to big-market 
firms, which could be one reason why 
the staff attorney trend hasn’t caught 
on in a big way here. Tracy Evans di-
rected career services for LSU’s Paul 
M. Hebert Law Center for 16 years be-

Off the fast track
Law firms offer opportunities for attorneys who desire 
challenging work but decline the time commitments and 
pressure of the partner track.

fore moving in 2010 to alumni rela-
tions. She has noticed a small increase 
in the hiring of staff attorneys, but not 
in Louisiana. She says such attorneys 
often are moms who are coming back 
into the workforce but want a lighter 
workload and more flexibility.

“Kean Miller has always done it, [al-
though] not on a large scale,” she says. 
“But I don’t see it so much with the 

other big firms in Louisiana. I’m see-
ing it more with the Chicago, New York 
and D.C. firms.”

In Louisiana, a partner-track attor-
ney at a big firm can make in the range 
of $85,000 to $95,000 or so right out 
of school, Evans says, while estimat-
ing that a staff attorney at a large firm 
might make $60,000 to $65,000. She 
says she’s rarely had a student accept a 
staff attorney position right after grad-
uation.

Twenty-two Kean Miller lawyers are 
classified as staff attorneys. Mark Mese 

used to be one of them.
He had just left a partner-track job 

at another firm. He was running two 
nursery businesses at the time, and 
was toying with the idea of making a 
career of it. Mese took the staff posi-
tion doing real estate work, thinking 
he might only practice law for a few 
more years.

Running two businesses and a legal 
practice doesn’t leave much time for 
other things, like sleep. Mese knew he 
needed to pick one career or the other, 
and was wrestling with the decision 
when he was diagnosed with kidney 
cancer. He was given a 50/50 chance 
of survival.

Mese underwent successful surgery 
to remove the kidney, but knew he’d be 
uninsurable for five to 10 years if he left 
Kean Miller’s health plan. 

“I got pushed off the fence,” he says. 
Mese has been with Kean Miller for 

15 years. He was a staff attorney for 
about five years and worked the part-
ner track for several years after coming 
back from his illness. About six years 
ago, he made partner.

DAVID JACOBS covers economic development,
health care, higher education and industry. E-mail him at 
djacobs@businessreport.com.

“What some law firms think they’ve found 
is that if they want to remain competitive, 
they have to be able to offer legal services 

at all different price points.”
JAMES LEIPOLD, executive director, National Association for Law Placement

HOWDY, PARTNER: Kean 
Miller Partner Mark Mese 
was a staff attorney for 
about five years and worked 
the partner track for several 
years after returning from 
kidney cancer.
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La. Tech to join LSU System?
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ready or not, louisiana’s political future has arrived, 
with new battlegrounds that were forged during the 

redistricting process and recent budget debates 
that have set the tone for the fall elections.
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nK Boutique   |   Privé featuring Lee Michaels
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