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They’re young, self-confident,

and different from any generation

that came before them. They

question conventional wisdom

about the practice of law and

strike many Boomer partners as

irresponsible. But the truth about

the Millennial generation is far

more complex — and law firms

that don’t get it are risking

their futures.

By Heather Greenwood Davis
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They wear their iPods while they’re
working. They decorate their
offices “like college dorm rooms.”
They expect to be told they’re

doing a great job (when they are). And if you
don’t meet their expectations, they’ll walk
out on you in a heartbeat.

Meet the Millennials — the name coined
to describe the generation of young people
who were born between 1980 and 1995.
They’re getting a lot of attention — not all of
it positive — for bucking age-old practices
and having a potentially defining impact on
what the practice of law will look like in the
future. And they’ve opened up a massive gen-
eration gap with their more senior colleagues.

Adam Pekarsky, now a partner with
Korn/Ferry International but until recently
the director of professional development and
recruitment for Fraser Milner Casgrain
LLP’s western offices, constantly fields ques-
tions from both sides of the gap. Partners are
mystified and irritated by a generation of
associates who seem cavalier about their
professional careers, while young associates

Adam Pekarsky
Partner, Korn/Ferry International, Calgary

“This is a generation that is able to watch
a TV show on their computer while
downloading music, while writing a letter,
while being on MSN, and can keep it
all straight.”

reject most of the conventional aspects of
legal practice and are determined not to let
their firms control their lives.

It’s undeniable, says Pekarsky, that each
group is getting on the other’s nerves. Millennial
lawyers (also known as “Generation Y’ers”)
who have body piercings, dress casually unless
directly instructed otherwise, and talk about
“work-life balance” can be infuriating to older
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Technologically savvy, a family-first-career-
second attitude, and a strong desire to con-
trol their own destiny are its hallmarks —
characteristics that are often perceived by
baby-boomer partners as signs of arro-
gance, laziness, disrespect, and the oft-cited
“sense of entitlement.”

But with many of these associates unmo-
tivated by the lure of partnership or even
more than a five-year sojourn, plus an aging
senior partnership rapidly approaching
retirement, law firms need Millennials —
and despite themselves, are scrambling to
give them what they want.

Don’t let me be misunderstood
But the lawyers who make up this new gen-
eration are crying foul at the “spoiled brat”
perception that is preceding them into the
workforce. And the legal professionals who
work most closely with them agree that the
situation isn’t as cut-and-dried as the stereo-
types would have it.

“I think they do get rightly upset when
they are characterized that way,” says
Joanne Clarfield Schaefer, director of stu-
dent and associate programs at Bennett
Jones LLP in Toronto.

“What is bearing out for the firms, at
least from my perspective, is that they are
mobile, and they crave individual attention
and feedback. I think that is a different char-
acteristic than we have seen in previous gen-
erations. They are not all driven by partner-
ship, but I think they still very much want to
succeed and want [to do] good work.”

Marie-Hélène Fandrich, a fourth-year asso-
ciate at Lavery, de Billy in Montreal, agrees.

“It’s more of a misunderstanding bet-
ween the generations on what we believe
and what we need,” she says. “Generations
who are older than us think that it’s just
laziness, and this to me is unfair.

“We’re another generation, so we have different views, and
every generation has its own ways. I don’t think it’s bad or
good. I think it’s just new, and that we have to be aware of it.”

“There has definitely been change,” says Jordan K.M.
Brown, a third-year associate at Cox and Palmer in
Charlottetown and the CBA-P.E.I. chair of CBA Young
Lawyers. “It’s not just a generational shift. It’s a complete shift
in the personalities that are working in law firms and in pri-
vate practice, and the way they think.”

Time is on my side
At the top of the list are divergent attitudes towards time.
Associates frequently express disdain for careers that try to
control how they use time and for systems, like the billable
hour, that define their productivity in narrow terms.

“A lot more people are saying, ‘I want to have the freedom to
direct my own career and start a family, or have free time to do
whatever I might feel I want to do outside of the workplace,’”
says Brown. “That’s a big driver now, in terms of what people of
my generation find to be wrong with the legal practice — that
everybody has become a slave to the billable hour.”

Equally problematic, he says, is the concept of face time: thatSP
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whether lawyers arrive before (and leave after) certain times of
the day is a useful measure of whether they’re working hard
enough. Millennials aren’t the first group of associates to balk
at the idea, but they are probably the first to openly dismiss it.

“I think some of it is just these people have traditionally done
things that way, and so they’re going to have that ingrained in
them, and other people are just coming into things,” says Brown,
who’s asked several partners how the “face time” era got start-
ed, and none of them can say. “I don’t personally think that any-
body should be told to work in any particular way.”

Pekarsky points out that “face time” is a good example of a
practice that could be abandoned for the good of the entire pro-
fession. “[Millennials] are not afraid of hard work; they just
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Marie-Hélène Fandrich
Associate, Lavery, de Billy, Montreal

“We want to build a great career,
but we don’t want to leave our personal
life on the side.”
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work differently,” he says. “This is a
generation that is able to watch a TV
show on their computer while down-
loading music, while writing a letter,
while being on MSN, and can keep it
all straight.”

Talkin’ ‘bout my generation
Partners who refuse to adapt to this
reality are at greatest risk of discon-
nect. Leaving a document on a chair or
a post-it note on a computer screen,
without any further interaction, is no
longer an effective tool for communi-
cation, Pekarsky says.
“We give these people BlackBerries.

We give them Citrix to access the system
remotely. We will even loan them a lap-
top, for crying out loud,” he says. “We
give them all of these tools so that they
can work away from here, and then we
communicate with them in a manner
that assumes just the opposite.”
“Leaving a sticky note on some-

one’s monitor? I mean, you might as
well bang out Morse Code in terms of
people’s ability to relate to that as an
acceptable mode of communication.”
Millennials also feel insulted by sug-

gestions that they lack commitment to
their careers because they make no apologies for wanting to eat
dinner at home, or lack loyalty because they’re far more mobile
than their predecessors. “They’re driven by a different set of
priorities, and I think that often is confused with whether
they’re actually committed to the profession,” says Smith.
“They absolutely are committed to the profession. I think

they are committed to it on their terms, as opposed to what
everybody else thinks the terms should be.”
“We want balance,” says Fandrich. “We don’t want to

commit 100% for work. We also want to have some time to
eventually have a family, and be with our friends, and travel
and see the world. We have access to many means of commu-
nication. We want to build a great career, but we don’t want
to [leave] our personal life on the side.”
Alana Parashin, a junior lawyer with Manitoba Justice’s

prosecutions department, agrees. “It’s very important because
it’s my career,” she notes, “but I don’t want it to be my life.”
“Firms need to re-evaluate how they deal with their associ-

ate ranks, what kinds of terms they are going to recruit them
under, what kind of work expectations they are going to have
and how they go about trying to keep them on,” Smith says.
“We are seeing much higher attrition as firms begin to under-
stand and deal with what is really a new generation of lawyers.”
Clarfield Schaefer agrees. “I can’t make somebody want

partnership, and I can’t pretend that this is not a job based on
available hours,” she says. “But for those who are engaged —
and I do find them engaged — you want to make sure they’re
getting meaty work, because they need to constantly be chal-
lenged. They want to be stretched.”

Can’t get no satisfaction
But while Millennials are self-assured and ready to take risks,
at the same time they’re also struggling under the weight of
their own aspirations.
“It’s hard to give effort everywhere at the same time,” says

Fandrich. “We’re not superheroes, and we can’t do everything.
It is hard, and that’s probably why we’re reacting, because you
can’t be the most successful lawyer in Canada while having
four kids, traveling and doing hobbies and skiing….”
Much of it can be traced back to how Millennials were

raised — ironically, by Boomer parents. After growing up with
a say in everything — from where the family would vacation to
what cereal they should buy — Generation Y isn’t content to
simply sit back and wait for a review that might never come.
In a recent 60 Minutes documentary about Millennials,

career consultant Mary Crane blamed the advent of T-ball.
While previous generations played regular kids’ baseball —
with winners and losers, no second chances, and opportunities
to fail — in T-ball you could keep swinging until you hit the
ball, no one failed, and the main thing was to feel good about
yourself. The result, she suggests, is a generation of adults
addicted to praise.
“I see it play itself out in a law firm environment every

day,” says Pekarsky, who has seen star associates crushed
when partners to whom they feel particularly close don’t both-
er to fill out an evaluation form — even when the same part-
ners have ladled out compliments on them day after day.
“That’s the big disconnect, because this is the group that grewLI
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Jordan K.M. Brown (seated)
Associate, Cox & Palmer, Charlottetown

“That’s a big driver now, in terms of what
people of my generation find to be wrong
with the legal practice — that everybody
has become a slave to the billable hour.”
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