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Finding Your Niche in a Post Pandemic Workplace

For my University of Chicago Law School 50th Class Reunion, I had the privilege of moderating a
conversation on 50 years of women students, faculty, and alumni at the law school. One of the panelists
was Professor Sharon Fairley, who joined the law school faculty after a distinguished career in public
service in Chicago. Professor Fairley reported on the unanimous, emphatic conclusion of a group of high
potential women lawyers with whom she met recently: “Enough of mentors. More sponsors.” In the
pandemic, many women lawyers have faced new challenges: more family responsibilities for children and
aging parents and fewer support systems like childcare than pre-pandemic. However, the fact that
everyone has had to rely on virtual communication tools like Zoom during the pandemic has also expanded
the field of available potential sponsors for women and men. If you are at a stage of your career in which
you would appreciate being in a relationship with a sponsor, consider these questions to help identify ideal
sponsors:

• What kind of support do you need at this stage of your career? Support in getting choice
assignments? Support for partnership consideration? Introductions to clients or prospects?
Practical advice on integrating work and life? Candid feedback on your work? Help finding your
niche?

• Are there partners in other offices who would be ideal sponsors whom you have not considered
due to the lack of physical proximity?

• Among potential sponsors, which ones know you and trust you from prior collaborations on
client work or otherwise?

• Which potential sponsors are best positioned to help you on your specific concerns? If
partnership is an issue, are any of your prospective sponsors on the partnership selection
committee? If stretch assignments are key, are any involved in allocating work in your practice
group?

• What do you have to offer a potential sponsor? Are you a technology whiz? Have you worked
with clients who might interest them? Do you have experience in a cutting-edge specialty? Do
you bring diversity to their client teams?

• Among the possible sponsors, are there some who do not currently have a key protégé?

Example: An associate had been recruited by a law firm partner who was a fellow alum of her law school
and took a personal interest in her professional development. The partner checked in with the associate
periodically, invited the associate to work on some firm committees, and introduced her to some other law
school alums in the community. But he did not have the opportunity to work on client matters with her
because they were in different practice groups. During the pandemic, when the partner and associate
touched base, the associate shared that she was interested in the firmʼs work in healthcare technology and
asked the partner for his advice on getting involved in that area even though there were no partners in her
office doing that work. The partner offered to make some inquiries on her behalf. He ascertained that there
was a partner in another office who worked in that area who did not have a protégé and would welcome
the opportunity to work with the associate. The partner encouraged them to meet virtually to discuss how
they might work together.

Are you taking full advantage of the new appreciation for virtual work relationships in identifying people in
your firm who can support your professional development? Have you overlooked potential sponsors who
can advance your career because they were not located in your office or region?

This is dedicated to the memory of Don Wessling, a fellow University of Chicago Law School alum, Class of
1961, who helped me secure my first law firm job in 1971 as an associate at OʼMelveny & Myers in Los
Angeles. A partner at OʼMelveny, Don was a great friend who died in 1993.

Helping you create and reinforce the habits of successful career building,
gleaned from my work as a business development strategist, trainer and coach
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