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INTRODUCTION 
In November 2020, NALP invited its U.S. law firm members to complete the 2020 Survey of Law 
Firm Competency Expectations for Associate Development (“Survey”). The Survey was open 
from the first week of November through the first week of December 2020.  

The Survey inquired about: 

• Whether law firms have competency models or development expectations for assessing 
the progress of their associates, and if so, whether the competency model is in writing; 

• Whether and how those competency models are shared with associates and partners; 
• What competencies are measured in the competency models; and 
• How competency models are used in performance evaluations, compensation, 

promotion, training, and recruiting. 
 

This Report summarizes the Survey results. For brevity, this Report uses the phrase “competency 
model” to describe a set of competencies or developmental expectations law firms have for their 
associates.  

The Survey and this Report were developed by the Professional Identity Formation Work Group 
of NALP’s Lawyer Professional Development Section and Law Student Professional 
Development Section in partnership with the Holloran Center for Ethical Leadership in the 
Professions and NALP staff and leadership. The Work Group members are: 

• Melissa Berry, Director of Professional Development & Diversity at Lane Powell PC; Co-
Vice Chair, Professional Identity Formation Work Group; member, Lawyer Professional 
Development Section 

• Kendra Brodin, Chief Attorney Development Officer at Taft Stettinius & Hollister LLP; 
Co-Vice Chair, Professional Identity Formation Work Group; member, Lawyer 
Professional Development Section 

• Laura Friedman, Director of Professional Development and Career Counseling at Case 
Western Reserve University School of Law; Vice Chair, Professional Identity Formation 
Work Group; member, Law Student Professional Development Section  

• Jerry Organ, Bakken Professor of Law and Co-Director of the Holloran Center for Ethical 
Leadership in the Professions at the University of St. Thomas School of Law 

• Debbie Shapiro, Assistant Director of Career & Professional Development and Adjunct 
Professor at Mitchell Hamline School of Law; member, Professional Identity Formation 
Work Group; member, Law Student Professional Development Section 
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PARTICIPATION 
NALP received Survey responses from 58 law firms distributed across four categories of law 
firms based on the number of attorneys in the firm. Of the 58 firms that responded to the Survey, 
51 (nearly 88%) indicated they do have competency models, while seven (roughly 12%) indicated 
they do not have competency models. Table 1 shows the distribution of those with and without 
competency models across the four categories of firms. 
 

Table 1: Does Your Firm Have Competencies or Developmental Expectations for  
Your Associates? 

 

 
Yes (#) Yes (%) No (#) No (%) # of Law 

Firms 
All Law Firms 51 87.9% 7 12.1% 58 

By Firm Size (# of Attorneys)      

250 or Fewer 15 83.3 3 16.7 18 

251-500 13 92.9 1 7.1 14 

501-700 5 83.3 1 16.7 6 

701+ 18 90.0 2 10.0 20 
 
Notably, at least 83% of responding firms in each category of law firm have competency models 
for their associates. However, this may overstate the number of law firms with competency 
models; firms without competency models simply may have chosen not to participate in the 
Survey. Readers also should be cautious about generalizing these percentages across all law firms 
given that NALP’s member law firms tend to be larger-sized firms. 

Of the 51 law firms with competency models, 48 (94.1%) have memorialized their models in 
writing. Two of the 15 firms with 250 or fewer attorneys do not have written competency models; 
one firm with 701+ attorneys does not have a written competency model.  

Because only 50 of the 51 firms with competency models provided more detailed information, 
the balance of this Report focuses on the data from those 50 firms. 

 
 
  



REPORT ON 2020 SURVEY OF LAW FIRM COMPETENCY EXPECTATIONS FOR ASSOCIATE DEVELOPMENT 

  
 

3  

 
HIGHLIGHTS 

TYPES OF COMPETENCIES  
The most common competencies — appearing in the competency models of over 90% of law 
firms that provided detailed information about their competency models — can be grouped into 
three distinct categories:  
 

• Traditional Legal and Communication Skills: (Legal Analysis, Written Advocacy, 
Communicating Clearly, Legal Knowledge/Expertise, Judgment/Common Sense, and 
Oral Advocacy) 

• Character Traits and Relationship Skills: (Responsibility/Reliability, 
Teamwork/Collaboration, Initiative, and Attention to Detail) 

• Client Focused Orientation: (Responsiveness to Client and Understand Client’s 
Business/Circumstances) 

 
Other important competencies — appearing in 80% or more of the firms’ competency models — 
include Leadership, Legal Research, Problem-Solving, and Respect for Others. 

 

VARIABILITY OF COMPETENCIES RELATED TO LAW FIRM SIZE  
For the vast majority of competencies identified in this Survey, law firm size did not suggest a 
meaningful difference in the frequency with which the competency appears in firm competency 
models. For 11 of the competencies, however, there was significant variability in the frequency 
with which firms of different sizes include the competency in their competency models. 

 

GROUPING RELATED COMPETENCIES  
Law firm competency models suggest that certain “groupings” of competencies are of greatest 
priority across law firms — particularly Technical Legal Skills/Knowledge and Communication 
Skills. Work Ethic Traits, Character Traits, Relationship Skills, and Client Service Orientation 
also appear to be fairly important, with Self-Development Traits and Technological Skills of 
lesser significance. 
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COMPETENCIES BY EXPERIENCE LEVEL 
Almost all firms (92.2%) with competency models emphasize different competencies for different 
experience levels of associates. Firms of all sizes favor this approach, with two-thirds of firms 
identifying three levels of associates. More than half of the firms using three levels referred to 
them as junior-, mid-, and senior-level associates; others delineate specific years of experience 
tied to particular levels. 

 

DISTRIBUTION OF COMPETENCY MODELS TO ASSOCIATES 
All firms with competency models share the models with their associates in one or more ways. 
The three main methods of distribution are posting on the firm’s intranet, providing during 
onboarding, and sharing during the performance review process. 

 

DISTRIBUTION OF COMPETENCY MODELS TO PARTNERS 
All firms with competency models share the models with the partners who review associate 
performance. Most firms share competency models with their partners by posting the models on 
the firm’s intranet and providing them during the associate performance review process.  

 

USE OF COMPETENCY MODELS IN PERFORMANCE EVALUATIONS 
All firms with competency models reported that they use either all or some of the competencies 
during their associate performance review process. The overwhelming majority of firms use all of 
the competencies in associate performance evaluations; the balance use some of the 
competencies. Two-thirds of firms evaluate associates twice yearly or more frequently, while one-
third of firms conduct performance reviews annually.  

 

USE OF COMPETENCY MODELS BEYOND ASSOCIATE EVALUATIONS 
Overall, 96% of firms use competencies to guide associate performance evaluations. While firms 
primarily use competency models to evaluate associates, some firms expand their use of 
competency models to guide decisions about training and professional development, 
promotions, compensation, and project-based feedback. Fewer firms actively use competency 
models in their recruiting and hiring processes.  
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SIGNIFICANT FINDINGS 

TYPES OF COMPETENCIES  
The most common competencies — appearing in the competency models of over 90% of law firms 
that provided detailed information about their competency models — include competencies that 
can be grouped into three distinct categories:  
 

• Traditional Legal and Communication Skills: (Legal Analysis, Written Advocacy, 
Communicating Clearly, Legal Knowledge/Expertise, Judgment/Common Sense, and Oral 
Advocacy) 

• Character Traits and Relationship Skills: (Responsibility/Reliability, 
Teamwork/Collaboration, Initiative, and Attention to Detail) 

• Client Focused Orientation: (Responsiveness to Client and Understand Client’s Business/ 
Circumstances) 

 
Other important competencies — appearing in 80% or more of the firms’ competency models — 
include Leadership, Legal Research, Problem-Solving, and Respect for Others. 

  
Of the 50 law firms that provided detailed information about their competency models, over 90% 
have the 12 competencies shown in Table 2. For each competency, the number in parentheses 
reflects the number of law firms that identified the competency within their competency model. 
 

 

Table 2: Competencies Included in Over 90% of Law Firm Competency Models 
 

Traditional Legal and 
Communication Skills 

Character Traits and 
Relationship Skills Client Focused Orientation 

Legal Analysis (49) 
Written Advocacy (49) 

Communicating Clearly (49) 
Legal Knowledge/Expertise (48) 
Judgment/Common Sense (48) 

Oral Advocacy (47) 

Teamwork/Collaboration (48) 
Initiative (47) 

Responsibility/Reliability (47) 
Attention to Detail (46) 

 

Responsiveness to Client 
(47) 

Understand Client’s 
Business/Circumstances 

(47) 
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• Four competencies appear in 80% to 90% of competency models:  
o Leadership (44) 
o Legal Research (43) 
o Problem-Solving (42) 
o Respect for Others (40) 

 
• Nine competencies appear in 50% to 70% of competency models:  

o Listening (35) 
o Integrity (33) 
o Self-Direction (33) 
o Project Management (33) 
o Diligence (32) 
o Trustworthiness (29) 
o Confidentiality (29) 
o Intellectual Curiosity (27) 
o Honesty (26) 

 
• Twelve competencies appear in less than 50% of competency models:  

o Business/Financial Knowledge (24) 
o Cultural Competence (21) 
o Perseverance (21) 
o Analyzing Data (21) 
o Loyalty (21) 
o Self-Discipline (20) 
o Emotional Intelligence/Empathy (16) 
o Self-Awareness (16) 
o Facility with Programs (Word, Excel, PowerPoint, etc.) (16) 
o Respecting Client Autonomy (13) 
o Well-Being (8) 
o Social Media Expertise (3) 
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VARIABILITY OF COMPETENCIES RELATED TO LAW FIRM SIZE  

For the vast majority of competencies identified in this Survey, law firm size did not suggest a 
meaningful difference in the frequency with which the competency appears in firm competency 
models. For 11 of the competencies, however, there was significant variability in the frequency with 
which firms of different sizes include the competency in their competency models. 

The Survey results demonstrated no major differences across firms of different sizes for 26 of the 
37 competencies. For these 26 competencies, the range of frequency was generally within 25% 
and often within 10% to 15%. For the other 11 competencies, however, greater variability was 
noted in three contexts. 

In the first set of competencies with significant variability (a range greater than 25%), the pattern 
showed one category of firm as an outlier either on the low side (Problem-Solving) or on the high 
side (Confidentiality, Cultural Competence, Business/Financial Knowledge, Respecting Client 
Autonomy, and Well-Being): 

• Problem-Solving is present in at least 80.0% of competency models in the three larger 
firm size categories (including in 100% of competency models of firms with 701+ 
attorneys), but it is present in only 60.0% of competency models of firms with 250 or 
fewer attorneys. 

• Confidentiality is present in 80.0% of the competency models of firms with 501-700 
attorneys, but in the other three firm size categories, it is in the range of 53.3% to 58.8%. 

• Cultural Competence is present in 80.0% of the competency models of firms with 501-700 
attorneys, but in the other three firm size categories, it is in the range of 33.3% to 41.2%. 

• Business/Financial Knowledge is present in 70.6% of the competency models of firms 
with 701+ attorneys, but in the other three firm size categories, it is in the range of 33.3% 
to 40.0%. 

• Respecting Client Autonomy is present in 60.0% of the competency models of firms 
with 501-700 attorneys, but in the other three firm size categories, it is in the range of 
15.4% to 33.3%.  

• Well-Being is present in 40.0% of the competency models of firms with 501-700 
attorneys, but it is present in no more than 20.0% of competency models in the other 
three firm size categories. 
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For the second set of competencies with significant variability — Listening and Facility with 
Various Programs — law firm size coincided with the frequency with which the competency 
appears in competency models: 

• Listening is present in 88.2% of competency models of firms with 701+ attorneys, 80.0% 
of competency models of firms with 501-700 attorneys, 61.5% of competency models of 
firms with 251-500 attorneys, and 53.3% of competency models of firms with 250 or 
fewer attorneys. 

• Facility with Various Programs (Word, Excel, PowerPoint, etc.) is present in 52.9% of 
competency models of firms with 701+ attorneys, 40.0% of competency models of firms 
with 501-700 attorneys, 23.1% of competency models of firms with 251-500 attorneys, 
and 13.3% of competency models of firms with 250 or fewer attorneys.  

For the third set of competencies with significant variability — Honesty, Integrity, and 
Perseverance — there was a broad range with no relationship to firm size: 

• Integrity is present in 92.3% of competency models of firms with 251-500 attorneys, 
80.0% of competency models of firms with 501-700 attorneys, 58.8% of competency 
models of firms of 701+ attorneys, and 46.7% of competency models of firms with 250 or 
fewer attorneys.  

• Honesty is present in 76.9% of competency models of firms with 251-500 attorneys, 
60.0% of competency models of firms with 501-700 attorneys, 47.1% of competency 
models of firms of 701+ attorneys, and 33.3% of competency models of firms with 250 or 
fewer attorneys. 

• Perseverance is present in 61.5% of competency models of firms with 251-500 attorneys, 
46.7% of competency models of firms with 250 or fewer attorneys, 29.4% of competency 
models of firms of 701+ attorneys, and 20.0% of competency models of firms with 501-
700 attorneys. 

 

GROUPING RELATED COMPETENCIES  
Law firm competency models suggest that certain “groupings” of competencies are of greatest 
priority across law firms — particularly Technical Legal Skills/Knowledge and Communication 
Skills. Work Ethic Traits, Character Traits, Relationship Skills, and Client Service Orientation also 
appear to be fairly important, with Self-Development Traits and Technological Skills of lesser 
significance. 
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When related competencies are grouped together, law firms appear to highly prioritize two 
groups — Technical Legal Skills/Knowledge and Communication Skills. When the average 
frequency for each “group” of competencies is calculated, these two groups show an average 
frequency of approximately 90%: 

• Technical Legal Skills/Knowledge (Average: 45.5): Legal Analysis (49); Legal 
Knowledge/Expertise (48); Legal Research (43); Problem-Solving (42)  

• Communication Skills (Average: 45.0): Communicating Clearly (sharing information) 
(49); Written Advocacy (49); Oral Advocacy (47); Listening (receiving information) (35)  

Four other groupings — Work Ethic Traits, Character Traits, Relationship Skills, and Client 
Service Orientation — appear to be less prioritized, as they have an average frequency of between 
60% and 80%: 

• Work Ethic Traits (Average: 38.6): Responsibility/Reliability (47); Initiative (47); 
Attention to Detail (46); Diligence (32); Perseverance (21)  

• Character Traits (Average: 34.0): Judgment/Common Sense (48); Integrity (33); 
Trustworthiness (29); Honesty (26)  

• Relationship Skills (Average: 33.8): Teamwork/Collaboration (48); Leadership (44); 
Respect for Others (40); Cultural Competence (21); Emotional Intelligence/Empathy (16)  

• Client Service Orientation (Average: 31.4): Responsiveness to Clients (47); Understand 
Client’s Business/Circumstances (47); Confidentiality (29); Loyalty (21); Respecting 
Client Autonomy (13)  

The final two groupings — Self-Development Traits and Technological Skills — are the least 
prioritized, as they have an average frequency of roughly 40%:  

• Self-Development Traits (Average: 20.8): Self-Direction (33); Intellectual Curiosity (27); 
Self-Discipline (20); Self-Awareness (16); Well-Being (8) 

• Technological Skills (Average: 19.4): Project Management (33); Business/Financial 
Knowledge (24); Analyzing Data (21); Facility with Various Programs (Word, Excel, 
PowerPoint, etc.) (16); Social Media Expertise (3)  
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COMPETENCIES BY EXPERIENCE LEVEL 
Almost all firms (92.2%) with competency models emphasize different competencies for different 
experience levels of associates. Firms of all sizes favor this approach, with two-thirds of firms 
identifying three levels of associates. More than half of the firms using three levels referred to 
them as junior-, mid-, and senior-level associates; others delineate specific years of experience 
tied to particular levels. 

Of the firms with competency models, 92.2% indicated they emphasize different competencies 
for different experience levels of associates. Firms of all sizes favor this approach: 100% of firms 
with 251-500 and 501-700 attorneys, 94.4% of firms with 701+ attorneys, and 80.0% of firms with 
250 or fewer attorneys.  

Of the firms that emphasize different competency models for different experience levels of 
associates, nearly two-thirds elaborated that they divide associates into two, three, or four levels, 
with three levels being most popular, except among firms with 250 or fewer attorneys. More than 
half of the firms using three levels referred to them as junior-, mid-, and senior-level associates. 
The remaining firms did not define the associate levels. The following table includes the 
breakdown across firm size: 

Table 3: Number and Frequency of Firms with Different Experience Levels within  
Competency Models 

Firm Size 2 Levels 3 Levels 4 Levels Undefined # of Law 
Firms 

 N % N % N % N %  

All Law 
Firms 5 10.6% 20 42.6% 5 10.6% 17 36.2% 47 

By Firm Size (# of Attorneys) 

250 or 
Fewer 2 16.7 2 16.7 3 25.0 5 41.7 12 

251-500 1 7.7 7 53.8 0 0.0 5 38.5 13 

501-700 0 0.0 4 80.0 0 0.0 1 20.0 5 

701+ 2 11.8 7 41.2 2 11.8 6 35.3 17 

 

Of the firms using three levels, 25.0% indicated the number of years an associate spends in each 
level. Among these firms, 60.0% delineated the three levels as 1-2 years, 3-5 years, and 6+ years, 
while the remaining 40.0% defined their levels slightly differently as 1-3 years, 4-6 years, and 7+ 
years. 
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Of the nearly two-thirds of firms that emphasize different competency models for different 
experience levels, nearly half explained that those expectations may change based on the associate 
level. Just over 25% emphasize the same competencies for each associate level, but have different 
expectations based on the level. Slightly fewer firms emphasize additional or different 
competencies as associates progress in experience. A few firms noted that the competencies may 
vary by, or be particular to, a practice group. Only two firms added that associates must meet the 
competencies for their level before they can progress to the next level. 

 

DISTRIBUTION OF COMPETENCY MODELS TO ASSOCIATES 
All firms with competency models share the models with their associates in one or more ways. The 
three main methods of distribution are posting on the firm’s intranet, providing during onboarding, 
and sharing during the performance review process.  

All firms with competency models reported sharing those models with their associates. Firms use 
three main methods to distribute their competency models to associates: posting on the firm’s 
intranet, providing during onboarding, and sharing during the performance review process. A 
limited number of firms distribute their competency models through other methods. Some firms 
use multiple methods, which explains why the percentages add up to more than 100%. 

• Most firms (79.2%) post their competency models on the firm’s intranet.  

• Nearly as many firms (70.8%) provide their competency models during the onboarding 
process. 

• Slightly more than half of firms (58.3%) share their competency models during the review 
process.  

• About one-fifth of firms (20.8%) distribute their competency models through other 
methods.  

All firms with 501-700 attorneys and 88.2% of firms with 701+ attorneys post their competency 
model to associates on the firm’s intranet. The frequency of this method dropped with firm size: 
76.9% of firms with 251-500 attorneys and 61.5% of firms with 250 or fewer attorneys use this 
method of distribution.  

Firms of all sizes commonly provide competency models to associates during the onboarding 
process. This practice is most frequent in firms with 501-700 attorneys (80.0%) and 251-500 
attorneys (76.9%). Firms with 250 or fewer attorneys and with 701+ attorneys are slightly less 
likely to use this method at 69.2% and 64.7%, respectively. 
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More than half of the firms share their competency models with associates during the review 
process. Firms with 501-700 attorneys are most likely (80.0%) to use this method. Firms with 
251-500 and 250 or fewer attorneys are equally likely to use this method (61.5%), but less than 
half of firms with 701+ attorneys (47.1%) distribute competency models during the review 
process.  

Approximately one-fifth of firms (20.8%) use other methods of distribution, such as during 
annual professional development plan creation and training programs/conferences, in advance of 
goal/competency progression discussion, or in employee handbooks. Firms with 250 or fewer 
attorneys (38.5%) and firms with 701+ attorneys (23.5%) are most likely to use other methods. 
Only 20.0% of firms with 501-700 attorneys and zero firms with 251-500 attorneys reported 
using other methods of distribution.  

 

DISTRIBUTION OF COMPETENCY MODELS TO PARTNERS 
All firms with competency models share the models with the partners who review associate 
performance. Most firms share competency models with their partners by posting the models on the 
firm’s intranet and providing them during the associate performance review process.  

All firms with competency models share the models with the partners who review associate 
performance. Firms use two main methods to distribute competency models to partners who 
evaluate associates: posting on the firm’s intranet and sharing during the associate performance 
review process. A limited number of firms distribute their competency models through other 
methods. Some firms use multiple methods, which explains why the percentages add up to more 
than 100%.  

• Most firms (83.3%) post their competency models on the firm’s intranet.  

• Over two-thirds of firms (68.8%) share their competency models with partners during the 
associate review process.  

• Far fewer firms (20.8%) distribute their competency models through other methods. 

All firms with 501-700 attorneys, 88.2% of firms with 701+ attorneys, and 84.6% of firms with 
251-500 attorneys post their competency models to partners on the firm’s intranet. Firms with 
250 or fewer attorneys are less likely (69.2%) to use this method. 

While most firms share competency models with partners during the associate review process, 
there is a broad range depending on firm size. All firms with 501-700 attorneys, 76.9% of firms 
with 250 or fewer attorneys, and 69.2% of firms with 251-500 attorneys use this method. By 
contrast, just over half (52.9%) of firms with 701+ attorneys share competency models with their 
partners during the associate review process.  
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Similar to the distribution of competency models to associates, one-fifth of firms (20.8%) use 
other methods to share their competency models with partners, such as in the employee 
handbook, in training materials for mentors/mentees, during partner orientation, on an ad hoc 
basis, in platforms like viDesktop, or upon request. Firms with 250 or fewer attorneys are most 
likely (30.8%) to use one or more of these other methods.  

 

USE OF COMPETENCY MODELS IN PERFORMANCE EVALUATIONS 
All firms with competency models reported that they use either all or some of the competencies 
during their associate performance review process. The overwhelming majority of firms use all of 
the competencies in associate performance evaluations; the balance use some of the competencies. 
Two-thirds of firms evaluate associates twice yearly or more frequently, while one-third of firms 
conduct performance reviews annually.  

All firms with competency models indicated they use their competency models in associate 
performance evaluations. Over two-thirds of firms (70.6%) evaluate associates on all of the 
competencies in the firm’s competency model. Less than one-third of firms (29.4%) evaluate 
associates using a subset of competencies from their competency model. 

Among the three firm-size categories with 700 or fewer attorneys, over 70% of the firms evaluate 
associates on all of the competencies in the firm’s competency model. Specifically, 100% of firms 
with 501-700 attorneys, 76.9% of firms with 251-500 attorneys, and 73.3% of firms with 250 or 
fewer attorneys evaluate associates on all of the competencies in the firm’s competency model. By 
contrast, only 55.6% of firms with 701+ attorneys evaluate associates on all of the competencies 
in the firm’s competency model. 

Firms vary in how often they evaluate associates. One-third of firms evaluate associates once a 
year, and one-third of firms evaluate associates twice each year. The remaining one-third of firms 
use other approaches. For example, some firms conduct annual evaluations coupled with real-
time, ongoing feedback. Other firms conduct annual evaluations and mid-year reviews for 
certain attorneys, such as junior associates, lateral hires, and those with performance concerns.  

USE OF COMPETENCY MODELS BEYOND ASSOCIATE EVALUATIONS 
Overall, 96% of firms use competencies to guide associate performance evaluations. While firms 
primarily use competency models to evaluate associates, some firms expand their use of competency 
models to guide decisions about trainings and professional development, promotions, 
compensation, and project-based feedback. Fewer firms actively use competency models in their 
recruiting and hiring processes.  
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While 96.0% of firms use competency models to guide associate performance evaluations, firms 
also use competencies in different ways. 

• Training and Professional Development: Nearly two-thirds of firms (64.0%) use 
competency models to determine which trainings and programs to offer. Additionally, 
8.0% of firms use competency models for other purposes, including planning career 
development programs, guiding goal setting for associates, and building mentoring 
programs. 

• Promotion: Over half of firms (58.0%) use competency models to determine whether an 
associate should be promoted to the next level of associate, and 68.0% of firms use 
competency models to decide if an associate is ready for partnership. Interestingly, larger 
firms are more likely to tie partnership promotion to progress on competencies. All firms 
with 501-700 attorneys consider competency models when determining which associates 
become partners. That number drops to 76.5% of firms with 701 or more attorneys, to 
66.7% of firms with 250 or fewer attorneys, and to only 46.2% of firms with 251-500 
attorneys. 

• Compensation: Over one-third of firms (38.0%) use competency models when 
determining associate base salary. Additionally, 30.0% of firms consider competency 
models when determining associate bonuses.  

• Project-Based Feedback: Roughly one-quarter of firms (26.0%) use competency models 
to give feedback on specific projects.  

 
Fewer than half of the firms directly tie competencies to their recruiting and hiring processes, 
with 43.1% of firms considering the firm’s competency model when hiring lateral associates, 
39.2% considering the firm’s competency model when recruiting and hiring summer associates 
and entry-level associates, and only 11.8% considering the firm’s competency model when hiring 
lateral partners. Over one-third of firms (37.3%) indicate they do not use competency models in 
their recruiting and hiring process for attorneys at any level. This is particularly true for the 
largest firms: 61.1% of firms with 701+ attorneys do not use their firm’s competency model in the 
hiring process. Notably, 15.7% of firm respondents did not know whether the firm referenced the 
firm’s competency model in recruiting and hiring. 
 

SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH AND EXPLORATION 
The Survey analysis revealed three potential areas for further research related to competency 
models.  

• First, because the Survey was limited to NALP’s membership, further research could be 
conducted to determine the extent to which competency models for other types of 
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employers — county attorneys offices, offices of attorneys general, public defender 
offices, legal aid offices, small law firms, and in-house corporate legal departments — are 
comparable to those of the firms reflected in this Survey.  

• Second, given that law school graduates should be prepared to meet the demands of the 
legal services market, research could be conducted to assess the extent to which law 
school learning outcomes align with the competencies most emphasized by firms in this 
Survey. 

• Third, while this Survey touched briefly on the extent to which firms draw on their 
competency models in recruiting and hiring efforts, more research could be conducted 
about the extent to which firms connect recruiting and hiring practices with competency 
models and about institutional challenges firms may face in doing so.  
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APPENDIX – COPY OF SURVEY QUESTIONS  



NALP 2020 Survey of Law Firm Competency Expectations for Associate Development

This research project will explore competencies and developmental expectations for law firm associates and will identify commonalities
and differences among the competencies emphasized by law firms. Additionally, this research will help law firms understand the varied
ways in which competencies and developmental expectations are being used by law firms across the U.S. as part of their associate
development and evaluation processes. Finally, the research will benefit law schools by indicating the extent to which common
competencies across law firms align with typical law school learning outcomes and by informing law school career and professional
development offices about the extent to which these competencies are considered in the hiring process.

The information you submit in this survey is completely confidential. No information that could be attributed to your
organization will be published. Please submit only one response per law firm. 

For purposes of this survey, "competencies" and "developmental expectations" mean
those skills, abilities, and attributes that your firm has decided are desirable for your
associates to possess and that your firm believes contribute to the successful performance
of your associates.

1. Does your firm have competencies or developmental expectations for your associates?*

Yes

No (survey will skip to firm demographic items)

1



NALP 2020 Survey of Law Firm Competency Expectations for Associate Development

For purposes of this survey, "competencies" and "developmental expectations" mean those skills,
abilities, and attributes that your firm has decided are desirable for your associates to possess and that your
firm believes contribute to the successful performance of your associates.

2. Are these competencies/developmental expectations formalized in writing?*

Yes

No

2



NALP 2020 Survey of Law Firm Competency Expectations for Associate Development

For purposes of this survey, "competencies" and "developmental expectations" mean those skills,
abilities, and attributes that your firm has decided are desirable for your associates to possess and that your
firm believes contribute to the successful performance of your associates.

3. How/when is the document describing the competencies/developmental expectations distributed to
associates? Select all that apply.

The document describing the competencies/developmental expectations is:

Not distributed to associates (do not select any other response options)

Distributed to associates during onboarding

Distributed to associates during the review process

Available to associates on law firm intranet

Other (please describe)

4. How/when is the document describing the competencies/developmental expectations shared with
partners who are evaluating associates? Select all that apply.

The document describing  the competencies/developmental expectations is:

Not distributed to partners (do not select any other response options)

Distributed to partners during the review process for associates

Available to partners on law firm intranet

Other (please describe)

3



NALP 2020 Survey of Law Firm Competency Expectations for Associate Development

For purposes of this survey, "competencies" and "developmental expectations" mean those skills,
abilities, and attributes that your firm has decided are desirable for your associates to possess and that your
firm believes contribute to the successful performance of your associates.

3. Even though your competencies/developmental expectations are not memorialized in writing,
how/when are these competencies/developmental expectations communicated to associates? Select all
that apply.

The competencies/developmental expectations are:

Not communicated to associates (do not select any other response options)

Communicated to associates during onboarding

Communicated to associates during the review process

Other (please describe)

4. Even though your competencies/developmental expectations are not memorialized in writing,
how/when are these competencies/developmental expectations shared with partners who are
evaluating associates? Select all that apply.

Not communicated to partners (do not select any other response options)

Communicated to partners during the review process

Other (please describe)

4



NALP 2020 Survey of Law Firm Competency Expectations for Associate Development

For purposes of this survey, "competencies" and "developmental expectations" mean those skills,
abilities, and attributes that your firm has decided are desirable for your associates to possess and that your
firm believes contribute to the successful performance of your associates.

5. Which of the following sets of competencies/developmental expectations are included in your competency expectations?
Select all that apply.

Please note that in completing your responses to this question, include only those things explicitly memorialized in the document
describing your competencies/developmental expectations or explicitly articulated and communicated to associates as
important competencies/developmental expectations.

Technical Legal Skills/Knowledge

Legal analysis

Legal knowledge/Expertise

Legal research

Problem-solving

Relationship Skills

Cultural competence

Respect for others

Emotional intelligence/Empathy

Teamwork/Collaboration

Leadership

Character Traits

Honesty

Integrity

Trustworthiness

Judgment/Common sense

Self-Development Traits

Self-awareness

Self-discipline

Intellectual curiosity

Well-being

Self-direction

5



Work Ethic Traits

Attention to detail

Initiative

Diligence

Perseverance

Responsibility/Reliability

Communication Skills

Communicate clearly (sharing information)

Listening (receiving information)

Oral advocacy

Written advocacy

Technological Skills

Analyze data

Social media expertise

Facility with various programs (Microsoft Word, Excel,
PowerPoint, etc.)

Project management

Business/Financial knowledge

Client Service Orientation

Responsiveness to client

Understand client business/circumstances

Respect client autonomy

Loyalty

Confidentiality

Please list any other competencies/developmental expectations your firm has for its associates not
listed above.

6. Does your firm use the competencies/developmental expectations that you selected from the list
above in performance evaluations of your associates?

Yes, we use all of the competencies/developmental expectations selected from the list above in performance evaluations.

Yes, we use some, but not all, of the competencies/developmental expectations selected from the list above in performance
evaluations.

No.

6



NALP 2020 Survey of Law Firm Competency Expectations for Associate Development

For purposes of this survey, "competencies" and "developmental expectations" mean those skills,
abilities, and attributes that your firm has decided are desirable for your associates to possess and that your
firm believes contribute to the successful performance of your associates.

7. Does your firm have different competencies/developmental expectations for different experience
levels of associates?

No

Yes (please explain)

8. Please indicate whether your firm connects progress in competencies/developmental expectations to
any of the following: Select all that apply.

Feedback on specific projects

Performance evaluations

Base salary

Bonus

Promotion to higher levels of associate

Promotion to partner

Training programs tied to competencies

Other (please describe)

9. How often does your firm perform associate evaluations? Select all that apply.

Once a year

Twice a year

Real-time, ongoing feedback

Other (please describe)

7



10. Does your firm tie your competencies/developmental expectations to your hiring process and
recruiting? Select all that apply.

Yes, we use them for hiring summer associates or entry-level
associates.

Yes, we use them for hiring lateral associates.

Yes, use them for hiring lateral partners.

No, we do not use them in our hiring process and recruiting.
(Do not select any other response options.)

I don't know. (Do not select any other response options.)

8



NALP 2020 Survey of Law Firm Competency Expectations for Associate Development

11. Please share the name of your firm in the box below so we can ensure that we only have one
response per firm.

*

12. Please include the name, title, and email address of the person completing the survey in case follow up is needed.

Name*

Title*

Email address

13. How many lawyers are in your law firm (firm-wide)?

100 or fewer

101-250

251-500

501-700

701+

9
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