
Dear Coach Jen-- 

My firm sends out numerous emails during the day regarding firm dinners, diversity 
events, in-house speakers and other opportunities.  Is there any rule of thumb about how and 
when to respond to these or should I just ignore them, stay at my desk and keep billing my 
hours?  I don’t want anyone to think that I need more hours and am trying to keep a low profile 
to avoid working weekends, but some of these events sound interesting to me.  If I do attend, 
how do I handle the time out of the office? 

Sincerely— 

Overworked and Overwhelmed 

 

Dear Overworked and Overwhelmed - 

I’m sorry to hear you’re feeling overworked and overwhelmed by the many invitations 
that are flooding your inbox.  But I’m also encouraged that you’re interested in attending some 
of the programs available to you.  My guess is that if you attended some of these events and 
felt more engaged at work (in something other than just client billable hours), you might feel 
more energized.  And you might reap some additional benefits for your own career and 
professional development. 

There is no “rule of thumb” about what opportunities to take advantage of, but there 
are some guiding principles you may want to consider.  First, if the event is being sponsored by 
your firm and involves partners or clients of your firm, you should make it a priority.  As an 
associate, the partners and more senior associates you work for are your clients, and you 
should treat them as such.  So any opportunities you have to interact with senior attorneys – 
through practice area lunches, social events, training programs and the like – are opportunities 
for you to gain visibility with your “clients” and develop relationships.  This also applies to 
events with external clients.  Getting the chance to interact with clients in a non-work setting is 
a terrific way to start working on your business development and networking skills, and it sends 
an important message that you are invested in your career and the firm. 

In my experience, feeling satisfied with your career typically involves more than just 
staying at your desk and doing your billable work.  Those who are the happiest with their jobs 
have a network of relationships inside and outside their firms and participate in activities that 
are of interest to them outside of work.  That said, accepting every invitation that comes your 
way can be overwhelming and in some cases not a good use of your time.  I suggest having a set 
of criteria you use to decide whether to attend an event.  My guiding principles are the 
following:  Is the non-work opportunity something that is helping me reach one of my goals or 
priorities and/or does it relate to one of my core values?  If you aren’t clear what you goals are 
right now, you can ask yourself whether the event is something you would find fulfilling and 



why.  I also suggest considering what you are giving up by attending this event, since every time 
you say “yes” to something, you are saying “no” to something else. 

Since most of us are incredibly busy in our work and personal lives, having a “filter” by 
which you assess these types of opportunities is critical.  For example, our firm recently held a 
diversity retreat, which I was invited to attend.  In deciding whether to go to the event, I asked 
myself the above questions.  For me, supporting diversity initiatives is one of my core values, so 
the event was a priority for me.  It also hit on a few of my professional goals, such as having 
visibility and spending time with a wide variety of attorneys at my firm (who, as a internal 
coach, are my “clients”).  I also enjoy networking and professional development events, and the 
only thing I gave up was the time I’d otherwise spend in the office (about 1 ½ days), which for 
me was outweighed by the value I’d get from the experience.  This would be a different 
calculation for me if the event had been, for example, an all-day summer associate event.  
Although part of my job is getting to know our summer associates, they are not (yet) my 
“clients” at the firm.  My time would be better spent on other work priorities, and I would look 
for less time-intensive ways to interact with our summer associates.  That said, summer 
associate events might be a great opportunity for someone who is, for example, looking to get  
more involved with summer associates/recruiting at her firm.   

You also raise a great question about how to handle time out of the office spent on 
these activities.  That can be difficult to navigate – especially as a more junior associate.  If the 
program you are invited to is a firm-sponsored event, there is a good chance that you are 
expected to attend,  or at a minimum that attendance is viewed positively.  Leaders at my firm 
regularly ask for information on who attends certain programs and consider that information as 
part of attorney reviews and promotion decisions.  Handling attendance at events that are not 
sponsored by your firm – including our Coalition events – can be trickier.  I would encourage 
you to approach these opportunities as you would any other commitment.  Run through your 
analysis of whether it is a good program for you to attend, and if it is, put it on your calendar 
and plan ahead.  As the event gets closer, let people know where you are heading and why it is 
important for you to attend.  Many partners will be supportive of your participation at outside 
events, as this is an key part of business and practice development.  Obviously, client work 
should take precedence, so be sure to plan accordingly and don’t leave anyone in the lurch to 
attend an event.   

I hope you will start venturing out of your office, and perhaps I will see you at our next 
Coalition event! 

Coach Jen 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 


