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Moving From a Career in Government to Private
Practice
A little over two years ago, after serving for almost 17 years in the government—as a Marine o�cer
after college, and as an assistant U.S. Attorney…

By Randall P. Hsia | March 09, 2021
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A little over two years ago, after serving for almost 17 years in the government—as a Marine o�cer after
college, and as an assistant U.S. Attorney and assistant District Attorney after graduating from law school—I
eventually made the di�cult decision to leave the public sector for a position at a law �rm. I hope my
experience and re�ections may be helpful to others who are considering their options for a successful
transition from government to private practice.

Overview
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At �rst, it was daunting to even consider diving into the world of private practice, as I had spent my entire
professional life in government service. I thoroughly enjoyed my time in the government, and continue to
appreciate the experiences that I had and relationships I developed during those years. While I recognized
that the time was right for me to explore other opportunities outside of the public sector, I struggled with
how I would adjust to the concept of service in this new capacity—no longer serving the government and
communities at the local and federal level, but rather representing organizations and individuals.

Whether working in the government for several years or having dedicated a career to public service, many
lawyers may eventually contemplate the possibility of moving to private practice. The reasons for
considering this change can vary, from seeking out new opportunities for professional growth, looking to
relocate for family or personal reasons or exploring the increased �nancial opportunities that can often
accompany a move to the private sector. Because of the variety of potential practice areas, as well as the
diversity in size and culture from �rm to �rm, law �rms o�er a range of opportunities for many attorneys
who are looking to transition from the government. The myriad considerations can seem staggering at times,
particularly for those attorneys without prior private sector experience. In addition, moving to a law �rm
introduces an entirely new aspect of the practice of law—business development—and the inevitable
uncertainty about how to “sell” your services.

In re�ecting on my own move to private practice in 2019, I believe there were several key considerations that
were critical in helping me to successfully set priorities and make decisions. First, I had to confront the choice
between moving to a law �rm as opposed to other potential options, such as an in-house position. Once I
decided that a law �rm was the right platform for my transition, I went through the challenging process of
comparing di�erent �rms to �nd the right �t—for me personally, and for the practice that I hoped to
develop. Coming from a government background, I’d never faced the need to market myself, and thinking
about how to strategically and creatively develop business (all the while learning new aspects of the law in
private practice) required—and continues to require—constant attention. Finally, I had to come to the
conclusion that the concept of service in a law �rm setting would likely look di�erent than what I had grown
accustomed to in the military and as a prosecutor. Taking the time to honestly evaluate each of these
considerations undoubtedly helped to facilitate my transition into life in private practice.

Should I Consider Moving to a Law Firm?

One of the �rst decisions that government attorneys must consider is whether a position at a law �rm, an in-
house role or another option makes the most sense given their personal circumstances and their practice.
Law �rms can often provide a broad spectrum of practice areas (or at least a variety of work within a
particular practice area). For those attorneys stepping into private practice for the �rst time, it can be helpful
to have the structure of a law �rm, and especially the support of other attorneys at the �rm at various stages
of their careers who can serve as peers and mentors. For me, a signi�cant factor in my decision to join a law
�rm was that it would o�er a platform to immediately put my trial and investigative experience to work and
to contribute in a meaningful way to the �rm, while at the same time providing an opportunity to increase
the breadth of my litigation experience.

If you’ve decided that a position at a law �rm is the right choice, the next step is evaluating which �rm will
best align with your priorities. Comparing �rms entails a number of factors, including size, diversity of
practice areas, and how your practice will �t into a particular �rm’s existing practice areas and strategic plan.

The size of the law �rm will impact various aspects of a �rm’s operations, and is an important consideration
when selecting the right �rm. For example, while a larger �rm may provide greater opportunities with
respect to client base, a national (or international) footprint, and a deep bench of attorneys and support sta�
at all levels, those bene�ts may also accompany an expectation that your practice will be more specialized
than would otherwise be the case at a mid-sized or smaller �rm. On the other hand, depending on the
nature of your practice, a �rm with a smaller footprint may not provide the opportunities to allow you to
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most e�ectively grow your practice. Similarly, the range of practice areas within a �rm is a factor both with
respect to how your practice may �t within the �rm and how your practice can be strategically cross-
marketed to the �rm’s other practice areas.

When I was exploring potential law �rms, I knew that I wanted to join a �rm where I could leverage my trial
experience and years spent as a federal and local prosecutor, while also seeking an opportunity to expand
my litigation experience beyond the realm of criminal law. This factor, along with size, breadth of practice
areas, and �rm culture helped guide my decision.

What About Business Development and Marketing?

One aspect of private practice that was completely new territory for me—but which was nonetheless a
critical part of my search for the right law �rm—was business development. As a former government
attorney, I was never required to develop client and referral relationships and other marketing skills.
Creating and implementing a business development plan from scratch may seem like a monumental task,
but there are a number of key areas to focus on.

First, tap into your networks. This can take various forms, from relationships that you’ve developed
throughout your career to people you may know through professional, charitable or other organizations.
During this initial stage, think creatively, but also realistically, to identify people or organizations that may
need the speci�c legal services you can provide, or that may bene�t from expertise in other practice areas of
your �rm.

In addition to identifying possible sources of business within your own networks, it is important to take
advantage of cross-marketing opportunities within the �rm as well as the �rm’s marketing resources. Taking
the time to get to know your new colleagues (and to discuss your respective practices) will allow you to more
quickly integrate into the �rm and may lead to opportunities for business in the future. Additionally, many
larger law �rms have marketing departments or teams that can help you re�ne and implement your
business development plan.

As attorneys, our time is often limited, but placing an emphasis on marketing and business development is a
necessary aspect of growing your practice.

Finding Ways to Serve

One of the most di�cult adjustments in moving from the public sector to private practice is changing the
notion of service. As I contemplated leaving the U.S. Attorney’s O�ce, I was struck by a sense of uncertainty,
not only because I was stepping into unknown waters in the private sector, but in part because I did not have
a good grasp at the time of what service would look like in the context of life at a law �rm. The concept of
service during my time in the military and as a prosecutor was easy to understand. In making the transition
to the private sector, I had to learn to embrace serving in a new capacity. I was no longer serving as a part of
a military unit, nor was I representing the interests of the government in court. Rather, the notion of service
has become much more personal.

In my day-to-day practice, I have come to appreciate the opportunity to serve a range of clients directly, and
to help guide and counsel them through some of life’s most di�cult circumstances. Most law �rms also have
pro bono opportunities for attorneys at all levels to engage in. Additionally, there are other avenues for
service as an attorney outside of the workplace. For instance, lawyers are often valued as board members
for community organizations, helping to support and promote these important causes.

Closing Thoughts
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The decision to leave the public sector for a position at a law �rm involves a multitude of considerations,
many of which may seem overwhelming at �rst. By engaging in an honest assessment of the things that are
important to you, both professionally and personally, and by doing the necessary research to �nd the option
that aligns with those priorities, you can best position yourself for a successful transition from government
service to a career in private practice.

Randall P. Hsia is partner and co-chair of the criminal defense practice group and the internal
investigations, ethics and compliance practice group at Schnader Harrison Segal & Lewis. Conact him at
rhsia@schnader.com.
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