What Associates Want in 2026
New data on priorities, expectations, and what top talent is looking for in law firms.
For years, the assumption has been that associates move firms with compensation in mind. The numbers tell a different story. 
Money still matters, just differently
Pay hasn't lost its importance. Indeed, it’s one of the most attractive aspects of Big Law, however according to BTI Consulting's 2026 Associate Satisfaction survey, one of the largest annual studies of its kind, only 9.4% of associates now say they're in the job for the money alone, down from 17.2% just four years ago.
Part of the reason sits in how top US firm pay operates. Most leading firms benchmark against the Cravath scale, which ties salary to class year rather than individual negotiation. In practice, associates at comparable firms are often paid close to the same wherever they go. When Milbank lifted first year base pay to $235,000 last month, most major firms matched within weeks to maintain competitive market salaries. For associates, pay is rarely what truly separates one Big Law firm from another after a certain level.
What draws associates to a firm
Chambers surveyed 1,680 associates across 110 UK firms for its Leading Teams report. It found quality of work, culture and practice area focus were the top reasons associates choose a firm, ahead of prestige or salary alone.
Reputation still counts for something. But like pay, it's become more of a baseline expectation than a major differentiator, as quality of work and culture rank above prestige for reasons associates choose a firm in the first place. Candidates we speak to are often open to hearing about new office or team launches if everything else fits well.
Progression and development
What comes up time and again in our own conversations with candidates is clarity on the path to partnership, and real investment in training along the way. Associates want to know if they are going to be picking up responsibility from day one, or if they will have the desired amount of partner contact at this stage in their career. An answer even roughly outlining "what does progression actually look like here" tends to say more than any policy document.
Flexibility
Flexibility is increasingly its own category, separate from hours. A firm can offer an attractive billable hours package and still lose out to a competitor if its office policy leaves no room for autonomy over how or where the work gets done.
AI and what "valuable" looks like now
Vault, the legal careers platform best known for its associate satisfaction rankings, surveyed over 20,000 associates for its 2026-2027 Annual Associate Survey. Technology and innovation was one of the biggest moving categories in its latest rankings, alongside wellness. Firms are investing more in AI tools, and associates are starting to factor that investment into how they judge a firm, not just how efficient it makes their day.

What this means
Culture, progression, flexibility and interpersonal relationships are increasingly what we see associates weigh a firm on. Pay and reputation still matter, but they're a baseline, not the deciding factor.
We're currently running our own research into what UK and US associates want from their firms in 2026. If you'd like to take part anonymously, you can [complete the survey here]. We'll be sharing the findings later this year.
Sources: BTI Consulting's 2026 Associate Satisfaction A-Listers survey; Chambers' Leading Teams: Engagement, Motivation and Flight Risk in the UK Legal Talent Market; Vault Law's 2026-2027 Annual Associate Survey.
Survey Questions (to be inserted with an anonymous google form or whatever adam decides is best)
1. What's your current role? (Trainee/NQ · Associate · Senior Associate · Counsel/Of Counsel · Non-Equity Partner · Equity Partner)
2. What practice area are you in? (dropdown of your 15 areas)
3. Which city are you currently based in? (open text)
4. What's the single biggest factor that would make you consider moving firms right now? (Compensation / Better work-life balance / More interesting/higher value work / Clearer partnership track / Firm culture / Hybrid/remote flexibility / Other)
5. How has AI changed the way you work day-to-day? (Significantly / Somewhat / Not much yet / Not at all)
6. What matters most to you when evaluating a new firm? (rank top 3: comp, hours/WLB, quality of work, training/development, partnership prospects, firm reputation, hybrid working, office culture)

