
How to Choose the Right Legal  
Career Path: Your Guide to  
Practice Areas
 

The pressure is real: summer associate programs want to know your interests, networking events expect you to articulate 
your goals, and everyone keeps asking “what kind of law do you want to practice?” But here’s the secret that practicing 
attorneys know – most lawyers don’t end up exactly where they thought they would, and that’s often a good thing.

Corporate Law: The Business of Law 

Corporate law encompasses everything from mergers and acquisitions to securities compliance, and it’s one of the most 
common paths for law students, especially those targeting big firms. But “corporate law” is actually an umbrella term for 
numerous specialties, each with distinct daily realities. 

If you’re drawn to corporate work, consider what aspects appeal to you most. M&A attorneys spend their days structuring 
complex transactions, negotiating deal terms, and managing due diligence processes. The work is deadline-driven and 
detail-intensive, with long hours that intensify as deals approach closing. Securities lawyers focus on regulatory compliance, 
helping companies navigate SEC requirements and public offerings. Corporate governance attorneys work with boards of 
directors and handle internal company matters. 

The appeal of corporate law often lies in working with sophisticated clients on high-stakes matters. You’ll develop business 
acumen alongside legal skills, and the compensation is typically strong. However, the pressure can be intense, work-life 
balance challenging, and junior associates often handle document review and due diligence rather than client-facing work 
initially.

Choosing your legal career path can feel like standing at a crossroads with 
dozens of signs pointing in different directions – and each one written in legal 
jargon you’re still trying to decode. Unlike other professions where you might 
gradually find your niche, law school often forces you to make career decisions 
before you fully understand what different practice areas actually involve day-
to-day.
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Litigation: The Art of Legal Combat 

Litigation attracts law students who enjoyed moot court and 
oral advocacy, but courtroom appearances represent just a 
fraction of most litigators’ time. The reality involves extensive 
document review, depositions, motion practice, and settlement 
negotiations. Different litigation specialties offer vastly different 
experiences. 

Commercial litigation typically involves business disputes – 
contract breaches, partnership disagreements, and corporate 
conflicts. The work tends to be document-heavy with complex 
factual scenarios. Personal injury litigation involves representing 
individuals in accident cases, requiring both legal skills and 
emotional intelligence to work with clients during difficult times.
White-collar criminal defense combines litigation skills with 
criminal law knowledge, often involving high-profile cases and 
sophisticated legal issues. Employment litigation focuses on 
workplace disputes, discrimination claims, and labor issues – an 
area that’s seeing increased demand. 

If you’re considering litigation, honestly assess your tolerance for uncertainty and confrontation. Litigation outcomes are 
unpredictable, cases can drag on for years, and you’ll regularly deal with opposing counsel and adverse parties. But for 
those who thrive on advocacy and problem-solving, it can be incredibly rewarding.

Public Interest: Law as Social Justice 

Public interest law encompasses numerous areas, from legal aid organizations helping low-income individuals to 
environmental advocacy groups pursuing policy change. The common thread is using legal skills to serve underrepresented 
populations or advance social causes. 

Legal aid attorneys handle everything from housing disputes to family law matters, often managing heavy caseloads with 
limited resources. Public defenders represent individuals who cannot afford criminal defense attorneys, dealing with serious 
cases that can dramatically impact their clients’ lives. Civil rights organizations pursue systemic change through litigation 
and advocacy. 

The rewards of public interest work often come from direct client impact and meaningful social contribution. However, the 
financial reality is significant – salaries are typically much lower than private practice, and student loan debt can make public 
interest careers financially challenging without loan forgiveness programs.
 

Government: Serving the Public Interest 

Government attorneys work at federal, state, and local levels, handling everything from regulatory enforcement to criminal 
prosecution. District attorneys’ offices prosecute criminal cases, while attorneys general offices handle civil litigation on 
behalf of the state. 

Federal agencies employ thousands of attorneys working on specialized regulatory matters. The EPA needs environmental 
lawyers, the SEC requires securities expertise, and the Department of Justice handles everything from antitrust to 
immigration enforcement. Government work often provides excellent training, reasonable work-life balance, and job 
security, though compensation typically falls between public interest and private practice levels.
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Specialized Practice Areas: Finding Your 
Niche 

Some practice areas require additional expertise or appeal 
to specific interests. Intellectual property law combines legal 
skills with technical knowledge, making it attractive to lawyers 
with science or engineering backgrounds. Tax law requires 
understanding complex regulations and appeals to detail-
oriented minds. 

Immigration law has seen increased demand and offers 
opportunities to help individuals navigate complex federal 
requirements. Environmental law combines regulatory 
knowledge with policy advocacy. Healthcare law addresses 
the intersection of medical practice and legal compliance in an 
increasingly regulated industry. 
 

Entertainment law, sports law, and other niche areas often sound glamorous but typically involve standard business and 
contract law applied to specific industries. These areas are usually competitive and may require geographic flexibility or 
industry connections.

Making Your Decision: Practical Considerations 

When evaluating practice areas, consider both objective factors and personal preferences. Think about your natural 
strengths – are you detail-oriented and patient enough for transactional work, or do you prefer the variety and advocacy of 
litigation? Do you want predictable hours or don’t mind deadline-driven intensity? 

Geographic considerations matter significantly. Some practice areas concentrate in major cities, while others exist 
everywhere. Family law, criminal defense, and general business law exist in every market, but specialized areas like 
entertainment law or international trade concentrate in specific locations. 

Financial considerations are crucial and often underestimated. Different practice areas have vastly different earning 
potential, and your student loan debt may influence your realistic options. However, don’t let finances alone drive your 
decision – job satisfaction matters enormously for long-term career success.

Bridging the Gap: Essential Skills for New Lawyers

While choosing your practice area is important, developing core lawyering skills is equally crucial for career success. The 
transition from law school to practice involves mastering practical skills that textbooks can’t fully teach. New attorneys 
must quickly learn everything from conducting effective depositions and managing client relationships to navigating legal 
technology and understanding complex ethical obligations. Professional development programs focusing on essential skills 
like deposition techniques, ethical billing practices, and avoiding professional burnout can accelerate your learning curve 
significantly. Whether you’re planning to hang your own shingle or join an established firm, investing in practical skills 
training alongside your practice area exploration will set you apart and help you hit the ground running in your legal career. 



One valuable resource for understanding different career paths is CEB’s “Journeys in the Law” CLE series, which spotlights 
practicing attorneys who genuinely enjoy their current work and are eager to share how they navigated their way to where 
they are today. These programs offer authentic insights from real practitioners about their career evolution, challenges 
they’ve overcome, and what makes their chosen practice areas fulfilling. All of the Journeys in the Law videos are available 
in CEB’s Academic & Essential Skills CLE collection on their learning platform, which is included in their academic program 
for law students and new attorneys. 

The Exploration Process 

Start exploring early through internships, externships, and informational interviews. Summer positions provide invaluable 
insight into daily realities versus theoretical expectations. Many law students discover their interests through practical 
experience rather than classroom learning. 

Network strategically by attending bar association events, joining student organizations related to practice areas of interest, 
and connecting with alumni in different fields. Most attorneys are happy to discuss their careers with genuine law students 
seeking insight. 

Consider taking relevant electives, but don’t feel constrained by your law school curriculum. Many successful attorneys 
practice in areas they never studied formally. Your analytical thinking and legal research skills transfer across practice areas 
more easily than you might expect.

Keeping Perspective: Your Career Will Evolve 

Remember that your first job doesn’t determine your entire career. Many attorneys change practice areas, move between 
sectors, or develop hybrid practices combining multiple specialties. The legal profession offers numerous opportunities for 
career evolution and reinvention. 

Focus on finding positions that will provide good training, mentorship, and growth opportunities rather than trying to 
identify your “perfect” practice area immediately. Strong foundational skills and professional relationships will serve you 
well regardless of where your career ultimately leads. 

Your legal career is a marathon, not a sprint. Choose a starting point that aligns with your current interests and goals, 
but remain open to opportunities and changes along the way. The legal profession rewards adaptability and continuous 
learning, and your career path may surprise you in the best possible ways.
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