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Message from the
Governing Council

Dear New Wig,
Welcome to the Bar.

On behalf of the Governing Council of the NBA-Young Lawyers
Forum, it gives us great pride to present The Beginners’ Guide — a
heartfelt publication curated just for you.

This guide is a collection of stories. It is a mirror of our shared
journey, a map drawn by those who have walked the path before
you. Within these pages, you will find the voices of young lawyers
who once stood where you now stand — filled with questions,
dreams, and an unshakable will to succeed. They now share les-
sons forged in courtrooms, boardrooms, and moments of quiet
growth.

You will read about the early stumbles, the unexpected break-
throughs, and the daily courage it takes to find your footing in
this noble profession. From litigation to corporate, from saving to
networking, from working with senior colleagues to finding your
voice — these stories are the ladders we hope you’ll climb.

As a Forum, we believe in learning through community, and in ris-
ing by lifting others. Let this guide be your companion as you nav-
igate your first steps — and may it remind you that you are never
alone in this journey.

This is the beginning of your story. Make it count.

Timothy Clement Etaba Agbor
Chairman Secretary
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Message from the Committee on
Policies, Programs and Projects

Dear New Wig,

At the heart of progress is purpose. The Beginner’s Guide was born from
that purpose.

As the Committee on Policies, Programs, and Projects of the NBA-Young
Lawyers Forum, we envisioned a tool that would go beyond abstract
advice — something grounded, relatable, and reflective of the real ex-
periences of young lawyers who have walked this path before you. This
guide is that tool.

It was crafted to be your first compass as you step into the legal pro-
fession — not with fear, but with foresight. It brings together stories of
resilience, missteps turned into lessons, and bold beginnings that led to
inspiring growth across different practice areas — litigation, corporate,
in-house, public interest, and beyond.

This publication is not just informative — it’s intentional. Each page re-
flects our belief that the future of the Bar depends on how well we pre-
pare its newest entrants. And so, we didn’t just write this for you, we
wrote this with you in mind.

As you turn each page, may you find more than advice. May you find
reassurance, direction, and a spark to lead your journey with clarity and
courage.

Welcome to the fold. Now, let’s build the future — together.

Umoh Edet Charles Ajagba
Chairman Secretary



Forward to the
Beginners’ Guide

Congratulations on being called to the largest Bar in Africa!l

It really gives me great joy to write the forward of this Guide.
First and foremost, this Beginners’ Guide is a brainchild of the
Nigerian Bar Association-Young Lawyers’ Forum (NBA-YLF),
specifically under the auspices of the Committee on Policies,
Programs and Projects (CPPP).

My excitement stems from the fact that our “new wigs” will
not have to make some mistakes or pass through a lot as they
commence their career journey. | wish to be modest, but it is
indeed an epoch moment in our history, as this is the very first
time we will have such a Guide to help younger generation of
lawyers to navigate their way - through the lens of members
of the NBA-YLF.

The Beginners’ Guide interrogates several topical yet, essen-
tial areas that affect the “new wigs” upon commencement
of their career journey. The Guide explores practical ways on
how to be productive in the midst of several instructions from
your seniors. It also gives you the benefit of the doubt as to
what you are to expect should you commence your journey
as an in-house lawyer or as a litigator. Clearly, we cannot dis-
place prioritizing your mental health even as you strive to be
at your very best in your chosen field. We believe that the best
you can ever be, is interwoven in the instructions you are giv-
en at work and your undiluted resolve to take your career and
personal development to another level. In all of these, you will
need to know how to relate with your senior colleagues and
clients. | would love to call it an “all-rounder” Guide for a new
wig.

All these are meant to guide you because we understand
that young lawyers are the burden bearers of any law firm.
As much as we bear the burden of doing the groundwork, we
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must be furnished to be at our best - as we expect our groundwork to com-
plement the refined experience and expertise of our seniors. | really hope you
find this Guide instructive and engaging when you go through it.

We had the very best of our young lawyers who contributed to this Guide. They
did not spare any experience in their contribution as they drew immensely
from their personal experiences. In no particular order, | thank the following
contributors to the Guide: Markanthony, Great, Mariah, Isaac and Owen who
responded as soon as we reached out to them. | must salute the Chairman
of the CPPP, NBA-YLF, Mr Umoh Edet who came up with this idea of having a
Guide to help the “new wigs” as they commence their journey. Of course, we
thank the NBA-YLF Governing Council led by Mr Timothy for reposing his con-
fidence in the Committee in making this happen.

| never intended this to be too long as there are valuable insights that await
you as you scroll through this page; | cannot afford to deny you that. Again,
know that we are rooting for you and cannot wait to celebrate your wins in
the profession.

Once again, congratulations and welcome to the largest Bar in Africa!

Ekeoma Ogbu,
Editor-in-Chief, the Beginners’ Guide.



Being Productive in
the midst of several
Instructions

Ekeoma Ogbu

Introduction

In retrospect, | can re-
member the very first set
of tasks | did as a Grad-
uate Intern of my firm.
Mind you, | had been of-
fered a role as a Trainee
Associate prior our call
to the bar. | can remem-
ber doing quite a lot of
work and slightly over-
whelmed with some of
the instructions - which
were mostly research
work. Then, | was called
to the bar after our re-
sult was released. With
joy and excitement, | re-
sumed at the law firm
as a Trainee Associate
with starry eyes and var-
ious rhetorical questions
that weighed my mind.
In all honesty, | was real-
ly pumped to the fullest
of starting this new jour-
ney and with the goal of
being a very refined and
dependable lawyer.

I remember the first in-
struction from my senior

was to draft a final writ-
ten address in respect of
a matter at the Nation-
al Industrial Court. | had
thoughts and questions
that ran through my mind
like “What a privilege it is
to be honoured with such
task! “Where do | start
from?” How do | get to
impress these seniors?”
And then, | commenced
the work. | had not even
gone far with reviewing
the file, | got a call from
a Senior Associate who
needed my attention.
This senior needs me to
review an agreement
and it was really urgent.
Of course, | would not
want to look like one
who is shying away from
work, | accepted to do
that immediately. As | re-
turned, | got an informa-
tion that a Partner wants
me to call her in respect
of a draft she wants me
to develop. At that point,
| understood that | had
been called to the bar




as a Barrister and Solicitor of the
Federal Republic of Nigeria.

| clearly understand that some
of you currently have a seat on
this my “table of busyness” even
before your call to the bar. Just
as you are overwhelmed now,
so was |. And in all honesty, | did
not seek guidance as to how to
navigate the whole scheduling
and seemingly “urgent” instruc-
tions | had to work on. Do not fret,
be of good cheers for you are in
the right hands, my good people.
I will share my experience with
you and some guidance on how
| was able to navigate this hard
terrain while | was also produc-
tive. Was it an enjoyable process
of self-guidance? Depending on
how you see it. It was indeed
tough as | learnt the hard way -
a process | would not want you
to learn from.

For the avoidance of doubt, | have
work in a law firm and this forms
the bulk of my legal experience.
So, my bias will be on law practice
from the lens of a law firm, kindly
bear with me (especially, my in-
house brethren).

Let’s roll.

The Problem

One of the problems | had was
“lI've got this” syndrome. More of-
ten than not, this is one of the is-
sues young lawyers face at the
early stage of their career. | will not
cast aspersion as this is a mindset
that has its root from our educa-
tional system - | mean, who goes
through the Nigerian Law School
and not have that uptight belief
in oneself? And this gets to form
a very big faux belief that one
can navigate through their legal
career without much help - with
a heavy reliance on a “1 will get it




done” approach. Unfortunately, many
“new wigs” navigate the early stage of
their career without seeking the neces-
sary guidance and help.

The practice of law is more or less a so-
cial engineering where we service the
society. A law firm has several clients
from all walks of life. Each client has
their peculiar issues and problems that
needs to be solved - more often than
not, urgently. So, we see the pressure on
the Partners who shift these burdens on
the younger generation of lawyers who
do the same till it gets to your (our) ta-
ble for the first drafts. So, what to do?
How can one get better at handling sev-
eral instructions just like | did when | re-
sumed as a Trainee Associate and be-
ing productive?

Here is how:

1. Listen attentively

| do not think anyone appreciates some-
one who keeps coming back to get clar-
ity on some instructions that have been
given. For starters, it shows two things
- you never paid attention and secondly,
it depicts being slow or dull. That should
not be an impression you should give as
you start your career as a lawyer. To deal
with this, make sure you have your think
pad with you whenever you are to be
given an instruction. It helps you to doc-
ument the exact instructions and gain
clarity. In this time and age, technology
has come to our aid, so, you may even
try and record the instructions (with the
permission of your senior) so as to play
it as much as you can to get the meat of
the instruction.

This actually helped me when | started.

| do not need a think pad now to process
the instruction because, with time, as |
work on some files, | get more insight and
may understand the next line of action.
Definitely, you will not know about the
clients and their needs as you start off
your career; hence, the need to carry that
think pad or record the instruction(s) as
they come.

2. Create a to-do list

You must have heard this time and time
again. The shortest pen will always be
better than the longest memory. When
you have several instructions (as you
would always get), try as much as possi-
ble to compartmentalize them into a to-
do. What this does is to help your mind
in assessing the magnitude of work you
have and what it will toke to do them.
More importantly, the to-do list also gives
you the grace to attach a timeline to the
several instructions you have.

Imagine working on another Partner’s
work and another strolls in and asks you
of his work and you have done nothing in
respect of the instruction. Imagine again
receiving a knock on the head (figurative-
ly) for abandoning the work because you
forgot the instruction on the ground of
being busy with other work. Not only will it
be embarrassing, it would also tell of your
tardiness to work and inability to keep
your house in order and being productive.
Create that to-do list weekly and then, try
to divide them daily to help you become
so productive. Not only will you be pro-
ductive, it helps you measure your work
and easily quantify them - should you
need them for an appraisal in your office.
Again, capitalists do not care so much
about your workload, rather, they are af-
ter their deliverables - so sit up and deliv-



er like the Hebrew women.

3. Know your Firm’s organogram
This should be at the back of your
mind as you work on the instructions
you have been given. This is where
you need to ascertain whose work
should have priority over the other.
Close your eyes now, imagine a very
Senior Partner in your firm or organi-
zation summon you for her work and
you informed her that you were work-
ing on a Senior Associate’s instruc-
tion. What do you think will happen
at that point? Exactly. So, you must
take cognizance of your firm/organi-
sation’s organogram when you have
several instructions at the same time.
Here, you need to ask questions.

There are severadl instructions given
for you to keep in view. While others
are meant to be done immediately.
You will have to be wise and to be
wise, you need to ask the right ques-
tion(s) to know what is important
and urgent and those that are im-
portant and not urgent. | remember
working on an instruction that was
given and the review came in a year
later - mind you, the instruction was
given by a very Senior Partner. Was it
important? Of course, it was. Urgent?
Obviously, not.

When you have been able to ascer-
tain the seniority and priority of the
instruction, it helps you become more
articulate in creating your to-do list
and attaching a workable timeline
to the said to-do list. As always, the
goal is to be productive and also to
deliver as soon as practicable.

4. Be fast but thorough
Now you have created a to-do list for

allthe instructions you have. You must
have also allotted the timeframe for
each instruction and known which
work comes first, you need to move
as fast as possible. Seniors love jun-
iors that are very fast with their work;
and guess what ranks ahead of that
- a thorough work. Honestly, no one is
impressed seeing you took your time
to do a very good job. I mean, of what
use is your thoroughness when it is
no longer needed? Inasmuch as your
speed is essential in the marathon
race, flouting the rules may lead to a
disqualification. Hence, the need to
always be fast but very thorough in
your approach.

Funny enough, no senior wants to re-
do a job you have sent to them. It is
of no use if they can as well do the
work themselves than receiving a
tardy delivery from you. | do not take
away the place of learning in the job,
but there is an extent to which grace
can be extended by a senior. So, to
be fast, the trick is to ask for prece-
dents.

Seek further clarity from those who
had gone ahead of you. | remember
having to ask my immediate seniors
for precedents and also gained a lit-
tle orientation on how to deliver the
work in question. You also get the op-
portunity to learn about each Partner
and their reaction to deliverables and
how to impress them. Honestly, this
will make your work easier and also
make you impressionable before the
senior who gave you the instruction.

5. Start from the simple instruc-
tions

From my experience, starting from
the simple instructions will help you



so much. How? There are simple in-
structions like sending out emails,
following up on clients on some is-
sues or their instructions, following
up a litigation clerk for some filings at
the court, hoping on a call with a cli-
ent etc. While there are more tedious
works like drafting some documents
or reviewing large documents, draft-
ing court processes and so forth.

When you start from the simplest, it
gives room for total concentration
on the seemingly hard tasks. | can
imagine trying to review a 100-page
agreement/document and you re-
member an email you need to send
out or a call you need to make. Not
that these do not come in-between
and alter your work, but, to be more
productive and to avoid losing your
train of thought, it is advisable to
avoid jumbling the simple tasks with
the harder ones.

Before | wrap up this part, make sure
you ask when the senior needs the
instruction to be delivered. This will
help you become more aware of the
timeline you need to allot to each
work. This will help you not to worked
yourself up so much in delivering an
“urgent” work to receive a review of
that work some weeks after - honest-
ly, the feeling is always a mixed one
(because you feel happy to be re-
lieved and sad, that you would have
done something else). Either ways,
make sure you ask question to as-
certain how urgent the work is.

Conclusion

As you start your career, there are
mistakes you will honestly make -
those may not be your fault. However,
make sure you learn from them and

VoW not to repeat them. It becomes
a problem when these mistakes are
recurrent. In case you do not know,
many people are really paying at-
tention to these little details and mis-
takes that are recurrent. There are
times you may forget an instruction
because of how busy you have been
in working on another. Or, even be
carried away by a simpler instruc-
tion and leaving the important ones.
But, make sure you are not always
on that mistake loop. It is better the
seniors are under the impression that
you missed out the instruction than
to expect such behavior from you. |
bet you, the former is better than the
latter.

As much as you want to deliver ex-
cellent jobs, do not forget the place
of healthy collaborations with your
mates and senior colleagues. Also,
do not forget to prioritise your per-
sonal and career development as a
young lawyer, bearing in mind that
you will not be a young lawyer for the
longest time. Make sure your health
is not in jeopardy as you put yourself
out there to work.

| tried to share my experience with
you on how | worked (and still work)
and try not to be overwhelmed with
work. Follow these step-by-step ap-
proach and | promise that your work
will be less hard - not that it will not
be hard, but lesser.

| wish you the very best as you com-
mence your career journey. It should
be a good time to welcome you to
the Bar, my learned colleague.
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Finding Your Feet:
A Beginner’s Guide to
Thriving in an In-House

Legal Role

I Great Madudi

Introduction

It will be very helpful to not
begin this guide with an as-
sumption that everyone,
more particularly, young wigs
understand what it means
for a Lawyer to be engaged
in an inhouse role of the prac-
tice of Law. Perhaps you will
share a bit more in my scru-
pulousness when further in
this piece you glean from the
costly lessons | have learnt
about avoiding assumptions
and interrogating everything.
So here it is; Cornell Law
School’s Legal Information
Institute (LIl) defines an in-
house counsel as:

“An attorney who is em-
ployed by a company and
handles its in-house legal

affairs.”

This definition as simple and
accurate, does captures two
major intricacies which must
inform the way and manner
an in-house lawyer must ap-
proach his job - His employ-

er and his role. These two
factors also mark an impor-
tant distinction between law
practice in a typical law firm
and one practiced inhouse.
These two focal points will
be more exhaustively ex-
plored late in this piece, but
it is convenient at this intro-
duction to point out that a
lawyer plying his trade in
inhouse role requires a fun-
damental understanding of
the fact that the scope of
the role of an understanding
of the implication of serving
a Company as an employee
differs from doing so as an
external service provider.

A better way to understand
this distinction is in the aph-
orism “You are an employ-
ee first, then a lawyer”. This
statement captures a critical
mindset shift required for an
in-house counsel. Unlike ex-
ternal lawyers whose prima-
ry duty is to the client’s legal
interests, the in-house law-
ver must also function as a
corporate citizen. This means

KB RDIOKEI R2PiX T KX

\ /1




aligning legal advice with the company’s
commercial strategy, operational reali-
ties, and internal dynamics. It also means
navigating the balance between legal
soundness and business pragmatism.

Being an employee first implies partici-
pation in the company’s culture, under-
standing its business model, and building
trust across departments. It means some-
times advising not just on what is legally
permissible, but on what is reputable or
commercially sustainable. It also comes
with internal accountability as delays,
unresponsiveness, or rigid legalism may
frustrate business units and undermine
the lawyer’s effectiveness.

It is worth mentioning that the outlook of
an in-house legal role is deeply shaped by
the nature of the employer. For instance,
a lawyer working within a multination-
al corporation is likely to engage with
cross-border regulatory issues, sophisti-
cated internal compliance protocols, and
multi-layered transaction reviews. These
organisations often have a low toler-
ance for risk, backed by extensive legal
budgets and access to leading external
counsel. In contrast, in-house counsel in
a small or medium-sized local business
must often function as a legal generalist—
juggling a wide array of responsibilities,
from employment matters to contract
drafting and regulatory compliance, often
with minimal resources and limited insti-
tutional structure.

A startup, particularly in the tech space,
presents yet another dynamic. Here, the
lawyer must be agile and commercially
minded, advising on issues like data pri-
vacy, intellectual property, and fundrais-
ing—often in real time and without the
luxury of a robust legal budget. Though
resources may be constrained, the law-
yer’'s voice is often integral to core deci-
sion-making. On the other hand, in finan-

cial institutions, legal and compliance
functions are usually more developed,
with clearly defined roles and a heavy
emphasis on regulatory oversight. The
risk appetite is notably conservative,
and legal processes tend to be more
formalized and documentation-inten-
sive.

Ultimately, the structure, sector, and
maturity of the employer guides not
only the day-to-day responsibilities of
in-house counsel but also their level
of influence, the expectations placed
on them, and the tools at their dispos-
al to manage legal risk. Starting out in
an in-house legal role is both exciting
and overwhelming. You transition from
academic understanding or private
practice mindsets into a business-driv-
en environment where your success
is measured not just by the quality of
your legal analysis, but by your ability
to enable business goals while man-
aging risks. This guide draws from real,
practical experiences to help you nav-
igate the early stages of your in-house
journey with confidence.

Legal Background for In-house Law
Practice in Nigeria.

In-house legal practice in Nigeria is
governed primarily by the Legal Prac-
titioners Act (Cap L1, LFN 2004) and
the Rules of Professional Conduct for
Legal Practitioners 2023. The Legal
Practitioners Act makes no distinction
between a Lawyer who works in a Law
Firm, and those engaged in-house. In
Section 24 of the Legal Practitioners
Act, a Legal Practitioner is defined as
one who is entitled to practice as a
Barrister or as a Barrister and a Solic-
itor. To qualify as a Legal Practitioner, a
person must be called to the Nigerian
Bar and have their name on the Roll of
Legal Practitioners maintained by the
Supreme Court. This requirement of



course applies to all Lawyers in Nigeriq,
whether in a Law Firm or those engaged
in a salaried employment role.

Under the Rules of Professional Conduct,
2023, the General Council of the Bar re-
tained the previous restrictive provisions
of the previous Rules (2007). Specifically,
8(2) of the RPC prohibits lawyers in pri-
vate salaried employment from appear-
ing in court or before tribunals on behalf
of their employers, except where em-
ployed by a government department.
Similarly, Rule 8(2) prohibits Lawyers
from private salaried employment from
preparing Legal Documents, Pleadings
and Instruments for their employer.

These restrictions nonetheless, the in-
house practice of Law presents an op-
portunity to deepen one’s strategic le-
gal acumen. It elevates the shifts the
lawyer’s role from reactive litigation to
proactive legal stewardship by advising
on transactions, shaping business deci-
sions, managing regulatory interfaces,
and guiding corporate governance. Im-
portantly, in-house counsel remains es-
sential actors in litigation: the in-house
counsel’s role in litigation remains piv-
otal. This involves meticulously prepar-
ing briefs for external counsel, identify-
ing and preparing witnesses, gathering

crucial evidence, managing discovery
processes, and continuously aligning
litigation strategy with the company’s
commercial objectives and risk toler-
ance. Your deep understanding of the
business makes you an indispensable
part of the litigation team. Of course,
attaining this objective requires com-
mitment to a journey of learning and
applying very quickly. Some tips stand
out and come in really handy in mak-
ing this process efficient:

1. Understand Your Primary Role: A
Business Partner, Not Just a Lawyer

In-house legal practice demands a
mindset shift.: you are no longer an
advisor at arm’s length, but an inte-
gral partner to the business. Your role
is not to list risks and walk away, but
to collaborate with different depart-
ments to find legally sound paths to
achieving business objectives. Beyond
attending meetings, make an effort to
understand the company’s products/
services, its market position, compet-
itors, revenue streams, and strategic
priorities. Spend time with colleagues
from sales, marketing, operations, and
finance. The more you understand the
‘why’ behind their requests, the more
targeted and valuable your legal ad-



vice will be. For instance, how do you ad-
vise Business where a 3rd Party, maybe
a vendor has breached delivery timelines
for products and proposes to refund the
contract sum or to reassign a product be-
longing to another vendor in its disposal
to your Company. It is not enough to out-
line the risks involved in choosing any of
the options, it behoves on you as a com-
mercially aware lawyer to guide Business
into suitable commercial situations.

Again, the in-house lawyer must make
effort to understand and speak the lan-
guage of the industry. Every industry and
company has its own acronyms, jargon,
and preferred communication styles. Pay
attention, ask questions, and start incor-
porating this language where appropriate
into your own communication. This builds
rapport and shows you’re engaged.

2. Master the Art of Contract Reviews:
Look Beyond the Words

Contract review is more than a technical
exercise. It is a critical risk management
tool. Contract drafting and review sits at
the core of an in-house Lawyer’s primary
obligation to his employer. Of course, this
portends that requesting departments
and in the case of high-level contracts,
executive management do not bother to
go over the reviewed or drafted Agree-
ment before appending their signature.
Whatever mishap that rises from the car-
rying out of the Agreement, is quickly and
unreservedly traced to the Legal Depart-
ment. In the light of this, it cannot be over-
stated how indispensable it is to go over
reviews and drafts for as many times as
possible, to ensure that your employer
is adequately insulated from taking on
more risks and responsibilities than is
necessary.

This call to vigilance endures even after a
draft has been shared with a Counterpar-
ty - and especially so, forin my experience

it is not uncommon for clever lawyers
on the opposing team to surreptitious-
ly reintroduce clauses for which con-
cessions have been made for their
ouster at the point of negotiation.
While reviewing, you must look beyond
obvious errors. Pay special attention to
e-numbered Clauses as counterpar-
ties might make stealth changes and




renumber clauses to conceal significant
alterations. Definitions are curious points
that should not escape the suspicion of a
contract review process. A slight tweak
in a definition can shift an entire risk land-
scape. Always compare each draft line-
by-line against the last version. Use doc-
ument comparison software if available.
Develop a checklist of key clauses and
commercial points to verify before every
review.

Earlier in this Guide, | had made the point
against embarking on assumptions. In the
world of contracting, | have observed one
too many times that uninitiated lawyers
throw the weights of assumptions around
Boiler-Plate Clauses. Boiler-Plate Clauses
are standard provisions typically found at
the end of agreements. They may not re-
late directly to the commercial substance
of the contract but are crucial for govern-
ing how the contract operates, especial-
ly in the event of a dispute or unforeseen
event. Examples of Boiler-Plate Clauses
include “Governing Law and Jurisdiction”,
“Entire Agreement”, “Force Majeure” etc.
As a rule of thumb, be sure to subject
these clauses with the same degree of
scrutiny as the operative clauses. It is not
uncommon to see Simple Agreements
having the Dispute Resolution Clause as
to be undertaken by Arbitration, where a
simple Negotiation would have sufficed.
This is evidence of not paying diligent at-
tention to general clauses. Be sure to not
be caught in that trap.

3. Strategic Engagement and Manage-
ment of External Counsel

In-house lawyers must recognize the lim-
its of internal capacity and expertise. En-
gaging external counsel is prudent when
dealing with high-stakes litigation, unfa-
miliar jurisdictions, regulatory investiga-
tions, or complex transactions requiring

cross-border M&A, or IP prosecution). It
is also advisable when the matter may
involve reputational risk, regulatory ex-
posure, or conflict of interest within the
organization. However, instructing exter-
nal lawyers should be strategic. Prioritize
matters where the value or risk justifies
the cost. Ensure that the scope of work
is clearly defined, avoid open-ended
briefs, and agree on a fee structure up-
front—whether hourly, capped, or fixed
fee. Regular updates and clear deliver-
ables should be built into the engage-
ment. Where possible, handle routine
or lower-risk matters in-house, reserv-
ing external resources for issues where
their added value is clear.

Ultimately, the goalis to strike a balance:
leveraging external expertise when
necessary while maintaining cost dis-
cipline and aligning legal support with
the company’s commercial objectives.
While external counsel brings expertise,
you bring deep knowledge of the busi-
ness context, risk appetite, and internal
stakeholders. Ensure their advice is tai-
lored to these redlities.

Always ask yourself, “Can the business
act immediately on this advice?” If not,
request clarification or practical recom-
mendations.

4. The indispensability of proper docu-
mentation.

In in-house legal practice, documenta-
tion is not a clerical chore it is a shield.
It protects you, the company, and the
integrity of decisions taken. Whether
you’re reviewing contracts, providing
advice, joining strategic discussions, or
addressing compliance risks, the record
you create canbecome invaluable. Every
decision taken, waiver granted, concern



raised, or instruction given should be
documented. A clear email following a
call, a dated memo-to-file, or a proper-
ly captured minutes of a meeting can
become the most credible evidence
of what was said, agreed, or advised.
In regulatory inquiries, internal audits,
or disputes, contemporaneous docu-
mentation often becomes the differ-
ence between vindication and vulner-
ability:.

As a corollary to the above, a core hab-
it every in-house lawyer must develop
is confirming all material instructions,
approvals, or requests via email. This
ensures there is a traceable and time-
stamped record of what was asked,
what was advised, and what was
agreed. Itis not distrust—it is discipline.
At the conclusion of a meeting, it is
prudent to send a follow-up summary.
Phone calls or oral discussions should
also be reiterated by email. A simple
“As discussed...” email can save hours
of argument later.

In audits, disputes, or investigations,
contemporaneous documentation
often holds the most weight. It also
helps preserve institutional memory—
so when teams change, or time has
passed, decisions can be understood
in their proper context.

But documentation must be strate-
gic. Avoid unnecessary detail, editorial
commentary, or speculative language.
Be professional, accurate, and suc-
cinct. Mark documents appropriate-
ly as confidential or privileged where
needed.

5. Celebrate the Quiet Wins

In the fast-paced world of in-house

legal practice, success often goes un-
noticed when it doesn’t arrive with fan-
fare. Unlike courtroom victories or head-
line-making deals, the quiet wins—risk
averted, ambiguity clarified, compliance
upheld—can feel routine or invisible. But
they are not. These are the building blocks
of a resilient organisation.

A well-drafted clause that prevents a
costly dispute, a regulatory filing submit-
ted ahead of deadline, a policy that helps
the company avoid a sanction, or even
timely legal advice that subtly shifts a de-
cision in the right direction—each of these
reflects skill, foresight, and professional-
ism. They deserve recognition. Celebrat-
ing these wins isn’t about self-praise;
it’s about reinforcing the value the legal
function brings to the business. It fosters
morale within the legal team, builds con-
fidence with stakeholders, and reminds
the organisation that legal excellence of-
ten shows in what didn’t go wrong.

Make it a habit to document your quiet
wins. Share them in end-of-month reports.
Let me tell you; as an entry level lawyer in
a Legal Department, you are more likely to
be deployed to handle documentations
and notices. You must explore the oppor-
tunity to capture your thoughts and con-
tributions in the relevant reports you are
preparing. Mention them in cross-func-
tional meetings. Let business units see
how legal is not just a gatekeeper but a
strategic enabler, solving problems be-
fore they escalate and guiding the com-
pany through unseen minefields with
calm expertise. In-house lawyers don’t al-
ways win in court, but they win every time
the business runs smoothly because the
legal groundwork was solid. That, too, is
worth celebrating.

6. Key Skills You Must Develop Early
. Commercial Thinking: Understand



your company’s specific risk appetite.
Not all risks are equal, and the busi-
ness may be willing to accept certain
risks for strategic reasons. Your role is
to ensure they understand these risks.

. Clear Communication: Building
relationships is proactive. Schedule in-
formal catch-ups with key contacts in
other departments. Understand their
objectives, challenges, and how legal
can support them. Be approachable
and responsive

. Project Management: “Many le-
gal tasks, from due diligence to policy
rollouts, are effectively projects. Learn
basic project management skills:
define scope, set timelines, identify
stakeholders, manage resources, and
track progress.”

. Tech Savviness. “Familiarize
yourself with legal tech tools your
company uses or might benefit from
(e.g., contract management systems,
e-discovery platforms, compliance
software, document automation). Ba-
sic proficiency in standard office soft-
ware is essential.”

. Time Management & Prioritiza-
tion: “You’ll often face multiple urgent
requests. Develop systems to track
your work, prioritize tasks based on
urgency and importance, manage
deadlines, and communicate proac-
tively if you’re facing bandwidth is-
sues.”

. Negotiation Skills: “Negotiation
isn’t just for big contracts. You’ll nego-
tiate internally for resources, timelines,
and stakeholder buy-in. Practice prin-
cipled negotiation: focus on interests,
not positions; generate options for
mutual gain.”

. Effective Research Skills: “Be-
yond traditional legal research, you’ll
need to research industry best prac-
tices, regulatory updates from various

bodies, and understand business infor-
mation relevant to your company’s sec-
tor.”

Closing Note

In-house legal practice in Nigeria is of-
ten depicted as unglamorous, especially
for Lawyers who want some ‘action’, but
the role is deeply tasking and undenia-
bly consequential. The diverse exposure
it affords in crisscrossing contracts and
transactions from variegated business
units, often cutting across various com-
mercial contemplations, provides the in-
house Lawyer with something similar to
what a Lawyer in a full-service Law Firm
enjoys - useful experience and expo-
sure. Every clause you tighten, every risk
you flag, every email you document, and
every advisory you provide contributes to
the fabric of the business.

This guide has touched on the fundamen-
tals that distinguish the in-house legal
role: the need to document thoroughly,
to know when to escalate, to celebrate
small victories, and to adapt legal think-
ing to the realities of business. Perhaps
most importantly, it has been highlighted
that as an in-house lawyer, you are an
employee first, then a lawyer. This means
understanding the commercial land-
scape, working across functions, manag-
ing cost and efficiency, and always main-
taining your professional integrity even in
the face of internal pressure.

So, build relationships. Learn the business.
Write things down. Be timely. Be clear.
No one steps into an in-house role fully
formed. Mistakes will happen, and that’s
part of the journey. The true mark of suc-
cess is learning fast and maintaining hu-
mility.

Welcome to the exciting world of in-house
practice!



How to Become
a Better Young

Litigator

Oluwatofunmi Isaac Aduloju Esq.

Introduction

As a young lawyer entering the
legal profession, choosing to
pursue a career in litigation is
both noble and demanding. It
placesyou atthe heartof judicial
proceedings and tasks you with
the responsibility of advocat-
ing for your client’s rights within
the bounds of the law. Howev-
er, you must recoginise that the
transition from law school into
practice, particularly litigation,
is often jarring. Despite rigorous
academic training, many young
lawyers find themselves unpre-
pared for the practical realities
of the courtroom: navigating
procedural hurdles, managing
client expectations, and main-
taining composure under judi-
cial scrutiny.

Yet, within these challenges lie
numerous opportunities. The
early years offer a steep but re-
warding learning curve. Young
litigators can cultivate their an-
alytical, advocacy, and writing
skills while building a profes-
sional reputation grounded in
diligence and integrity. The lit-
igation field is also one where

consistent effort often translates
into visible progress—each court
appearance, written submission,
and judgment contributes to
one’s professional development.

A Word of Encouragement: Every
experienced litigator was once a
young lawyer unsure of how to
properly announce their appear-
ance or draft a motion ex parte.
What makes the difference is
consistent effort, humility, and a
desire to grow.

This guide presents actionable
steps for becoming a competent
and confident litigator in the ear-
ly years of practice.

1 Start with a Strong Foun-
dation: Understanding the fun-
damentals of litigation is non-ne-
gotiable. Familiarize  yourself
with court rules, procedures, and
key statutory provisions. The
Evidence Act, Rules of Profes-
sional Conduct, and the rules of
the particular court you appear
in should be your companions.
Read judgments. Start with re-
cent decisions from appellate
courts. This develops your an-
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alytical skills and exposes you to judi-
cial reasoning, style, and evolving legal
standards.

2. Learn by Observation: Spend time
in courtrooms even when you are not
appearing. Observe seasoned litigators.
Watch how they examine withesses,
present arguments, and respond to the
Bench. Notice their composure, strategy,
and respect for court decorum. Make
notes and reflect on what works and
what does not. Observation sharpens
your instincts and helps you understand
unspoken courtroom dynamics.

3. Take Initiative in Your Office: Do
not wait to be told everything. Volunteer
to draft processes, accompany seniors
to court, and handle smaller matters. In-
itiative signals commitment and earns
trust. When you receive a file, study it
thoroughly. Research all relevant legal
issues. Draft with precision. Senior law-
yers appreciate juniors who think criti-
cally and offer insightful contributions.

4. Know Your Case Inside Out. Mas-
ter the facts. Know your client’s story
and the opponent’s likely arguments. A
strong grasp of the facts allows you to
apply the law persuasively. Litigation of-
ten turns on facts. Ensure pleadings are
accurate and evidence is properly mar-
shalled. Being meticulous at this stage
can determine the case’s outcome.

5. Develop Legal Writing Skills: Litiga-
tionis not only oral advocacy. Many cas-
es are won through written addresses,
motions, and affidavits. Learn to write
clearly, concisely, and persuasively.
Read good legal writing. Study how ar-
guments are structured and authorities
are cited. Revise your drafts. Clarity and
logic are more important than flowery
language.

6. Practice Your Advocacy. Every
court appearance is a performance. Pre-
pare thoroughly. Know your points, an-
ticipate objections, and respect court
time. Speak confidently but respectfully.
Practice arguing your case aloud. Record
yourself. Seek feedback from mentors.
Advocacy is a skill refined through repe-
tition.

7 Be Teachable and Seek Feedback:
Litigation humbles even the best law-
yers. Mistakes are inevitable, especial-
ly early on. Be open to correction. Learn
from seniors, peers, and even judges.
Feedback, when received with grace,
accelerates your growth. Do not take
critique personally. Let each experience
build your competence.

8. Understand Procedure and Strate-
gy: Litigation is not only about the law; it’s
about timing, tactics, and sequencing.
Understand the strategic use of interloc-
utory applications, objections, and set-
tlement discussions. Procedural knowl-
edge gives you control. Always know the
next step in your case and anticipate the
opponent’s strategy.

9. Build Integrity and Reputation:
Your reputation begins from day one. Be
punctual, prepared, and respectful. Judg-
es and colleagues remember conduct
as much as brilliance. Never mislead the
court or fabricate facts. Integrity builds
long-term credibility, and credibility wins
difficult cases.

10. Cultivate Patience and Resilience:
Litigation is slow and sometimes frus-
trating. Hearings get adjourned, rulings
delayed, and clients impatient. Maintain
professionalism through it all. Resilience
is your greatest ally. Growth takes time.
Celebrate small wins and learn from
every setback.



CONCLUSION

Litigation is more than a profession—it
is a lifelong pursuit of justice, advocacy,
and public service. For young lawyers,
the early years are crucial for laying a
strong foundation. A sustainable career
demands clarity of purpose, adaptabil-
ity, and a commitment to continuous
growth.

Start with clear short-, medium-, and
long-term goals—from mastering court
processes to eventually leading a prac-
tice or serving the public. While general
experience is vital at the outset, devel-
oping a niche—whether in commercial
disputes, constitutional law, or public in-
terest litigation—will distinguish you and
deepen your expertise.

Excellence in litigation is built on in-
tegrity, diligence, and competence. Be
known for thorough preparation, ethical
conduct, and respect for the court and
peers. In today’s digital age, also culti-

vate a professional brand—write, speak,
mentor, and stay visible for the right rea-
sons.

Relationships matter. Engage with men-
tors, peers, and professional bodies; col-
laboration often trumps competition. Go
beyond client service—contribute to le-
gal reform, write on legal developments,
and support access to justice. These ac-
tions not only build credibility but shape
the system itself.

Regularly assess your trajectory. Ask: Are
my values aligned with my work? Am |
growing or stagnating? Don’t hesitate
to pivot when necessary—your career
should reflect both your aspirations and
evolving interests.

Ultimately, your impact should outlast
your appearances in court. Aim to be
remembered for your advocacy, men-
torship, scholarship, or systemic contri-
butions. Define your legacy early—and
work deliberately toward it.




Handling Clients and
Seniors in the Law
Firm as a Beginner

BN Owen Umeh

No one really tells you how
steep the learning curve
can be when you first walk
into a law firm as a new
lowyer. Dressed in your
best, the long-awaited of-
fer letter in your hand it
can all feel like a dream
come true. But within a few
weeks, reality kicks in. The
weight of expectations, the
intimidating brilliance of
colleagues, and the unspo-
ken hierarchy of the legal
profession can hit you hard.
| know this because | lived
it (and still live it). What |
am about to share here is
not theory, it is the product
of my own journey; things |
did right, mistakes | made,
and hard-learned lessons
| picked up along the way.
My hope is that it helps
you find your footing more
quickly, grow more inten-
tionally, and avoid some of
the missteps that many of
us took without the benefit
of proper guidance.

One of the first real chal-
lenge you are likely to face
is learning how to man-
age your relationship with

senior colleagues. This in-
cludes partners, senior as-
sociates, and even mid-lev-
el lawyers who have more
experience than you. It is
intimidating at first. You are
worried about asking the
wrong questions, or worse,
not asking at all and get-
ting things wrong. Here is
one thing that helped me: |
started recording complex
instructions (with permis-
sion), whether in meetings
or Teams calls, and revisit-
ing them afterwards. This
allowed me to process
things at my pace and re-
turn with better, more fo-
cused questions. Even af-
ter few years of practice, |
still use this method.

In working with seniors,
remember that trust is
built through consistency.
You do not need to be the
smartest. Just be depend-
able. Be the junior who
shows up, who contributes
in meetings, who asks the
right questions, and who
does not disappear when
the going gets tough. When
added to a matter or trans-
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action, approach the given task as though
the client hired you directly and your work
is going straight to them. This mindset will
reflect in the quality of your output; and
believe me, seniors notice. Attend every
meeting, take notes diligently, offer help,
and contribute ideas when appropriate
(even if they do not appear ‘striking’). Sen-
iors value team members who are relia-
ble, responsive, and who make their lives
easier.

Another critical skill in dealing with sen-
iors is communication. You will need to
know when to send a mail and when to
pick up the phone. Tone is everything.
A well-meaning email can sound cold
or passive-aggressive if poorly worded.
Some misunderstandings escalate un-
necessarily because someone sent a
message that could have been clarified
with a short call. Learn this quickly. Also,
take nothing for granted when it comes
to office culture. If you are in an environ-
ment where people are referred to by their
first names, great; but still ask each sen-
ior how they would like to be addressed.
It may seem minor, but the subtle show of
respect often makes a lasting impression.
Now to clients; a subject many juniors are
not trained for, but absolutely must learn
to navigate. As a junior associate, your in-
teraction with clients may be limited ini-
tially, but when the opportunity comes, itis
crucial you handle it with professionalism.
When you are invited to a client meeting
or call, treat it with the seriousness it de-
serves. Listen more than you speak, take
detailed notes, and follow up promptly on
any assigned tasks. Respect their time.
Never show up late. If you’re joining virtu-
ally, log in early, test your audio, and make
sure your connection is stable. Most im-
portantly, be mentally present; clients can
tell when you are disengaged, and so can
your seniors.

Avoid the temptation to show off your
knowledge in front of clients, unless you
are specifically asked to contribute. Al-

ways remember: when you’re interacting
with a client, you’re representing the firm.
How you speak, act, and even carry your-
self reflects directly on its reputation. Rep-
resent it well. Prepare thoroughly for any
client meeting, whether you are attending
with a senior or on your own. That level of
readiness will mark you as resourceful and
dependable. Also, when you are sending an
email, whether an internal or external email,
always double-check grammar, tone, and
accuracy. If you are ever unsure how your
message might be received, do not hesi-
tate to run it by a supervisor or a peer.

Also, when working on deliverables, never
assume you know what the client wants or
what the work is about. Always clarify in-
structions, even if you have to ask your sen-
ior to walk you through the objective again.
Itis better to ask a few ‘basic’ questions up
front than to turn in a document that com-
pletely misses the mark. No one expects
you to be an expert on day one, but people
do expect you to be honest, responsible,
and willing to learn.

That said, the best way to win seniors is still
by doing excellent work. Quality makes you
visible. Consistent quality builds trust. Peo-
ple want you on their cases/deals and their
teams because you deliver. In fact, if there
is one secret | have learned, it is that excel-
lence has a ripple effect; your name comes
up in rooms you have never entered simply
because someone remembered that you
handled your part of a deal well.

Beyond excellence, you must also learn to
be likeable. In career progression, likeabili-
ty is often underrated. You can be brilliant
and still find yourself stuck or struggling if
you are difficult to work with. Oftentimes, it
is about empathy and the ability to make
others’ work easier. If people enjoy working
with you, they will keep you in the room. If
not, they will find someone else. This is not
to say that you should not be firm, where
necessary; but never be arrogant. Treat
everyone with genuine respect, including



the non-lawyers or administrative staff. |
have seen people lose out on real opportu-
nities because they were rude or dismiss-
ive.

Still on the subject of opportunities; be in-
tentional about building both vertical (sen-
iors) and horizontal (peers) relationships
within the firm. Do not isolate yourself. Be
part of the team. Check on people. Offer
help where you can. The legal profession
thrives on networks and trust; and often, it
is not the person with the best resume who
gets the opportunity, but the one someone
is willing to vouch for. Interestingly, most of
the connections and referrals | have gotten
did not come from senior lawyers, but from
peers | had built mutual respect with. Op-
portunities often come from being recom-
mended, and it is not always a senior law-
yer or partner who does the recommending.
For me, sometimes, it was those everyday
colleagues | took time to know, assist, and
connect with genuinely.

Finally, stay far away from gossip. This can-
not be overemphasized. There will always
be whispers about certain seniors or part-
ners; who is hard to work with, who plays
favourites. My advice? Do not let anyone
else shape your perception. Form your own
judgments. Some of my best colleagues are
people others warned me about. You owe it
to yourself, and your growth, to engage with
people directly and honestly. If you build a
reputation as someone who does not ped-
dle gossip, people will trust you more.

Bonus Advice:

One of the earliest, and most important, les-
sons you will need to internalize as a young
professional is the concept of advantage. In
every workplace, and especially in the legal
profession, you will encounter colleagues
who seem sharper, quicker, and more artic-
ulate than you. You may call it raw talent.
Maybe it is exposure, access, or experience.
Or maybe, itis just the grace of good genes.

Whatever the reason, you must not let it
shake your confidence.

I remember sitting through meetings
where others would respond to issues
with speed and precision, while | was still
trying to fully grasp the problem or case.
In those moments, it is easy to shrink_ to
guestion your own intelligence, your be-
longing, or worse, to fall into a silent com-
petition that exists only in your head. Do
not go down that road. You will waste pre-
cious emotional energy trying to measure
up to standards that were never yours to
begin with.

Instead, ground yourself in the funda-
mentals. Show up every day committed
to learning. Be curious. Be consistent. Be
dependable. Most importantly, do not
shy away from the hard stuff. Take on the
complex tasks. Say yes to the things oth-
ers avoid. That’s how you build the intel-
lectual stamina and professional muscle
this field demands. With time, you will find
yourself thriving in your own lane, on your
own terms.

Concluding remarks:

The early years of legal practice are diffi-
cult, but they are also incredibly formative.
You will make mistakes. You will be over-
whelmed. But if you approach each day
with humility, intentionality, and a com-
mitment to learn, you will grow. And soon
enough, the things that felt overwhelming
at first will become second nature.

At the end of the day, you do not need to
be the smartest person in the room. You
just need to be the one who shows com-
mitment to learning and attempts the
hard stuff. That is how you grow in your
law career by bringing the right attitude
to every task.



Career Development and
exposure as a Newbie in
the Law Practice

Markanthony Ezeoha

1.0. Introduction

Starting a career in the legal
profession is both an excit-
ing and demanding journey.
Congratulations on making
it to the largest Bar in Africa!l
As a new “new wig,” you are
stepping into a field that re-
quires dedication, resilience,
and continuous learning.
This is why | am honoured
to share this guide, draw-
ing from my personal expe-
rience, to help you navigate
the early stages of your le-
gal career.

While some of the principles
discussed in this guide are
foundational, others may re-
quire adaptation to fit your
unique career trajectory
and goals.

This guide aims to provide
some insights into career
development and profes-
sional exposure as a new
lawyer. It is not an exhaus-
tive manual but rather a
roadmap to help you set
realistic expectations, build

competence, and position
yourself for long-term suc-
cess in law practice.

2.0. Starting with the Ba-
sics

When | started out post-
call, I quickly realised that
you must familiarise your-
self with the fundamental
aspects of your role. Under-
standing the professional
environment, you are step-
ping into will help you set the
right expectations and de-
velop a strategic approach
to career growth.

Here’s how you can start:

. Understand Your Job
Description: Carefully read
and comprehend your offer
letter, employment contract,
and organisational policies.
Knowing what is expected
of you will help you align
your efforts with your em-
ployer’s needs and prevent
misunderstandings.

. Clarify Job Expecta-
tions: Engage your employer




or supervisor in discussions about per-
formance metrics and assessments.
Understanding how your work will be
appraised will enable you to set profes-
sional targets and track your progress.
. Set Personal Goa

Is: Beyond meeting organisational ex-
pectations, establish your personal ca-
reer goals. Ask yourself: What do | intend
to achieve in this job? Which skills do |
want to develop? This self-awareness
will serve as a compass for your career
growth.

3.0 The Importance of Asking Ques-
tions

In the legal profession, learning is a con-
tinuous process. In addition to the train-
ings you received from the University
and Law School, practical legal work
requires constant adaptation. To adapt
to a new work environment, one of the
most effective ways to accelerate your
learning is by asking questions. There-
fore, you would need to incorporate the
following:

. Seek Clarity on Work Processes:
Every organisation has unique ways of
executing tasks, in-house styles, writ-
ing preferences, etc. Asking gquestions
will help you understand the best prac-
tices, procedures, and workflows within
your firm or legal department.

. Learn from Precedents: Many le-
gal matters you will handle may have
been dealt with before. Instead of rein-
venting the wheel, learn from existing
case files, legal opinions, and past work
done by your seniors. Building on prior
work will improve efficiency and effec-
tiveness in handling assignments.

4.0 Making Mistakes and Being Con-
fused

One of the readlities of being a new
lawyer is that mistakes are inevitable.
Accepting this will help you embrace
learning opportunities rather than fear-
ing failure.

. Understand That Mistakes Are
Part of Growth: Confusion is natural in
the early stages of your career. What
matters is how you respond to mistakes
—learning from them rather than being
discouraged.

. Seek Guidance When Needed:
When in doubt, seek clarification from
colleagues or mentors. Trying to figure
out everything on your own can lead to
avoidable errors.

. Take Responsibility: Acknowledge
mistakes when they happen and make
an effort to correct them. Your ability to
learn from errors will earn you respect
and demonstrate your commitment to
improvement.

5.0 Building Capacity for Competence

To thrive as a lawyer, you must active-
ly invest in your professional develop-
ment. Legal practice demands analyti-
cal thinking, strong research skills, and
the ability to deliver high-quality work.

. Develop Strong Research Skills:
Mastering legal research tools and le-
gal analysis is crucial. Learn how to ef-
ficiently find and interpret laws, prece-
dents, and regulations relevant to your
area of practice. This skill will grow over
time as you work on numerous trans-
actions and cases.



. Commit to Good Work For Your
Level: Your expertise will not be judged
at an advanced level for a new law-
yver, but the quality of work you pro-
duce must be satisfactory. Paying
attention to detail and producing
well-researched documents will set
you apart. Mastering your basic re-
sponsibilities, such as drafting legal
documents, reviewing contracts, and
attending client meetings, is essential.
As you gain experience, strive to han-
dle more complex tasks.

. Be Proactive: Take ownership of
tasks assigned to you. Show initiative
by volunteering for challenging as-
signments that push you beyond your
comfort zone.

. Invest in Continuous Learning:
Again, beyond on-the-job training, en-
roll in relevant courses, attend legal
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seminars, and study industry materi-
als to deepen your knowledge. While
hands-on experience teaches prac-
tical skills, formal learning provides
foundational understanding.

6.0 Seek Feedback and Incorpo-
rate Constructive Guidance

On a final note, feedback is an invalu-
able tool for growth. Whether positive
or critical, it offers insights into how
you can improve. Seek constructive
criticism from your supervisors, men-
tors, or peers to refine your skills and
enhance your work quality. Instead
of viewing feedback as personal
criticism, see it as an opportunity for
improvement. Implement what you
learn. Apply feedback in your subse-
qguent assignments to demonstrate
your willingness to grow and improve.
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How to Balance your Work
and Life to Maintain your
Mental Health as a Young
Lawyer

I Mariah Akagu

Introduction

Starting out as a young
lawyer can feel like being
thrown into the deep end
of a pool without a life jack-
et. The deadlines are tight,
expectations are high, and
the learning curve is steep.
The legal profession de-
mands excellence, but of-
ten, at the cost of one’s
peace of mind. Balancing
the rigors of legal practice
with a healthy personal life
isn’t just ideadl, it’s essential
for long-term success and
sanity.

This is a candid reflection
on my personal journey,
particularly during the ear-
ly years of my legal career,
when | had my first real en-
counter with the chaos of
legal practice in Lagos. |
hope that by sharing what
worked for me (and what
almost broke me), | can
help others navigate this
challenging but reward-
ing path more effective-

ly. | won’t pretend to have
it all figured out, | am still
learning how to strike the
right balance between
work and life. Some days
are smoother than oth-
ers, and there are still mo-
ments when the pressure
feels overwhelming. But
the practices | have shared
here have helped me find a
healthier rhythm, even as |
continue to learn, unlearn,
and relearn how best to
manage my time, energy,
and well-being, it is an on-
going journey.

| had never lived in Lagos
before my National Youth
Service year. So, | was not
quite prepared for what it
meant to live on the Main-
land and work on the Is-
land. Every workday, | bat-
tled through nearly four
hours of traffic, about two
hours each way. | would
leave the house by 5:00
am. every day and return
home close to 10.00 p.m.
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The little time left between arriving
home and waking up again felt like a
blur, 1 barely had time to eat properly,
rest, or even think. Work itself was de-
manding, | was thrown into court filings,
legal research, and preparing for meet-
ings without much hand-holding. | felt
lost, constantly under pressure, and like
| was running on fumes. Within a few
months, | began experiencing serious
anxiety. | started to question whether |
was cut out for law at all. The pace was
too fast, the pressure was unrelenting, |
was on the verge of giving up.

Thankfully, things didn’t stay that way. |
had to make some hard decisions and
practical changes to regain control of
my life and mental health.

1. I moved closer to work

The first major change | made was
moving in with a friend in her single
room apartment. The place was not
glamorous it had its occasional incon-
veniences but it was closer to my of-
fice. That one move cut my commute
by over two (2) hours a day. Sudden-
ly, I had time to sleep, eat, and even
breathe before and after work. | was no
longer perpetually tired, and that alone
made me feel more relaxed and more
productive during office hours.

2. I started eating better
Previously, | would often skip meals or
survive on roadside snacks because of
time constraints. But with more time on
my hands, | became more intentional
about food. | started preparing simple,
balanced meals ahead of time and oc-
casionally carried lunch to the office. |
also began drinking more water, a small
change, but one that helped my energy
levels and focus.

3. I started observing my lunch

breaks

Instead of working through every break
like a robot, | began to step outside dur-
ing lunch. | would walk around the office
block, sit in a quiet corner, or just eat
without looking at a screen. It became
a small ritual that helped reset my mind
midday. Those few minutes of discon-
nection made me more energized for
the second half of the day.

4. Time management

| started planning my day better. | prior-
itized to-do list and allocated realistic
timelines to tasks. This made my work
feel more manageable and helped me
avoid the mental clutter that used to
overwhelm me. | also committed to a
cut-off time each evening. Even if | had
to take work home, | made sure to wind
down at least an hour before bed.

5. | found support in my peers
Talking to other young lawyers helped
more than | expected. We shared expe-
riences, vented, and sometimes even
brainstormed together. Just knowing
that others felt the same way was com-
forting. | also reached out to a more ex-
perienced lawyer who became a sort of
informal mentor, her advice, guidance
and encouragement were invaluable.

6. Celebrating Small Wins

On tough days that | feel like | am not
doing enough or discouraged, | would
write down one thing | did well, maybe
a good legal draft, or a successful court
appearance. Acknowledging small vic-
tories helped build my confidence and
reminded me that | was growing, even
if slowly.

7. | started communicating better

In the beginning, | believed that the only
way to prove my worth was by always
saying “yes”, yes to last-minute filings,



yes to weekend drafts, yes to staying
back late even when | was clearly ex-
hausted. But that approach quickly be-
came unsustainable.Overtime,llearned
the importance of clear and respectful
communication with my seniors. | be-
gan to explain my workload honestly
and asked for clarification or prioritiza-
tion where necessary. It’s tempting to
want to impress, but that mindset can
easily lead to underperformance, anxi-
ety, and burnout. | came to understand
that | didn’t need to prove myself by the
number of tasks | took on or by how late
| stayed at the office. Instead, | chose to
let my diligence, consistency, and qual-
ity of work speak for themselves, and
that made a far more lasting impres-
sion.

Looking back, | am grateful | did not
walk away from the profession during
those early, difficult months. What felt
like the end of the road at the time was
really the beginning of me learning how
to manage my work, my energy, and
my peace. The truth is, the legal profes-
sion will always be intense, but intensity
does not have to equal imbalance. Your
well-being is not negotiable. If you burn
out early, your career will never get the
chance to flourish. Every young lawyer
goes through a phase of adjustment. It
is okay to feel overwhelmed. However,
never let that become your baseline.
Burnout is not a badge of honor. Rec-
ognize the signs early, it is important to
talk to someone and reassess your rou-
tine.

For better time management, invest in
time management tools. Start each day
with a prioritized to-do list and allocate
realistic timelines to tasks. Most impor-
tantly, know when to stop working. If
your firm allows it, pick a cut-off time
and stick to it. Not every email needs to

be answered at 11 p.m.

If you’re based in a city like Lagos, the
commute alone can drain your energy. If
financially possible, consider relocating
closer to your workplace. Alternative-
ly, use your commute time productive-
ly, listen to podcasts, read, or meditate.
If the cost of relocation is high, you can
explore temporary weekday lodging ar-
rangements.

It is tempting to want to impress seniors
by always being available, but it is im-
portant to set healthy boundaries. Com-
municate your availability clearly and
respectfully. Let your performance and
output speak.

Treat your mental health as non-nego-
tiable. Take short breaks during the day,
step outside, stretch, or simply breathe.
Try not to take work home, and if you do,
ensure there’s time for rest. Seek ther-
apy or counseling if needed. Many law
firms now support mental wellness, take
advantage of any such programs.

Speak to peers, mentors, and even sen-
iors you admire. Many have walked this
path before you and are often willing to
help if approached. Knowing that others
have survived similar challenges can
be deeply reassuring. Eat well, sleep
enough, and stay hydrated.

Conclusion

Being a young lawyer is tough, but it
doesn’t have to be traumatic. The key to
thriving lies in self-awareness and inten-
tional planning. Your well-being is not a
luxury, it’s a necessity. Remember, you
cannot pour from an empty cup. Take
care of yourself first, your clients, health,
family, and career will thank you for it.
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