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Not everyone is having a good year, but employees at these organizations are very happy—they earn excellent
pay and benefits, do interesting work, and enjoy a nice work/life balance. How does your company compare?

There’s nothing like a slow economy to separate a great place to work
from an okay one.

Every two years, The Washingtonian publishes its Great Places to
Work list. How do we choose the winners—especially in a year where
many firms are hurting?

First, a company or nonprofit that wants to be judged fills out a survey
telling us about its workplace. It then allows a random and sizable
portion of its staff to be surveyed. The questionnaires were designed
by Leora Lawton of TechSociety Research in Berkeley, California.

We considered more than 200 employers. Most strive to be good
places to work, so decisions aren’t easy. We compared like with like—
large firms with other large firms, nonprofits with nonprofits, software
firms with software firms. Just because a firm isn’t mentioned here
doesn’t mean it’s not a great place to work; many companies don’t
participate.

We reviewed more than 13,000 employee surveys. We weight
employee scores heavily—nifty perks don’t mean much if staffers aren’t
happy. Firms couldn’t see responses from staff, so employees could be
honest.

In the end, winning workplaces scored well on things that keep
staffs satisfied: good pay and benefits, flexibility, challenging work,
recognition and respect, chances to learn and grow. This year, meas-
ures such as a firm’s financial stability and how well management
communicates with staff turned out to be important, too. We didn’t
disqualify a firm that had trimmed staft or benefits, but we did look at
how well the situations had been handled.

Not that every firm had a tough year. A good number of our
winners are government contractors. Federal spending has kept these
firms healthy—and employees happy. As with almost all our winning
workplaces, they’re hiring.

There is no association between this article and the San Francisco
consulting firm that uses the trademark Great Places to Work.®

Law Firms That Raise the Bar

Legal Eagles

Law firms, particularly the big ones, haven’t exactly earned a
reputation as cushy places to work. But in Washington they
can make up for the grueling hours and high stress by offering
fascinating clients and smart, well-connected colleagues. Generous
pay and benefits don’t hurt.

This year, job security emerged as perhaps the most significant
factor when we were choosing the best workplaces. Legal
recruiters and outplacement experts repeatedly named these three
firms as the best not only for their cultures and high quality of
work but also for their relative stability.

Zuckerman Spaeder

DC; www.zuckerman.com

Full-time area employees: 128.

Interesting perks: Lawyers say their compensation is
competitive with that of larger firms, but otherwise this isn’t a
“perk place.” It’s the interesting work that keeps them motivated.

Don’t let the firm’s small size fool you. Zuckerman boasts a
roster of high-profile partners and high-stakes clients. Legal-
industry experts characterize this litigation boutique as the place
big-firm partners hope to land when they’re bored with the large-
firm grind. Zuckerman has defended executives at embattled
corporations such as Enron, and it has developed a niche practice
representing other law firms.

—Marisa M. KasHiNo
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