Professional development

A DAY IN THE LIFE

A day in the life of ...

Jon Wright
Jon Wright has a thick wooden door between his
office and the stairs to his home above. With three
children under the age of four and a busy practice
in employment law and workplace investigations,
Wright needs it to draw the line between work
and home. Wright, 34, hasn’t always worked in
such a ﬂexible environment. He graduated from
the University of Wollongong and learned the
ropes in a small practice in Engadine, in Sydney’s
Sutherland Shire, before diving into the big end
of town at Sparke Helmore Lawyers for ﬁve years,
followed by two years at Minter Ellison as a senior
associate. However, in December 2014 he decided
he was missing out on too much at home and
joined Workdynamic Australia. It is an unusual ﬁrm
set up by his sister, Jane Wright, and Lauren Barel,
who were poster girls for ﬂexible work practices
when they were job-sharing senior associates at
Herbert Smith Freehills. In early 2014, the women
left Freehills to launch Workdynamic, a ﬁrm with no
office, no support staff and ﬂexible hours. Jon joined
three months later and, as well as the demands
of building a new ﬁrm, the trio was juggling seven
young children between them. “Working from
home with three children under four can have its
challenges,” Wright says. “I have had to set some
strict boundaries about when I am at work and
it’s now second nature to the kids.” Two years on,
the ﬁrm has 12 lawyers in Sydney and Melbourne.
Clients include several universities, corporate and
government clients and the ﬁrm gets regular work
from Sparke Helmore and Australian Business
Lawyers. Wright tells JANE SOUTHWARD about his
work and continuing pursuit of work/life balance.
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“About half my working days begin with a
30-second commute down the stairs to my
home office in Sydney’s south. I always aspired
to work in a large firm and my plan was
to continue on that upward trajectory and
ultimately become partner. Children and
living expenses had a key role to play in my
decision to change firms but it was also about
continuing my professional progression.
I was in that mindset of really wanting to
get ahead. My hours were long, although I
was expressly told that it was not required of
me to do those long hours – I would often
leave home at 7am and get back at 10pm – but
I wanted to make sure everyone knew I was
capable and hardworking, so I put pressure on
myself.
I had a one-hour commute and it was
starting to wear. There were nagging thoughts
that there must be a better way to do this. This
opportunity presented itself and it happened
to be presented by my sister – and it was over
the dining room table at my parent’s home.
It was a really hard decision and it took
me months to make the leap and join them.
Between us, we had seven young children.
There is obviously a risk in starting up your
own business especiallty when you are in an
established position that you actually enjoy.
It was the prospect of being able to see my
children more than just on the weekends
and still maintain a good practice that was
tempting.
I found I really had to back myself. It’s
different being a cog in an established piece
of machinery than starting something new.
If it wasn’t my sister who was pitching it, I
probably wouldn’t have done it. I just knew
that if she did it and it was a raging success, I
would kick myself.
There are now different pressures but you
are holding the reins yourself. It can be a
mental challenge to switch off but when you
see an opportunity for down time, you can
take it.
Another challenge has been managing our
own business. You come from a background

where your formal training is in law and
suddenly you find yourself in the role of HR
manager, IT manager, finance manager, in
charge of business development and even
planning the Christmas party.
When we started, we cut away anything
that wasn’t necessary for a law firm. We
didn’t have an office. We didn’t have large
server-based document and time-management
systems. Everything we started up was
cloud-based. It was getting back to basics. We
had limited admin assistance and my wife’s
bookkeeping business managed our accounts.
Our lawyers are a lot more self-sufficient.
We often do our own photocopying and
scanning, and we have embraced technology
and moved away from traditional paperbased systems. It’s just as efficient to create
an electronic record yourself than give a hard
copy to someone to scan. Each of our lawyers
is equipped with a completely mobile office so
they can work in any location.
We initially used a serviced office for
client meetings and workplace investigation
interviews and for some admin support. It
served its purpose but we outgrew it and we
wanted a team environment.
We now have co-located with Ash St
Partners in the Sydney CBD, a like-minded
boutique firm that has also broken away from
large firms to set up something different.
Now that we have a base, even though it’s
optional, we see a lot more of each other. Yet
we still have that freedom to not be there.
Yes, we work weekends. Yes, we work nights.
But then there will be the preschool play,
which we are free to attend because we are
working nearby and are managing our own
hours – and I get to play darts on Tuesday
evenings.
Lawyers are used to working to deadlines
and, whether you are at home or in an office,
that hasn’t changed.
We are all employment lawyers. That
involves the whole gamut of employment law,
everything from hiring to firing and industrial
relations. Our streamlined practice means we

“Working from
home with
three children
under four
can have its
challenges.
I have had to
set some strict
boundaries
about when
daddy is at
work and it’s
now second
nature to the
kids. They
almost don’t
understand it
when I have to
go to the city.”
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