THE MENTORING PROGRAM MAKEOVER:

A Model for Retention and Professional Development

by Susan G. Manch

Many firms have them, most associates want them, and they are dways highlighted in the recruiting
brochure--What are they? M entoring programs inlaw firms have been touted dternately asthe ultimate
path to retention and professiona development or as disastrous forced relationships. In law firms
throughout the country, the availability of amentoring program has s gnified acommitment on the part of the
firm to the development of its associates. Also, the programs have served as evidence of a firm's
commitment to diversty and the success of women and minority associates. Findly, because podtive
relationships with partners appear to make the key difference in retaining top performers, mentoring
programs represent a means of creating an environment in which such relationships can be built and
nurtured.

In the rebounding legal services market, many firms have more work than they can handle and everyone,
asociate and partner dike, isworking a maximum output. While the upswing in business sgnds greeter
opportunitiesfor interesting work and enhanced career potentia for many attorneys, it dso hasanisolaing
impact that creates aloss of communication and timefor activitiesin which rdaionshipscan be built. Many
associates and partners are concerned with the lack of community fedling, the loss of time for informal

relationshipswith colleagues, and the pressing need among new associates and laterd hiresfor one-on-one
developmenta assistance.

After many years, and too many different modes to discuss, mentoring programs are sill consdered an
important meansfor firmsto answer these concernsand other attorney development issues. Butthetruthis,
most mentoring programsdo not work. They haverardly lived up to the ambitious goas and objectives set
for them. Today, the loss of top performers to in-house jobs and the government, thefallure of most firms
to retain and promote women and minorities, and the eight- year downward trend for private practice asthe
first year employment choice of law students * point to aneed to rethink the design and focus of mentoring
programs.

To address these concerns, associate development committees and legd personnel administrators have
struggled with the desgn and implementation of mentoring programs. Regardless of the careful planning
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involved, most of the programsin place do not accomplish their goalsand | suggest that it istime for anew
mode. It definitdy istime to change the name.

MENTORING VS. COACHING

Firg, the name change. Let'sstop caling it mentoring. Becoming a"mentor™ isapretty lofty god. A red
mentor would take a hand-picked associate under his or her wing, guide the associate's pathway to
advancement, and fogter their acceptance among the other partners. Anyone who has ever had a true
mentor in their career knowsthat the rel ationship ssemmed from mutual respect, earned over time. Being a
mentor to an asociate is a heavy responghility, particularly when mentees are being assigned to them!
Assgned mentoring relationshipswith those kind of expectations may be seen asan additiona burdentoan
dready overflowing plate.

Let's find a word that better matches the kind of experience that can honestly be attained in such a
relationship. "Coaching" isaword that evokesavery different feding. It bringsto mind the picture of a
senior figure giving encouragement and guidancein short burds, onthefly, asthegameisbeing played. Itis
amore redistic way to describe the way partner/associate relationships actudly play out on aday-to-day
basis.

Beyond making unredigtic demands of partners, another reason mentoring programs fail to achieve the
results of attorney development and retention is because there are not clear gods set for the programs. A
successful coaching program must have clearly defined gods and objectives, it must betied to the existing
professiond devel opment strategy, and it must gpped to the partnerswho will shoulder thetime burden and

responsibility.
ELEMENTSOF A SUCCESSFUL COACHING PROGRAM

Key dements that should be in place to ensure greater success of a coaching program would include the
fallowing:

An associate development committee or legd personnel administrator who can
create, manage, and evauate the program

Defined gods and specific objectives tied to exising professona development
srategies

A systematic method for matching associatesto coaches, taking into consideration
persondity, practice area, and time availability

Training for coachesin interpersona communication and supervison skillsand for



associates in how to get feedback and support they need

Performance credit (billable or otherwise) for participation on the part of partners

ONE MODEL FOR STRUCTURING A COACHING PROGRAM

Thefollowing steps outline one approach to the devel opment of acoaching program that has specific godls,
that defines expectationsand limitsthetime commitment for partners, and that providesmeasurableresults.

STEP1:

STEP 2:

STEP3:

STEP 4:

Designate the group or person who will create, manage, and evauate the coaching

program. Review the existing mentoring program (if oneisin place). Determine how

coaching activitiesfit into the professona devel opment processes and which experiences
will fit the nature of a coaching program.

Beyond suggesting informal meetings in which the coach and associate can get to
know one another, define other developmental objectivesfor therelationship. One
way to do this is to create a skills development checklist of experiences that an
associate at each level should have had within a defined period of time. An example
of a checklist for a fourth-year litigator might include involvement in taking a
deposition, spending a day in court with a partner, or attending a client meeting.
Coaches are given the responsibility of making sure the associate has had specific
experiences from the checklist.

Identify partners who will be designated as coaches. Qudities that might be considered
key for successful relaionships may be found among those who have an interest in the
success of sdf and others, who take pleasurein giving advice, intraining, and intalking with
new members of thefirm; and perhaps most importantly, who are paliticaly adept and who
understand the culture of the firm.

Train the participating coaches in interpersona communication and supervision skillsand
train the associatesin how to get the best feedback and support. Coaches should be given
aclear st of objectives for the program. They should be made familiar with the firm's
professond development drategy and the way in which the coaching activities are
expected tofitin.

Suggest an appropriate time commitment for coachesand outlinethetypes of activitiesthat
will be expected of each coach.
For example, assign each associate to two or three partners. Set a requirement for



STEPS:

the coaches to meet with their associates at least twicein six months. The meetings
can bealunch or other casual setting or it can beinthe office. The coacheswill also
be asked to provide some of the activities included on the skills development
checklists.

A specific time can be defined at which time the formal relationship will terminate
and the associate will be assigned to another coach. Sx monthsor oneyear might be
appropriate. If the relationship takes on an informal mentoring aspect after

termination, so much the better. If not, the associate is offered new opportunitiest o
meet and interact with other partners. The rotation concept provides a defined
period of commitment so that no one coach is overburdened while at the sametime
giving associates the opportunity to build relationships with more partners.

Develop an evduation process for the coaching program and set distinct periods for
review. Tiethe coaching system to the current professona development strategy interms
of thekey criteriafor progresson in thefirm. Have the coaches level of involvemert bea
part of their evauation and compensation review.

HOW DO YOU KNOW IF IT'SWORKING?

It is very important to monitor the progress of a program such as this. A successful program needs to
remain flexible and adaptive to the needs of the participants. The origind design may need to be tinkered
with many times before aworkable program emerges. The coaching rdationship inand of itsef isprobably
the most important aspect to which attention should be paid.

Characteristics of a positive coaching relationship would include these:

SUMMARY

It isinformaly evauative, providing feedback that advises rather than determines fithess

It provides outletsfor admitting one'sfears, frustrations, or failureswithout fear of negative
impact

It is supportive but critical when necessary, providing a "redity check” if and when it is
needed

It isinformative about the firm culture and environment that encompasses the politica and
socid nature of the firm



Encouragement from the Sdelines, agentle nudge, guidance that comes from experience-- coaching can be
al of these things or none. In order to have an impact on retention and professona development, the
program must meet the needs of the firm and it must fit the persondities of the participants. The gods
remain condstent--reduce attrition and retain key associates, create a sense of community, foster strong
relationships within the context of overburdened schedules, and increase workplace satisfaction for both

associates and partners.
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