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The New Partnership Criteria: The Personality of Success
By Susan G. Manch

Law firms are making partners again. The continuing strength of the legal services market has dlowed
firmsto relax ever so dightly and begin to think about expanding their ranks to meet current and future
demand. In tandem, associates are once again working to unravel the mystery of who will make partner
and why. In someways, it remains the same as it dways has been; in other ways, there are Sgns of a
subtle shift in the skills and persondlity traits that senior partners vaue as they consider who will be
chosen to join the partnership.

Traditiondly, the most consistent criteria applied by firms to associates under consideration for
partnership are evidence of intellectud capability and demondirated legd skill--both core skills and
expertise in their specific practice area. In addition, there are severa other stlandard measures of
performance that are applied to determine fitness for partnership. 1n the 1992 monograph published by
the ABA's Law Practice Management Section entitled, "Making Partner, A Guide for Law Firm
Associates," author Robert Michael Greene offers this representative list of typica partnership criteria

Hard work

Good work
Client-handling skills
Maturity

Public profile
Collegidity
Entrepreneurid atitude
Client development

Thislist is congstent with the basic criteria gpplied to most lawyers who are under consideration for
partnership. In most cases, firm leaders could search for and find reportable evidence of the presence
or lack of these attributes among candidates under consideration. Over the years, one area of strength
or another may be considered more important. A recent example is the focus of many partnership
committees on the ability of alawyer to develop business or market their practice successfully.
Evidence of this ability has been given much grester weight in the decison-making process at most firms
than it had been in the past. Hard work, on the other hand, is now often considered a given, with only
the most outstanding billable hour records being worthy of note. The criteria of this sort arefairly
gandard from firm to firm.

But there are Signs of a shift in attitude, within some firms, regarding what isimportant. Senior partners
in firmstoday are faced with amanagement criss. Each year, asanow nine-year old trend continues,
fewer law school graduates choose private practice as their first place of employment after law schooal.
Among those who do choose alaw firm, partnership is often not his’her ultimate career godl. Attrition



rates among mid-leve associates are higher than they have ever been, and the costs of replacing those
who have |€ft rise every day as firms compete among themsdves for the star (and sometimes even the
not-so-gdlar) laterds. The underlying reason for this crisis, say associates, is the lack of good people
skillsamong partners. Associates say thereis no mentoring, little training, and poor communicetion
between the partners and associates, sometimes even among the partners themsdves. Exit interviews
with departing associates are filled with management horror stories.

And some firms are ligening. They are beginning to look at the next generation of partner candidatesin
adightly different light. They recognize that these lawyers will have new and different challenges ahead
of them as they take over the reins of firm management. Firm leaders are struggling to determine how to
define and identify the talents that will be necessary for continued success and profitability of the firm's
practice.

Success in the practice of law today requires an impressive array of knowledge and skills. But how do
firms go beyond traditiond criteriato identify the persondity characteristics that make alawyer someone
who will truly be respected, who will provide the firm's next generation of leadership, or who will
become the role mode associates seek as a mentor? Often, committees charged with the important
respongbility of making these difficult decisons will say it isa"gut” indinct about these less measurable
qualities that guides them to vote yea or nay.

The decison-makers are trying to find evidence that a person can lead, motivate, and manage people
effectively. Even though they bdieveit isinginct that guides them to the right candidetes, they are
applying another set of criteria to these candidates--a set of standards applied more subconscioudy than
conscioudy. These criteria are the same ones most of us apply, without thinking, to those around us as
ameans of determining whether that person will be someone with whom we will want to spend time,
share information, or otherwise interact. They are looking for that elusive persondity of success.

The persondity of successis harder to define than being agood legd writer. Finding proof of being
ingpiring or recognizing an afinity for managing peopleis not an exact science. Associates can tell you
what makes a good manager, though. They tdl me every time | ask them to describe a partner who has
made a differencein their career. They talk about attributes like these:

Listening: People who redly listen and who care about what others have to say. Stephen
Covey, in his book, Seven Habits of Highly Effective People, cals this habit number five, " Seek
first to understand, then to be understood.”

Setting and meeting goals. Those who are able to set and meet chdlenging gods, both
persona and professond. People with the ability to organize and control their work on a day-
to-day basis and yet remain able to focus on along-term plan.

Decision-making: Someone who can make a decision and set about implementing it. A
person who knows when there have been enough committee meetings, studies, and input
gathering, and who iswilling to take the lead and move forward.



Coaching: Individuals who coach, counsdl, and advise because they enjoy it. Those who
understand the importance of “pushing down' challenging work, of being open to questions and
dternative ideas, and of providing guidance on al sorts of issues faced by new lawyersin an
unfamiliar culture.

Being a change agent: Someone who understands the need for and embraces the process of
change, while having the patience to work with those who need to be convinced and reassured.

Reaching for exceptional performance: A person who sets higher standards for
him/hersdf than any organizaion ever could, partly because she enjoys what she is doing.
Someone who never stops learning or reaching out for new idess.

Communicating: Peoplewho say "Thank you,” "Good job," and "Need a hand?" on a
regular basis. Those with aknack for being able to get their ideas across without being pushy.
Those who understand that communicetion is atwo-way process, and employ that
understanding in their dedlings with people a dl levels.

Team Orientation: Those who think of themsdves as a part of ateam and consder the ways
inwhich ther actions will impact on other team members. Those whose philosophy isinclusve
rather than exclusve.

The qualities the associates describe to me are the foundation for successin any person. Inthefuture, |
believe having these atributes will be consdered equaly asimportant for partners as having exceptiond

legdl skills

Refusing to recognize this trend may be costly. Asthe practice of law becomes more of abusiness,
practitioners need to think more like busness managers. The intdlectud capitd of alaw firmisits
largest asset and it only makes sense to reward those who protect and develop that asset. Few
partners are truly gifted by nature with these types of skills. Most of those who have them had to work
hard to attain them:--to learn how to train, develop, and manage lawyers more junior than themselves.
One partner | spoke with told me that he had honed his management skills as an officer in the military,
"One of the first lessons you learn isthat as the leader, you are the servant of those you lead. Y ou have
to give them areason to follow you."

A continued lack of mentors or coaches in firms will undoubtedly send more associates running for the
door, and in ever increasing numbers. The motivation to develop a standard of excellence among
partners for people management exigts in the atrition figures of most large law firms and the attendant
codgts of that attrition. The August, 1996 issue of Compensation & Benefits for Law Offices, setsthe
first year costs of an associate, exclusive of sdary at $126,250. With firg year sdariesat D.C.'stop
firms sneaking past $82,000 this year, the cost of losing an associate after one year is over $200,000,
and that number only grows as the lawyer becomes more senior and more profitable.

The respongibility for promoting the importance of a new persondity for success lies not only with senior



partners. Associates who consder partnership their ultimate goa should pay heed to both lists of ills
and abilities. Sometimes, it makes senseto St down and take ahard look a yourself. David Magter,
in his book, Managing the Professond Service Firm, counsels lawvyersto "debrief* themsdves on the
date of their asset, namely themselves. Take stock of where you stand with yourself, your practice
team, your clients, and your peers. Ask yoursdf what image you are sending to those with whom you
work. The track to partnership is often seven to ten years. Even laterd hires must usudly practiceina
firm two to three years before they may be consdered for partnership. Thereis plenty of timein which
to make an impression. Associates who hope for partnership should not only consider who is
successful in the firm, but to whom do they give their respect.

Legd skills and the ahility to bring in dientswill ill be thefirgt line of criteriagpplied to candidates for
partnership in mogt firms, but increasingly firmswill have to look more closdly at the people management
skills of associates bound for partnership. Not only do associates demand it, but ultimately clients will
be looking for these same skillsin their chosen outside counsdl. Rewarding those who inspire others has
been the path to building a successful management team in many mgor corporations.

For those lawyers who say that the civility has gone out of the practice of law, | say take alook at what
you reward. Behaviorsfollow incentives. If afirm rewards taented lawyers who are dso good
managers with partnership on a consstent bass, | can guarantee that future classes of associates on their
way up will note that practice, and strive to develop the skillsthat are deemed valuable. Thereisno
inherent incompeatibility between having good people skills and having good legd skills. Lawyers too
often fdl back on the old complaint that, " They didn't teach management skills when | wasin law
school." No, and most law schools still do not, but that does not mean these skills cannot be learned in
the same way that alawyer has learned to unravel vastly complex legd issues.

Over time, the personality of successin law firms may begin to take on anew look. Just possibly,
promoting the importance of these persond ttributes among firm members, in addition to excellent
lawyering, may put some of the civility back into the practice of law and into life for associatesin law
firms
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