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Swimming with the Sharks
The Challenges of a Small Firm in Today’s Recruiting Market

by Susan G. Manch

In the current competitive recruiting market for experienced attorneys, solo practitioners and small to
mid-gze firms may fed like amdl fish in a very big pond—occasiondly surrounded by sharks Many of
these firms are finding it increasingly difficult to meet daffing goas. Partners are concerned with their
firm' sinability to attract both the quaity and quantity of candidates needed to support the work flow.
Thewidening sdary differentids between large and smdl firms paired with the high levels of law school
debt incurred by many recent graduates have conspired to make smaller firms less gopeding to some
junior lawyers. The high demand for atorneyswith practical experience in litigation, transactions, and
intellectua property have dso made smal to mid-gze firms afertile hunting ground for larger firmswith
insatiable appetites for associates.

Y et atorneys who practice in smaler firms and boutiques often find the early responsibility they desire,
the hands-on mentoring they want, and the sane work environment they need-the very things most new
attorneys say are extremely important to them. So the question becomes how can smaler firms
effectively communicate this message in order to compete for talented candidates in today’ s chaotic
marketplace for experienced lawyers. A review of two case sudies may help to highlight practica
recruiting strategies that give smdler firms an edge in atracting candidates to their practices.

Casel.

A partner in aten-attorney firm looking to hire two transactiond atorneys with severd years
experience tellsa story of lost time and wasted effort. He advertised his positionsin the locd
newspaper and bar bulletin, describing the years of experience required and noting that high academic
credentials were required for consderation. Only a handful of resumes were received and even fewer
were truly qualified. Inthe end, he interviewed two decent candidates and made offers to both.
Neither accepted the offer--both sted the low salary.

Analysis and Recommendations:

Thisfirm may need to review its recruiting strategy from start to finish. The first step isto take ahard
look at the marketplace. Where does the firm stand among its competitors in terms of quality of work,
training and development, and compensation? Assuming al of those things are in line with firms of
gmilar size and practice, atention turns to the best means of attracting candidates to apply for openings.
While loca newspapers and bar publications are good sources of potential candidates, the current
market for laterals requires that the firm send the message out more broadly. Local law schools,
internet recruitment stes, the firm’s own web page, and business or association newdetters are
inexpensive and practical ways to advertise positions to alarger and perhaps more targeted population
of atorneys.



The next critical step isto begin the difficult process of deciding what are “must haves’ and what are the
“would be nice’ credentias that will be used to determine who is amatch for the work and the firm.
Are grades more important than hands-on experience? Would a skilled practitioner from alessthan
gelar law school do? Is persondity the “make or break” dynamic? Knowing that the job seekers with
highest academic credentids will have multiple opportunities and may dso be interviewing with larger
firms offering sgnificantly more money, assess carefully which credentids will truly predict successin the
firm's practice. Developing aclear picture of who is successful in the firm helps to guide this tough
decisionrmaking process. If thisfirm believes academic credentids are the most important criteria, it
will beimportant to screen resumes carefully for Sgnsthat theindividud is motivated by more than
money. At the very least, sdary should be discussed in the earliest stagesin the interviewing process to
get it out of theway. Thaose lawvyers whose primary mativator is sdary will not be interested in moving
forward. 1t makes no sense to waste time on laterals who smply cannot live with the salary structure.

To reach qudified candidates who will be motivated by whet the firm has to offer, the firm needs to find
away to communicate its distinguishing features (those things that make the firm a greet place to work)
in the pogtion announcement itsalf. Spend less space outlining the specific grades and honors required
and instead use those lines to Sing the praises of the firm’swork and environment. Attract candidates
attention and peek their interest in learning more about the firm. Once resumes begin to flow in, they
should be reviewed with an eye toward identifying persond characteristics that suggest this lawyer might
fit in and vaue the firm’s unique qudities. The cover letter may provide clues on what motivated him or
her to apply and look on the resume for job shifts that suggest motivators, pre law work experience, or
outside interests that provide you with a picture of the person beyond his or her work environmen.
These clues may give you an impresson of what motivates or is valued by this lawyer.

Casell.

A s0lo attorney specidizing in employment law was severdy frugtrated in her attempt to hire her first
associate. She placed asmdl advertisement in aloca legd news publication a a very expendve rate,
but received few responses. She interviewed a few candidates who gpplied who had generd litigation
experience, but realized she would be setting hersdlf up for extensive training time if she hired one of
them. Without other candidates in the pipdine, she was faced with starting over again. Instead, she
went back to juggling the workload without help, relying on a summer clerk from aloca law school.

Analysis and Recommendations:
Hiring the first associate is probably the hardest step to take for a confirmed solo practitioner. In this
case, thefirgt error was the placement of the advertisement. Among dl the larger, dicker
advertisements placed by the big firmsin this expensive publication, her ad looked sad and unimportant.
Her money would have been better spent following the recommendations listed above as practicd, yet
inexpensive sources for candidates. But in this particular Situation, she also has another excellent
dternaive. One of theloca law schools has awell-known program in employment law. She has
spoken on panels there and knows some of the professors. Working with both these professors and
the career services office in the law school, she should have an excellent opportunity to get her position
announcement directly in front of a qudified audience. Almost every law school publishesjob bulletins



that are sent to umni who request them. Many schools provide this service online, dlowing sudents to
access a job data bank from remote locations with a password.  In addition to having access to
lawyers with the desired background, she will have the added benefit of being known to many of the
students and graduates of the school because of her work with the schoal.

She was smart to recognize that, at the moment, she would not be able to take on the chalenge of
retraining someone. Sometimes taented lawyers who are eager to change ther practice specidization
provide smdler firms with the means to employ atop prospect. But it only makes sense if the partner
has the time and resources to fully assst the atorney in the professona development process. The best
thing she has done, however, isto recognize the value of sudent interns. If the flow of work is seasond
or cyclicd, shemay not need afull-time lavyer to assst her. Law students today often have more
hands on experience than one might expect since most schools encourage internships and clerking
experiences throughout the course of law school.

Summary
Inthe find analysis, amal firms face many of the same chdlenges asthe larger firms, but the effects of a
falureto attract qudified lawyers are fdt ingantly by smdler practices. The best means of competing as
agmdler fish among much bigger predatorsisto carefully pick the pond in which you are going to swim.
Solo practitioners and smdl to mid-sze firms need a comprehensive recruitment Strategy that helps
them both sdlect and attract the right lawyers for the practice. 1t must take into account both the types
of skills and experiences needed for the practice, and the advantages and benefits that candidates will
find if they join the firm.

Being able to define the skills, experiences, and persona qualities needed to be successful inthefirm's
prectice isthe first step toward developing a sound recruiting foundation. Beyond that, it isimportant to
carefully assess the many waysin which it may be possible to attract candidatesto your firm. Be
creative and use resources close at hand. Law schoals, bar publications and bulletin boards,
associaion newdetters, and word of mouth are dl inexpensive, yet effective ways of finding good
candidates. 1t makes no sense to go head to head with the big guys. If a candidate’ s primary motivator
ismoney, he or shewill probably not choose your firmin the end. However, to atract those who may
be motivated by things such as early responsibility and hands-on training, make certain job seekers can
see the unique advantages of practicing in asmdler firm environment. Help them understand how they
might advance their skills and experience and find balance between work and the rest of tharr life.

Sometimes smdler fish have abig advantage. As sdaies go higher and higher and firms fed aneed to
require more and more work, the attendant stories of junior lawyer burnout will only increase. The
pressure to hill, alack of mentoring, and few available opportunities for junior lawyersto get early
respongibility are dready fuding large firm associate attrition. Savvy smdler firms should be on hand to
guide these talented and experienced lawyers into their firms.
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management issues.



