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TRAINING LAWYERS: The Toughest Audience
By Susan G. Manch

| had my very first teaching experience asa graduate student at the University of Virginia. One of my
favorite professorstold meto preparethoroughly because college students would be the toughest audience
| would ever face.

Though hewasright at thetime, later experiencesproved him to bewrong. Daunted as| wasby that
lecture hall full of senior psychology majors, theyears| have spent developing and presenting training
seminar son attorney management skillsfor lawyershave led meto believethat lawyersare actually the
toughest audience of all. Thiswill come as no surpriseto those among you who areresponsible for
professional development planning. Yet, | have cometo appreciate that the nature of the lawyer audience
has forced meto become a much better trainer.

In academia, budding professor s ar e taught that more information isbetter--moretheory, moreresearch,
mor e supporting evidence, mor e anecdotal incidents, and so forth. Thereisatendency torely on getting
the point acrossthrough sheer repetition of similar and related information. Thereisalso an expectation
that an audiencewill sit still and listen to all this because of their overwhelminginterest in thetopic.
When | first started designing training programs on attor ney management issues, | applied that same
academic approach, poring over resear ch and developing extensive curricular outlines.

Luckily, I learned very quickly (read: before any firm fired me) that most lawyer swill not sit through long,
theoretical lectures. They want information to be distilled to its essence and communicated in compact
units. They are quick studies--grasping essential issuesimmediately and demanding that the presenter
move beyond the obvious. They requirethat theinformation presented be both meaningful and applicable,
and they expect thetrainer to fully under stand thelegal environment. In short, they area challenging
audience—but they arealso arewarding one.

Working closely with clients over theyears, | havelear ned some essential lessons about the lawyer
audiencethat | am happy to share.

Lesson 1: Timeismoney

Everyoneistoo busy, but when it comesto lawyer sthe use of time has concr ete, measurableimpact. Most
lawyer audiences will not sit through long training seminars, no matter how scintillating the content.
They simply do not havethetime. If | suggest two hours, they will ask if it can bedonein one. If | suggest
a half-day workshop, they will try tofit it into one and one-half hours, over lunch. | am forever
compressing, deleting, and generally shortening. It might bedifferent if | specialized in training on legal
issues, but my focusison helping senior lawyersdevelop the skills necessary for the effective
management of thejunior lawyers. Most lawyers characterize thisas*“ soft skills’ training and afford it
lesstimethan they would substantive legal seminars. Thechallengeisto makethevery best use of the
timeavailable.

Yet, for all the compr ession and deletion, the content isalmost alwaysimproved by the process. | magining
theaudiencel will faceforcesmeto refine my content toitsessential points. Axingtimethat would have
been spent describing theissues or explaining the philosophy behind the management strategiesand
applying it to amorein-depth description of hands-on strategiesthat will really work presentsa far
greater intellectual challengefor the presenter. It forcesthetrainer to know the material well enough to
beabl eto discussits practical application from every angle. Thebar isset high, but the content inevitably
benefitsfrom thisadditional challengeto the presenter.



Lesson 2: Makeit meaningful and practical

Perhaps becauseit is so often poorly done, so-called “ soft skills’ training isnot high on lawyers’ training
wish lists. Though many recognize they need help developing people and team management sKills,
learning to give effective feedback and evaluations, and creating effective mentoring relationships with
junior associates, they haveto be convinced that thetrainer truly offersa practical routeto the attainment
of those skills. Corporatetrainerswho believetheir content will transfer ssamlessly to thelegal
environment or presenterswho underestimate the intellectual capacity of the legal audience make serious
errorsin judgment. Lawyerscan be engaged in training on management and communication skills, but
the content must be meaningful in their environment. They demand content that islow on theory and
issues, and high on realistic solutionsand practical recommendations.

How many times have you sat through a professional presentation only to leavethinking, “| know that’s
the problem, but what can we do about it?” Too often, presentersaretempted to sate and restatethe
problem and never get around to the hard part—talking about solutions. The best reward for trainers
working with lawyersisthat the natur e of the audienceforcesthem to take every idea presented to the next
level. It isnot enough to definethe problem. Lawyerswill grasp the problem in a few sentences. What they
want from the“ expert” iswhat to do about the problem. Thisisa challengefor many presenters, the

maj ority of whom are steeped in the professional trainer’ stradition of stating and restating the problem,
expecting the audience to cometo its own conclusionson solutions. The paradigm shift createsa
challengefor the presenter, but it isonethat allows her to take her thinking to the next level of
complexity. Crafting practical solutionsthat will actually beimplemented isthe most rewar ding aspect of
this process.

Lesson 3: Help them separ atethe* shoulds’ from the* musts”

Onceyou have begun to develop strategiesto present, the challengeisto winnow them down to only those
strategiesthat make sensefor that specific audience. In my experience, it is counterintuitive to present
long lists of the ideal behaviorsthat define competent managers. The audience will be overwhelmed and
dispirited. Most have neither thetime nor theinclination to be textbook managers. Under the best
conditions, they arelooking for realistic waysto help themselves and those who work with them find
greater satisfaction in their day-to-day practice. Under the wor st conditions, they are urgently seeking the
meansto stem a painful tide of attrition and dissatisfaction in their workplace. Thetrainer’schallengeis
to help either group sort out the“musts’ from the“shoulds.” In a perfect world, everyonewould follow the
“should” list, but in thereal world of billable hoursand demanding clients, it isonly prudent to identify the
skills and tasksthat arecritical.

Thereward for completing this sifting exer ciseisthat the program developer isforced to fully examinethe
waysin which the skills being taught would actually be applied in thereal legal work world. Too often,
professional presentersaretempted to present long lists of classic management strategiesthat they say
are sureto improve anyone sworkplace satisfaction, but that rely on amodel developed to servethe

cor por ate management structure. Thiscreatesonly confusion for lawyersfunctioning in the horizontal
management structure of alaw firm. Thecentral task isto determine what matter sto the associates being
managed. Trainersare presented with the dual challenges of assessing associate needs and identifying
management practicesthat will meet those needs. Thisrequiresgathering insight from those being
managed and shaping management strategiesto fit a unique culture or specialized practice. Thetrainer
hasto understand theissuesinsideand out. You cannot use*” cookie cutter” solutionsand strategieswith
thisaudience and survive, because every legal workplace situation isdifferent. Thetrainer’sreward is
being given license to approach each program with fresh per spective, knowing in advance that no one
solution will always beright.



The challenges presented by the lawyer audience are commensurate with the rewar ds experienced by those
who arefortunate enough to work with them. Specializingin training for lawyers has made me a much
better trainer. It haschallenged meto refine content to the core of an issue. It hashelped me shift my
focus from defining problemsto crafting solutions. And finally, it has allowed meto apply creativity in
every program | present. | will not stop wishing | could havejust alittle moretimefor each presentation (I
promise | would useit wisely!), but | continueto bethankful for the opportunity to work with intelligent
and challenging audiences.

My old professor wasn't wrong about college students—they wer e indeed a tough audience. But | guess he
never worked with lawyers.
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