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Building LeadeshipDevdopnent Progams

in Lawv Firms
SteveArmstrong

firm s, “leadership” made a slow and tentative entrance.

Fifteen years ago, teaching leadership to lawyers was a nov el
and high-risk idea, acceptable only if the agenda was limited to
“hard” topics like strategy, not “soft” topics like motivation.

I ike other concepts that migrated from corporations into law

Today, many firms — especially th e larger ones — are tryi ng to tu rn
their lawyers into “leaders”; and many consultants, along with a
few law schools and b usiness schools, have been eager to help.
Along the way, those runn ing law firms have largely aband oned
two traditio nal beliefs that stood in the way of taking leadership
development seriously: Good leadership depends on innate tra its
rather than | earned skills, and | eading can’t be all that difficult for
anyone intelligent enough to have become a partner. Those two
beliefs were at least partly contradictory, but it w as usually
considered impolite to pointth atout.

What's driving all therecent emphasis on leadership? Is it
something m ore than f addishness fueled by hype from
consultants? For those who will be designing leadership
development programs, the question is more than academic.
Because “leadership”is such a huge and vague concept, a
“leadership development”in itia tive is likely to fail unless a firm is
clear about why it n eeds one.
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To say that a firm needs more leaders, or that
its lawyers need to develop their le adership
skills, is to say, really, nothing us eful. When
you step into territory as large and loosely
mapped as “leadership,”it’s crit ical to figure
outwhatkinds of behavior you are tryi ng to
change, among whom, and why. Because
these questions are so im portant, this article
will first discuss why “leadership
development” inlaw firmsis more than af ad,
and why it addresses real and pressing
needs, before going on to describe how firms
can meetthose needs."

Y Int his article, | won't even try t o define

“leadersh ip” or to dist inguish it from “ma nagement.”
The li terature contains dozen s of definiti ons. | fyou’re
familia r with  John Kotter 's work , you may recall h is
distinction between t he two concepts: manageme nt
involves t he skills needed to run comp lex organ izati ons,
whil e leadersh ip involves t he skills an org anizati on
needs in rap idly cha nging a nd unstab le circumstan ces.
In those terms, this arti  cle will focus more on
management than on lead ership. However, it 'sa
mistake to begin by t rying to definethetermsinthe
abstract. T he k ey questi on is what beh aviors a firm
needs to develop to be more successful. The label you

then pu t ont he behaviors doesn't really mat ter, thou gh
“leadership” has mor e cachet than “manage ment” at the
moment.

The Casedir Leackrship Devedpment

Leadership has become in creasingly
important to law firms for at least three
reasons:

1. Strategy matters, andi ts execut ion

m atters ev _en more (or: “B robeck, Heller,
Thelen —who's next?”). Even before the
recession, being able to define and ex ecute a
strategy really mattered, especially for larger
firm s in competitive markets.

Leaving aside the ferocious com petition for
clients, firms that don’t live in stable niches
have to worry — just as publ ic companies
always have —about maintaining or raising
their profitability, about moving from
declining into growing practices, and about
responding to powerful trends they can do
nothing to control: globalization; th e mobility
of partners in more lucrative practices; and
the pressure from increasingly savvy and
outspoken general couns el for greater
efficiency, more predictable costs, and, often,
steeper discounts. All thatwas tru e before
th e recession ; now firms have to deal with
their short-term tactics for surviving the
downturn aswell as with thelong-term
stresses that will remain when t he recession
ends.

Inthis world, if a firm’s leaders make the
wrong strategic decisions, the firm can
collapse or fall perm anently behind its p eers
in reputation and profitability. To compound
th e difficulties, th e recession has driven more
firms torealize that they need to pay
attention tot heir talent-management strategy
as well as their strategy in the client
marketplace, because the traditional model of
hiring lots of highly-paid associates and
sifting out a few partn ers after several years
is too inefficient and ex pensive.

To thrivein th ese dangeroustimes, firms
need leaders who c an think strategically and
—even more difficult — persu ade oth ers to
have confidence in t he strategy and hel p
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implementit. Especially in larger firm s, tho se
skills can’t be concentrated only inthe two or
three people at the top: They needto be
scattered throughout the firm, inits practices
and offices, because strategy at those levels
matters ju st as much as a firm ’'s overall
strategy and c an’t be effectively dictated from
the top.

2. The biggerth e org anizati on, th e more
difficultit ist olead (or:“W e have an Alm a
Alta office? Really ?”). With m ergers,
expansion around a region, a country, or the
world, and am bitions fueled by the American
Law yer rankings, many firms are now big,
complex, geographically-dispersed
organizations, even after all the recent | ay-
offs. The larger and m ore dispersed an
organization,the more difficultit is to hold
together and t he more likely it is that some
parts o f th e firm will underperform .

Even if law-firm leaders had no other reasons
to lie awak e at night, the very size of many
firms would require a lot of attentionto some
aspects of leadership: building a sense of
common p ur pose; creating a consistent
professional culture across heterogeneous
groups; and, of cour se, communi cating
effectively with people who aren’t just down
the hall. I've been struck by how often the
explanation for d efections from an office or a
practice is som e version of “The firm just
didn't seem to be paying attention to us.”
Leading large organizations not only requires
more skill inthose at the top; it also requires
reliance on m ore partners throughout the
firm to sh are leadershi p functions.

3. Moraleand commitm ent m atter ( or:
“Where'sJean now? Really ?”). Even in
firms that are less than hu ge, it's become
more difficult to maintain t he glue t hat binds
the firm together. Although manyfirms are
still blessed with relatively stable
partnerships, across the pr ofession the bonds
of institutional loyalty ha ve long since
weakened. Partnersand groups of partn ers

move among firms all the time, and many in-
house positions are just as lucrative and
prestigious as —and often more powerful

than — | aw-firm partnerships. Especially after
the recession ends , the dem ographi c trends
will probably continue t o make t hings worse.
Gen X is smaller than t he Boom er
generation, which m eans that the
competition for m ature, experienced partn ers
will become all the moreintense.

As a result of these trends, those runn ing law
firm s need th e skillsto bind people together,
by creating the commitment, loyalty, and —
dare one say it? — enthusi asm that lead them
to wantt o contribute to the firm rather than
use it simply as aresum é stop or
professional hotel with a great concierge
service. And, once again, in larger firms
many p eople — not just one or two at the top
— need th ese skills. Even when a practi ce
group is relatively small and local, | eadership
is notnecessarily easy. In many firms, th ere
are striking differences in effectiveness and
morale among small grou ps or of fices.

If we look at associ ates rath erthan partners,
the situ ation becomes even more complex.
Consider these two familiar facts. First, while
AmlLaw 200 firms grew dram atically in t he
decades before the recession, law-school
graduating classes did not. Before the
recession, the result was a seller’s market for
talent among laterals as well as entry-level
associates. The recession has changed the
market dram atically; and, even afteritends,
firms will probably be on average smaller and
less leveraged th an in the past. Butthose
changes are likely only to mitigate for a few
years, not to whol ly count eract, the
demographic trends that underlie the | ong-
term “war for talent.” Second, prospects for
becoming a partn erare so slim in many firms
—and, for som e associates, partnershipis so
unattractive —that the lure of partnership
doesn’t bind m ost associates to a firm .

In this familiar set of circum stances, the
most familiar pre-recession consequence —
high attri tion rates — may not be the most
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important one, even when the economy
rebounds and firm s begin to grow again.
The more dangerous resultis “internal”

attri tion: lack of motivation, commitm ent,
and full-out effort, sometimes consciously,
but often unco nsciously among associates
who think th ey’re doing their best. This lack
of engagement leads eventu ally to e xcessive
out-the-door attrition (except during a
recession)butitcauses damage long before
then.

During the boom decades, that dam age was
disguised becausethe large-firm economic
model — lots of leverage, lots of work billed by
the hour —did not place a premium on
getting the best and m ost efficient work out
of every lawyer at every moment. (To the
contrary, m any would argue.) Even before

th e recession, that m odel was under pressure
from clients who are increasingly u nwilling to
pay for under trained, inefficient associates or
teams working on aut omatic pilot as they
rolled up hou rs. The large firmsthat emerge
from th e recession are likely to have to care
more about whether each lawyer is
contributingas much as he or she can in
quality and energy, notjustin amount.?

% Inre cent years, research within corporations

seems to hav e demons trated a correlation between a
business unit's profita bility and th e engagement,
motivati on, and satisfacti on of its employees. S ee, for
exam ple, Marcus Bucking hamand Curt Coffman , First,
Break All the Rules (New York: Simon & Sch uster,
1999), and J ames L. Heskett, et al., “Putting t he
Service-Profit C hain to Work,” inthe  Harvard Busi ness
Review (Jul y 2008).

For many ye ars, David Mai ster in part icular
has been arguing tha tthe same correlation holds for
professional -service firms . However, there is no
research yet to backupt hisclaim. Inf act, looking at
The America n Lawyer tables of profitabili ty an d law-firm

satisfacti on, tha t correl ation doesn 't jump off the p ages.

It ma y be that other asp ects of t he law-firm business
mod el — leverage; h igh b illable-hour exp ectati ons;
annual increases in bill ing ra tes; and , for some firms,
premiere cost-is-not -an- object work — overwhelm t he
contrib utio ns th at are due to th eir employees’ morale
and mot ivation. Inal eaner world aft er the r ecession,
that ma y ch ange.

To create th at | evel of perform ance, a firm
needs individual partners who h ave the
mindset and the ski Ils to motivate the range
of associates with who m they work, including
those who have ambitions quite different
from th e ambitions th atdrove th e partn ers
themselves when th ey were associates. In
fact, a firm should begin toinculcate this
mindsetin lawyers long before they become
partn ers. As associates become more senior,
they us ually begin to manage other
associates; in a leveraged practice, in fact,
senior asso ciates can have justas m uch
impact on juni or associates’ performance and
morale as can partners.

Behind t he skills that enable otherstodo
their best work, and as a pr erequisite for
developing them, lies a crucial mindset that
doesn’'tcome naturally to many lawyers:
“How | behave affects how others behave and
does so in fundamental ways th at are
important to our work.” That specific
mindsetis alimited version of a more general
mindset, which I'm tempted to say lies at the
core of all aspects of leadership: “I am
responsible not only for myself, not only for
my tasks, not only for my role —but for the
whole of which I'm a part.” Takento an
extreme, th at mindset |l eads, of course, to
constant angst and guilt. But, in healthy
moderation, it is key to an organization’s
ability to fire on all cylin ders.

For newer lawyers, the mindset will be
reflected less in how they “lead” others than
inthe behaviors towhich the cliché “take
own ership” applies. Those behaviors are a
very early form of leadership —“leadership for
followers,” we might call it —but they are an
importantpartofthefoundation forth e more
senior skill s.

This discussion of why law firm s seem to
have “discovered” leadership recently is
meant to establish two facts. First, law firm s
are paying attention to | eadershi p b ecau se
they need to, not because it's afad. Second,
and more interesting, th ey face several quite
different needs. Those needs differ not only
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in the kinds of skills that should be devel-
oped to meetthem, but also inthe slices of
the population affected: only partners who
lead the firm and its groups and offices? all
part ners? also senior associates? all lawyers?
(And, of course, alth ough this article deals
only with leadership programs for practicing
lawyers, firm s with large administrative staffs
face leadership issues on th at side of th e firm
aswell.)

“Leadership”is a complex concept, and its
aspects should be un packed and
contemplated separately before a firm
embarks on al eadership initiative.

That said, and beforel do some unpacking in
the next section, a firm should decide early
on whet her its goal is to develop the

spectru m of leadership skills across all its
lawyers, or to focus on one or two sub- sets of
those skill s for specific levels of seniority .

For those whose job is professional
development, the answer may seem obvious
for two reasons. First, all lawyers shouldbe
developing som e asp ects of the se skills;
second, if afirm waits unti | lawyers become
partners to build their le adership skill s, it
may be too late.

But the question is a serious one, and it
should be answered on the basis ofthe firm’s
most p ressin g strategic needs as well as its
appetite forinvestingin this area. Ifits
practice groups and offices are failing to

funct ion as effectively as they shoul d, that
points to wards one goal. Ifitneeds partn ers
to funct ion less as lone cowboys and m ore as
colleagues invested in one an oth er’s su ccess,
that points towards anot her goal. Ifit needs
senior associates and j uni or partnerstodo a
better job leading case and deal teams, that’s
yet another goal ... and so on.

It's better to design a limited initiative with a
goal that's clearly important to the firm than
a broad onethe point of which is well-

intenti oned bu t murky.

Evenifthe first stepisalimited one,
however, over thelonger run the goal should
beto develop the range of skills across all
lawyers — step by step, of course, and with a
thoughtful decision about which skills and
which audience to tackle firs t.

This broad approach makes sense not only
because it will do more good for more people,
but also because specific leadership skills
can'tsimply beinserted successfullyin to
someone’s career at a given point (when t hey
have to take on a formal leadership role, for
example), with out th e skills th at are
prerequisites, so to speak, having been
developed previously. Th e skills form a
developmental continuu m. Andt hat
continuu m doesn’'t end wh en a lawyer
becomes a partner, whet her or not he or she
ever takes on a formal leadership role.

As Tim Leishman of Firm Leader em phasizes,
partners should move from focusing
primarily on th eirindividual practice to
providing opportunities and w ork f or oth ers,
and then on to more expansive leadership
roles th at help a firm, office, orgroup to
succeed. Some may not be able to travel
that path without support and g uidance.

WhatDo You Tach When YouTeadh
“Leadership”?

The content of a specific leadership program
depends, of course, onits audi ence and on
the behaviors it's designed to emphasize.
However, some common them es run through
the content of leadership initiatives, even
though al | the them es are never compressed
into a single program.

1. Self-knowle dge. Lawyers — especially
the senior generations — are generally not
much given to what they tend to think of as
“navel-gazing” and “psy chobabble.” Never-
theless — or, perhaps, precisely for that
reason — a starting place should be helping
them to take an objective look at their own
traits and b ehaviors and at how those
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charac teristics affect their ability to manage
and lead. Towardsthis end, th ere are
several useful metho ds:

. Behavior and personality a ssessments
such as the Myers-Brigs, DISC, and
LIFO, among many others. Using an
assessment has several benefits. First, it
breaks people of th e tendency to regard
their own be havior as “normal” and
everyone else’'s as idiosyncratic, and it
demonstrates that they reside at an
identifiable point on a s pectrum of
legitimate styles. Second, it helps them
to recognize their own managerial or
leadership strengths and weaknesses.
Third ,ith elpsthem tothink more clearly
about how to work effectively with people
who have different styles. And, fin ally, it
has a very useful side effect: When a
stylistic difference arisesin t he cour se of
th eir work, th ey will be more willing to
deal with itopenly before it beginsto
fester.

. “Upward” or 36 0-degree reviews,
conducted eitherin preparation for a
program or afteritas partofits
reinforcementor, in some firm s, as part
of a periodic firm -wide proce ss. Atleast
for the well intentioned, the most
powerful motivation for change c an be
the realization t hat others don’'t see them
asthey thoughtthey were seen. In
addition, th ese reviews allow a firm to
provide coaching or training where it’s
most needed.

Two warnings, however.

First, itistempting butdangerous to .
draw from them a formulaic “norm?” for

how partners shoul d manage and | ead

and to assume that, if a part ner’s ratings

on specific questions diverge noticeably

from the average, there’s by definition a
“problem.” In fact, good leaders always

have a range of strengths and .
weaknes ses, and t he two may be

inextricably bound t ogether. In an
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upward evalu ation, the key question is
usually whether an associate wants to
work wi th t he par tner again, not whether
the partnerreceives “good” rati ngs across
the questionnaire.

lemphasize this point here because it
has broader relevance to leadership
initiatives: Under lying every aspect of
them should be a recognition th at leaders
can be effective in very di fferent w ays.
Good leaders ha ve assembled an effective
set of strengths and hav e avoided
destructive behaviors, but they will never
be equally good at the whole package of
leadership skills. Ifafirm triesto make
everyone “good” at every relevant skill,
not only will it face a Sisyphean task but
itwill also discourage first-ra te leaders
whose profile may diverge from th e norm
or, even, be somewhat eccentric.

Second, as Sue M anch of Shannon
&Manch notes based on her exp erience
runn ing upwar d-review processes for
many law firm s, firm s get th e m ost
benefit from these reviews when t hey
take a developmental rather than a
punitive approach. Iftheresultsare
used primarily to scold or punish under-
performers,thereviewswon’'tdo much to
change behavior across a group and will
be uni versally distrusted by the popul a-
tion th ey are intended to enlighten. In
contrast, if the results are accom pani ed
by tactful coaching for the “challenged”
sup ervisors and rewards for the best, the
firm will, over time, see a good d eal of
change.

Self-assessments: questionnaires
through which individuals can id entify
for themselves their strengths and
weaknesses, th e skills th ey need to
improve, and the strengths they could
put to better use.

Exposureto theresearch about im plicit
bias and unconscious preconceptions.
Law firms want to be meritocracies, and



most law-firm partners believe th ey reach
unb iased, objective judgments about the
associates with whom they work.
However, all the research about im plicit
bias demonstrates that none of us, even
the best-intentioned, is free from its
effects. Although lawyers m ay not believe
they have implicit bi ases just because
someone tells them they d o, they will pay
attention to the research data, which is
overwhelming.

2. Understanding motivation. B ecause
most lawyers are by training and inclination
task-oriented rather than peo ple-oriented,
most don’t spend much time thinking about
how to in spire othersto do their b est work.
Even if they under stand wh at motivates
them, they are too quick to assum e that the
same motivational levers wor k for everyone
else — or that everyone should be entirely self-
motivated and that, if they're not, there's
nothingto be done about it.

If lawyers are to lead others effectively, they
have to become more adroit at getting the
best work from the range of personalities and
levels of competency they’ll encounter. Inmy
conversations with par tners whom associates
regard as p articularly effective leaders, I've
been struck by the num ber who said they
woke up one day to th e realization th at,

unl ess they did a better job of challenging
and inspiring a range of associates, they'd
never be able to leverage their own time as
much as they needed to.

3. Understanding team and group
dyna mics. Getting the most from a group
involves all the skills that motivate individu-
als, but also other abilities, especially if the
group i s geographically dispersed or hetero-
geneous in other ways. For example, it
requires creating and sustaining a common
sense of purpose; communicating well in
group s ettings and b y email as well as face-
to-face with ani ndividual ; allocating roles
effectively; ste pping up to deal with conflicts
and und er-performance quickly; runni ng
m eetings prod uctively; and creating a sense

that everyone count s, even those at the
bottom of a hierarchy.

4. Learning how to move people to act
through influence and persuasion. Althou gh
law firms become more hierarchical as they
become larger, they are still relatively “flat” in
th eir attitudes and behaviors, com pared to
many oth er ki nds of organizations. As a
consequence, leaders — esp ecially pra ctice
leaders who don't havetheclout ofthe firm’s
top leaders — often hav e to get things done by
persuasion rather than by command. That
means learning ways to get others invested in
and enthu siastic about a pr oject and, finally,
to take ownership of itthemselves.

Among practice and o ffice leaders, a common
complaintisthatth ey can't getother part-
ners to function on b usiness-development or
infrastr uctu re proj ects — or, more dangerou s,
that few partners actually take t he steps they
agreetotake as part ofthe group’s carefully
crafted strategic plan. Forthe difficulttask
of moving people — especially people who are
busy and v alue t heir aut onomy —to act when
you can't order th em arou nd, there are “best
practices” that a program can describe.

5. Confronting difficult “people” issues
and ha ving difficult conversations. In an
inform al survey of a firm’s practi ce leaders,
they identified two tasks that gave them the
most trouble. One was the subject of the
previous paragraph. The second was
tackl ing difficult con versations with | awyers,
especially partners, who wer e causing
conflict, under -performing, or simply not
doingwhat they had agreed to do.

Having tho se conversations is often as m uch
a matter of cour age as of skill. But, again,
there are “best practices” for having a
difficult conversation so that it makes

m att ers better, not worse. Some of tho se
methods are described in a bo ok called
Difficult Conversations, which is based on
work done by peopleinvolved in the Harvard
Program on Negotiation and whi ch has been
turned into programs by several
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consultants.?

6. Developing and executing strategy. In
that phrase,the emphasis is on the verbs.
Writing a strategy isright up mostlawyers’
alley, because it plays to their analytical and
data-oriented cast of mind. Developing it as
part of a group, so that most of the group
buysintoit,is more difficult. E xecuting itis
even more difficult and d emands a br oad set
of skills that many lawyers don't h ave.

It requires, for example, translating the
strategy into specific, step-by-step goals
towards which everyone aligns, like filings
towar ds a m agnet, not only because the goal
is clear, butbecause itresonates with th ose
who h ave to implement it. It requires building
energy and commitment and, even,
enthusiasm. It requires patience and
persistence. And it requires skill inthe
psychological as well as the m anagerial side
of execution: how much to ask for, when to
push, how much autonomy to allow.*

Nothingin the previous paragraphs should
be taken to und erstate the difficulty of getting
the substance of the strategy right, as
demonstrated bythenumber of law-firm
collapses even before the recession. In this
task, what lawyers often find most d ifficult,
and wh at therefore requires the m ost empha-
sisin a program , is the trick of perspecti ve
that allows them to see their strategy not
from “inside” th e firm butfrom the“outside.”

That m eans starting not from th e chessboard
in front of them —their practice’s strengths
and weaknesses, its sta ffing profile, its

3 Douglas S tone, et al., Difficult Conversations

(New York: Penguin Books, 2000).

* Foran excell ent discussion of why it's more
difficult to execute a strategy in a part nershipthanina
corpora tion, see Thom as J. DeLon g etal., When
Professionals Have to Lead (Boston: Harva rd Business
School Press, 2007).

clients, and t he like — but from the “macro”
econom ic, political, regulatory, and d emo-
grap hic trends th at cou Id d estroy or r einforce
the effect of any tactical moves they m ake on
the chessboard. Successful corporations are
accustomed to thinking about strategy in
theseterms; many law firm s are not,
although t he recessionis driving m ore of
them to do so.

7. Self-management. This topic comes
last becauseitm ay bethe most im portant.
Some leaders come by th eir abilities natu r-
ally. Mostdo not; asaresult, they have to
exercise a good deal of self-discipline, based
on a good deal of self-awareness, to be
effective. This self-management takes four
forms, all of which shoul d be addressed as
partofa firm’'s overall approach to leader-
ship, though itwould be counter- prod uctive
totackle them all in a single program.

. Managing their affect. A very good law-
firm leader once told me that what he
found m ost difficult about his job was
that he could never be seento be having
a bad day. Lawyers who take leadership
seriously tak e respo nsibility for the effect
th eir m oods, stre sses, and personality
quirk s have on other people.

Those who tend to be low-key, perhaps
even dour, have to learnto show

enthu siasm and excitement. (Here's a
fact that gets people’s attention:
Research has apparently found t hat top-
performing leaders elicit laught er from
their subordinates (intentionally, |

assum e) much m ore often than do
mediocre leaders.)’ Those whotendto be
flamboyant or “tak e-ch arge” h ave to learn
not to suck all the oxygen from the
environment. Those who thrive on last-

® Research by Fabio Sala cited in Dan el

Goleman and R ichar d Boyatkis, “Social Int elligence and
the Bi ology of Lea dersh ip,” inthe Harvard Busi ness
Review (September 2008).
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minut e crises and high-stress situations
have tolearn not to inflict those often-
unconscious pref erences on oth ers.

. Staying organized. This is an as pect of
self-management that count s as
managerial hygiene: That is, you don't get
many p oints for being organized, but you
can do alot of damage by being
disorganized. Lawyers who m anage
others are responsible for planning and
organizing so they use others’tim e
effectively. That requires a degree of
organizational skill that goes beyond the
planning needed to keep their own
individual work on track.

e Adapting the managerial and leadership
methods to the circumstances. As more
than one stud y has shown, the best
leaders are able to vary their style and
tactics to suitt he situ ations and people
with whom they are dealing.® The concept
is simple;the application is im possible
unl ess the leader regards how he or she
behaves as being open to self-
management and modification.

The Comonens ofa Leadeship Initiative

The previous section dealt with t he content of
leadership development programs. This
section deals with their d esign. Its focus is
not on the small-s cale pedagogy of a specific
training program but on the larger-scale
design of an initiative that may involve an
array of approaches over time.

Ourstarting pointis a basic factand its
implications: “Leadership” is a set of
behaviors behind w hich lie a set of attitudes
or mindsets. Teaching the concept of

® Fora study cond ucted by the Hay Group
among law-fi rm p artners, see S usan Snyder and Sara
Littauer, “Leadership Flexibility: How Outstandi ng
Partners Get Results,” in Strategies: The Journa | of
Legal Marketing (vol. 7, no. 3).

leadership, assuming you can get agreement
on what itis, will have almost no effect on
leadership behavior inthe firm. Changing
behavior in a large group is a complex, long-
term process, especially if you ar e working
against the grain of embedded habits or
previous training. (Law school, for example,
inculcates themindset and traits th atlead to
individual excellence, not to leadership.) A
program ortw owon'tdo much good. In fact,
a lot of progra ms prob ably won’tdo m uch
good, unl ess they are supported by other

m eth ods of guiding and motivating people to
adopt the behaviors on which the firm is
focusing.

Ideally, therefore, a firm woul d wrap around
its | eadershi p trai ning program som e of tho se
other methods of encouraging leadership
behaviors. To some firms, that am bitious an
approach m ay seem unre alistic, and t hey
may be tem pted thi nk thatt hey can chan ge
behavior on th e cheap, with a program here
and t here. Those responsible for professional
development sh ould push, however, for a
broader and m ore systems-oriented
approach.

The classic methods of changing behavior in
a group include:

. Creating or clarifying expectations, and
doing so r epeatedly;

. Creating incentives, both p ositive and
negative, and ens uring the incentives
don’t conflict with each other;

. Providing training (which may involve
indi vidual mentoring and coaching as

well as formal programs);

. Providing ongoing feedback and
reinforcement;

... and, of cour se, settling in for the long run.

Here are som e more specific approaches:
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1. Periodic 360-degree or “upw ard”
reviews. These reviews, which | mentioned
earlier, allow lawyers to understand how their
leadership skills are perceived by th ose with
whom they work. Many firms now conduct
upw ard evaluations in which associates
comment on partners’ managerial and
leadership skill s.

Fewer conduct reviews in w hich fellow
partners comment on a p artner’s peer-to-peer
behaviors, or reviews in which members of a
practice or office comment on the leadership
skills of its head or on the group’s morale and
effectiveness. B ut, for firmsth atneed to
improve how partners contribute to one
another andtoth efirm as a whole, the se

oth er typ es of reviews can be even more

valu able than the classic upward evalu ation.
They can be c onduc ted informally (for
example, through interviews during the
partner-compensation pr ocess) as well as
more form ally throu gh mass surveys.

One other form of review is seldom conduc ted
but,in some practices, can be very useful: a
review of how a case or deal team is
organized and led. If afirm looks at the
morale and efficiency of th ose working on its
larger matters, it will usually find striking
differences thatcan betraced back in partto
their leaders. For firms whose practice relies
on matters staffed by large teams, especially
cross-office teams, this aspect of leadership
may be one of the most im portant.

2. Changes to the evaluation, individual
planning, and compensation processes. To be
effective, these changes don’t needto be
dramatic, but they do need to be perceptible,
consistent with each other, and credibly
implemented. They caninclude, for
example:

. Changesto the evaluation criteria and
forms for associates or to the
compensation criteria and ques tionnaires
for partners, toinclud e questions about
the type s of leadershi p th at are m ost
relevant to the person being reviewed.

. If the firm has a competency or
“benchmark” framework for associate
development, changesto it toreflect the
importance of leadership skills and
experience.

. Changes to th e compensation system to
allow lawyers to be rewarded for
successful leadership, whet her at the
practice or office level, on committees or
ad hoc projects, or in the context of a
particularly larg e and difficult m atter.

. If the firm has annual planning processes
for lawyers at any level, changesto the
forms to ask ab out plans for taking on
leadership roles or developing the
leadership abilities appropriate to their
seniority.

Formany larg e firm s, a specificissuerecurs
when t hey are trying to create a succession-
planni ng process to build a pipeline for
senior leadership roles. Especially if partn ers
are still bui lding a practice rather than
approaching retirement, they are often
reluctantto reduce th e time th ey devote to
their individual practice. Before they take on
a leadership role, they may push fora
reduction in their billable-hour or revenue
targets, or for an explicit und erstanding
about its effect ontheir compensation. Even
if the firm were to go along with th ose
requests, h owever, partn ers m ight sti Il worry
about whether their individual practices
would lose too m uch grou nd and, perha ps,
about whether they'd ever get hom e to see
their fa milies.

Firms have taken d ifferent attitudes towards
these requests: Someroutinely reduce
billable-hours t argets f or practi ce and office
leaders, for example, but many do not.

The issue isimportant but tricky. Onthe
one hand, aformal leadership role takes
time,and t hetime has to be drawn either
from billable or business-development w ork
or from family time, sleep, and t he r est of
one’s life outside the firm. Onthe other
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hand, few law firms have the size that m akes
them comfortable with the prospect of having
some of the ir m ost prod uctive partners —
partn ers w ho have built th e credibility to
become effective leaders — scale back on their
practices. And many firm s feel, with
justification, th at partn ers sh ould expect to
“give back”to the firm at some pointin their
careers, inreturn for the platform it has
provided for th eir practices. These firm s are
reluctant to take steps that imply that
leadership roles represent an extra or

unu sual demand, to be compensated for by
contract-like arrangements with t hose who
reluctantly agreeto take them on.

The best approach heredepends on the firm’s
cultur e and hi story and i s a subj ect for
another article. But, ifa firm wants to begin
its leadership initiative with practice and
office leaders, or with those being groomed
for these roles, it should confront this issue
and decide how to handle it b efore diving in .
There’s little point trying to develop the senior
leadership skills of those who don’t want to
lead.

3. Changes to the overall professional-
development or career-development program.
If a firm needs to increase the num ber of
lawyers who hav e leadership skills, andt o do
so for the long run and ac ross the range of
those skills, it shoul d wor k from the bottom
up as well as from the top down. Althou gh
juni or lawyers may find it strange to be
regarded as “leaders,” it's with them th at a
foundation should belaid, as | noted earlier.
And, as they become more senior and t ake on
more responsibility for managing other
lawyers, their development shoul d focus on
their “p eople” skills, not only on their
technical and organizational abilities.

Ideally, therefore, the range of leadership
skills should beincorporated into a firm’s
competency framework ifithasone, orinto
its evaluation criteriaifit does not, with the
competencies or criteria reflecting the skill s
appropriate toincreasing levels of seniority .

In addition, a firm’s training curriculum
shoul d hav e a “managerial and | eadership”
track. In thattrack,itc an be particularly
effective to link pr ograms to “threshold”
pointsin alawyer's career, points atw hich
they hav e just been pr omoted or where, even
if there has been no f ormal promotion, they
are becoming senior enought o take on a new
level of responsibilities. If a firm conducts
retreats at certain pointsinalawyer’s career
(mid-level or senior associate, for example, or
new partner), those are obvious forum s for
leadershi p program s.

4. A succession-planning process. Most
firm s still place partnersin formal leadership
programs without any preparation ot her than
what they are suppo sed to have absorbed
simply by having succeeded in their
individual practices. Butsome firms are
taking a more organized approach, by
identifying partners who a ppear to have the
abilities and desire to become group or firm
leaders an d th en giving the m the experience
and trai ning that prepa res the m for tho se
roles. Ifafirm iswilling to identify tho se
partners (and t he identification can be
informal and private), they become a high-
value target f or | eadershi p program s.

5. Chang es to the firm’s internal
communications. Few firms have a formal
inter nal com munications strategy (althou gh
they should). In all fir ms, however, it’s
possible to infer what the firm cares about
from what it chooses to communicate about
internally —what the firm’s leaders say at
partnership meetings, for example, or the
typical agenda of a pr actice-group m eeting or
the successes publ icized on the internal
website .

Ifa firm wants its members to take their
leadership responsibilities seriously, then the
ongoing flow of internal communi cation
should reflect that emphasis. And part of the
flow should be the not-so-occasional phone
call from th e firm’'s leaders to congratu late
lawyers notonly on a new client or a major

PDQ, May 2009...... 11



victory but also on feats of leadership —
bringing a project to a successful conclusion,
creating a successful cross-disciplinary team,
or running an effective committ ee.

There are other systemic methods for

encour aging change a cross a group, of
course. As a simple guide for thinking about
what m ethods would work bestin your firm,
the following grid may be useful:

Junbr asodates

Senorassodats

Partrers

Rsingleackrs, orthoe n a
succession-planning program

Group & office leaders

Although | onger isn’t necessarily better —and,
of course, not all firms will be willing to
plunge into these waters rather than dipping
atoeintothem —there are at least a coupl e of
reasons for starting with a pr ogram that’s at
least a couple of days long:

Types of leadership training programs

Leadership training programs come in as
many flavors as do definitions of “l eadership.”
Prim arily, however, they vary in three ways:

their scale and scope, their audience, and the
follow-up t hat is linked to them.

1. Scale and scope. Firms have conduc ted
programs that rangein size from miniscule
(three hour s or less) to gargantuan, when
judged against th e usual scale of law-firm
progra ms. (In oth er prof essional-service
organizations, their scale would be nothing
out of the ordinary.) The larger programs
them selves range from two days to several
days. A couple of firms have conduc ted
mul ti-day programs with t he collaboration of
a business-sch ool faculty. A couple of others
have invested in multi-month p rogram s,
involving several group sessions and
indi vidual follow-up t hrough c oaching or
guided projects.

« Afirm embarking on a leadership

initiative is, almost by definition, setting
out to change attitude and behavior on a
large scale and overthelongterm. If
that’'s the goal, it helps to start with a
program large enough and splashy
enough to demonstrate that the firm is
serious.

. Because a leadership program setsoutto

change behaviors that are complex and
not easily learnable, th e parti cipants
need to chew over; argue about; and,
more generally, internalize what th ey're
hearing. All that “processing”takes time
and i nvolves formats — case studi es, for
example — that shoul dn’t be rushed
through.
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e Alongerprogram can also be a more
interesting program. The length
eliminatesthe need torush through the
progra m’s “substan ce,” with a heavy
reliance on lectu re, and allows fora more
varied, entertaining, and pedagogically
useful ran ge of form ats: case stud ies,
assessment instruments and self-
assessments, breakout discussions of a
problem or scenario, and v ideotaped
vignettes, among other formats.

2. Audience. Intheory, as I've noted, the
initialaudience should be dictated by a firm’s
specific goals: Develop some partn ersinto
effective leaders of practices and offices?
Develop all partn ersinto better m otivators
and managers of associates? Get all partn ers
tothink more broadly about their role inthe
firm, not j ust their individu al practices?
Develop a broader set of non-technical skill s
among assoc iates?

In practi ce, afirm thatis prep ared toinvest
heavily in a |l eadership initiative is often
envisioning a broad and s omewhat
amorphous long-term change. As | said
earlier, the change m ight be best defined as
getting all its lawyers to take more
responsibility for the success of the groups of
which they are a part —whether the group is
as small as a working team or as large as the
firm. If that's the case, then t he choice of
initial audience should send a signal about
the firm’s seriousness, just as should the
scale of theinitial program.

That d oesn’t n ecessarily m ean starting with
the firm’s top | eadership. The start ing place
may be with a group that represents a high-
retu rn i nvestm ent: practi ce or office leaders,
or partn ersin th e pool of candidates to
assum e leadership positions, or younger
partners who represent the firm 'sfuture.

3. Follow-u p. Because the program’s goal
isto change mindsetand behavior, th ere
should be ongoing reinforcement after it
ends. One ambitious and particularly
effective form of reinforcement is to extend

the “progra m” over several months. Those
months allow n ot only for a series of
programs but also for individual ized
coaching, “action learning” (thatis, pro jects
on whi ch the participants report back), and
360-degree or “upward” assessments. This
model is more familiar for bu siness-
development programs, but it is also being
used for leadership programs. Other easier
but less effective forms of reinforcement
include shorter “refresher” sessions or sim ply
the periodic circulation of articles or other
readin gs.

The paragraphs above assumethata
program is being conducted for a firm’s own
lawyers, whet her it takes place inside the
firm or off-site at, say, a bus iness-school
campus. Forfirmsthataren'tyetready fora
major internal initiative, it’'s worth no ting the
num ber of publ ic programs that are now
available, including a long-standing
executive-education program at Harvard
Business School for profession al-service-firm
leaders; an ewer program run by Harvard
Law School for law-firm leaders; programs by
the Cent er for Creative Leadership; and a
program condu cted by H ildebrandt at George
Washington University, dra wing on its fac ulty
as well as on t he Colum bia Bu siness School
faculty .

There are also more specialized leadership
programs, such as the Leadership Academy
for Women, conduc ted by the Project for
Attorney Retention in conjunction with UC
Hastings College of the Law, and an annual
leadership program conducted by the
Federation of Defense and Cor porate Counsel
and based on a set of leadership
competencies designed by Shannon &M anch.

Evenifafirm is conduc ting its own internal
programs, it may still find it w orth while to
send some partnersto th ose more intensive
external programs, in part for the networking
opportunities.

For the PDQ’s readers, advice about the
details of designing in-house skills training
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programs is superfluous. However, leadership
and m anagerial skills are different from other
skills that more often find a placein a law-
firm curriculum: They are more complex,
more personality- and emotion-based, and
more situ ational (that is, the relevant skill s
can vary a lot from situ ation to situ ation).
That difference has implications that warrant
a couple of comments:

. It’'s tempting to focus too much onthe
easy stuff, th e simpler and more easily
“seen” skills that are part of the overall
skill set: giving feedback, for example, or
having difficult conversations. As
important as these building-block skills
are, the mindsets that lie behind good
leadership, and the more complex and
amorphous skills such as motivating
individuals and groups, are ultim ately
more important.

e Asa corollary of the first point, programs
that focus on mindset and c omplex,
amorphous skills should do more than
allow di sagreement; they should be
structured to force it— but not as a battle
of abstra ctions or opinions. The debate
should be about how people would
handle concrete situ ations, captured in
vignettes or hypotheticals.

That’s important in part because it raises
the odds that the participants will begin
to internalize their own v ersion of the
mindsetor skill at sta ke and in part
because it will demonstra te th at,
although there are better an d worse
answers to difficult managerial
situations, there’'s seldom only one
solution. M ostly, however, the debate is
importantbecauseitbeginsto inculcate
the primary m ethod by which
sophisticated profession als are likely to
improve their le adership skills: th e habit

The participant s shoul d be given some
guidance about how to work on their
skills after the program. The good news
is that they shoul d hav e plenty of
opportunity to “practice”; the bad news is
th at th eir good intentions aren’t likely to
bear fruit unl ess they are given some
focus. To that dilemma, Tim Leishm an
appliesth e conceptof “deliberate
practice”: Each participant chooses two
or th ree specific skillsto focus on over a
defined period —a task that seems
defined, practicable, and likely to
produce results.

A related concept is also useful: “s elf-
coaching,” which involves step ping back
at peri odic bu t defined interval s to ref lect
on how you’ ve handl ed a specific skill or
task r ecently, judged against how you
want ed to handl e it or now thinky ou
should have handled it. Neither of the se
methods guarantees improvement, but
they raise the odds of it.

Finally, for managerial and leadership
programs, especially those for senior
audiences, it's particularly im portant to
getbuy-in before the program begins. If
the par ticipant s walk into the room
believing thatthe progra m will address
problems they face, rather than | ecture at
them about what someone else thinks
they shoulddo, itwill getoff toam uch
better start. One way to generate that
buy-inisto askthe participants ahead o f
time what leadership and managerial
prob lems or tasks th ey find m ost
difficult, or to enlist them in creating
“hypotheticals” or case studies built
around situ ations they frequently
encounter.

of stepping back and reflecting on their For those of you in the professional-
tactics and b ehaviors, rather than . development field who have embarked or will
operating solely from instinctand habit. embark on a leadersh ip-development
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initiative, | know of no other project that is as
perpetually challenging and interesting and ,
ultimately, rewarding. Itcan engage you with
lawyers atall levels of th e firm, force you to
think t hrough s ome difficult pedagogical
issues, and p roduce results that make a real
difference to the firm .

If you're interested in further readingin this
area, | would turnto:

« The books of David M aister, most of
which are relevant but especially
Managing the Professional Service Firm,
First Among Equal s: How to Manage a
Group of Professionals (with P atrick
McKenna), and Practice What You Preach:
What Managers Must Do to Create a High-
Performance Culture;

*  When Professionals Have to Lead,
Thomas J. DeLongetal. (Boston: Harvard
Bu siness School Press, 2007); and

. Leadershi p Development in the Legal
Profession, Lindsey Muir and Paul Kearns
(London: Ark Group, in association with
Managing Partner, 2008).
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deveopment and talent-
managmentpiogamsat
Shearman & Sterling; Paul,
Weiss; ard WimeHak, ard,
in hoxe ks deelopa
managerid-skils and leadership programs fa partrers
and associaes. Heis dfiliated with Tim Leishman’s Rrm
Leadergioup wheh desgnscusomeedleadership-
dewlbpmenpiogamsforleadtrs ard uture backrs of
professioal-serwe firms, ard with Shannon & Manch
LLP, whichprovides caching, training and cansuting to
law frmsin mangeial ard kacership kills, among
otherareas Stw mayereadhedat
amstong@amstondalentcomor 202 580-9291; his
website is wwwamstondalentcom

maraeg@profdev.com.

Reprinted with permission from PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPME NT QUARTERLY. The author of this
arti cle is perm itted to reprod uce and distribute it withoutlimitation, including republication
elsewhere, with creditto Professional D evelopment Quarterly .

Copyright © 2009 E velyn Gaye Mara. Addres s subscr iptions an d corresponden ce to Professional
Developm ent Servi ces, P.O. Box 150306, Alexandria, VA 22315- 9998, (703) 719- 7030,

PDQ, May 200...... 15


mailto:armstrong@armstrongtalent.com
http://www.armstrongtalent.com

	Page 1
	Page 2
	Page 3
	Page 4
	Page 5
	Page 6
	Page 7
	Page 8
	Page 9
	Page 10
	Page 11
	Page 12
	Page 13
	Page 14
	Page 15

