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Building Leadership Development Programs 
in Law Firms
Steve Armstrong

L
ike o t her  conc ept s t hat  m igrat ed f r om  cor por at ions  i nt o l aw
firm s, “le ader sh ip ” m ade a  s low  an d t en t at iv e en t r an ce.  
Fi ft een y ears ago, t eachi ng l eader shi p t o l aw yer s w as a nov el

an d h igh -ri sk  i dea, accepta b le on ly if  th e agen da w as l im i ted  to
“h ar d” t op ic s li k e s t r at egy, n ot  “s oft ” t op ic s li k e m ot iv at ion . 

 Today, m an y fi rm s – esp ecial ly th e l arger o n es – a re  tryi n g to  tu rn
t he ir  l awy ers i nt o “ leaders”; an d m an y cons ul t an t s, al ong  wi t h a
few l aw  school s and b usi ness school s, hav e been eager  t o hel p.
Along  t he w ay, t hos e r unn ing l aw  f i r m s hav e lar gely aband oned
t wo t r ad itio n al b elie fs  t h at  s t ood in  t h e w ay of t ak in g leader sh ip
developm en t se ri ou sly: G ood l eadersh ip  d epen ds on  i n n ate  tra i ts
r at her  t han l earned s ki l ls, and l eadi ng c an’ t  be a l l  t hat  di fficul t  for
an yon e i n t el l igen t  en ou gh  t o h ave b ecom e a  p ar t n er . Th ose t wo
belie fs  w er e a t  least  p ar t ly  con t r ad ic t or y, b u t  it w as u su ally
con sidered i m pol i te  to  p oin t th at o u t.

Wh at ’s d r iv in g a ll t h e r ecen t  em ph asis  on  leader sh ip ? Is  it
som ethi ng m or e t han f add ishnes s fuel ed b y hyp e fr om
con su lta n t s? For  t h ose w h o w ill  b e d esign in g leader sh ip
developm en t  p r ogr am s, t h e qu est ion  is  m or e t h an  academ ic . 
B ecau se “le ader sh ip ” is  su ch  a  h u ge an d vagu e con cept , a
“le ader sh ip  d evelopm en t ” in itia t iv e is  li k ely  t o fa il u n less a  firm  is
clear  abou t  w h y it n eeds on e. 
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To say t hat  a f i r m  needs  m or e leader s, or  t hat
its  la wyer s n eed t o d evelop  t h eir le ader sh ip
ski l ls, i s t o say, r eal ly,  not hi ng us eful .  W hen
you  st ep  in t o t er r ito r y as la r ge an d lo osely
m apped as “l eadersh ip ,” i t’ s crit ica l  to  f igu re
ou t w h at k in ds o f b eh avior yo u  a re  tryi n g to
ch an ge, am on g w h om , an d w h y.   B ecau se
t h ese qu est ion s a r e so im por t an t , t h is  a r t ic le
w ill  firs t  d is cu ss w h y “le ader sh ip
developm ent ”  i n l aw  f i r m s i s m or e t han a f ad,
an d why  i t  ad dr esses r eal  an d p r essing
n eeds, be fore  goin g on  to  d escribe  h ow f i rm s
can  m eet t h ose n eeds. 1

The Case for Leadership Development

Leader sh ip  h as b ecom e in cr easin gly
im por t ant  t o l aw  f i r m s for  at  l east  t hr ee
rea son s:

1.   St r at egy m at t er s, and i t s ex ecut i on
m atters ev en  m ore  (or:  “B rob eck , H el l er,
T h ele n  – w h o ’s n ex t? ” ). Even  b efor e t he
r ecession,  bei ng ab le t o d efine and ex ecut e a
st r at egy r eally m at t ered, especial ly for  l ar ger
firm s in  com pet itiv e m ar k et s. 

Leaving as ide t he f erocious  com pet i t ion f or
cl ient s, f i r m s t hat  do n’ t  l ive in s t abl e ni ches
hav e t o wor r y – just  as  publ ic com pani es
alway s ha ve – ab out  m aint aini ng  or  r aising
t hei r  pr ofi t abi l i t y,  abo ut  m oving f r om
decl ini ng  i nt o gr owi ng  p r act ices, and  about
r espondi ng t o p ower ful  t r ends  t hey c an do
n oth in g to  con tro l :  gl obal izati on ; th e m obi l i ty
of p ar t ner s i n m or e luc r at ive pr act ices; an d
t he  p r essur e fr om  i nc r easing ly savvy an d
out spoken g ener al  couns el for  gr eater
efficiency, m or e pr edict ab le cost s, an d, oft en ,
ste eper d iscou n ts.  Al l  th at w as tru e b efore
th e re cession ; n ow  f i rm s h ave to  d eal  w i th
t he ir  sho r t - t erm  t act ics for  sur viving  t he
down tu rn  as w el l  as w i th  th e l on g-te rm
st r esses t hat  w i l l  r em ain w hen t he r ecession
en ds.  

In t hi s wor ld , i f a f i r m ’s l eaders m ak e t he
wr ong  st r at egic dec isions , t he f i r m  can
col lapse or f al l  p erm an en tl y b eh in d  i ts p eers
in r eput at ion a nd  p r ofi t ab i l i t y.  T o com pound
th e d i fficu l ti es, th e re cession  h as d ri ven  m ore
fi r m s t o r ealize t hat  t hey nee d t o p ay
att en t ion to t he ir  t alen t -m an agem en t  st r ategy
as wel l  as  t he ir  s t r at egy i n t he  c l ien t
m ar ket pl ace, because  t he t r adi t ional  m odel of
hi r ing  l ot s of hi ghl y-paid  associat es an d
si fti n g ou t a  few  p artn ers a fte r se vera l  years
is t oo i nef ficient  and ex pens ive.

To th ri ve i n  th ese d an gero u s ti m es, f i rm s
need l eaders who c an  t hi nk  s t r at egical ly an d
 – even  m ore  d i fficu l t –  p ersu ade oth ers to
hav e conf idenc e in t he s t r at egy and hel p 

  In t hi s ar t icle, I w on’t  even t ry t o define1

“leadersh ip” or to dist inguish it from “ma na gement.” 
The li terature contains dozen s of definiti ons.  I f you’ re
familia r with  Jo hn Kotter ’s work , you  m ay recall h is
di st inct ion be tween t he t wo concepts:  manageme nt
involves t he sk il ls needed  to run comp lex organ izati ons,
whil e leadersh ip involves t he sk il ls an org an izati on
needs in rap idly cha nging a nd  unstab le ci rcumstan ces. 
In  those terms, this arti cle w il l focus more on
ma na gement than  on lead ership.  However, it ’s a
mi stake t o begin by t ryi ng t o define t he t erms i n t he
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 on t he behavi ors doesn’t  real ly mat ter, t hou gh
“leadershi p” has  mor e cachet t han “manage ment ” at  t he
moment.

http://www.profdev.com
mailto:maraeg@profdev.com
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im pl em en t i t.  E special ly i n  l arger f i rm s, tho se
ski l ls can’ t  be c onc ent r at ed onl y in t he t wo or
t hr ee people at  t he t op : They  need t o b e
scat t ered t hr ougho ut  t he f i r m , i n i t s pr act ices
an d office s, b ecau se st r at egy a t  t h ose levels
m at t er s ju st  as m u ch  as a  firm ’s over all
st r at egy and c an’ t  be e ffect ively di ct at ed f r om
t he t op.

2 .  T h e b i gger th e org an i za ti on , th e m ore
d iff ic u lt it  is t o  le ad  (or : “W e h av e a n  A lm a
A lt a o f f ic e?   R eally ? ” ).  W ith m ergers,
expan sion a r ound  a r egion,  a c ount r y, or  t he
wor ld,  and am bi t ions  fuel ed b y t he American
Law yer  r an ki ngs,  m an y f i r m s ar e n ow  bi g,
com pl ex, geogr aphi cal ly-di sper sed
or gani zat ions,  even a ft er al l  t he  r ecent l ay-
offs.  The l ar ger  and m or e di sper sed an
or gan izat ion , t h e m or e d iffi cu lt it  is  t o h old
t ogether  and t he m or e l ikel y i t  i s t hat  som e
parts o f th e f i rm  w i l l  u n derp erf orm .

Even i f l aw- fi r m  l eaders ha d no  ot her  r easons
t o l ie awak e at  ni ght , t he  very s ize of m an y
fi r m s w oul d r equi r e a l ot  of  at t ent ion t o som e
aspect s of  l eader shi p:  bui ldi ng a sense of
com m on p ur pose; cr eat ing  a c ons ist en t
pr ofessiona l  cul t ur e acr oss h et er ogeneous
gr oup s; an d, of cour se, com m uni cat ing
effect ively wi t h  p eop le wh o a r en ’t  j u st  d own
t he  ha l l .  I ’ve been s t r uc k  b y ho w of t en  t he
exp lan ati on  for d efecti on s from  an  office or a
pra cti ce i s som e versi on  of  “ Th e f i rm  j u st
d idn ’t s eem  to  b e p ayin g a tt en tio n  to  u s.” 
Leadi ng l ar ge or gani zat ions  not  onl y r equi r es
m or e ski l l  i n t hos e at  t he t op ; i t  al so r equi r es
r elian ce on m or e par t ner s t hr oug ho ut  t he
fi rm  to sh are l eadershi p f u n cti on s.

3 .  M ora l e an d  co m m i tm en t m atter ( or:
“ Wh ere ’s J ean  n ow ?   R eally ? ” ). Even  in
fi r m s t hat  ar e less t han hu ge, i t ’s becom e
m or e di fficul t  t o m aint ain t he gl ue t hat  bi nds
th e f i rm  to geth er.  A l th ou gh  m an y fi rm s a re
st ill  b lessed w ith  r ela t iv ely  s t ab le
par t ner shi ps , ac r oss t he pr ofession t he bo nds
of i n sti tu ti on al  l oya l ty ha ve l on g si n ce
weak en ed.   Partn ers a n d gro u ps o f p artn ers

m ove am ong  f i r m s al l  t he  t im e, an d m an y i n-
ho us e posi t ions  ar e jus t  as  l uc r at ive and
pr est igious  as – and  oft en m or e p ower ful
t han – l aw -fi r m  par t ner shi ps . E special ly aft er
t he r ecession ends , t he dem ogr aphi c t r ends
w i l l  pr obabl y cont inue t o m ake t hi ngs  w or se.
Gen X  i s sm al ler  t han t he Boom er
generat ion,  whi ch m eans  t ha t  t he
com peti ti on  for m atu re , experi en ced p artn ers
w ill  b ecom e a ll t h e m or e in t en se.  

As a r esul t  of  t hese t r ends , t hos e r unn ing l aw
firm s n eed th e sk i l ls to  b in d  p eop le to geth er,
by  cr eat ing t he c om m it m ent , l oyal t y,  and –
dar e one s ay i t ? – ent husi asm  t hat  l ead t hem
t o want t o cont r ibut e t o t he f i r m  r at her  t han
use i t  s im pl y as a r esum é st op or
pr ofessiona l  hotel  w i t h a  gr eat c onci erge
servi ce.  A n d, on ce again , i n  l arger f i rm s
m any p eople – no t  j ust  one o r  t wo at  t he t op
– n eed th ese sk i l ls.  E ven  w h en  a p racti ce
gr ou p is  r ela t iv ely  sm all an d lo cal, l eader sh ip
is n ot n ecessa ri ly easy.  I n  m an y fi rm s, th ere
ar e st r ik ing  d i fferences i n e ffect iveness an d
m ora le am on g sm al l  grou ps o r of fices.

I f w e l ook a t associ ates rath er t h an  pa rt n ers,
t h e s itu at ion  b ecom es even  m or e com plex. 
Con sid er  t h ese t wo fa m ili ar  fa ct s. F irs t , w h ile
Am Law 20 0 f i r m s gr ew d r am at ical ly i n t he
decades befor e t he r ecession,  l aw -school
gr aduat ing  c lasses d id  no t .  Bef or e t he
r ecession,  t he r esul t  w as a s eller ’s m ar ket  for
t alent  am ong  l at erals as  w ell  as  ent r y- level
associat es.   T he  r ecession ha s cha nged t he
m arke t dram ati cal ly;  an d,  even  aft er i t en ds,
fi r m s wi l l  p r obab ly b e on a verage sm al ler  an d
less l evera ged th an  i n  the  pa st.   B u t t h ose
changes  ar e l ikel y onl y t o m i t igat e for  a f ew
year s, no t  t o whol ly count eract , t he
dem ograph ic t r ends t ha t  u nde r l ie the l ong-
t erm  “ war  for  t alent .”   Second,  pr ospect s for
becom in g a  p artn er a re  so  sl im  i n  m an y fi rm s
– an d,  for som e asso ciates,  pa rt n ershi p i s so
u n at t r act iv e – t h at  t h e lu r e of p ar t n er sh ip
doesn ’t b in d  m ost  associa t es t o a  firm .  

In t hi s fam i l iar  set  of c i r cum st an ces, t he
m ost  fam i l iar  pr e-r ecession c ons equenc e –
h igh  attri ti on  rates –  m ay n ot be  the  m ost
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imp or t an t  on e, even  w h en  t h e econ omy
r ebou n ds an d firm s b egin  t o gr ow  again .  
Th e m or e d an ger ou s r esu lt is  “in t er n al”
attri ti on :  l ack  of m oti vati on , com m itm en t,
an d f u l l -ou t  effor t , som eti m es consci ou sly,
but  of t en unco ns cious ly am ong  associat es
wh o th in k th ey’re do in g the ir best.  Th is l ack
of en gagem en t l eads e ven tu al ly to e xcessi ve
ou t - t he -door  att r i t ion ( except  du r ing a
recession ) b u t i t ca u ses d am age l on g b efore
t hen.

D ur ing t he bo om  decades, t hat  dam age was
d is gu is ed b ecau se t h e la r ge-firm  econ om ic
m odel – lot s of  l everage, l ot s of  w or k b i l led b y
t he hour  – d id not  pl ace a p r em ium  on
get t ing  t he  b est  and  m ost  efficient  wo r k  out
of every l awy er at  every m om ent .  (To t he
con tra ry, m an y w ou ld  a rgu e.)  E ven  b efore
th e re cession , th at m odel  w as u n der p ressu re
fro m  cl ien ts w h o a re  i n cre asin gly u n w i l l in g to
pay  for  under t r ained,  i nef ficient  associat es or
t eam s w or ki ng o n aut om at ic pi lot  as  t hey
r ol led u p hou r s.  The  l arg e fi r m s t ha t  em erge
fro m  th e re cession  a re  l ik ely to  h ave to  ca re
m or e abou t  w h et h er  each  la wyer  is
con t r ib u t in g as m u ch  as h e or  sh e can  in
qu al i ty a n d en ergy , n ot j u st i n  am ou n t. 2

To cre ate  th at l evel  of p erf orm an ce, a  f i rm
needs i nd ividual  p ar t ner s who h ave t he
m indset and the ski l ls t o m ot ivat e the range
of associat es wi t h who m  t hey wor k , i nc lud ing
t ho se who  ha ve am bit ions  qui t e d i fferen t
fro m  th e am biti on s th at d ro ve th e p artn ers
th em selves w h en  th ey w ere  associates.  I n
fact , a  firm  sh ou ld  b egin  t o in cu lc at e t h is
m inds et  i n l aw yer s l ong  befor e t hey b ecom e
partn ers.  As a ssociates b ecom e m ore  sen ior,
t hey us ual ly begin t o m anag e ot her
associates; i n  a  l evera ged p ra cti ce, i n  fact,
sen ior asso ciates can  h ave j u st as m u ch
im pact  on j uni or  associat es’ p er for m an ce and
m or ale as can  p ar t n er s. 

Behi nd t he s ki l ls t hat  enabl e ot her s t o d o
t hei r  bes t  w or k,  and as  a pr erequi si t e for
develop ing t hem , l ies a c r uci al  m inds et  t hat
doesn ’t c om e n at u r ally  t o m an y la wyer s: 
“H ow I  b ehave affect s ho w ot her s b ehave and
does so  i n  fu n dam en ta l  w ays th at a re
im por t an t  t o ou r  w or k .”   T h at  specifi c
m inds et  i s a l im i t ed version of  a m or e gener al
m ind set, whi ch I ’m  t em pt ed t o say l ies at  t he
cor e of al l  aspect s of  l eader shi p:   “ I  am
r espons ibl e not  onl y for  m yself, not  onl y for
m y t ask s, no t  onl y for  m y r ole – b ut  for  t he
whol e of w hi ch I ’m  a pa r t .”   Tak en t o an
extre m e, th at m in dset l eads, of cou rse , to
cons t an t  an gst  an d gui l t .  But , i n he al t hy
m oder at ion , it  is  k ey t o an  or gan izat ion ’s
ab ili t y t o fire  on  a ll cylin der s.  

For  new er  l aw yer s, t he m inds et  w i l l  be
r eflect ed l ess i n how  t hey “ lead”  ot her s t han
in t he behav ior s t o wh ich t he c l iché “ t ake
own ershi p”  app l ies.  Tho se behav ior s ar e a
very ear ly for m  of  l eader shi p –“ leader shi p f or
fol lower s,”  w e m ight  cal l  i t  – b ut  t hey a r e an
im porta n t p art o f th e fou n dati on  for th e m ore
sen io r  sk ill s.  

Th is d iscu ssion  of w h y law  f i rm s seem  to
h ave “d is cover ed” le ader sh ip  r ecen t ly  is
m ean t to  esta b l ish  tw o facts. F i rst, law  f i rm s
are pa yi n g att en ti on  to l eadershi p b ecau se
t hey nee d t o, not  because  i t ’s a f ad.   Second,
an d m ore  i n te resti n g, th ey fa ce severa l  qu i te
d iffe r en t  n eeds.  T h ose n eeds d iffe r  n ot  on ly

  In re cent  year s, researc h w ithi n co rpo rat ions2

seems t o hav e demons trat ed a c orrelat ion be tween a
bus in ess u n it’ s p ro fita bility  and th e engagement,
motivati on, a nd  satisfacti on of its employees. S ee, for
exam ple, Marcus Bucking ha m a nd  Curt  Coffman , First,
Break Al l the Rules  (New York: Simon  & Sch uster,
1999) , and J ames L.  Heskett , et  al ., “Pu tt ing t he
Service-Profit C ha in to Work,” in the Harva rd  Busi ness
Review  (Jul y 2 00 8).  

For many ye ars , D avid Mai ster in part icu lar
ha s been  arg uing tha t t he sa me correlation holds for
pro fessional -service fi rms . H owever, t her e is no
researc h yet  t o bac k up t hi s claim.  In f act , l ooki ng 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 b e that other asp ects of t he law-firm business
mod el – leverage; h igh b il lable-hour exp ectati ons;
an nua l i ncrea ses  in bill ing ra tes; and , for some firms,
premi ere cost-i s-not -an- object work – ov erwhelm t he
contrib utio ns th at a re due to th eir  employees’ m orale
and mot ivat ion.   In a l eaner w or ld aft er t he r ecession,
that ma y ch an ge.



PDQ, M ay 2009...... 5

in  t h e k in ds of s k ill s t h at  sh ou ld  b e d evel-
oped t o m eet t hem , but  al so i n t he s l ices of
t he  p opul at ion a ffect ed: onl y p ar t ner s who
lead t h e firm  an d its  gr ou ps an d office s? a ll
part ne r s? al so sen ior  ass ociates ? al l  l aw yer s? 
(An d, o f c ou r se, a lth ou gh  t h is  a r t ic le d eals
onl y wi t h l eadershi p  p r ogr am s for  p r act icing
la wyer s, firm s w ith  la r ge adm in is t r at iv e s t affs
face l eadersh ip  i ssu es on  th at si de of th e f i rm
as w ell. )

“L eadersh ip” i s a  com plex con cept,  an d i ts
aspect s sho ul d  b e un pack ed an d
con tem plated  separa te ly b efore  a  f i rm
em bar ks  on a l eader shi p i ni t iat ive.

Th at  said , a n d b efor e I d o som e u n pack in g in
t h e n ext  sect ion , a  firm  sh ou ld  d ecid e ear ly
on whet her  i t s goal  i s t o d evelop  t he
sp ectru m  of l eadersh ip  sk i l ls a cro ss a l l  i ts
law yer s, or  t o focus o n one or  t wo sub- sets of
t h ose sk ill s fo r  specifi c levels  of s en io r ity .  

For  t hos e whos e job  i s pr ofessional
developm ent , t he  ans wer  m ay seem  obvious
for  t wo r easons .  Fi r st , al l  l aw yer s shoul d b e
develop in g som e asp ects  of  the se sk i l ls;
second,  i f a f i r m  w ai t s unti l  l aw yer s becom e
par t n er s t o b u ild  t h eir le ader sh ip  sk ill s, it
m ay b e t oo la t e.  

B u t  t h e qu est ion  is  a  ser iou s on e, a n d it
sh ou ld  b e an swer ed on  t h e b asis  of t h e fir m ’s
m ost p ressin g stra tegic n eeds a s w el l  as i ts
appeti te  for i n vesti n g in  th is a rea.  I f i ts
pra cti ce gro u ps a n d offices a re  fai l in g to
funct ion as  effect ively as t hey s houl d,  t hat
poin ts to ward s on e goal .  I f i t n eeds p artn ers
t o funct ion l ess as  l one c owboy s and m or e as
col leagu es i n vested  i n  on e an oth er’s su ccess,
t hat  po int s t owar ds  anot her  goal .  I f i t  needs
seni or  associat es and j uni or  par t ner s t o d o a
bet t er  jo b  le ad in g case an d d eal t eam s, t h at ’s
yet  an ot h er  goal …  an d so on .  

I t ’s b ett er  t o d esign a  l im i t ed i ni t iat ive wi t h a
goal  t hat ’s c lear ly im por t ant  t o t he f i r m  t han
a b r oad on e t h e p oin t  of w h ic h  is  w ell-
intenti one d bu t  m u r ky.

Even i f t he f i r st  s t ep i s a l im i t ed one,
h owever , o ver  t h e lo n ger  r u n  t h e goal s h ou ld
be t o d evelop  t h e r an ge of s k ill s acr oss a ll
lawy ers – s t ep b y st ep, of cour se, an d wi t h a
t ho ug ht ful  d ecision a bout  whi ch s k i l ls an d
wh ic h  au d ien ce t o t ack le firs t .  

Th is  b r oad appr oach  m ak es sen se n ot  on ly
because  i t  w i l l  do  m or e good f or  m or e peop le,
bu t  a ls o b ecau se specifi c leader sh ip  sk ill s
can ’t si m p ly b e i n serte d  su ccessfu l ly in to
som eone’s car eer at  a g iven po int  (when t hey
hav e t o t ake o n a f or m al  l eader shi p r ole, for
exam ple), w i th ou t th e sk i l ls th at a re
pr erequi si t es, so t o speak , hav ing b een
developed p reviou sly.  Th e sk i l ls form  a
developm ent al  cont inuu m .  And t hat
cont inuu m  do esn’ t  end wh en a l aw yer
becom es a p ar t ner , whet her  or  no t  he  or  she
ever  t akes  on a f or m al  l eader shi p r ole.

As Ti m  L eish m an  of  Fi rm  L eader em ph asizes,
par t ner s sho ul d  m ove fr om  focus ing
pri m ari ly o n  th eir i n d ividu al  p ra cti ce to
provi di n g op port u n i ti es an d w ork f or oth ers,
an d t h en  on  t o m or e expan siv e leader sh ip
ro les th at h elp  a  f i rm , office, or gro u p to
succ eed.   Som e m ay not  be a bl e t o t r avel
t hat  pat h w i t hout  suppo r t  and g ui danc e.

What Do You Teach When You Teach
“Leadership”?

The c ont ent  of  a s peci fic l eader shi p p r ogr am
dep ends , of  cour se, on i t s audi ence and o n
t h e b eh avio r s it’s  d esign ed t o em ph asize. 
H owever, som e com m on them es r u n through
t he c ont ent  of  l eader shi p i ni t iat ives, even
t hough al l  t he t hem es ar e never  com pr essed
int o a s ingl e pr ogr am .

1 .  Self -k nowle d ge.  Lawyer s – especia lly
t he s eni or  gener at ions  – ar e gener al ly not
m uch g iven t o wh at  t hey t end t o t hi nk of  as
“n avel-gazin g” a n d “psy ch obabb le.”  N ever-
t hel ess – or , per haps , pr ecisely for  t hat
r eason –  a s t ar t ing  p lace sho ul d  b e h elp ing
t h em  t o t ak e an  ob ject ive l ook  a t  t h eir  own
t r ai t s and b ehav ior s and at  how  t hos e 
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charac t eri st ics af fect  t he ir  abi l i t y t o m an age
an d l ead.   T oward s th is en d, th ere  a re
several  u sefu l  m etho ds:

• B eh avior a n d p erso n al i ty a ssessm en ts
suc h a s t he  M yers-Br igs, D ISC, an d
LI FO, am ong  m any o t her s.  U sing an
assessm en t  h as sever al b en efits .  F irs t , it
b reak s p eop le of th e te n den cy to  re gard
t he ir  own be ha vior  as  “ no r m al ”  an d
ever yon e els e’s a s id iosyn cr at ic , a n d it
dem ons t r at es t hat  t hey r eside at  an
ident i fiabl e po int  on a s pect r um  of
legi t im at e st yl es.  Second,  i t  hel ps  t hem
t o r ecogni ze t hei r  own  m anag er ial  or
leader sh ip  s t r en gt h s an d w eak n esses. 
Th ird , it h elp s t h em  t o t h in k  m or e c lear ly
abou t  h ow t o w or k  effect iv ely  w ith  p eop le
wh o h ave d iffe r en t  s t yles.  A n d, fin ally , it
ha s a v ery us eful  s ide effect :  W hen a
st yl ist ic di fference ar ises i n t he c our se of
th eir w ork , th ey w i l l  b e m ore  w i l l in g to
deal  w i th  i t o pen ly b efore  i t b egin s to
feste r.

•  “ Upw ard”  or 36 0-deg ree revi ews,
con du cte d ei th er i n  p repara ti on  for a
pro gra m  or a fte r i t a s p art o f i ts
re in force m en t o r,  i n  som e f i rm s, as  p art
of a p eri od ic f i rm -w ide proce ss.   A t l east
for the  w el l  i n ten ti on ed,  the  m ost
power ful  m ot ivat ion f or  change c an be
t he r ealizat ion t hat  ot her s do n’ t  see them
as th ey th ou gh t t h ey w ere  seen . I n
add i ti on , th ese re views a l low  a  f i rm  to
pr ovid e coach in g or  t r ain in g w h er e it ’s
m ost  needed .

Two w arn in gs, h owever.

Fi rst, i t i s te m pti n g b u t d an gero u s to
dr aw  f r om  t hem  a f or m ul aic “ nor m ” for
how  par t ner s shoul d m anag e and l ead
an d t o ass u m e that,  i f a part ne r ’s r ati ngs
on  specifi c qu est ion s d iv er ge n ot ic eab ly
fr om  t he  average, t her e’s b y d efini t ion a
“pr obl em .”  I n f act , good l eader s al ways
ha ve a r an ge of s t r engt hs  an d
weaknes ses, and t he t wo m ay be
inext r icabl y bound t ogether . I n an

u pwar d  evalu at ion , t h e k ey qu est ion  is
u su al ly w h eth er a n  associate  w an ts to
wor k wi t h t he par t ner  again,  not  w het her
the  pa rt n er r eceives “good ” rati n gs across
t h e qu est ion n aire . 

I em ph asize t h is  p oin t  h er e b ecau se it
h as b r oader  r elevan ce t o leader sh ip
ini t iat ives: U nder lyi ng ev ery aspect  of
th em  sh ou ld  b e a  re cogn i ti on  th at l eaders
can  be  effecti ve i n  very di fferen t w ays.
Good l eaders ha ve assem bl ed a n  effecti ve
set  of  s t r engt hs  and hav e avoided
dest r uct ive behav ior s, but  t hey wi l l  nev er
be equal ly good at  t he w hol e pac kag e of
leader shi p s ki l ls.  I f a f i r m  t r ies t o m ake
ever yon e “g ood” a t  ever y r elevan t  sk ill ,
no t  onl y wi l l  i t  face a  Sisyphean t ask  b ut
i t w i l l  a lso d iscou ra ge f i rst-ra te  l eaders
wh ose p ro fi le m ay d iverge  f ro m  th e n orm
or,  even , be  som ewh at eccen tr ic.

Second,  as  Sue M anc h of  Shannon
& M an ch  n otes b ased on  h er exp eri en ce
r unn ing upwar d- r eview pr ocesses for
m an y l aw  f i rm s, f i rm s get th e m ost
benef i t  f r om  t hese r eviews w hen t hey
t ak e a d evelopm ent al  r at her  t ha n a
pu n i ti ve appro ach .  I f th e re su l ts a re
u sed p ri m ari ly to  sco ld  or p u n ish  u n der-
perf orm ers, t h e re views w on ’t d o m u ch  to
ch an ge b eh avio r  acr oss a  gr ou p an d w ill
be uni versal ly di st r ust ed b y t he po pul a-
tio n  th ey a re  i n ten ded to  en l igh ten .  I n
cont r ast , i f t he r esul t s ar e accom pani ed
by  t act ful  coachi ng f or  t he “ chal lenged”
sup ervisor s an d r ewar ds for  t he  b est , t he
fi r m  w i l l , over  t im e, see a good d eal of
change.

• Self-assessm ent s: ques t ionnai r es
t h r ou gh  w h ic h  in d iv id u als  can  id en t ify
for  t hem selves t he ir  s t r engt hs  an d
weak n esses, th e sk i l ls th ey n eed to
im pr ove, a n d t h e st r en gt h s t h ey cou ld
put  t o b et t er  use.

• Exposu r e t o t h e r esear ch  abou t  im p licit
b ia s an d u n con sciou s p r econ cept ion s. 
Law f i r m s want  t o b e m er i t ocr acies, an d
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m ost l aw-fi rm  pa rt n ers bel ieve th ey rea ch
unb iased, ob ject ive jud gm ent s ab out  t he
associa t es w ith  w h om  t h ey w or k . 
H owever , a ll t h e r esear ch  abou t  im p licit
bi as dem ons t r at es t hat  none of  us,  even
th e b est-i n ten ti on ed, i s free  f ro m  i ts
effects .  A l tho u gh  l awyers m ay n ot be l ieve
the y h ave im pl ici t bi ases j u st beca u se
som eone t ells t hem  t hey d o, t hey wi l l  pay
at t en t ion  t o t h e r esear ch  d at a, w h ic h  is
over wh elm in g.  

2.   Unde rstandi ng mot iva tion.   B ecau se
m ost  l aw yer s ar e by  t r aini ng and  i nc l inat ion
t ask- or ient ed r at her  t han peo pl e-or ient ed,
m ost  d on’ t  spend  m uc h t im e t hi nk ing  about
h ow t o in sp ire  ot h er s t o d o t h eir b est  w or k .  
Even i f t hey under st and wh at  m ot ivat es
t hem , t hey ar e t oo qui ck  t o assum e t ha t  t he
sam e m ot ivat iona l  l evers wor k  for  everyone
els e – or  t h at  ever yon e sh ou ld  b e en t ire ly  self-
m ot iv at ed  an d t h at , if  t h ey’r e n ot , t h er e’s
n ot h in g t o b e d on e abou t  it.  

I f l aw yer s ar e t o l ead o t her s effect ively,  t hey
ha ve t o b ecom e m or e adr oi t  at  get t ing  t he
best  wor k  f r om  t he  r an ge of p ersona l i t ies an d
levels of com petency t hey’l l  en count er .  I n m y
conv ersat ions  w i t h par t ner s w hom  associat es
rega rd as p art icu larl y effecti ve l eaders,  I ’ve
been s t r uck  by  t he num ber  w ho s aid t hey
wok e u p on e d ay to  th e re al izati on  th at,
unl ess t hey d id  a b ett er  j ob  of cha l lenging
an d in sp ir in g a  r an ge of a ssocia t es, t h ey’d
never  be a bl e t o l everage t hei r  own  t im e as
m u ch  as t h ey n eeded t o.  

3.   Unde rstandi ng team and group
dyna mics. Get t ing  t he  m ost  f r om  a  gr oup
inv olves a l l  t he  sk i l ls t ha t  m ot ivat e i nd ividu-
als, b ut  al so ot her  ab i l i t ies, especial ly i f t he
group i s geogr aphi cal ly di sper sed or  het ero-
gen eou s in  ot h er  w ays.  F or  exam ple, it
r equi r es cr eat ing and  sust aini ng a com m on
sen se of p u r pose; c om m u n ic at in g w ell in
group s et t ings  and b y em ai l  as  w ell  as  face-
t o-face w i t h an i ndi vidual ; al locat ing r oles
effecti vely; ste pp in g u p to  d eal  w i th  con fl icts
an d und er-perfor m an ce qui ck ly; r unni ng
m eeti n gs prod u cti vely;  an d crea ti n g a sen se

t ha t  everyone count s, even  t ho se at  t he
bot t om  of  a h ierar chy.

4.   Lea rning how  to move peopl e to act
thr ough infl uence and persu asion.   A l t hou gh
law  f i r m s becom e m or e hi erar chi cal  as  t hey
becom e la r ger , t h ey a r e st ill  r ela t iv ely  “fla t ” in
th eir a tti tu des a n d b eh aviors, com pared to
m an y oth er ki n ds o f orga n izati on s.  A s a
con sequ en ce, l eaders – esp ecial ly pra cti ce
leader s w h o d on ’t  h ave t h e c lou t  of t h e fir m ’s
t op l eader s – oft en hav e t o get  t hi ngs  do ne by
per suasi on r at her  t han by  com m and.   That
m ean s lear n in g w ays t o get  ot h er s in vest ed in
an d en t hu siast ic about a pr oject  an d,  f ina l ly,
to take  ow n ershi p o f i t t h em selves.

Am ong  pr act ice and o ffice leader s, a c om m on
com plain t i s th at th ey c an ’t ge t o th er p art-
ner s t o funct ion on b usi ness-developm ent  or
in frastr u ctu re proj ects  – or,  m ore  da n gerou s,
t hat  few par t ner s ac t ual ly t ake t he s t eps t hey
agr ee t o t ak e as p ar t  of t h e gr ou p ’s car efu lly
craf ted  str ategi c pl an .  Fo r t h e di fficu l t t ask
of m ovin g p eop le – esp ecial ly p eop le w h o a re
bus y and v alue t hei r  aut onom y – to ac t  w hen
you  can ’t order th em  arou n d,  the re a re “ best
pr act ices” t hat  a pr ogr am  can des cr ibe.

5.   Conf ront ing di f f icul t “ peopl e”  issue s
and ha ving di f f icul t conver sa tions.  I n an
in form al  su rvey of a f i rm ’s practi ce l eaders,
t hey i den t i fied t wo t ask s t ha t  gave t hem  t he
m ost  t r oub le.  O ne was  t he  sub ject  of t he
pr evious  par agr aph.   The s econd was
tackl in g di fficu l t con versa ti on s w i th l awyers,
especial ly p ar t ner s, who wer e caus ing
conf l ict , under -per for m ing,  or  s im pl y not
doin g w h at  t h ey h ad agr eed t o d o. 

H avin g tho se con versa ti on s i s of ten  as m u ch
a m at t er  of cour age as of sk i l l .  But , again,
t he r e are “ best  pr act ices” for  ha ving a
di fficul t  conv ersat ion s o t hat  i t  m akes
m att ers better,  n ot w orse.   Som e of  tho se
m ethods  ar e descr ibed  i n a bo ok  cal led
Diff icul t Conversa tions, w hi ch i s bas ed on
work  d on e b y p eop le i n volved i n  th e H arva rd
Progr am  on Nego t iat ion and whi ch has  been
t ur ned i nt o p r ogr am s by  several
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con su l tan ts. 3

6. Developing an d  executing stra tegy .  In
t h at  p h r ase, t h e em ph asis  is  on  t h e ver bs. 
Wri ti n g a str ategy i s ri gh t u p m ost l awyers’
al ley, b ecaus e i t  p lays t o t he ir  an alyt ical  an d
dat a-or ient ed cast  of  m ind.  D evelop ing i t  as
par t  of a  gr oup , so t ha t  m ost  of t he  gr oup
bu ys in t o it, is  m or e d iffi cu lt. E xecu t in g it is
even m or e di fficul t  and d em ands  a br oad  set
of s k ill s t h at  m an y la wyer s d on ’t h ave.  

I t  r equi r es, for  exam ple, t r an slat ing  t he
st r at egy in t o specifi c, s t ep-b y-s t ep  goals
t owards  w hi ch ever yone a l igns,  l ike f i l ings
t owar ds  a m agnet , not  onl y because  t he go al
is cl ear,  bu t beca u se i t r eson ates w i th th ose
who h ave t o i m p lem ent  i t . I t  r equi r es b ui ld ing
energy an d com m it m ent  an d, even ,
en t hus iasm . I t  r equi r es p at ience and
persist ence. And  i t  r equi r es sk i l l  i n t he
psychol ogical  as  w ell  as  t he m anag er ial  s ide
of execu ti on :  h ow  m u ch  to  ask  for,  w h en  to
pu sh , h ow m u ch  au t on om y t o a l low. 4

Not h in g in  t h e p r eviou s p ar agr aph s sh ou ld
be t ak en  t o und erst at e t he  d i fficul t y of gett ing
t he s ubs t anc e of t he s t r at egy r ight , as
dem on stra ted  b y th e n u m ber o f l aw-f i rm
colla pses even  b efor e t h e r ecession .  In  t h is
ta sk , w h at l awyers o ften  f in d  m ost d i fficu l t,
and wh at  t her efor e r equi r es t he m ost  em pha-
sis i n  a p rogram , i s the  tr ick o f pe rspecti ve
t hat  al lows t hem  t o see thei r  s t r at egy not
fro m  “i n side” th e fi rm  b u t fro m  th e “o u ts ide.”  

Th at m ean s sta rti n g n ot f ro m  th e ch essb oard
in f r ont  of t hem  – t he ir  p r act ice’s s t r engt hs
an d w eak n esses, i ts sta ffin g p ro fi le, i ts

cl ient s, and t he l ike –  but  f r om  t he “ m acr o”
econom ic, po l i t ical , r egul at or y,  and d em o-
grap h ic tr en ds th at cou ld d estr oy o r r ein force
t he ef fect  of  any t act ical  m oves t hey m ake o n
th e ch essb oard .  Su ccessfu l  co rp ora ti on s a re
accu st om ed t o t h in k in g abou t  s t r at egy in
th ese te rm s; m an y law  f i rm s a re  n ot,
al t hough t he r ecession i s dr iving m or e of
t hem  t o d o so.

7 .  Self -management.  Thi s t op ic com es
la st  b ecau se it m ay b e t h e m ost  im por t an t .  
Som e l eaders co m e b y th eir a b i l i ti es n atu r-
al ly.  M ost d o n ot;  as a  re su l t,  th ey h ave to
exercise a good d eal of  self-di scipl ine,  bas ed
on a g ood d eal of  self-aw ar eness, t o b e
effect ive.  T hi s sel f-m ana gem ent  t ak es four
for m s, al l  of  w hi ch s houl d b e add r essed as
part o f a  f i rm ’s overa l l  appro ach  to  l eader-
sh ip,  tho u gh  i t w ou ld b e cou n ter- prod u cti ve
t o t ackl e t hem  al l  i n a s ingl e pr ogr am .

• Managing their a f f ect.  A ver y good l aw-
fi r m  l eader onc e t old  m e t ha t  what  he
found m ost  di fficul t  abo ut  hi s j ob  w as
t ha t  he  coul d  ne ver b e seen t o b e h aving
a b ad d ay.  L awyer s w h o t ak e leader sh ip
seri ou sly tak e respo n sibi l i ty f or the  effect
th eir m oods, stre sses, an d p erso n al i ty
qu irk s h ave on  ot h er  p eop le.  

Thos e who t end t o b e low- key , per haps
even do ur , hav e t o l earn t o show
en thu siasm  an d exci tem en t.   (H ere’s a
fact  t h at  get s p eop le’s a t t en t ion : 
Research has  app ar ent ly found t hat  t op-
per for m ing l eader s el ici t  l aught er  f r om
t h eir s u bor d in at es (in t en t ion ally , I
assum e) m uch m or e oft en t han do
m ediocr e leader s.)  Thos e who t end t o b e5

flam boyan t o r “tak e-ch arge” h ave to  l earn
no t  t o suc k  al l  t he  oxygen f r om  t he
en vi ro n m en t.   T h ose w h o th ri ve on  l ast-

  Douglas S tone, et al., Dif f icult  Conver sations3

(New York : Penguin  Books, 2000).

  For an  excell ent discussion of why it’s more4

di fficu lt  t o execu te a strat egy in a part ner shi p t han i n a
corpora ti on, see Thom as J. DeLon g et al., When
Professionals Have to Lead  (Boston: Harva rd Business
School Press, 2 007).

  Research  by  Fab io Sala cited in Dan iel5

Goleman and R ichar d B oyat ki s, “Social  Int elligence and
the Bi ology of Lea dersh ip,” in the Harva rd  Busi ness
Review  (Septem ber 2008).
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m inut e cr ises an d hi gh- st r ess s i t uat ions
ha ve t o l ear n no t  t o i nf l ict  t ho se oft en-
u n con sci ou s pref eren ces on  oth ers.

• Stayi ng organized.  Thi s i s an as pect  of
self-m anag em ent  t hat  count s as
m anag er ial  hyg iene: That  i s, you do n’ t  get
m any p oint s for  bei ng o r gani zed, but  you
can  d o a l ot  of d am age by b eing
di sor gani zed. La wyer s w ho m an age
ot her s ar e r espons ib le for  p lan ni ng  an d
or gan iz in g so t h ey u se ot h er s’ tim e
effect ively.  That  r equi r es a de gree of
or gan izat iona l  sk i l l  t ha t  goes b eyond  t he
p lan n in g n eeded t o k eep t h eir  own
indi vidual  w or k o n t r ack.

• Ad aptin g the manager ia l a nd  lead ersh ip
method s to the circumstances. As m ore
tha n  on e stud y h as sh ow n , the  best
leaders ar e ab le t o var y t he ir  s t yle and
t act ic s t o su it t h e s itu at ion s an d p eop le
w it h w hom  t hey ar e dea l ing.  The c onc ept6

is  s im p le; t h e app lica t ion  is  im possib le
unl ess t he  l eader r egar ds ho w he o r  she
beh aves as b ein g open  t o self-
m an agem ent  an d m odi ficat ion.

The Components of a Leadership Initiative

The p r evious  sect ion de al t  w i t h t he c ont ent  of
leader sh ip  d evelopm en t  p r ogr am s.  T h is
sect ion  d eals  w ith  t h eir d esign .  It s fo cu s is
n ot  on  t h e sm all-s cale p edagogy of a  specifi c
t r ain in g p r ogr am  b u t  on  t h e la r ger -scale
design o f an i ni t iat ive t hat  m ay i nv olve an
ar r ay of  app r oaches  over  t im e.

Ou r sta rti n g p oin t i s a  b asic fac t a n d i ts
im pl icat ions : “ Leader shi p”  i s a s et  of
behav ior s behi nd w hi ch l ie a set  of  at t i t udes
or  m inds ets. Teachi ng t he c onc ept  of

leadershi p , assum ing  you c an  get agr eem ent
on w hat  i t  i s, w i l l  hav e alm ost  no ef fect  on
leadershi p  b ehavior  i n t he  f i r m . Cha ng ing
beh avi or  i n a  l arg e grou p i s a c om pl ex,  l ong-
t erm  p r ocess, especial ly i f you ar e wor k ing
agains t  t he gr ain of  em bed ded  habi t s or
pr evious  t r aini ng.  (Law  school , for  exa m pl e,
in cu lcates th e m in dset a n d tra i ts th at l ead to
in d iv id u al excelle n ce, n ot  t o leader sh ip .)  A
pro gra m  or tw o w on ’t d o m u ch  good.  I n  fact,
a l ot of  progra m s prob abl y w on ’t do m u ch
good, unl ess t hey a r e suppo r t ed b y ot her
m eth ods o f gu id in g an d m oti vati n g p eop le to
adopt  t h e b eh avio r s on  w h ic h  t h e firm  is
focu sin g.  

Ideal ly, t her efor e, a f i r m  woul d  wr ap  ar ound
i ts l eadershi p trai n in g prog ram  som e of  tho se
ot h er  m et h ods of en cou r agin g leader sh ip
behav ior s.  To  som e fi r m s, t hat  am bi t ious  an
app r oach m ay seem unre al ist ic, and t hey
m ay be tem pt ed thi nk that t hey c an  chan ge
beh avior o n  th e ch eap, w i th  a  p ro gra m  h ere
and t her e.  Tho se r espons ibl e for  pr ofessional
developm en t sh ou ld  p u sh , h owever,  for a
br oad er  and m or e syst em s-or ient ed
appr oach .  

Th e c la ssic  m et h ods of c h an gin g b eh avio r  in
a gr oup i nc lude:

• Cr eat ing  or  c lar i fying  expect at ions , an d
doi ng so r epeat edl y;

• Cr eat ing  i nc en t ives, b ot h p osi t ive and
nega t ive, and ens ur ing t he i nc ent ives
don ’t co n fl ict w i th  each  oth er;

• Provi di n g tr ain in g (wh ich  m ay i n vol ve
indi vidual  m ent or ing and  coachi ng as
well as fo r m al p r ogr am s);

• Pr ovid ing  ongoing  feedback  an d
re in force m en t;

... an d, of cour se, set t l ing  i n f or  t he  l ong  r un.

H ere a re som e m ore  spe ci fic ap proa ch es:

 For a study  cond ucted by  the Hay  Group6

am ong law-fi rm p artners, see S usan  Sn yder an d Sara
Li t tauer,  “L eadershi p Fl exibi lity:  H ow Ou tstandi ng
Part ner s Get Resu lts,” i n Strategies: The Journa l of
Legal Mark eting  (vol. 7 , n o. 3).



PDQ, M ay 2009...... 10

1.  Per iod ic 360 -degree or “ upw ard”
reviews .  Thes e r eviews, w hi ch I  m ent ioned
ear lie r , a llo w  la wyer s t o u n der st an d h ow t h eir
leadersh ip  sk i l ls a re  p erce ived b y th ose w i th
wh om  the y w ork.   M an y f i rm s n ow  con du ct
upw ar d evaluat ions  i n w hi ch as sociat es
com m ent  on p ar t ner s’ m an ager ial  an d
leader sh ip  sk ill s.  

Fewer  conduc t  r eviews i n w hi ch f ellow
par t ner s com m ent  on a p ar t ner ’s peer - t o-peer
beh avio r s, o r  r eviews in  w h ic h  m em ber s of a
pr act ic e or  office  com m en t  on  t h e leader sh ip
sk i l ls of i t s he ad  or  on t he  gr oup ’s m or ale and
effecti ven ess.  B u t,  for f i rm s th at n eed to
im pr ove h ow pa r t ner s cont r ibut e t o one
an oth er an d to th e f i rm  as a  w h ole, the se
oth er typ es o f re views ca n  b e even  m ore
valu ab le t h an  t h e c la ssic  u pwar d  evalu at ion . 
They  can be c onduc t ed i nf or m al ly (for
exam ple, t hr oug h i nt erviews d ur ing  t he
par t ner -com pens at ion pr ocess) as  w ell  as
m ore  form al ly throu gh  m ass su rveys.

One ot her  for m  of  r eview i s seldom  conduc t ed
bu t , in  som e p r act ic es, c an  b e ver y u sefu l:  a
r eview  of h ow  a  case or  d eal te am  is
or gan ized an d l ed.  I f a f i r m  l ook s at  t he
m ora le an d efficien cy of th ose w ork in g on  i ts
lar ger m at t ers, i t  wi l l  us ual ly f ind  st r ik ing
d i fferen ces th at ca n  b e tra ced b ack  i n  p art to
t hei r  l eader s.  For  f i r m s w hos e pr act ice r elies
on  m at t er s s t affed  b y la r ge t eam s, especia lly
cr oss-o ffice  t eam s, t h is  aspect  of le ader sh ip
m ay b e on e of t h e m ost  im por t an t .  

2.  Chang es to the eval uat ion,  ind ivid ual
p lan n ing, an d  compensation p rocesses.  To be
effect ive, t hese changes  do n’ t  need t o b e
dr am at ic, but  t hey d o need  t o b e per cept ibl e,
con sis t en t  w ith  each  ot h er , a n d cr ed ib ly
im pl em ent ed.   They  can i nc lude,  for
exam pl e:

• Cha nges t o t he  evaluat ion c r i t er ia a nd
for m s for  associat es or  t o t he
com pens at ion c r i t er ia and ques t ionnai r es
for  p ar t ner s, t o i nc lud e que st ions  about
the  type s of  l eadershi p th at are m ost
r elevant  t o t he per son be ing r eviewed.

• I f t he f i r m  has  a c om pet ency or
“be n ch m ark ” f ra m ework  for a ssociate
developm ent , cha nges t o i t  t o r eflect  t he
im por t an ce of l eadershi p  sk i l ls an d
exper ience.

• Ch an ges to  th e com pen sati on  sy ste m  to
al low l aw yer s t o b e r ewar ded  for
suc cessful  l eadershi p , whet her  at  t he
pr act ice or  of fice level, on c om m it t ees or
ad h oc p r oject s, o r  in  t h e con t ext  of a
parti cu larl y larg e an d d i fficu l t m atte r.

• I f t he f i r m  has  annual  pl anni ng p r ocesses
for  l awy ers at  an y l evel, cha nges t o t he
for m s t o ask ab out  pl ans  for  t aki ng o n
leadershi p  r oles or  d evelop ing  t he
leader sh ip  ab ili t ies appr opr ia t e t o t h eir
seni or i t y.

For m an y larg e f i rm s, a s peci fic i ssu e re cu rs
when t hey ar e t r ying  t o cr eat e a suc cession-
pl anni ng p r ocess t o b ui ld a p ipel ine f or
sen ior l eadersh ip  ro les.  Esp ecial ly if  p artn ers
ar e st i l l  bui ldi ng a pr act ice r at her  t han
app r oachi ng r et i r em ent , t hey a r e oft en
re lu cta n t to  re du ce th e ti m e th ey d evote  to
t hei r  i ndi vidual  pr act ice. Bef or e t hey t ake o n
a l eadersh ip  ro le, th ey m ay p u sh  for a
r educ t ion in t he ir  b i l lab le-ho ur  or  r evenu e
t ar gets, or  for  an  exp l ici t  und erst an d ing
abo ut  i t s effect  on t hei r  com pens at ion.   E ven
i f the  f i rm  w ere to go  al on g w i th th ose
requ ests, h owever,  p artn ers m igh t sti l l  w orry
abo ut  w het her  t hei r  i ndi vidual  pr act ices
wou ld l ose too m u ch  grou n d a n d,  pe rha ps,
abo ut  w het her  t hey’d ever  get  hom e t o see
t h eir fa m ili es.  

Fi r m s hav e t aken d i fferent  at t i t udes  t owar ds
the se re qu ests : Som e rou ti n ely red u ce
bi l labl e-h ou rs t argets f or practi ce an d o ffice
leader s, fo r  exam ple, b u t  m an y d o n ot .  

The  i ssue i s i m por t an t  b ut  t r ick y.  O n t he
one hand,  a f or m al  l eader shi p r ole t akes
t im e, and t he t im e has  t o b e dr aw n ei t her
fro m  b i l lab le or b u sin ess-d evelopm en t w ork
or  f r om  fam i ly t im e, s leep, and t he r est  of
one’s l i fe out side t he f i r m .  O n t he ot her
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hand,  few l aw  f i r m s hav e t he s ize t hat  m akes
t hem  com for t ab le wi t h t he  p r ospect  of ha ving
som e of  the ir m ost prod u cti ve p art n ers –
partn ers w h o h ave b u i l t th e cre d ib i l i ty to
becom e effect iv e leader s – scale b ack  on  t h eir
p ra cti ces.  An d m an y fi rm s feel , w i th
ju sti ficati on , th at p artn ers sh ou ld  expect to
“g ive b ack ” t o t h e firm  a t  som e p oin t  in  t h eir
car eers, i n r etur n f or  t he pl at for m  i t  has
pro vided for th eir p ra cti ces.  Th ese f i rm s a re
r eluct ant  t o t ake s t eps t hat  i m pl y t hat
leader shi p r oles r epr esent  an ext r a or
unu sual  dem and,  t o b e com pens at ed for  by
cont r act - l ik e ar r an gem ent s wi t h t ho se who
r eluc t an t ly agr ee t o t ak e t hem  on.

Th e b est  appr oach  h er e d epen ds on  t h e fir m ’s
cul t ur e and hi st or y and i s a s ubj ect  for
an ot h er  a r t ic le.  B u t , if a  firm  w an t s t o b egin
i t s l eadershi p  i ni t iat ive wi t h p r act ice and
office leader s, or  w i t h t hos e being g r oom ed
for  t hese r oles, i t  sho ul d  conf r ont  t hi s i ssue
an d d ecid e h ow t o h an d le it b efor e d iv in g in . 
Ther e’s l i t t le po int  t r yi ng t o d evelop t he s eni or
leadersh ip  sk i l ls o f th ose w h o d on ’t w an t to
lead.

3 . Changes to the overa ll professional-
d evelopment or career-d evelopment p rogra m. 
I f a f i r m  needs  t o i nc r ease t he num ber  of
law yer s w ho hav e leader shi p s ki l ls, and t o d o
so for  t he l ong  r un and ac r oss t he r ange  of
t hos e ski l ls, i t  shoul d wor k f r om  t he bo t t om
u p as w ell  as f r om  t he  t op dow n.   A l t hou gh
juni or  l aw yer s m ay f ind i t  s t r ange  t o b e
regard ed as “l eaders,”  i t’ s w i th  th em  th at a
fou n dat ion  sh ou ld  b e la id , a s I n ot ed  ear lie r .  
And,  as  t hey b ecom e m or e seni or  and t ake o n
m or e r espons ibi l i t y for  m anag ing o t her
law yer s, t hei r  developm ent  shoul d f ocus o n
t h eir “p eop le” s k ill s, n ot  on ly  on  t h eir
t ech n ic al a n d or gan izat ion al a b ili t ies.  

Id eally , t h er efor e, t h e r an ge of le ader sh ip
sk ills  sh ou ld  b e in cor por at ed  in t o a  fir m ’s
com peten cy f ra m ework  i f i t h as on e, or i n to
i t s evaluat ion c r i t er ia i f i t  d oes no t , wi t h t he
com pet en cies or  cr ite r ia  r eflect in g t h e sk ill s
appr opr ia t e t o in cr easin g levels  of s en io r ity .  

In add i t ion,  a  f i r m ’s t r aini ng  cur r icul um
shoul d hav e a “ m anag er ial  and l eader shi p”
t r ack .   In  t h at  t r ack , it c an  b e p ar t ic u la r ly
effect ive t o l ink pr ogr am s t o “ t hr eshol d”
po in ts i n  a l awyer’s caree r,  po in ts at w h ich
t hey hav e just  been pr om ot ed or  w her e, even
i f t her e has  been no f or m al  pr om ot ion,  t hey
ar e becom ing s eni or  enough t o t ake o n a new
level  of re sp on sib i l i ti es. I f a  f i rm  con du cts
r etr eats at  cer t ain poi nt s i n a l aw yer ’s car eer
(m id- level or  seni or  associat e, for  exa m pl e, or
new  par t ner ), t hos e ar e obvious  for um s for
leadershi p p rogram s.

4 . A  succession-plan n ing p rocess.  M ost
firm s st ill  p la ce p ar t n er s in  fo r m al l eader sh ip
pr ogr am s w i t hout  any pr epar at ion ot her  t han
what  t hey a r e suppo sed t o hav e abs or bed
sim ply  b y h avin g su cceeded in  t h eir
in d ividu al  p ra cti ces.   B u t so m e f i rm s a re
t aki ng a m or e or gani zed ap pr oach,  by
iden t i fying  p ar t ner s who a ppear  t o ha ve t he
ab i l i ti es a n d d esi re  to  b ecom e gro u p or f i rm
leaders an d th en  gi vin g the m  the  experi en ce
an d trai n in g tha t prepa res the m  for tho se
rol es.  I f a fi rm  i s w i l l in g to i den ti fy tho se
par t ner s (and t he i dent i ficat ion c an be
inf or m al  an d p r ivat e), t hey b ecom e a hi gh-
val u e target f or l eadershi p p rogram s.

5.  Chang es to the f irm ’s internal
communications.   Few f i r m s hav e a f or m al
inter na l  com m u ni cat ions st r ategy  (al t hou gh
t h ey sh ou ld ).  I n  a ll fir m s, h owever , it ’s
possib le t o i nf er  wha t  t he  f i r m  car es about
fr om  wha t  i t  cho oses t o com m un icat e about
int ernal ly – wh at  t he f i r m ’s l eader s say at
par t ner shi p  m eet ings, for  exam ple, or  t he
t yp ical  agenda o f a pr act ice-group m eeting o r
t he s ucc esses publ icized on t he i nt ernal
website . 

If a  firm  w an t s its  m em ber s t o t ak e t h eir
leadershi p  r espons ib i l i t ies ser ious ly, t hen t he
ong oing f low of  i nt ernal  com m uni cat ion
sho ul d  r eflect  t ha t  em pha sis. And  p ar t  of t he
flow s ho ul d  b e t he  no t -so-occasiona l  p ho ne
cal l  f ro m  th e f i rm ’s l eaders to  con gra tu late
lawyers n ot o n ly o n  a  n ew cl ien t o r a  m ajor 
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vict or y but  al so on f eats of  l eader shi p –
br ing ing  a p r oject  t o a s uc cessful  conc lus ion,
cr eat ing a succ essful  cr oss-di scipl inar y t eam ,
or  r u n n in g an  effect iv e com m itt ee. 

Ther e ar e ot her  syst em ic m ethods  for
encour aging c hange a cr oss a g r oup,  of
cour se.  As  a  s im p le gui de for  t hi nk ing  about
wh at m eth ods w ou ld  w ork  b est i n  yo u r f i rm ,
t h e fo llo w in g gr id  m ay b e u sefu l:

Clarifying
Expectations

Creating
Incentives

Providing
Training

Providing
Feedback &

Reinforcement

Junior associates

Senior associates

Partners

Rising leaders, or those in a
succession-planning program 

Group & office leaders

Types of leadership training programs

Leader shi p t r aini ng p r ogr am s com e in as
m an y fl avors  as d o d efi n i tio n s of “l eaders h ip .” 
 Pr im ar ily , h owever , t h ey var y in  t h r ee w ays: 
t he ir  scale and  scope, t he ir  aud ience, an d t he
fol low- up t hat  i s l inked  t o t hem .

1.  Scale and sco pe. Fi r m s hav e conduc t ed
pr ogr am s t h at  r an ge in  s ize fr om  m in is cu le
(t hr ee hour s or  l ess) t o gar gant uan,  w hen
ju dged again st th e u su al  sca le of l aw-f i rm
progra m s.  (In  oth er prof essi on al-servi ce
or gan izat ions , t he ir  scale woul d  b e n ot hi ng
out  of  t he or di nar y.)   The l ar ger  pr ogr am s
t hem selves r ange  f r om  t wo d ays t o several
day s.  A co upl e of f i r m s hav e conduc t ed
m ul t i -day  pr ogr am s w i t h t he c ol labo r at ion of
a b u sin ess-sch ool  facu l ty.  A  cou p le of oth ers
h ave i n vested  i n  m u l ti -m on th p rogram s,
inv olving  several  gr oup  sessions  an d
indi vidual  fol low- up t hr ough c oachi ng o r
gu id ed p r oject s.  

Al t hough l ong er  i sn’ t  nec essar i ly bet t er  – and ,
of cou rse , n ot a l l  f i rm s w i l l  b e w i l l in g to
p lung e int o t hese wat ers r at her  t ha n d ipp ing
a t oe int o t hem  – t her e ar e at  l east  a c oupl e of
r easons  for  s t ar t ing wi t h a pr ogr am  t hat ’s at
least  a  cou p le of d ays lo n g:  

• A firm  em bar k in g on  a  leader sh ip
ini t iat ive is, al m ost  b y d efini t ion,  set t ing
out  t o cha nge at t i t ud e and  b ehavior  on a
larg e scale an d over t h e l on g te rm . I f
t ha t ’s t he  goal , i t  he lps t o s t ar t  wi t h a
pr ogr am  l ar ge eno ug h a nd  sp lashy
en ou gh  t o d em on st r at e t h at  t h e firm  is
ser iou s.  

• B ecau se a  l eadersh ip  p ro gra m  sets o u t to
cha nge behavior s t ha t  ar e com plex an d
n ot e asi ly lea rn ab le, th e p arti cipan ts
need t o chew  over ; ar gue ab out ; and,
m ore  gen era l ly, i n te rn al ize w h at th ey’re
h ear in g.  A ll t h at  “p r ocessin g” t ak es t im e
and i nv olves for m at s – case st udi es, for
exam pl e – that  shoul dn’ t  be r ushed
t hr oug h.
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• A l on ger p ro gra m  ca n  a lso b e a  m ore
in te resti n g p ro gra m .  T h e l en gth
elim ina t es t he  ne ed t o r us h t hr oug h t he
progra m ’s “ su bstan ce,”  w i th a  h eavy
re l ian ce on  l ectu re , an d a l lows for a  m ore
var ied, en t er t ain in g, a n d p edagogic ally
u sefu l  ran ge of  form ats:   case  stud ies,
assessm en t  in st r u m en t s an d self-
assessm en t s, b r eak ou t  d is cu ssion s of a
pr ob lem  or  scenar io, and v ideot aped
vign et t es, a m on g ot h er  fo r m at s.   

2 . Aud ience.  In t heor y, as  I ’ve n ot ed, t he
in it ia l a u d ien ce sh ou ld  b e d ic t at ed  b y a  fir m ’s
sp eci fic goals:  D evelop  som e p artn ers i n to
effect ive leader s of  pr act ices an d of fices? 
D evelop  a l l  p artn ers i n to  b ette r m oti vato rs
an d m an agers o f associates?  G et a l l  p artn ers
t o t hi nk  m or e br oad ly ab out  t he ir  r ole in t he
fi r m , not j u st  t he ir  i ndi vidu al  pr act ices? 
D evelop  a  b r oader  set  of n on -t ech n ic al s k ill s
am ong assoc iates ?  

In  practi ce, a fi rm  tha t i s prep ared  to i n vest
heav i ly in a l eader shi p i ni t iat ive is of t en
env isioni ng a br oad  and s om ewhat
am or ph ou s lo n g-t er m  ch an ge.  A s I s aid
ear l ier , t he c hange m ight  be b est  def ined as
getti n g a l l  i ts l awyers to  ta k e m ore
r espons ibi l i t y for  t he s ucc ess of  t he gr oups  of
wh ic h  t h ey a r e a  p ar t  – w h et h er  t h e gr ou p is
as sm al l  as  a wo r k ing  t eam  or  as  l ar ge as t he
fi r m .  I f t hat ’s t he c ase, t hen t he c hoi ce of
ini t ial  aud ienc e sho ul d  send  a  s igna l  about
t he  f i r m ’s ser ious ness, j us t  as  sho ul d  t he
scale of t h e in itia l p r ogr am .  

Th at d oesn ’t n ecessa ri ly m ean  sta rti n g w i th
the  f i rm ’s top l eadershi p.   Th e start in g pl ace
m ay b e wi t h a  gr oup  t ha t  r epr esen t s a h igh-
retu rn i n vestm en t:   practi ce or of fice l eaders,
or p artn ers i n  th e p ool  of ca n d idates to
assum e leader shi p p osi t ions , or  younger
par t n er s w h o r epr esen t  t h e firm ’s fu t u r e.   

3 . Follow-u p. Because t he pr ogr am ’s goal
is to  ch an ge m in dset a n d b eh avior,  th ere
sh ou ld  b e on goin g r ein for cem en t  a ft er  it
en ds.  O n e am bitio u s an d p ar t ic u la r ly
effect ive for m  of r einf or cem ent  i s t o ext end

the  “ progra m ” over severa l  m on ths.   Th ose
m ont hs  al low n ot  onl y for  a s er ies of
pr ogr am s but  al so for  i ndi vidual ized
coach in g, “ acti on  l earn in g” (th at i s, pro jects
on whi ch t he  p ar t icipan t s r epor t  b ack ), an d
360-d egr ee or  “u pwar d” a ssessm en t s. T h is
m odel  i s m ore  fam i l iar f or bu sin ess-
developm ent  p r ogr am s, b ut  i t  i s al so b eing
used  for  l eader shi p p r ogr am s. O t her  easier
but  l ess effect ive for m s of r einf or cem ent
in clu de sh or t er  “r efr esh er ” s ession s or  s im p ly
t he per iod ic c i r cul at ion of  ar t icles or  ot her
r ead in gs.   

Th e p ara gra ph s a bove assu m e th at a
pr ogr am  i s b ein g con du ct ed for  a  f i r m ’s own
lawy ers, whet her  i t  t ak es p lace ins ide t he
fi r m  or  of f-si t e at , say, a bus iness-school
cam pu s.  For f i rm s th at a ren ’t ye t re ady for a
m ajor  i nt erna l  i ni t iat ive, i t ’s wor t h no t ing  t he
num ber  of  publ ic pr ogr am s t hat  ar e now
avai lab le, i nc lud ing  a l ong -st an d ing
execu ti ve-ed u cati on  p ro gra m  a t H arva rd
B u sin ess S ch ool  for p ro fession al-servi ce-f i rm
leaders; a n ewer p ro gra m  ru n  b y H arva rd
Law  School  for  l aw -fi r m  l eader s; pr ogr am s by
t he Cent er  for  Cr eat ive Leader shi p;  and a
pr ogram  condu ct ed by H i ldebrandt at  G eorge
Wash in gto n  U n iversi ty, dra w in g on  i ts fac u l ty
as w ell  as  on t he Col um bi a Bu siness School
facu lty .   

Th er e a r e a ls o m or e specia liz ed leader sh ip
pr ogr ams , su ch  as t h e L eader sh ip  Academy
for  W om en,  conduc t ed b y t he Pr oject  for
At t or n ey Ret en t ion  i n  con ju n ct ion  wi t h  UC
H ast ings  Col lege of t he Law , and an annual
leadershi p  p r ogr am  cond uc t ed b y t he
Feder at ion of  D efense and Cor por at e Counsel
an d b ased on  a  set  of le ader sh ip
com petencies d esigned b y Sha nno n &M an ch.

Even i f a f i r m  i s conduc t ing i t s own  i nt ernal
pro gra m s, i t m ay s ti l l  f in d  i t w orth wh i le to
sen d so m e pa rt n ers t o th ose m ore  i n ten sive
ext erna l  p r ogr am s, i n p ar t  for  t he  ne t wor k ing
opport u n i ti es.

For  t he  PD Q’s r eaders, ad vice about  t he
detai ls of d esigni ng  i n- ho us e sk i l ls t r aini ng
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pr ogr am s is  su per flu ou s. H owever , le ader sh ip
and m anag er ial  ski l ls ar e di fferent  f r om  ot her
sk i l ls t h at  m or e oft en  f in d  a  p lace i n  a  l aw-
fi r m  cur r icul um :  They  ar e m or e com pl ex,
m or e persona l i t y-  an d em ot ion- based, an d
m or e s itu at ion al ( t h at  is , t h e r elevan t  sk ill s
can  var y a  lo t  fr om  s itu at ion  t o s itu at ion ). 
Tha t  d i fference h as i m p l icat ions  t ha t  war r an t
a cou p le of c om m en t s:  

• I t ’s t em pt ing  t o focus  t oo m uc h o n t he
easy st u ff, th e s im p ler  an d m or e easily
“seen ” s k ill s t h at  a r e p ar t  of t h e over all
ski l l  set : giving f eedback,  for  exa m pl e, or
ha ving  d i fficul t  conv er sat ions . As
im por t an t  as t h ese b u ild in g-b lock  sk ill s
ar e, t he m inds ets t hat  l ie behi nd g ood
leadershi p , an d t he  m or e com plex an d
am or pho us  sk i l ls suc h a s m ot ivat ing
in d iv id u als  an d gr ou ps, a r e u ltim at ely
m ore  i m porta n t.

• As a cor ol lar y of t he f i r st  po int , pr ogr am s
t hat  focus o n m inds et  and c om pl ex,
am or phous  ski l ls shoul d d o m or e t han
al low di sagr eement ; t hey s houl d b e
st r u ct u r ed t o fo r ce it –  b u t  n ot  as a  b at t le
of abstra cti on s o r o p in ion s. Th e d ebate
sh ou ld  b e abou t  h ow p eop le w ou ld
h an d le con cr et e s itu at ion s, c apt u r ed in
vign et t es or  h ypot h et ic als . 

That ’s i m por t ant  i n par t  because  i t  r ai ses
t h e odds t h at  t h e p ar t ic ip an t s w ill  b egin
t o i nt erna l ize t he ir  own v ersion o f t he
m in dset o r sk i l l  a t sta k e an d i n  p art
becau se i t w i l l  d em on stra te  th at,
al tho u gh  the re a re be tt er an d w orse
ans wers t o d i fficul t  m anag er ial
si t uat ions , t her e’s seldom  onl y one
solu t ion . M ost ly , h owever , t h e d ebat e is
im porta n t b ecau se i t b egin s to  i n cu lcate
the  pri m ary m etho d b y w h ich
soph isti cated  p ro fession als a re  l ik ely to
im pr ove t h eir le ader sh ip  sk ill s:  th e h ab it
of s t epp in g b ack  an d r eflect in g on  t h eir
t act ics and b ehav ior s, r at her  t han
opera ti n g solely from  i n sti n ct a n d h ab i t.

• The p ar t icipant s shoul d b e given s om e
gu id an ce abou t  h ow t o w or k  on  t h eir
sk i l ls a ft er  t h e p r ogr am .  T h e good n ews
is t hat  t hey s houl d hav e pl ent y of
oppor t u n ity  t o “p r act ic e”; t h e b ad n ews is
th at th eir go od i n ten ti on s a ren ’t l ik ely to
bear  f r ui t  unl ess t hey a r e given s om e
focus.   To  t hat  di lem m a, Ti m  Lei shm an
app l ies th e con cept o f “de l ibera te
pr act ice”: Ea ch  p ar t icipan t  ch ooses t wo
or th ree sp eci fic sk i l ls to  focu s on  over a
defin ed p er iod  – a  t ask  t h at  seems
defin ed, p ra cti cab le, an d l ik ely to
pr odu ce r esu lts .  

A r ela t ed  con cept  is  a ls o u sefu l:  “s elf-
coach in g,”  w h ich  i n vol ves step pi n g ba ck
at peri od ic bu t defi n ed i n terval s to ref lect
on how you’ ve handl ed a speci fic ski l l  or
t ask r ecent ly,  j udge d ag ains t  how  you
want ed t o handl e i t  or  now  t hi nk y ou
sh ou ld h ave h an dl ed i t.   N ei the r of  the se
m et ho ds gua r ant ees i m pr ovem ent , b ut
t h ey r ais e t h e odds of it. 

• Fi na l ly,  for  m an ager ia l a n d leader sh ip
pr ogr am s, especial ly t hos e for  seni or
au d ien ces, i t’ s p arti cu larl y im porta n t to
get b u y-i n  b efore  th e p ro gra m  b egin s.  I f
t he par t icipant s w alk i nt o t he r oom
bel ievin g tha t t h e progra m  w i l l  ad dre ss
pr ob lem s t hey f ace, r at her  t han l ect ur e at
t hem  abo ut  w hat  som eone el se t hi nks
the y sh ou ld d o, i t w i l l  get of f to a m u ch
bet t er  s t ar t .   O ne w ay t o gener at e t hat
buy- in i s t o ask t he par t icipant s ahead o f
t im e what  l eader shi p and  m anag er ial
prob lem s or tasks th ey f in d m ost
d i fficul t , or  t o en l ist  t hem  i n c r eat ing
“h ypot h et ic als ” o r  case st u d ies b u ilt
ar ou n d s itu at ion s t h ey fr equ en t ly
en cou n te r.

*  *  *  *

For  t h ose of y ou  in  t h e p r ofession al-
developm en t  fie ld  w h o h ave em bar k ed or  w ill
em bark  on  a  l eadersh ip-de velopm en t 
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ini t iat ive, I  know of  no o t her  pr oject  t hat  i s as
per pet ual ly chal lengi ng and  i nt erest ing and ,
u l ti m ate ly, re ward in g.  I t ca n  en gage yo u  w i th
lawyers a t a l l  l evels o f th e f i rm , force  yo u  to
t hi nk t hr ough s om e di fficul t  ped agogical
issues,  and p r oduce r esul t s t hat  m ake a  r eal
d iffe r en ce t o t h e firm .  

If y ou ’re  in t er est ed  in  fu r t h er  r ead in g in  t h is
ar ea, I  w oul d t ur n t o:

• The b ooks  of  D avid M aist er , m ost  of
wh ic h  a r e r elevan t  b u t  especia lly
Ma naging the Professional Service Firm,
First  Among Equal s: H ow  to Mana ge a
Group of  Professionals  (w i th P atr ick
M cKenna) , and Practice Wha t You Preach:
Wha t Mana gers Mus t Do to Create a H igh-
Perf orm an ce Cu ltu re; 

• When  Professi onal s H ave t o Lead ,
Th om as J . D eLon g et a l . (B osto n : H arva rd
Bu siness School  Press, 20 07 ); and 

• Leadershi p Development  in t he L egal
Profession, Li nd sey M ui r  an d Paul  Kear ns
(Lon don : Ark  G ro u p, i n  associati on  w i th
M an agin g Par t n er , 2 008).
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