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“Tell us why you should be a partner in this firm”
This is the time of year when many law firms are considering whether to promote candidates to partnership (whether to salaried, fixed share or equity partnership). Whichever category is involved, appointment to partnership is not a step to be taken lightly, from either side’s point of view.

However, how many firms have taken the trouble to nurture their candidates for the new role and explained what it entails?

How many candidates for partnership, when confronted at interview with 

“Tell us why you believe you should be appointed a partner in this firm”
are able to clearly articulate the qualities and attributes they believe their firm is looking for in its partners so as to ensure their elevation?   
While some more progressive and enlightened firms will put great effort into mentoring and nurturing those who have been identified as potential partnership material, others put little or no effort into developing their people at this crucial stage of their careers, notwithstanding that such people are likely to be the future of such firms.

Ideally, law firms should try to develop programmes designed to ‘fast track’ those who have shown potential so that by the time they are asked to put a case for becoming a partner, they will have a basic grounding in what is required of a partner and how their firm is managed. If no such preparation is given, then it is often the case that candidates will have little or no idea what partnership will mean for them (particularly as to potential liabilities) and they will assume that they will as partners not be required to do anything differently but simply go on as before.   

A programme involving coaching and mentoring along these lines may last a year or more and will help a firm decide when candidates are ready to be put up for consideration as partners. If managed well this will better prepare prospective new partners for the day they are appointed and in this way they should be able to be more smoothly eased into the ways of the partnership and gradually be better able to assume more roles and responsibilities.  
However, even for those firms that do help to develop their talented people in this way, this will be to no avail if the firm itself is unclear as to what kind of partners it really wants and what it wants them to be doing.

And this issue is as relevant to existing partners as it will be to incoming partners, because increasingly firms are asking their partners questions such as 

“Why do you think you should remain a partner in this firm?”
If law firms are seeking to raise performance levels in order to meet the ever more demanding challenges now facing those practising law, then they must be able to communicate to their partners those higher levels of performance which are to be required of them. And no one should be under any illusions as to the direction such performance levels are going – the bar is getting ever higher!

To achieve this it is often necessary to go back to certain basics and ask questions such as
“What kind of firm do we realistically want to be?”     
in order to define the nature of the culture and behaviour that you value in your firm.
If such values can be clearly identified and consensus reached throughout the firm then the next step will be to turn that ‘value proposition’ into skills and behaviours that will ensure your firm will be able to meet the increasing demands by clients for ever higher levels of service and performance. This may involve asking some of the following questions 

“What does it take to succeed at our firm?”

“Have we identified the skills and behaviour which are to be valued, measured and rewarded? – and are they actually measured and rewarded?”
 “Have we communicated this to our partners and do they all agree?”  

From this process can emerge a clarity as to the roles and responsibilities of partners, both collectively and individually, so that all partners know what they should be doing and specifically, whether they should be doing anything differently in order to match up to the new ‘performance culture’ adopted by the firm and which will become the new mantra by which each will from now on have to live.

You may already have been through a similar process and identified what it will take to succeed at your firm. If so, 

· Do you believe you have the right people on board to help you to take your firm forward so as to achieve your goals? – or are some of your people obstacles to change and are preventing you achieving your firm’s full potential?

· Are all your partners HUNGRY?

· Do they all want to earn more or are they content with their current levels of earnings?

· Are they all winners?

If you are not able to answer all the above questions with a resounding ‘YES’, then how are you going to resolve the issues that may be holding you back?

The consistent delivery of client service will not be achieved unless skills and behaviour within firms are sufficiently aligned with those service levels which clients now increasingly value and seek from their lawyers.   

The serious challenges now facing every part of the legal profession are increasing daily and will not be resolved unless those who provide the leadership within law firms do what is required to ensure that their partners now perform at higher levels than ever before.

How high are you going to raise the bar? 
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