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Introduction
Perhaps now more than ever, near-term revenue  
and profitability are increasingly in conflict with 
long-term sustainability at regional and mid-sized 
U.S. law firms. 1

Big law continues to acquire smaller firms, clients are bringing more work 
in-house, lateral movement of partners to new firms has risen dramatically 
in the past quarter of a century, and associates continue to leave at rates well 
above the turnover in other industries. Broad cultural changes also threaten 
the equanimity and stability of firms. Diversity and inclusion concerns and the 
#MeToo movement hover at the edges of law firm cultures. Decreased loyalty 
and a greater independence of spirit among younger attorneys challenge 
the status quo. Next-gen leaders are impatient as senior partners tend to 
work longer and retire later. And now, many of these issues may only be 
exacerbated by today’s uncertain times.

Our work with law firms suggests that most law firm partners recognize these 
dilemmas. But discussions tend to have a long horizon, and immediate actions 
are limited. In the short-term the focus is on relentlessly pursuing profits. In 
December 2017, Brad Karp, Chairman of Paul, Weiss, Rifkind, Wharton & 
Garrison LLP addressed the firm’s partners about the lurking dangers:

“Many law firms have become so focused on the 
next client, the next matter, the next dollar, that they 
have failed to notice the gradual, but inexorable, 
disintegration of their cultural glue.”2

1  The Conscient Strategies’ benchmark study focused on law firms with 50 to 400 attorneys.

2  The Wall Street Journal, January 14, 2020, quoting from a transcript of Mr. Karp’s remarks

https://conscientstrategies.com
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For regional and mid-sized firms, these issues are magnified by the differential 
in compensation with large firms. Firm culture is critical both in attracting 
and retaining great talent and in ensuring long-term sustainability.

So culture matters. But how can we measure it?

Conscient Strategies has initiated a phased, action-oriented benchmarking 
study to highlight how leading regional and mid-sized national firms are 
navigating these challenges. 

Our series of benchmark reports will share both best practices and the 
stickiest of problems. Ultimately, we have found that four key issues 
consistently challenge regional and national mid-sized law firms:

1     
Transitioning leadership to the next-generation of attorneys

2     
Implementing consequences and rewards to promote and 
uphold the desired culture

3     
Growing and still maintaining your cultural advantage 

4    
Achieving diversity and inclusion goals

This executive summary presents an introduction to each of these four 
important shifts impacting firms today. Future reports in this series will 
provide deeper dives into each of the four trends. 

O F  N O T E

In this report we briefly highlight each of these considerations separately, it is 
important to recognize that solutions to these four challenges are interwoven 
and interdependent.

https://conscientstrategies.com
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Don’t just clear the path, clarify the path.
Along with longevity at a firm, business origination helps to justify 
concentrating critical decision-making with older partners. And the Baby 
Boomers now generally in key slots are working longer and planning for 
succession more slowly and reluctantly than previous generations.

Many next-gen leaders, who have smaller equity shares or are non-equity 
partners, express frustration with their lack of voice in managing the firm 
today and with their limited preparation to take over established clients in 
the future. 

These issues are exacerbated by an often unclear path to partner for 
associates, frequently leading to disengagement and a constant “looking 
around” for opportunities at other firms.

One attorney described the leadership transition dilemma as follows:

“The challenge is the founding partners are really well 
known, and the struggle in the next 10 years is that as 
people like me rise, how do we keep clients when the 
named partners are gone? Succession planning? Not 
really. Attorney teams get to know long term clients, 

Leadership in 
TRANSITION
Long-standing relationships and established reputations 
drive the majority of revenue generation at firms, and senior 
shareholders tend to have the strongest market positions. 

CHALLENGE #1:

Many next-gen 
leaders… express 
frustration with 

their lack of voice 
in managing the 

firm today and 
with their limited 

preparation to take 
over established 

clients in the future.
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but there is no grooming effort or gradual transition of 
relationships or power. Partner retirements threaten to 
create an identity crisis for the firm. Equally concerning, 
there is no plan if partners don’t want to retire.”

Among the select firms that have directly and intentionally tackled leadership 
transition, several consistent best practices emerged:

1.  Creating a structure that gives more business origination credit 
to associates and non-equity partners

2.  Establishing and communicating clear milestones to becoming a 
partner

3. Limiting time and power in firm leadership positions

4. Designating leadership roles for rising leaders

1    Creating a structure that gives more business 
acquisition credit to associates and non-equity partners.
One large regional firm that spans multiple states holds senior attorneys 
responsible for both the revenue of their teams and the business origination 
of their rising associates and non-equity partners. As partners grow in 
seniority, their compensation becomes less dependent on their individual 
performance. Next-gen leaders are motivated to contribute to business 
origination to benefit their compensation and likelihood of promotion, and 
senior shareholders are incented to assign credit and transition relationships. 
Because the relationships of senior attorneys are often closest with clients of 
similar age and status, the transition has also helped to continue relationships 
across generations at clients.

2    Establishing and communicating clear milestones to 
becoming a partner.
At many of the firms in our study, associates and senior shareholders perceive 
the path to partnership quite differently. Leadership tends to see a clearly 
defined road; associates describe an oblique path defined by subjectivity. 

“Trust,” “business origination,” and “fitting the culture” are typical criteria. One 
firm that attracts and retains high performing attorneys with greater success 
than many others puts numbers to these criteria. “Business origination” is 
defined by a dollar amount at each milestone – for example, to become a 
non-equity partner and to be offered equity status at various levels. “Fitting 

https://conscientstrategies.com
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the culture” is also clearly articulated, with unacceptable behaviors disqualifying 
attorneys from becoming partners or members of the firm. The emphasis tends 
to be on performance and less on the social aspects of culture. The clarity has 
created a high performing firm, but it is important to note that this model does 
not work for firms who place the greatest emphasis on a family-type culture and 
loyalty. 

Most of the senior shareholders with whom we spoke could articulate the areas 
of mastery they seek when evaluating promotion candidates, albeit often without 
quantitative measures attached. One managing partner listed three criteria for 
promotion, then noted that “associates find it frustrating, and I get it. But they 
need to think like an owner.” As one partner commented: “We know it when we see 
it.” Two key means of improving this gap emerged in our discussions:

•  The Professional Advancement Committee at one firm helps to bridge 
the uncertainty that associates feel and the expertise that senior 
partners bring to promotion decisions. Associates nearing promotion 
have the opportunity to meet with the Committee, discuss the 
promotion criteria, and have a conversation about their reviews and 
technical proficiencies. For many, these meetings help to pinpoint 
areas for focus over the next few years and help them to understand 
their career trajectory.

•   Broad support from partners is key to promotions. While associates 
often request assignments with partners in other offices, firm 
management owns a key role in enabling associates to establish 
relationships. 

3    Limiting time and power in firm leadership positions.
Term limits on the Executive Committee and in leadership positions are 
important to the continuous evolution of a firm. These rules and procedures 
help to mitigate the hold that senior members of the firm have and help to 
ensure both long-term stability of the firm and the ability of management to 
reflect changes in the workforce and environment. 

4    Designating leadership roles for rising leaders.
Our benchmarking indicates that those firms who acknowledge and consciously 
address the divide between shareholders and other attorneys benefit from 
lower turnover as well as better succession planning. Firms with the most 
forward-thinking processes for bringing rising leaders into leadership roles 
create loyalty and attract high quality attorneys; the firms’ cultures and 

“We work 
actively to 

ensure that 
associates 

work with one 
practice group, 

not one partner”

https://conscientstrategies.com
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processes tend to evolve more quickly and reflect more up-to-date mores, 
behaviors and expectations. Two practices stand out.

1. Non-equity partners.  An increasing number of firms promote senior 
associates to non-equity partnership before inviting them to become 
shareholders. This approach serves several purposes. 

•  The path helps to minimize the quantum leap between associates and 
partners, allowing associates to gradually assume more responsibility 
and feel that they are progressing in their careers.

• The title “partner” helps attorneys to originate business.

•  The non-equity partnership position gives shareholders an 
opportunity to ensure that attorneys have longevity in business 
development, and also provides time to determine the cultural fit of 
individuals in a decision-making environment.

Associates at firms without a non-equity partner role frequently raised the issue. 
As one interviewee commented:

“I think firm management needs to ask the question of 
whether there is a place for non-equity partners. They 
have associates coming up. How do you bridge that to 
equity status?”

2. Leadership in existing structures.  Giving rising leaders the opportunity to 
gain experience in leadership roles benefits the long-term stability of the firm 
while also bringing the perspectives of the next generation into decision-making. 
We have encountered two moves in particular that have proven successful:

• Transitioning rising leaders into practice group leadership roles 

• Rotating next-gen leaders onto the Executive Committee 

In both instances, the young leaders assumed the full responsibility and 
authority inherent in the positions. Where next-gen leaders joined the 
Executive Committee, those committees generally had regular rotations and 
term limits for its members. One or two slots were specifically designated for 
non-equity partners or new shareholders. Voting on the Executive Committee 
is one-hand one-vote rather than by share.

To mitigate the concerns of more tenured shareholders, we found that the 
firms’ Chairs and Vice-Chairs tended to retain more decision-making authority 
than in other firms.

https://conscientstrategies.com
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“Make it work” doesn’t work.
Even in this #MeToo era, senior and managing partners waffled on how 
they would handle a future allegation of harassment. We would argue that 
even less egregious deviation from a firm’s cultural norms, such as being 
possessive over an associate or not giving credit for others’ work, warrants 
corrective action. 

The short-term view of “make it work” often has negative, longer term 
implications.

In most instances, we find that partners who stray culturally are quietly 
“talked to” by the managing partner or other senior members of the firm. 
Senior shareholders are appropriately concerned about confidentiality. So 
those who lodged complaints, and the many with whom they shared the issue, 
perceive that no action has occurred. Dissatisfaction tends to grow, often 
resulting in attorneys leaving for other firms. The person who received the 
talking either tends to make no significant change, particularly if that attorney 
is well compensated and has a substantial book of business, or retreats. We 
noted several instances involving sexual harassment complaints where the 
accused person began to avoid working with members of the opposite sex, 
creating other difficulties in assignments and preparation for promotion.

Consequences  
and REWARDS
None of the firms with whom we spoke felt that they have a 
satisfactory process for imposing consequences on partners or 
shareholders who behave inappropriately or in ways that contradict 
the firm’s desired culture. 

CHALLENGE #2:
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When talking does not resolve the behavior of a rainmaker, many firms build 
a wall around the person. They work with a limited number of associates, 
and involvement in firm-wide activities gets restricted. Although this 
approach enables the firm to maintain current revenue, we have worked 
with numerous firms who encountered issues over the longer term. Again, 
recruiting becomes a challenge as reputations tend to be well known among 
firms in the same region. Culture is a critical component in recruiting, and 
associates and lateral hires tend to shy away from firms with toxic partners. 
We spoke with a number of associates and laterals who refused offers 
because of the reputation of single partners. 

Isolating small teams of partners and associates also diminishes the overall 
firm culture. Collaboration and inclusion tend to decrease significantly as 
individual performance dominates.

Share the love.
Meanwhile, few firms have factored firm-benefitting behaviors outside 
of revenue generation into compensation formulas, although they 
acknowledge the value of behaviors such as collaboration, mentorship, 
leadership, and fostering inclusion. In essence, we find that the reward 
system at many firms promotes behaviors that benefit the individual 
lawyer rather than the firm as a whole. One firm stood out because it had 
experienced substantial success building positive incentives into their 
compensation reviews.

“Responsibility credit, not just origination credit, is 
integral to compensation decisions. It is frowned 
upon for one person to have 100% credit. Creating 
opportunities for other people factors equally 
into how the elected compensation committee 
determines individual’s compensation.”

Although we encountered few firms that have effectively implemented 
financially-based incentives and disincentives, we did note several firms that 
recognize the importance of transparency and speed to deter “bad behavior.” 
At one firm, a small group of partners was committed to calling out in close-
to-real- time actions or language that could be interpreted as inappropriate. 

Culture is a critical 
component in 

recruiting, and 
associates and 

lateral hires tend 
to shy away from 

firms with toxic 
partners. 
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Even senior members of the firm were subject to being corrected, not just 
in private but to broader groups of attorneys who might have heard or been 
offended. This small team constitutes the informal culture champions of the 
firm, and their focus is on:

1. Quickly conferring with one another when situations arise

2.  Looking at the implications of actions and words across all 
attorneys in the firm

3.  Acknowledging and apologizing for missteps quickly to those 
affected 

Consciously adopting a positive perspective and action-oriented response 
establishes a culture of honesty regarding stated values and a sense among 
both associates and members of the firm that they are being heard and 
respected. Cultural norms are also reinforced. 

B E S T  P R A C T I C E S  
Promote Positive Behaviors by Recognizing Them
At one firm, the cultural value of working 
collaboratively with other practice areas is closely 
tied to the financial benefit the firm recognizes 
from multi-practice clients. The “lore” at the 
firm is that clients with relationships in at least 
3 practice areas tend to have greater longevity 
with the firm. To promote the culture of sharing, 
the firm gives more marketing dollars and funds 
for client entertainment to client teams that 
represent multiple practice areas. In addition, the 
firm adds both fun and visibility to living the value 
by awarding a high quality desk ornament each 
year to the attorney who has created the greatest 
opportunities for other lawyers. 

Recognizing positive behaviors is key to 
promoting those behaviors. A monthly award to 
a partner who has created a growth opportunity 
for another attorney also keeps the focus on 
collaboration at another firm. The award is 
announced in the internal firm newsletter and 
the recipient receives an inexpensive “trophy” to 
display. Partners initially thought the idea was 
silly, but in practice, they love the recognition and 
vie for the honor. 

https://conscientstrategies.com
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Culture is critical for growth.
Culture is often a critical differentiating factor for attorneys choosing to 
join or remain at a firm; clients, too, look at cultural fit when selecting 
outside counsel. Our benchmark studies and work with law firms indicate 
that firm culture, along with the overall financial health of a firm, outstrips 
compensation as the major determinant of attorneys’ decisions to decline 
lateral offers or to move to new firms.

Culture is how firm values are lived out through behavior. Yet, culture is often 
vaguely “understood” or “felt,” rather than articulated and defined. Our 
experience indicates that attorneys within a single firm, and even within a 
single office, often construe the culture quite differently from one another. 

Law firms have three growth strategies available: acquire or merge, bring on 
lateral hires, or grow “organically” by hiring more attorneys at the associate 
level. For the regional and national mid-sized firms with whom we spoke, 

Growing and 
still maintaining 
your CULTURAL 
ADVANTAGE
When cultural norms are not clearly delineated, we have often 
seen the implementation of growth strategies attack the culture 
that is core to a firm’s success. 

CHALLENGE #3:

The 3 approaches to growth:

  ACQUIRE OR MERGE

  BRING ON LATERAL HIRES

   GROW “ORGANICALLY” 
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lateral hires and organic growth predominate, and lateral hires offer a 
potentially quicker path to growth. Yet the success of lateral hires remains 
fairly dismal, with various research studies and surveys  typically pegging the 
success rate at 40%-60%. One out of two lateral hires fails.

Failure tends to result from cultural dissonance. Two scenarios are dominant: 

1     
The individual fails to integrate into the firm and operates as an 
independent. In this case, the firm does not benefit from referral 
business, and the lateral hire fails to develop a strong network of 
attorneys to engage on their clients. The incremental revenue and 
profit fall far short of expectation.

2     
Lateral hires bring a couple of associates or small teams with them. 
When these new hires have a strong book of business, they at times 
swamp the culture of the firm or office with their own group culture. 
Again, the expected synergies between the existing and new attorneys 
fail to materialize; intra-office clashes emerge and typically escalate 
over time; productivity and profitability decline.

Often, problems that emerge magnify existing issues that have simmered 
under the surface. Problems range from unarticulated differences among 
partners regarding growth objectives to clashes about acceptable behaviors, 
expectations regarding promotions, and how work is assigned. 

Executing a growth strategy without recognizing the impact that strategy 
would have on culture often negatively affects profitability over time. 

In addition to specifying business origination and billable expectations, clearly 
defining the culture and the consequences for violating the cultural norms are 
critical steps before bringing on lateral hires. Other best practices include: 

•  Ensuring that the partners in a practice area have the greatest say 
on hiring 

•  Documenting concerns of existing partners regarding lateral hires 

•  Establishing clear performance and cultural metrics for a trial 
period in order to facilitate reviews and resulting actions 

Documenting before a lateral hire starts that certain behaviors are not 
acceptable, regardless of the book of business an attorney brings, facilitates 
integration of lateral hires and enforcement of common standards.

 

 60%
up to

OF LATERAL 
HIRES FAIL
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When lateral partner hires want to bring associates with them, the greatest 
successes stem from screening the associates separately. Both partners and 
associates should interview the potential associate hires. While lateral hire 
partners typically want “their” associates to work with them, we see higher 
success rates when new associates initially join a larger case team. 

A strong onboarding program for all laterals is also critical. For the majority 
of lateral hires with whom we spoke, onboarding was barely a blip in their 
memories. Stand alone, 1 to 5 day onboarding programs often have minimal 
effect. Onboarding programs that extend over a longer period and include 
mentors or “buddies” tend to have more significant impact. Especially for 
associates, scheduling lunches during the first few weeks with a number of 
attorneys helps to establish the relationships critical to integration.

Designating a partner to be responsible for lateral growth has also proven 
effective in some firms. 

Onboarding 
programs that 
extend over a 

longer period and 
include mentors 

or “buddies” tend 
to have more 

significant impact. 

I N S I G H T S 
Lateral Hires – Near Term Growth at What Cost?
It hasn’t worked in the past when someone 
comes in with a big book of business but has 
a high transaction cost. For instance, we hired 
a couple of lateral partners who insisted on 
working with “their” associates; they wanted 
to get paid based on their book; they kept 
their associates fully billable and unavailable 
to others; they were reluctant to share client 
relationships or opportunities with others. 
Ultimately, they left. Now, before we make 
any offers, department heads discuss with 
potential lateral hires their business plans and 
how they fit in with the firm broadly. We have 
grown profitability more than headcount.”

The lawyers we do best with can keep 
themselves busy half the time and work on 
things given to them half the time, They are 
more integrated; they work better on teams; 
they work on their own stuff and we also 
provide opportunity for them. When the 
inevitable conflict happens, they are less likely 
to leave.”  

Organic growth and growth through mergers 
& acquisitions also have distinct issues related 
to culture, which we will address in future 
reports.

https://conscientstrategies.com
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Because of the multiple layers and the breadth of the issue, this report will 
touch only briefly on diversity and inclusion considerations. We will limit this 
short overview to highlighting some of the nuances we have observed along 
with some emerging best practices.

Studies focused on diversity and inclusion in the legal field abound, yet 3 
issues we frequently observe are often ignored.:

1     
Firms that believe they foster inclusion are quick to discount 
accusations of bias as isolated incidents.

2     
Those who are overrepresented within a law firm and exhibit biased 
behaviors are often fully unaware of their biases and how their words 
and actions are perceived by others.

3     
Inclusion goes beyond representation of diverse perspectives within 
a firm, and psychological safety is a core component of inclusion. We 
find that many firm leaders are not aware of the meaning of this term 
and its impact on turnover, productivity, and a firm’s ongoing success.

Diversity refers to who is in your firm. Does your firm represent diverse 
perspectives that clients increasingly demand from their counsel? Are 

Diversity and 
INCLUSION
Diversity and inclusion are complex issues that few firms have 
yet to manage to their own satisfaction. 

CHALLENGE #4:
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different perspectives represented at different levels of the firm including 
equity partnership? Most of the firms with whom we have worked or 
spoken assess diversity by counting the numbers of attorneys in different 
groups – racial, ethnic, gender, LGBTQ. Changing the counts through 
traditional recruiting has proven frustrating. Firm leaders point to putting 
diversity recruiting firms on retainer, and having no results after a year. Or 
participating in summer internship programs that focus on minority law 
students, with no hires resulting.

Inclusion refers to how involved, empowered, and welcome individuals and 
groups are once they make it in the doors. Do members of underrepresented 
groups feel they can be themselves at work? Are your systems and processes 
equally accessible to individuals regardless of their identity? We typically 
encounter lack of inclusion through thoughtless actions rather than from 
malintent - words used at the water cooler, informal mentorships, and casual 
social gatherings. 

Diversity and inclusion are best served through deliberate action. The 
Managing Partner of one firm labeled these actions “micro steps towards 
inclusion.” Over time, they begin to infuse real change.

•  Having 2 or 3 senior partners be responsible for appointing office 
managing partners and departments with a deliberate diversity 
and inclusion objective

•  Appointing an attorney in each practice area to ensure work and 
work roles are equally distributed. As an example, hold these 
leaders accountable for involving as many women as litigators 
and on key client work as men

•  Focusing initiatives on members of over-represented groups, 
rather than minority groups, to raise their awareness of their own 
biases and how words and actions are interpreted differently by 
different individuals

Inclusion refers 
to how involved, 

empowered, 
and welcome 

individuals and 
groups are once 

they make it in 
the doors. 
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Looking ahead.
An intentional and coherent firm-wide culture is a strong advantage for firms 
navigating current and future trends. Cultivating your desired culture means 
aligning different offices, practice groups, and individuals around a shared 
set of values, norms, and behavioral expectations so that these groups can 
say this is how we do things here. This cohesion allows a firm to take on any 
challenge more successfully, whether it is executing a growth strategy, holding 
each other accountable, navigating leadership transitions, or making strides 
toward diversity and inclusion goals.

Methodology.
This report is informed by primary and secondary research. Our primary 
research included interviews with attorneys who currently work at, or have 
left, regional and national firms across the United States. We interviewed 
individuals at the associate, non-equity partner, equity partner, and managing 
partner levels. When possible, we interviewed representatives from each 
of these experience levels at participating firms. We targeted firms with a 
regional and national presence, although some firms we spoke with do have 
international offices.

Thank you.
Thank you to those who participated in our benchmarking interviews and 
provided the information critical to the insights contained in this report. 

https://conscientstrategies.com


CONSCIENT STRATEGIES is committed to excellence 
by aligning business performance methodologies and 
culture change. We work with firms and teams on 
managing the constancy of change. Our team works with 
you to develop your vision and help you get there. We bring 
deep experience and expertise in working with complex 
teams, challenging dynamics, and multiple perspectives. 
We focus on strategy development, scaling for successful 
growth, leadership transitions, merger and acquisition 
integration, and issues in the workplace. At many law 
firms, we bring coaching, leadership development and 
facilitation services to propel our client’s goals and needs. 
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