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6 Ways To Win The Lateral Hiring War
By Ben Conarck

Law360, New York (April 23, 2015, 3:28 PM ET) -- With the lateral hiring market busier and more
cutthroat than ever, every law firm is seeking its own edge in attracting, and landing, top-of-the-
line talent.

Given the competitive nature of today’s bustling lateral market, it’s not the policy or executive
committees of a given law firm that steer hiring decisions but rather client demands, the
candidates themselves and even previous hires, experts say.

That means the first step for law firms looking to cash in on lateral hiring is to dig deep and
understand what they’re all about before they can accurately determine who they’re seeking,
according to several legal recruiting veterans.

This should be viewed as a chance to build on the strengths of a firm, which often correlate to the
specific practice areas or geographic sectors producing the highest revenue, according to David
Walden of E.P. Dine Inc.

“For a firm trying to attract the star lateral partners, it’s really all about understanding what the
entire strength of the firm is,” Walden said.

Because the big firms do a little bit of everything, Walden said, the question becomes what your
firm does better than everyone else, and the challenge becomes explaining to the lateral partner
you’re trying to hire how they can expand one of those core strengths.

Here, experts share six tips for making sure your firm lands the standout partner it’s seeking.

Know Thyself

The most foolproof way to determine a firm’s core strengths is to look to its clients and where
they are feeling the most demand for expertise, whether those demands are explicitly stated or
gleaned from other partners at the firm, Walden said.

“It is a client-driven demand,” Walden said. “But it’s not just that clients are saying, ‘This is an
area of expertise we need.’”

Firms also should be proactive once they figure out where they’re looking to beef up, said Jon
Lindsey of Major Lindsey & Africa, who suggested drafting business plans for potential hires.

Just as candidates will have business plans listing clients, prospective clients and strategies, law
firms too should be thinking about clients that would benefit from the lateral hire and potential
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pitches for business, Lindsey said.

“Be really specific and drill down on what they want to do. Then talk about the support you want
to provide,” Lindsey said. “More and more firms are having the marketing department get involved
in the very early stage. ... They know what every partner is doing, so having them involved can
be very helpful.”

Cut Through the Noise

Successful partners considering a move may be hearing from more than 20 firms, but they’re
likely only considering a handful, Lindsey said.

In the humming lateral market of today, Walden said firms and recruiters use too many
buzzwords, and firms should be careful about picking them up in their own talks to prospective
hires, who may be receiving several phone calls each day.

“There’s a lot of noise,” Walden said, stressing that a firm needs to think on a deeper level about
what it can say or do for a candidate before even making a call. “You should put far more
substance on the front end, which makes it far more likely for a partner to be responsive to those
calls,” he said.

The best talent is likely considering a handful of firms that have similar financial metrics and
gilded reputations, said Sabina Lippman of Lippman Jungers LLC.

The pitch, she said, should go beyond qualifications and delve into opportunity, whether that
comes in the form of a pending retirement, a new office opening up or the need to anchor a
location with a certain expertise.

“There needs to be something a little bit special,” Lippman said.

Money Talks

Surprisingly enough, there are differing opinions on how much compensation can factor into the
success of a lateral hire.

Even those who downplay the influence of income on hooking a lateral, however, concede that
writing a big check will always serve to attract candidates, although they contend that money
alone won’t bring in a sustainable partner.

But even if it’s not about who can offer the most cash, compensation counts.

The way an offer or a pay system is structured can mean a lot to a candidate, Lindsey said.

“If you only get credit for things you get for yourself, there’s a tendency to hoard work,” he said.

Conversely, he said, a firm can reduce compensation for hoarding work and encourage its partners
to share and give credit to multiple people.

“I think these days most people do not want to be sitting alone in a silo,” he said. “The expression
I often hear is, ‘We hunt in packs.’”

Another rule in crafting a compensation offer is to never overcommit on salary, even when a firm
feels it needs to guarantee a certain level of income to bring in a lateral, said Bob Denney of
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Robert Denney Associates Inc.

“Guarantee a comfortable amount; don’t pay the lateral a lot more than your current partners are
making,” Denney said. “That’s really going to screw things up.”

If the partner is a must-hire, there are workarounds, such as lower base pay and performance
incentives, Denney said.

Be Honest

The idea of a “cultural fit” is probably the most talked about, and perhaps the most complex,
factor in the hiring equation.

Some industry veterans view culture as a personality issue, while others pin the notion to a firm’s
values, but whatever the X factor is, the cultural connection — or lack thereof — can be a deciding
element in the first or final stages of a candidate’s decision process, legal recruiting experts say.

Lindsey said that the level of comfort between the candidate and those at the firm, whether it’s a
practice chair or someone else, factors in right away as one of the most important parts of the
initial pitch.

“I don’t think you can fake that,” he said. “It really does not benefit either side to give a false
impression of who they are or how they interact with their colleagues.”

Given that, Lindsey said, honesty is the best policy.

“People should know the good and the bad so they can make an informed decision,” he said.

A firm might even want to consider telling credible but self-critical stories about partners who
have left the outfit and explain what lessons were learned in the process, said Adam Weiss of the
Lateral Lawyer Group.

“Every lawyer is going to know someone who has left a firm,” Weiss said. “The firm should have a
reasonable explanation for why a particular departure happened.”

Make It Personal

Sussing out whether there’s a cultural fit is also going to take several face-to-face meetings and
all hands on deck, Lippman said.

That could involve wrangling a practice chair who is consistently on the move to come to town and
spend time with a candidate, or having an established person “on the ground” who has a good
relationship with the candidate to bring them to social events.

“That person can get close and become sort of the local rabbi,” Lippman said.

Beyond face time, there are other ways for firms to sweeten the pot, such as offering a candidate
a title or the chance to build a certain practice, she said.

Denney said that it doesn’t hurt to ask a candidate what firms they are considering and what
about those firms interests them, even though that information isn’t always easily acquired.

“Ultimately it comes down to saying, ‘This is who we are, we hope it’s what you want,’” he said.
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With all that in mind, a firm shouldn’t let the process drag on too long. Weiss said the common
adage of “time kills all deals” is especially true in the lateral partner market.

“The longer things remain open, the more likely the partner is going to find an enthusiastic firm or
one that seems more enthusiastic, and take that offer instead.” Weiss said.

Follow Through

Many lateral hires fall apart in the final stage of “integrating” the partner, or, in general terms,
making sure their business and practice fits in with that of the firm. Integration depends on tying
the success of a partner to the firm’s overall success, experts say.

The term “integration” is so widely used in the lateral recruiting market that Lindsey described it
as a “bandwagon,” but he added that it is “by far the most important indicator” of whether a
lateral hire is satisfied with the move.

Lindsey said it can take many forms, including business integration — where clients are pitched to
other practice areas in the firm — as well as social and cultural integration.

“Firms have come to realize that integration is the crucial thing,” Lindsey said. “They might have a
program but not follow it.”

For instance, Lindsey said, candidates may be shown a checklist of things that would happen
when they arrive, and then nothing materializes.

The long-run success of a previous hire is therefore inextricably linked to the success of future
hires, several recruiters said, because candidates are going to want to talk to people who have
jumped on board and see how things have worked out.

“The proof is in the pudding,” said Lindsey. “If a firm can point to laterals who have actually
succeeded, then you can have them interview the candidate as well.”
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