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Every honeymoon ends.  No matter how long the courtship, nor the beauty or expense of  
the wedding ceremony, it’s inevitable.

Eventually, both the bride and groom settle into a daily routine – a lifestyle – as the 
practicality and demands of  “every day” become reality.  The honeymoon’s over.  Now 
what?

Well, of  course, that’s not the end of  the marriage.

The relationship between a law firm and a newly arrived lateral partner is much the same.  
Every lateral move – or lateral “arrival,” from the new firm’s perspective – involves a 
honeymoon period that ends.

The intention of  this article is to discuss, from the law firm’s perspective, how important 
that honeymoon period is and why it presents such a fantastic time of  opportunity for 
both the lawyer and the firm.  In short, the arrival of  a new partner is the beginning of  a 
new relationship and must be anticipated, planned for and utilized by the firm.

In the context of  the commentary that follows, as much as I would love to claim that the 
ideas in this article are all originally mine, I can’t honestly do that.  Much of  the article’s 
substantive content was derived from a 2007 survey entitled “Lateral Partner Satisfaction: 
A Decade of  Perspective,” authored and published in 2007 by Major Lindsey & Africa’s 
Jonathan Lindsey; and another separate work published by the Institute of  Management 
& Administration Inc. (IOMA) entitled “The Complete Guide to Lateral Hiring & 
Integration – Best Practices for Law Firm Leaders” (2005).  

In addition to that substance, many of  the thoughts (and most of  the advice) in this article 
were spawned by the fantastic successes, and occasional disappointments, that my firm 
has experienced in relation to our lateral recruiting efforts.  Many of  my current partners 
joined the firm as experienced lawyers, in search of  a new culture, a new platform or more 
energy after experiences elsewhere.  

Regrettably, we also have experienced the occasional failed marriage after a lawyer joined 
the firm, but later left.  We have been inspired by some of  our missteps and failures along 
the way.  Although these missteps are not without some regret, it is certain that without 
those experiences, I would be unable to write this article with any credibility.  

So, in summary, it is my intention to share the benefit of  those experiences.  

This article, therefore, not only briefly addresses the need for a long term view of  any 
“new” partnership you undertake, but also expresses some simple but important questions 
and answers that all law firms – no matter the firm size, location or practice area – must 
recognize to make the new marriage work.  

WHY YOUR FIRM?

There are number of  reasons that will motivate a partner “with a book” to consider 
leaving his/her present firm.  The converse of  these are the same exact reasons that a new 
partner has joined your firm.
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Any one of  these alone could be the primary driver behind a decision to join you, but 
it has been my experience that a few of  the following factors, in whatever order of  
significance, will be the main factors motivating a move to the new firm:

•	 Money/compensation;
•	 Financial health of  the firm;
•	 Firm’s strength of  management;
•	 Firm culture;
•	 Firm’s reputation; and
•	 The perceived “platform” for the partner to expand his/her practice.

Knowing which of  these was the driver behind each lateral’s decision to move will better 
allow a firm to keep the lateral satisfied.  The easiest way to find out is to ask, but ask 
before the move is made.  

THE EFFECTS OF SATISFACTION

A satisfied partner will be more motivated, energetic, productive and a better “firm 
citizen.”  However, the effects of  dissatisfaction are virtually all negative.  Ultimately, a 
dissatisfied partner will once again become a later – i.e. they will leave.  

The impact upon a firm unable to satisfy its laterals may be profound.  Some of  these 
effects are easily measured, including lost time spent with the attorney, marketing and/or 
client development dollars spent in support of  that lawyer’s practice, etc.  

However, the other, less tangible effects of  the departure may be farther reaching and 
more damaging.  These include the undermining of  the firm’s reputation with current 
and potential clients, and even more potential lateral partners.  Moreover, and maybe just 
as important, is the damage done to the firm’s position and reputation with its current 
partners and associates, along with the likelihood of  lost momentum within the firm in the 
wake of  the departure.  

These effects, when combined, are measured not in past dollars spent and future revenue 
lost, but in the cost of  potential opportunities no longer available and the erosion of  
what the firm may have been.  Although much of  this potential damage is conceptual and 
difficult to quantify, it must not be ignored.  

ANTICIPATE AND WELCOME EACH NEW PARTNER

The easiest way to ascertain a lateral’s expectations is to ask what they are.  This, however, 
should not be done for the first time after the partner arrives at the firm.

Rather, the mutual expectations of  the firm and the new partner should be discussed 
regularly during the “courtship.”  Many of  the new partner’s expectations will align with 
the above discussed factors that triggered the move in the first place.  

In addition, laterals rightly expect to be logically and immediately integrated within the 
firm and to have their practices, and themselves, cross-sold to the firm’s current clients.  In 
return, they should expect to be good firm citizens, while working hard to be just that, and 
endeavoring to mutually cross-sell the firm to their own clients.  

While the new partner has a tremendous responsibility and duty in this context, the firm is 
primarily responsible for managing these needs and expectations.  
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ENHANCING SATISFACTION

So how can a firm make sure the new lateral is satisfied?  Spend the time.  The arrival of  
the new lateral partner is jus the beginning of  this process.  Adding an additional lateral 
partner who brought a book of  business must be considered part of  a long-term strategy 
and not a short-term achievement.  

There should be plans, consistent with the concepts stated in this article, that 
comprehensively seek the successful integration of  the partner at all times within the first 
year and for several years afterward.  Of  course, it is to be expected that the attention 
paid to “partner integration” will be inversely proportionate to the passage of  time, but 
nonetheless, it is a long-term process.  

Involve the entire partnership.  Every single partner within your firm, to some degree, 
must be involved in the integration plan.  This 
includes partners in every geographic location and 
practice area.  

While the connection of  some partners may 
be sufficiently attenuated so as to warrant only 
minimal involvement, these partners must, at least, 
be socially oriented toward the new partner to a 
degree.  

Partners with a closer connection to the newly 
arrived lateral must be more closely involved and 
held accountable for client introductions, practice 
support, cross-marketing efforts and other relevant 
contributions.  

Communicate consistently with the new partner 
and the existing partnership.  It’s important that 
the firm’s expectations for the new lateral partner 

are communicated to both the new partner and the firm’s existing partnership.  Not only 
should these expectations be discussed openly, but there should be specificity built into the 
existing partnership as to who is accountable for the deliverable associated with the new 
partner’s integration.  

An open dialogue certainly avoids any misunderstandings as to what was expected and 
should enhance satisfaction going forward.  

Deliver on promises immediately.  The first month after the new partner’s arrival is an 
incredibly critical time period.  Press releases, announcements to firm clients and the 
new partner’s clients, introductions within the existing partnership and to the firm’s 
management – all must take place within the first several days of  the partner’s arrival.  

Nothing will sew the seeds of  discontent more quickly than a brand new partner sitting in 
an office at the end of  the floor with no involvement from his/her new firm.  Moreover, 
even the “best laid plans” may go awry if  care is not taken regarding the practicality of  the 
new partner’s start date.  

For example, a new partner should not be welcomed to the firm when the vast majority of  
his new department is on vacation, has just started a trial, or is otherwise unable to deliver 
on these promises.  
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Avoid any “outsider” mentality within your partnership.  If  there is any sense at all within 
your existing partnership that the new partner poses a threat of  any kind, this mentality 
must be recognized and quashed.  New partners must be welcomed and supported with 
enthusiasm and commitment by the firm.  If  this culture (and it is a culture) can not be 
avoided, do not add the partner.  The distrust fostered by this culture will quickly envelop 
the new partner and will likely result in a quick, and regrettable, divorce.  

Assign one or more people as a “go to.”  This is an easy but often overlooked solution to a 
simple problem.  

There should be a small, centralized team assigned to a new partner.  In a small firm, this 
could be one person.  Regardless, the new lateral will have numerous questions and will 
seek immediate answers to straightforward issues, such as first-day lunches and simple 
administrative needs, and more complex questions, such as marketing coordination and 
practice support.  The existence of  this team will avoid one question from the lateral, i.e. 
who do I ask, while also addressing the numerous but predictable issues that will arise.  

The effective integration of  a lateral partner into a law firm is a far more challenging, and 
probably necessary, task than the recruitment itself.  Long-term success and profitability 
will be significantly enhanced at firms of  all sizes and practices when the satisfaction 
of  the new partner is made an immediate priority.  Firms must not only seek to recruit 
partners, but to retain them.  
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