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LA AND LOBBYING IN THE NATION'S CAPITAL

of Venue?

“BY LYNN MESTEL

Partwers thinking of moving to a new firm bave options, bui should look hard before leaping.

and the trapic events of Sept. 11, legnl recruiters have realized that many of the

E ast year was one of dynamic change in our industry. Buifeted by the economy

old rules no longer apply.

Though associate placements have been
off to n noticenble degree, placement of indi-
vidual partners, along with group moves and
firm mergers, has increased deamatically.
Partners with seasoned business have
became increasingly more attractive to a
wider spectram of fisms. Simélndy, partners
who were considered in the past to he
“untouchable™ hecause they worked 22 cer-
tain top-tier firms are now far more receptive
to the idea of changing firms.

‘While some of the changes are no doubt
attributoble to the ecenomic downturn, we
find that the events of Sept. 11 play a sur-
prisingly large mole in the New York market,
For those warking downtown, the prospect
of relocating to nnother neighborhood is an
incentive o consider formerly unappealing
oppostunities with midtown firms.

The more prevalent motivation, however,
is more basic. For many, the temible events
Tave led to a seview of personal prioritiss,
with quality of life becoming dramatically
raore important, In the past, most partners
were willing 10 endure urpleasant situstions
for aty number of rensons, such ns high
income and fenr of change, but many are
concluding that life is too shert. Con-
sequently, they are now more opea to the
idea of moving 1o anether firm where their
professionat life would be more rewarding.

Once an attomey has mnde the decision
10 consider other Grrms, it is important for
him ar her to undesstand that finding the
st approprate finm is cot & simple task
Ideally, it i a process that begins with talle
ing to a gualified recruiter. The diniog

een recruiter and oltorney is more than
one conversation: 11 takes time to thoroughly
explore the reasens for considering a move,
o5 well as the attriputes of the “perfect” firm,
¥hils unhappiness is often the reason for
looking, it is not necessary to be miserable (o
seck a change, Candidates ofizn are relative-
ty happy st their present fimms, but have
determined for any number of reasons that
anpother firm would be a better “fit” and
therzhy offer prester potential to grow their
practice.

Once you hove made the decision to
chenge firms, you must confront a few basic
issues, First, would the new firm provids the
Eind of platform te beost professional devel-
optnent or grow your portfolio?

For example, some bankyuplcy partness
have decided that now is a goed tims ta look
aroand—particulasly if they have been toil.
ing away at a firm where they were largely
jgnored or, worse, relegated to second-class
status. In fact, two banksuptcy partners we
wre currently working with am inferviewing
with firms that have mnderstood bankraptcy
all along and are prepamed to offer = higher
platform to boost these attomeys” revenyes.

“Fue Compensanon FACTOR

Once you have determined that the new
firm can provide the right platfarm, the sec-
ond guestion is whether the compensation
structure offered is comfortable.

It may seem olwious to sonsider com-
pensation before making a move, but part-
ners with large books of business often call
mie to ask whether they a1e being compen-
sated fairly and within the market. One
caller was a lateral pirinier who had gener-

ated 53 miflion in fees, hulf of that in his
own practice area, When T told him he
should be compensated approximately
$825,000, ke admiteed that he was poid sig
nificantly less. If this partner had sealized
upfront that he was not being co sated
fnirly, he most probably would not have
taken the job.

Once platform and compensation are
addressed, the focus should shift to whether
the eulture and valies of the new fim nee
compatible with the pariner’s personality.
East year, we assisted the merger of a smalt
New York lnw finn with a national AmEaw
100 firm, Key members of the smaller firm
were each given one-year contracts, When
one of these members became serously i}
and couldn't perform his duties, the firm
completely henored his contraet as if he had
‘hilled 2,000 hours biraself,

Two other key members of the firn called
at the end of the yeur to tell me how happy
they were with the firm, especially its val-
ues, citing this parinet's reatrent as the rea-
son, This example demenstates the impar-
tance of choosing n firm that closely approx-
imates the kind of values and culture that
you held personally.

DANGER AHEAD
You should be aware of o few waming

signs before making the decision to move to
anew finn:

& Significant depanures of key pastners
could portend poor management, poswer
freaks, or financial weakness,

s An interview process that indicates
subtext of political #ssues. For instance,
power suuggles between offices could be a
sure signal that the office you are jeining is
not part of the key management tfeam—or,
even worse, the offices are not well nm. You
would not be joining an integrated partner-
ship but riber separate fiefdoms.

= A legse that is tenminating within 12
months, whils appareetly trivial on the sur-
face, could actuglly mean the fimm is con-
sidering merging or disbanding. Asg in
eveery other business, lease terms deter-
mine overall profitability, ns weil as long-
terr viabitity,

© One only has to look around at the
shakeont of law firms on the West Coast, as
well as some here on the East, to ses a med
flng when n firm has 2 significant depen-
dence on ane industry. West Coast firms
now ackmowledge that pusting 4l their egas
in the dot-com busket has been detrimental
1o their health. Enst Const firms that relied
100 heavily oa the mpid expansion of inter-
national eapital markets and opened mare
foreign offices have suifered too.

e If the new firm lacks a clear, written
stratepic vision or busizess plar, you should
be concemed. When we meet with manag-
ing partmers, T have leamed to recognize the
good firms by the clarity with which the

managing partner describes their sirategic
vision ad business plan. Opporiupissic
growth or growth for growth's sake very
rarcly advances a firm—and if it does, it
usually works only in fhe short term. Look
for a firm that chooses acquisitions that play
on its stenpths, as well as apswer its long-
und short-term nesds.

e A recent internal restructusing could
suggest a pelitical coup, Find out who was
part of the transition team and how fong
they are going 1o be available to advise the
new management tcam. If the outgeing
leaders are helping in the fim’s transition
effor, that's & good sign—but if they were
kicked out and an unprepared, usncertain,
or famultuous group is maning the show,
look out,

New York, Washington, and Boston are
londed with excellent opportunities for part-
nets looking 1o move to pnother firm in this
new year We hiave seen the demand for indi-
vitlua] partness and practice groups rse sig-
rificanily in the past few months. In New

- York, it's a good time for bankruptey and

gencral corporaie partners; in Wash-
ington, telecom and high-tech specialists;
aod in Bosten, IP partners.

Decide what your goals are, contact a
professionnl legal recruiter, and start looking
at your optiens. Becanse, as we 2ll know,
[ife is just too short,

Lanin Mestel is president of Mestel & Co,,
a legal recruiting jirm with offices in New
Yok, Washington, and Bosion.




