
Practising Well

Mary wears many hats at the !ctitious law 
!rm of Smith & Same, a mid-sized law !rm 
located in the mid-sized city of Anywhere, 
New Zealand. She’s been at the !rm for 15 
years doing administration, HR and organis-
ing learning and development programmes 
for the lawyers.

Bill Same, the !rm’s managing partner, 
and Mary were reviewing Smith & Same’s 
learning and development (L&D) curric-
ulum for the coming year following the 
partners’ discussion about how to enhance 
the !rm’s culture. In my last LawTalk article 
“Law O"ce Culture; What It Is and Why It 
Matters” (in the 11 September 2015 issue), 
the Smith & Same partners decided the 
!rm needed to increase its pro!tability 
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4  better manage their teams.
We agreed this menu would inform the design of the L&D 
curriculum for the year consistent with the !rm’s new 
mission.

The L&D ‘menu’
Mary prepared the following list of “so#t skills” that lawyers 
in the !rm needed to cultivate. She said: “What we need 
to do now is go beyond technical skills. We have plenty 
of lawyers who are great lawyers, but are lacking in other 
capabilities”. Her list included:

 ! business development and how to raise one’s external 
pro!le;

 ! delegation and using support sta$ to free up lawyer time 
for business development/!rm management/leadership 
opportunities;

 ! in%uencing and coaching skills, consistent with the 
!rm’s collaborative culture and the work style of its 
“millennials” lawyers;

 ! ensuring all sta$ have a basic understanding of tem-
perament and how to use it to enhance interactions 
with others;

 ! oral and written self-presentation and communication 
skills, especially in relation to business development;

 ! networking and professional relationship building skills; 
and

 ! entrepreneurism, or seeing one’s practice not just as a 
professional practice, but also as a business.

&is was a good list and I encouraged the !rm use it as the 
basis for the “so#t skills” portion of its L&D curriculum.

Developing the curriculum
I suggested Mary prioritise the above menu items based 
on what were the most “mission critical capabilities” for 
Smith & Same’s lawyers.

She decided to start with in%uencing and self-presenta-
tion/communication skills, both of which are integral to 
the other competencies on her list. If a lawyer has great 
technical expertise combined with excellent communi-
cation, self-presentation and in%uencing skills, he/she 
will be a star.

How does one train lawyers to be better communicators/
self-presenters, in%uencers, business developers, network-
ers and team managers?

Clearly, none of us were taught how to do these things 
in law school (although we likely would have bene!tted 

consistent with maintaining its uniquely collegial and 
collaborative culture.
&is is the !rm’s new “mission”. Bill and Mary were 

interested in how to develop an L&D programme that 
would assist the !rm in achieving this outcome.

Over the years, Mary has planned programmes to 
address the !rm’s professional training needs, including 
improving legal research/writing skills and arranging for 
lawyers to attend external seminars on topics relevant to 
their practice areas.

However, she and Bill realised that to get the !rm from 
where it was to where it wanted to be in terms of increased 
pro!tability, new types of training would be needed. &is 
was unfamiliar territory for Mary.

She asked me how to integrate the !rm’s new mission 
into its L&D curriculum for the coming year. We agreed the 
lawyers did not just need more technical skills training. 
&ey knew their respective practice areas well and were 
some of the most highly trained professionals in town. 
Bill Sames’ father, William Sames Sr, set the standard for 
professional expertise, and this was deeply embedded in 
the !rm’s culture.

I asked Mary to compile a “menu” of the non-technical 
capabilities or “so!t skills” the lawyers would need to:
1  improve their pro!tability and work smarter (but not 

necessarily harder);
2  build their professional pro!les (and therefore their 

practices);
3  improve their practice management skills; and
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had that occurred).
&e best approach is to combine some 

speci!c, didactic instruction with interac-
tive, small-group work on real life, practi-
cal problems. Neither approach alone will 
su"ce, but the two together are extremely 
e$ective. Participants learn what they need 
to know, they apply it and then they prac-
tise it repeatedly, re%ecting on what has 
worked well and what needs to change.

Influencing
Bill suggested we start with in%uencing 
skills training for everyone in the o"ce 
(including lawyers and non-lawyers), so 
everyone would have a common vocabulary 
and shared hands-on experiences.

In%uencing is the ability to lead others 
outside your control so they make better 
decisions affecting you and your work. 
It’s a critical capability and Bill and Mary 
decided everyone in the o"ce would ben-
e!t from a better understanding of how 
to in%uence “up” (someone to whom you 
report), “across” (a peer) and “down” (a 
direct report).
&ere are four competencies associated 

with enhancing one’s ability to in%uence. 
&ese are:
1  “strategic questioning” (open-ended 

questions designed to gather and better 
understand information);

2  active listening (listening to really hear 
what another is saying);

3  developing high trust professional rela-
tionships; and

4  having some understanding of temper-
ament.

We developed a curriculum focused on all 
four competencies, including interactive 
exercises in which each participant would 
practice developing these skills. &e train-
ing would also include a discussion about 
how to incorporate in%uencing in one’s 

self-presentation, networking and team 
management skills.

Business development and 
networking
Mary decided that the !rm should next 
emphasise business development and 
networking skills to encourage lawyers 
to build their practices and increase their 
pro!tability. Bill asked me to interview 
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several lawyers to identify what training might be most 
helpful in this regard.

Not surprisingly, the lawyers I interviewed knew what 
they needed to do to bring in more business, including 
getting out of their o"ces, networking, writing articles, 
doing professional speaking, improving their website 
presence and so forth.
&e problem was that they not doing those things. No 

doubt, they were busy billing their time. However, more 
signi!cantly, they admitted they lacked the con!dence to 
do what they knew they should do, and so failed to follow 
through on their good intentions. &is was a bit surpris-
ing because these lawyers were all successful, capable 
professionals. Nevertheless, it was true.
&e decision was made to o$er several “a la carte and 

hands on” workshops that lawyers could choose to attend, 
focusing on how to:

 ! contact prospective clients and referral sources including 
“hot”, “warm” and “cold” calls. What is the professional 
etiquette to build your network?

 ! “work the crowd” in social and/or professional gatherings, 
optimise the number of people one meets and follow 
up with later on to cultivate a professional relationship;

 ! write an e$ective and memorable article either for a 
professional publication (that lawyers or other profes-
sionals read), or for a lay audience of prospective clients 
or referrers;

 ! plan and present a high impact oral presentation; and
 ! “convert” a professional relationship or other “lead” 
into a new instruction. &e ability to convert a pros-
pect into a client is the most critical factor in building 
a successful practice.

Lawyers said they wanted these training sessions to be 
practical, including the opportunity to role-play certain 
situations and discuss networking strategies and ideas 
for articles/presentations etc.

Because lawyers chose which workshops they wanted 
to attend, the groups were relatively small and highly 
motivated. Participants brought real life questions to the 
discussions, and we addressed them in a high trust, infor-
mal and results-oriented way.
&e feedback was good, and participants advised they 

felt more con!dent and capable going out and engaging 
in business development and networking e$orts.

Delegation and team management
Again, although this workshop would be optional, I encour-
aged both partners and sta$ to attend. Ideally, everyone 
should be on the same page when it comes to delegation 
and teamwork.

We decided to emphasise the concept of “optimal dele-
gation” – what it looks like in practice and how to manage 
a team to achieve it.
&is included how to “triage” work, set up and use work-

%ow monitoring systems, improve communication and 
avoid bottlenecks in the system.
&e group reconvened several weeks a#ter the train-

ing session to re%ect on the extent to which these new 

approaches had enhanced work%ow, client satisfaction, 
e"ciency and the like. &e results were positive. Team 
members had made some noticeable changes in how 
they were delegating and doing their work to expedite 
the pipeline.

Reflecting on success
&e approach to L&D at Smith & Same was unusual because 
it was intentionally informed by the !rm’s decision to 
enhance its culture.
&is mission created a coherent framework for the pro-

cess and provided a litmus test for whether or not the 
training was appropriate and successful. In essence, the 
L&D curriculum at Smith & Same was a case study on 
how to implement a mission-driven training programme 
to enhance law o"ce culture.

A#ter the majority of the training was completed, Bill 
convened a partners’ meeting to discuss how things were 
going. He reviewed the !rm’s year-to-date !nancial per-
formance and success in attracting new work from new 
clients and more work from existing clients. &is constituted 
the “quantitative” part of the review process.
&e partners also re%ected on the “qualitative” outcomes 

of the training relative to business development initiatives, 
team functioning and !rm morale. &ey discussed what 
was and was not working well and what needed to change.
&e group identi!ed areas for future work, especially 

in regard to new business development, an area where 
everyone needed to do a bit more. Behavioural change is 
never easy, particularly when people lack some self-con-
!dence at the outset.

Making it a priority
Smith & Same is a !ctitious law !rm and this is a !cti-
tious case study. It is !ctitious for a couple of reasons. 
Firstly, this law !rm does not exist. Secondly, and perhaps 
more importantly, very few law o"ces understand their 
organisational culture su"ciently well to design an L&D 
programme designed to enhance that culture.
&at said, any law !rm can design and implement a 

mission driven L&D programme by making it a priority 
to do so.

Many !rms have begun the process and they !nd that 
doing so correlates closely with enhanced !nancial per-
formance and an improved work environment.

It’s a somewhat di$erent approach to professional train-
ing and it’s an excellent complement to more traditional 
skills-based technical training for lawyers.

Emily Morrow was a lawyer and senior partner with a large firm 
in Vermont, where she built a premier trusts, estates and tax 
practice. Having lived and worked in Sydney and Vermont, Emily 
now resides in Auckland and provides tailored consulting services 
for lawyers, barristers, in-house counsel, law firms and barristers’ 
chambers focusing on non-technical skills that correlate with 
professional success: business development, communication, 
delegation, self presentation, leadership, team building/manage-
ment and the like. She can be reached at www.emilymorrow.com.
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