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Most law firm partners are very busy people.
So getting them off the treadmill of billable work 

to focus on improvement is the first challenge.






Thoughts on partnership

“Having a business partner 
is the worst idea in the 
world!  I’ll never do it again. 
I just got finished buying 
out a second business 
partner and I’m done.”

“My firm is doing great 
and it is growing. I 
think I need to figure 
out how to make some 
people equity partners 
so I’m not the only one 
responsible for the 
firm.”



Why lawyers have had partners

• In the late 20th Century our society, the law, the organized bar and 
client needs all became more and more sophisticated. So lawyers could 
not do it all.

• Specialization, while not “allowed” by many jurisdictions ethics rules, 
was required.

• Big corporate clients wanted large law firms as counsel.
• Now large law firms are in the 1000’s rather than the 100’s of lawyers.



The Challenges of Having Partners

• Joint and several liability
• Reputation is impacted by your firm as much as your skills.
• Shared decision making with other people who are not as smart or 

savvy as you think you are! 
• Supporting your partner may lead to ethical challenges you otherwise 

wouldn’t have encountered.



The traditional law firm pyramid structure. 



Partnership is a relationship.

A business relationship to be 
sure.

But like every relationship, it 
takes work to keep it on a 
positive basis.



Examples of the Challenges of Having Partners
• You only want “quality” clients and your partner wants anyone with a 

checkbook
• You want associates with proven writing ability and your partner wants 

associates with T1 credentials
• You care about your partners’ success and are willing to make sacrifices to 

support them and they are focused on maximizing their revenues
• You desire a collaborative approach and your partner advocates for 

policies that encourage individualized approaches to everything
• You want to do good work for good people while making a good living and 

your partner wants to maximize income and retire to Boca in 5 years



The Paradox of Partnership

• Law firm partners LOVE the benefits of ownership and LOATHE the 
responsibilities.

• Partner’s meetings and other decision making processes
• Some lawyers spending more time managing than “lawyering.”
• The frustration of arguing with trained advocates on how many reams 

of paper to order, when everyone would be better off doing client 
work.



Noted Legal 
Industry 

Thought Leader 
Jordan Furlong

“Too many law firm partners are a 
lethal combination of smart and 
selfish. Smart enough to recognize 
their firm’s business model is 
increasingly unsustainable; selfish 
enough to block attempts at 
structural reform that could 
address the problem but would 
reduce their income.”



Onboarding lawyers to ensure success

•Bring in a professional to help you with the 
process. 

•Have each partner draft a list of their 
expectations.

•Use one or more assessments to learn about 
things like communication styles, motivations, 
etc. 



Onboarding lawyers to ensure success

•Create a 90 day, 180 day and 1 year plan for the 
new partner

•Create a similar plan for partners and staff who 
will regularly interact with the new partner. 

•Schedule regular meetings to check on progress 
against the plan.



Saying goodbye without an ugly divorce



Does the “lockstep” retention model still 
make sense in 2020?



“If this is 
beginning to 
sound like the last 
days of Rome, it 
does to me, too.”  
-- Mark Cohen

@Legalmosaic



What is a partnership 
model built to last?



Considerations: A partnership model built to last

•Handling origination fees 
•Data-driven compensation agreements
•Transparency 
•Billable hours and alternative billing
•The impact on women lawyers



An Interview with a Managing Partner

•An “eat what you kill” approach to 
compensation. 

•The “hero fund”
•Our partners generally put in more billable hours 
than associates. 

•The Ten Commandments (OK …..Twelve)



Be a better partner and 
you will find you have 
better partners.
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Thanks for listening

Links to many 
articles and 
resources are 
contained in our 
paper.



YOU play the most important part in keeping TECHSHOW exciting.  
Please complete the Speaker evaluation before you leave.

See You Next Year! 
TECHSHOW 2021:  March 10-13, 2021
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