
Wislawjournal.com | Largest Law Firms 2006 http://www.wislawjournal.com/special/largest-firms-2006/leadership.html

1 of 4 1/3/2007 9:37 AM

"People don’t follow
leaders who aren’t
outstanding; you can’t
just be good, you have
to be great."

Larry R. Richard,
Hildebrandt International

 

Leadership Training

Honing essential skills to guide law firms

In bygone years, law firm leaders tended to be the most senior partners,
who dabbled in that role while easing into retirement. No more. With 
competition intensifying among law firms, their people are giving much
more careful consideration as to who will take them in the direction to give
them the edge over their competitors. Put another way, they are looking for
people who seem to possess the raw materials to become effective leaders,
and giving them the training they need to take on that responsibility with
successful results.

It’s called “leadership development,” and it’s proliferating in the legal
profession, according to a pair of law firm leaders in Wisconsin, and a
couple of highly regarded providers of that training.

Both John R. Sapp, the former managing partner for many years of Michael
Best & Friedrich LLP in Milwaukee, and Richard J. Bliss, the managing
partner of Godfrey & Kahn, s.c., in Milwaukee since 1995, say that they did
not receive any formal leadership training before stepping into their top
leadership roles. Yet, they would not hesitate to recommend leadership
training to others.

There’s a reason they didn’t receive formal training themselves: It didn’t
exist back then.

Two of the most popular leadership development training programs got
their start only about a decade ago. Namely, the Harvard Business School Executive Education
program began offering a course entitled, “Leading Professional Service Firms,” in 1996. At about
the same time, Dr. Larry R. Richard, a lawyer-turned-psychologist, started to refocus his consulting
with law firms to advise them on how to cultivate their leaders.

Jay W. Lorsch, a professor of human relations who heads the faculty teaching Harvard’s professional
services course, says the idea to create the course came from consulting clients with whom he had
worked.

Specifically, he advised so many individual professional services clients about effective leadership,
that he knew there was a collective need. Fast-forward 10 years, and the university is now offering
the week-long leadership course twice a year, which is typically attended by anywhere from
120-160 professionals from a wide variety of disciplines, from across the globe.

For his part, Richard, of Hildebrandt International, based in Somerset, N.J., cites the research
findings of a colleague of Lorsch at Harvard, Professor John P. Kotter, to explain why leadership
development was borne, and took off, in the 1990s. Kotter hypothesizes that, in times of rapid
change and insecurity in the external environment, the need for strong leadership increases.

In the law firm context, this makes sense to Richard. He explains that, in the 1970s, law firms were
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relatively stable places to be: Lawyers, and by and large, their clients, stayed put, and when it came
to technology, the typewriter and telephone ruled, as they had for several decades. In the 1990s,
however, the concept of the lateral hire came into play, while clients started shopping around for
legal counsel. 

At the same time, the Internet emerged as a revolutionary tool of communication and an
informational resource. A handful of high-profile 100-year-old firms started to dissolve, because
they couldn’t adapt. The cumulative effect was to intimidate people, who started to look within their
organizations for leaders to guide them — and for ways to make them better leaders.

Aren’t All Lawyers Also Good Leaders?

Sorry, but the answer is no, according to those who spoke to Wisconsin Law Journal.

Bliss emphasizes that his firm hires lawyers with the goal of making them the best lawyers they can
be, and not for whether they seem to be leaders. Later on, when assessing someone’s strengths and
weaknesses, they might identify him or her as leadership material. “But we’re not looking for the
next managing partner when we hire someone out of law school,” he says.

Bliss acknowledges that most lawyers do tend to be effective communicators and clear-thinkers,
which are qualities that most leaders also possess. On the flip side, lawyers tend to be highly averse
to risk, by virtue of the cautious advice they give day in and day out — but good leaders need to be
willing to go into unchartered territory occasionally, in his opinion.

Meanwhile, Sapp opines, “Some lawyers and very comfortable leading, and others are much more
comfortable being part of a team.”

Moreover, some of the traditional indicators of success as a lawyer are not always indicative that
someone can lead. A big book of business and/or significant legal expertise does not always
translate into leadership abilities.

Complicating the whole issue is the horizontal structure of most larger firms, which typically have
many partners or “owners.” To a certain extent, that makes them all feel like they’re leaders — but
you can’t have too many leaders trying to guide the course of the ship or it will go nowhere. And,
more than once, Sapp has seen power go to a prospective leader’s head, so that ultimately no one
followed someone who could’ve been a very strong leader.

Richard takes it even further, in that he says that most lawyers have some strong psychological
traits that they must learn to control, should they want to become effective leaders. From his
research, he has concluded that lawyers, in a nutshell, tend to have a very different psychological
profile than the general population, and they are attributes that might make them better as lawyers
than as leaders. Specifically, lawyers are less sociable and more skeptical, urgent, analytical,
autonomous, and more defensive and thin-skinned than the general public — by a wide margin, he
adds.

With skepticism, for example, Richard explains that clients want a skeptical lawyer — they want
someone who can find the flaws in the other side’s offer, or who can identify the holes in someone’s
testimony.

“So when a typical, highly skeptical lawyer is drafted into a leadership role, how is he or she able to
keep their skeptical mind when analyzing a legal matter, but turn it off when trying to get buy-in
from someone else in the firm on a decision? It’s a hard thing to do.”

So maybe lawyers don’t come to leadership development with the same tendencies and tool kits
that other professionals bring, says Lorsch. That’s OK. “Every session, we get a lot of lawyers, and
we’re always happy to have them,” he says. “I have great admiration for them. They’re almost
always very articulate, and they’re fun in class because they love to argue — in a constructive way.
They’re thoughtful about how they want to run their firms, and quite intelligent.”

No one “fails” his course, although some get more out of it than others, he adds. But by and large,
most who are there and have paid the tuition and are eager to learn and make the most of the
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"Some lawyers are very
comfortable leading, and
others are much more
comfortable being part
of a team.”

John R. Sapp,
Michael Best & Friedrich
LLP

experience.

When asked a similar question — are there some people who cannot lead? — Richard replies, “In my
book, there’s no such thing as a leader who’s not an effective leader. If you’re a mediocre leader,
you’re not really a leader. People don’t follow leaders who aren’t outstanding; you can’t just be
good, you have to be great…

“So, we do encounter plenty of people who are not good leaders, and we tell them, ‘This is not a job
for the faint of heart. If you want to be a leader, we can teach you how to do that, but you have to
really apply yourself. You have to set as your goal, “I want to be a top 10 percent leader.”’ Because
if your goal is just to see a little improvement, you’re going to get no pay-off for that. The acid test
is, when you turn around, are there people following you? The response can’t be, ‘No, but they just
don’t understand.’”

An added, and frequently unanticipated benefit to the participants, he notes, is that leadership
development invariably involves personal growth for those who truly commit themselves to it. “You
can’t possibly step up your game as a leader in a law firm — or any business, for that matter —
without growing personally, and that’s pretty bracing and exhilarating for people. That why it’s
called ‘development’ — because you’re moving along a positive path.”

What Goes On at Leadership Development?

The hallmark of the Harvard Business School is the case study method — a
method with which lawyers are highly familiar. Lorsch’s course is no
different.
“Ever try to lecture a bunch of middle-aged executives? They’d just go to
sleep, especially right after lunch,” he quips. “You have to keep them
engaged. We believe it’s the best way for experienced executives to learn.
It stimulates discussion among them, and that’s really the secret to our
success. We do discuss ideas and concepts certainly, but at the end of the
day, what really makes it exciting is getting everyone to interact with each
other, and learn an immense amount from each other — in the classroom,
and in their informal interactions over meals or between classes, they share
ideas, and we help them structure those ideas.”

Likewise, in Richard’s sessions, much of the time is spent probing case
studies, along with role-plays and receiving constructive feedback. The
program is customized, and some clients want “competency modeling,” so
that he identifies the clusters of skills that members of that particular firm
find desirable in their leaders, and he tailors the curriculum to develop
those competencies.

Psychological testing is often a part of his iteration of leadership
development, because the prospective leaders need to know where they’re
at, and how accepting they can be of the viewpoints of others. 
The training can vary in its duration, but leadership cannot be taught
overnight, he stresses. 

“One of the things we have learned from the research on leadership, is that since leadership is a set
of skills and behaviors, and not a cognitive thing, it can’t be taught like CLE. At CLE, you listen to a
lecture, take notes and your up to speed, in a day or less. But if you’re a leader, and your job is how
do you get buy-in, how do you become a better listener, how do you create an inspiring vision, or
what do you do to act as a role model, there’s no way to do any of those things without seeing an
example of it in action, trying it out yourself, rehearsing it and getting feedback. It’s a very
experiential kind of behavior change that’s called for. And that means multiple sessions, that are
feedback intensive.”

Leadership training is not inexpensive. The Harvard course costs $9,000. As for Hildebrandt’s on-site
training, Richard says this is another area where there’s great variation. For those who just want to
“stick their toes in the water,” the investment is minimal, a couple thousand dollars. However, a
firm with dozens of leaders, engaging in a long-term program with multiple sessions in multiple
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offices, can expect to pay in the six-figure range.

Is it worth it? Yes, say Sapp and Bliss.

Bliss, who is relying on gut instinct more than a strict cost/benefit analysis, says, “You can always
make the argument that our people could’ve developed leadership skills in some other way. But I
really think that getting structured training, learning about best practices and thinking these things
through with others, are very helpful to developing leadership skills.”

Not surprisingly, Richard agrees:

“Let’s just put it this way: Whatever the cost of leadership training is, it almost always pays for
itself. Because there’s strong evidence that leaders who are really outstanding get
disproportionately positive benefits from those within the organizations they lead, in terms of higher
productivity and profitability. It’s an investment. When you train people to become really effective
leaders, those leaders will produce much more lucrative results for the organization.”

 


