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GET A MOVE ON
In a recent survey undertaken by Cicero, legal executive search, selection and training experts, the findings on what spurs moves, how they are being effected, and associated challenges proved interesting.

Why do lawyers move?

Lawyers are confirming, loud and clear, that rarely do they move solely for more money.  Mid-level lawyers see that salary bands are for the most part consistent.  A substantial number of lawyers working in mid tier firms will often move to another mid tier firm and the industry salary bands are similar. The level of lawyer looking for a better salary seems to be at the 2 year PQE level where most variation was observed, mostly as a result of the size of the firm they worked in, and the area of law practiced.  Unsurprisingly, many suburban and small sized firms seem still to be paying the lower end of the salary band, reflecting the type of practice. Eighty five percent of lawyers surveyed who were working in smaller firms were looking to jump into a larger environment for exposure to larger matters and also more money. Building their skill set was also of concern to them and the larger environments were appealing for them to develop.

Where are lawyers moving?

Consistently, lawyers looking to stay in private practice are looking for firms providing staff with involvement, career development, innovative mentors, and prospects.  “It’s no surprise that as a senior associate in a top tier firm I’m stuck in a bottleneck to partnership. I have no choice but to move” commented one lawyer with six years experience and superb credentials.  More and more, this position is resulting in a benefit for smaller reputable firms with quality work, where the structure allows for more accessible progression and promotion.

One in two lawyers surveyed were ideally looking to move from private practice into an in-house role.  Many accepted that this was one of the most difficult moves to achieve given its popularity and lower level of staff turnover.  Interestingly, many lawyers had not given serious thought to approaching their employer to see if the possibility of secondment to a client was viable. 

Expectations and how they have changed.

The way lawyers think, and the ways they are approaching their career changes, have changed. This can be attributed to a number of things including the current market, generational issues, and also the increasing number of lawyers who are coming to the law as a second career.  Subsequently, graduate positions are often not the answer for some.  Lawyers are moving when they feel they are not getting the exposure and responsibility they are looking for. Gen Y lawyers are looking for far more than the standard rotations within a firm.

How are lawyers, and groups moving, and has this changed?

Recruiters continue to play a large part as HR of law firms attempt to free up their time for management issues.  Most lawyers are familiar with the processes of aligning themselves with a recruiter and utilising the recruiters’ networks.  

Headhunting by recruiters is becoming more prevalent as the war for talent continues. This is having major repercussions for firms and there is a very real need for firms to enter into business arrangements with reputable recruiters who will work for them, and not pilfer from their fold. “Hands-off” agreements have never been so important. With traditional recruitment methods and online advertising often proving ineffective in attracting talent, headhunting will continue to be favoured. 

Mergers are playing a major part in the way groups of lawyers move.  Firms are benefiting, with self-sufficient teams moving across, adding to the firms’ bottom line.   

Direct approaches by law firms to colleagues in other firms is more evident.  Lawyers surveyed spoke of colleagues approaching them to join their firms, having observed their work and technical expertise. The “business of law” is allowing for more upfront discussions between lawyers, and there is less “cloak and dagger” style recruiting.  Lawyers today are less inclined to stay for extended periods of time with one employer throughout their careers.  Moves are expected, and more “open” than ever before.  Of the lawyers surveyed, many Gen Y lawyers described how they had no qualms about expressing to their employer their intentions to look around in the market should their expectations not be met.  

Referrals internally from staff members are benefiting firms.  The knowledge they have of the firm culture and expertise is invaluable.   

What challenges are faced once lawyers move?

The results of the survey revealed three common factors as challenges - firm cultural differences, support and resources, and in-house training and development.  Not surprisingly, lawyers who experienced effective induction processes and support, found the settling process easier.  Some firms are providing this better than others.  The success in this area correlated directly with staff retention which is a key issue currently being addressed by law firms.  

Tips to ensure a smooth transition

*Investigate thoroughly – conduct your own due diligence on the firm that you are considering moving to.

*Make enquiries in the market about the internal mechanics of your firm of interest.  Investigate issues such as success with retention, and the firm’s commitment to training and development.

*Accept there will be a transition phase.  Keep in mind there was a reason you chose to leave your previous firm.
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