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Everyone wants to be Equity Partner, Section Chief or Team Leader, right? But, 
being knowledgeable about your practice area and knowing how to take a 
deposition and try case doesn’t necessarily mean you know how to manage a 
team of attorneys, assistants and other staff members, while balancing 
oversight of the office’s finances, human resources, marketing and host of other 
issues. How do you respond when your new associate does not perform to 
expectation and wants to work remote? Should your firm invest in a new AI 
program? As one of the equity/senior partners at the firm with management 
responsibility, do you have greater responsibility over all of the associates billing 
practices? In this program, the panelists will prepare you for these and other 
unexpected and sometimes difficult questions that requires strategic moves for 
you to succeed in management.
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Maria P. Vallejo, Esq., Chasan Lamparello Mallon & Cappuzzo PC 

 
Maria P. Vallejo is a member at Chasan Lamparello 

Mallon & Cappuzzo, PC, where she is a civil litigator and 
land use attorney, representing individual, corporate and 
public entity clients. She concentrates her practice in 
commercial litigation and public entity defense, and 
represents private and corporate clients in all phases of 
land use, zoning and redevelopment matters.  

  
Maria represents public entity clients in a wide range of 

matters. She provides policy guidance, conducts labor negotiations, and litigates various 
actions, including Title 59, employment, construction and breach of contract matters. She 
currently serves as Deputy County Counsel of Somerset County, N.J., and counsel to the South 
Bound Brook Joint Planning and Zoning Board.  

 
She regularly appears in New Jersey State and federal courts on behalf of her private and 

public clients. In addition, Maria presents land use and redevelopment applications on behalf 
of private developers and individuals, while handling land use appeals in actions in lieu of 
prerogative writs.  

 
In addition to her practice, Maria is an active member of multiple Bar Associations, including 

being a Trustee of the New Jersey State Bar Association (NJSBA), Director of the NJSBA’s Land 
Use Section and member of the Association’s Finance & Operations Committee. She has 
chaired both the Commercial and Business Litigation Section and the Diversity Committee, and 
remains an active member. She also served as a Director of the Asian Pacific American Lawyers 
Association of New Jersey (APALA-NJ), and was the first Asian/Filipina-American President of 
the Hudson County Bar Association (HCBA).  

 
Maria is devoted to maintaining the integrity of the legal profession, from Bar to Bench. She 

was appointed and remains a member of the New Jersey Supreme Court Civil Practice 
Committee and the New Jersey Supreme Court Board of Continuing Legal Education. She also 
has sat on the Judicial Prosecutorial Action Committees of both APALA-NJ and the HCBA. As a 
former Secretary of the District VI Ethics Committee, Maria was responsible for reviewing all 
ethical grievances submitted against attorneys practicing in Hudson County and determining 
whether to docket and investigate those matters.  

 
Maria sits on the Board of Trustees of Rutgers University, in addition to volunteering her time 

as a part-time lecturer teaching land use law and practice at Rutgers Law School in Newark. She 
speaks publicly on her various practice areas, along with issues of ethics and diversity, equity 
and inclusion. 
  



 

K. Raja Bhattacharya, Esq., Bendit Weinstock PA 
 

K. Raja Bhattacharya is a Certified as a Civil Trial Attorney by 
the Supreme Court of New Jersey, and is the Managing Partner 
of Bendit Weinstock, P.A. located in West Orange, New Jersey.   
 
He concentrates his practice primarily in catastrophic personal 
injury and medical malpractice. Through his practice he has 
been involved in a number of Appellate Division and NJ 
Supreme Court decisions affecting the rights of individuals 
throughout the State. 
 
Raj is a member of the New Jersey Supreme Court’s Model Civil 

Jury Charge Committee.  He serves on the Executive Committee of the New Jersey Association 
of Justice (NJAJ) as its First Vice President.  
 
He is a frequent lecturer for NJAJ, ICLE and several bar associations, where he speaks to 
attorneys on a range of trial and litigation tactics topics.   
 

  



 

Diane L. Cardoso, Esq., Brady Reilly & Cardoso, LLC 
 

Diane L. Cardoso is a Partner at Brady Reilly & Cardoso 
and a highly accomplished trial attorney recognized among 
the leading civil litigators in New Jersey. Certified by the 
New Jersey Supreme Court as a Civil Trial Attorney, she has 
built a distinguished career representing plaintiffs in 
complex, high-stakes litigation and is admitted to practice 
in both New Jersey and New York. 

Ms. Cardoso concentrates her practice in civil 
litigation, with a focus on automobile negligence, premises 
liability, construction site negligence, legal malpractice, 
and medical malpractice. Known for her strategic 
advocacy and courtroom presence, she has earned the 

respect of both the bench and her peers. She is also fluent in Portuguese and Spanish. 
A prominent leader in the legal community, Ms. Cardoso is a Past President of the Hudson 

County Bar Association and currently serves as President-Elect of the New Jersey Association 
for Justice. She is also Chair-Elect of the American Association for Justice Women Trial 
Lawyers Section. In addition, she is a member of the American Board of Trial Advocates 
(ABOTA), serves on the Hudson County Civil Arbitration Selection Committee and Civil 
Practice Committee, and is the Co-Founding Chair of the Women in Law Section of the 
Hudson County Bar Association. She also serves on the Board of Directors of the New Jersey 
Women Lawyers Association and is a Fellow of the New Jersey State Bar Association 
Leadership Academy (Class of 2017–2018). 

Ms. Cardoso’s excellence and leadership have been widely recognized. She was named 
the 2025 Civil Practitioner of the Year by the Hudson County Bar Association and is the 
recipient of the 2023 New Jersey Association for Justice Meyer-Segal Award. She has also 
received the American Association for Justice Distinguished Service Award (2021 and 2022) 
and the American Association for Justice Women Trial Lawyers Caucus Excellence in 
Leadership Award (2021). In 2017, she was honored as Professional Attorney of the Year by the 
Hudson County Bar Association. 

She has been selected for inclusion in the New Jersey Super Lawyers list from 2016 
through 2026, including recognition as one of the Top 100 Attorneys in New Jersey (2025 and 
2026) and one of the Top 50 Women Attorneys in New Jersey (2025 and 2026). She was 
previously selected to the New Jersey Super Lawyers Rising Stars list from 2013 through 2015. 

A sought-after speaker, Ms. Cardoso regularly lectures on trial advocacy and civil litigation 
for the Hudson County and Essex County Bar Associations, the New Jersey Association for 
Justice, and the New Jersey Institute for Continuing Legal Education. 

She has been selected for inclusion in the New Jersey Super Lawyers list from 2016 
through 2026, including recognition as one of the Top 100 Attorneys in New Jersey (2025 and 
2026) and one of the Top 50 Women Attorneys in New Jersey (2025 and 2026). She was 
previously selected to the New Jersey Super Lawyers Rising Stars list from 2013 through 2015. 

A sought-after speaker, Ms. Cardoso regularly lectures on trial advocacy and civil litigation 
for the Hudson County and Essex County Bar Associations, the New Jersey Association for 
Justice, and the New Jersey Institute for Continuing Legal Education. 

  



 

Joe DeMarco, Esq., Scarinci Hollenbeck LLC 
 

Joe DeMarco is a Partner in Scarinci Hollenbeck’s 
Commercial Real Estate group. He devotes his 
practice to complex land use matters, with extensive 
experience redevelopment, zoning, and permitting. 

 
Leveraging the invaluable insight gained working for 

and advising New Jersey municipalities, Joe represents 
both public and private clients. He provides practical 
and strategic guidance, helping clients navigate real 
estate transactions and development projects from 
concept to completion. 

 
Joe currently serves as County Counsel for Somerset County, New Jersey, where he 

manages all legal matters for the county. He also serves as Borough attorney for Roselle Park, 
New Jersey, and redevelopment counsel for South Bound Brook, New Jersey. 

 
Joe previously served as the Business Administrator for the City of Bayonne for four years 

and as the Business Administrator and Assistant Town Attorney for West New York for three 
years. In these positions, he managed the day-to-day operations of the cities, including 
negotiating and drafting redevelopment and financial agreements, overseeing updates to 
master plans, leading zoning and planning departments, and formulating long-term 
redevelopment strategies. 

 
Additionally, Joe has experience in dispute resolution as a professional for Forthright 

Solutions, where he resolved personal injury protection (PIP) claims filed by medical providers 
and individuals. He also practiced insurance coverage and defense litigation as an associate 
at Cleary Giacobbe Alfieri Jacobs from 1994 to 2001.  

  



 

Ron McCormick, Esq., Bergen County Prosecutor’s Office 
 

Ron McCormick is Chief Assistant Prosecutor with the 
Bergen County Prosecutor’s Office. He is a dedicated law 
enforcement professional. He has served for over twenty years as 
an Assistant Prosecutor.  He now serves as Chief of the Narcotics 
Task Force for the Bergen County Prosecutor’s Office. In his 
career, he has prosecuted domestic violence, robbery, sexual 
assault, child abuse, and homicide crimes, among others. The 
New Jersey Supreme Court has recognized him as a Certified 
Criminal Trial Attorney. 

Prior to joining the Bergen County Prosecutors Office, Ron 
was a Law Clerk to the Honorable Sebastian Gaeta, Jr. 

Ron is a graduate of the College of William and Mary. In 
addition to a Juris Doctorate, Ron has an M.B.A. and is licensed to practice law in the State of 
New York. 

Outside of his prosecutorial role, he is an active member of the larger legal community. 
Ron is a former Regional Director of the National Black Prosecutors Association, a former 
President of the Black Prosecutors Association of New Jersey, a former member of the Board 
of Directors of the Garden State Bar Association Board and a former member of the Bergen 
County Bar Association’s Criminal Law Practice Committee. 

He is a founding member of the Black Prosecutor Association of New Jersey and is 
currently a Trustee of the New Jersey State Bar Association and a Trustee of the Assistant 
Prosecutor Association of New Jersey. He also serves as New Jersey Bar Association’s Vice 
Chair of the North for the Judicial and Prosecutorial Appointments Committee (JPAC).  

 
Finally, Ron is a frequent panelist and moderator of continuing legal education courses.  

Most recently, he was a panelist at the Annual Criminal Law Institute (November 2021) and 
moderated a program at the 2021 New Jersey Annual State Bar convention called “High 
expectations! How will the Legalization of Marijuana Impact Communities of Color?” 

  



 

Corinne McCann Trainor, Esq., Fox Rothschild LLP 
 

 Corinne McCann Trainor is a seasoned trial lawyer who 
helps business leaders resolve complex, high-stakes 
commercial, constitutional, regulatory, real estate and 
construction disputes. 
 

Owners and executives of companies facing existential 
challenges rely on Corinne to design and implement multi-
front legal strategies that protect their interests and advance 
their business goals. She often coordinates the services of 
experts in technical fields, including forensic accounting, 
actuarial science, architecture and design, engineering, 
quality assurance, public affairs and government relations. 

 
She represents clients in a range of highly regulated industries, including pharmaceuticals 

and biotechnology, life sciences, construction, real estate and land use, insurance, 
transportation and commercial banking. She helps them solve a broad range of legal problems 
involving contract disputes, regulatory overreach, civil and property rights issues, unfair 
competition, fraud, breach of fiduciary duties and intellectual property violations. 

 
Corinne is skilled with real estate litigation, particularly as it relates to property and 

development disputes. Landowners and developers depend on her to find ways to overcome 
regulatory challenges.  

 
Corinne regularly appears before the New Jersey state and federal courts, the State of New 

Jersey’s Office of Administrative Law, and in arbitration as both lead and local counsel. She 
also has extensive experience as lead counsel in appellate matters and applications involving 
constitutional claims and statutory disputes. 
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Defining the Perfect Partner
Articulating performance metrics for a new era

Moray McLaren

Compensation Law firms Law firm management Partners Quality metrics

LEAD ARTICLE From The Practice —  November/December 2023

 |   |   |   |   |  Defining the Perfect Partner

Against the backdrop of uncertainty across legal services, two questions have structured
my thinking in working with law firms as they review and update their approach to
partner remuneration, profit sharing, and defining what it means to be a “perfect
partner.”

First, will the challenges of the past three-plus years provide the necessary impetus for
wholesale change? Emerging from the COVID-19 period, I had seen more openness to
change in the previous three years than in the past 30. However, it is an open question
whether this impetus for change carries over long term—especially given the record
increase in profits experienced by most firms. Are we destined to go back to the future,
or is real innovation here to stay? More specifically, are partners ready to embrace new
performance indicators when defining and evaluating success—metrics that are less
about finance and more about holistics?

Are law firms getting the behaviors they need or the
behaviors they reward?

Second, if the appetite for change is waning, do we really want to go back to where we
were? The exceptional circumstances of COVID-19 reminded many of priorities outside
work, be that family, friends, or personal health, after so many years of focusing on legal
practice. Typically, partners were expected to “run at the same speed”—with the
personal commitment that implies. What impact could calls for different approaches to
work-life balance have on ownership and profit sharing? And what does that mean for
our conceptions of who is the perfect partner?

The past few years of increasing business activity, challenging client needs, rising fees,
and reduced costs resulted in high law firm profits. But more important, partners
appeared more united than before and were more willing to align around shared
objectives. As one managing partner reflected to a colleague at the time: “If I had told the
partners to paint their front doors red, they would have done it.” But, as the storm ends—
and the next inevitably begins—what will the appetite for change be going forward? In
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this article, based on exclusive data from a major International Bar Association (IBA)
survey, I attempt to shine a light on one particular aspect of change. How do law firms
define the perfect partner? What has changed? What needs to change? And how we will
get there?

The path to the perfect partner

My work as a consultant involves assisting firms in better understanding the changing
requirements of what I call the “perfect partner.” How are law firms defining partner
contribution and the behaviors required to achieve it, and how are they developing a
trusted system to evaluate partners and distribute profits fairly?

More than just looking at remuneration and profit sharing, we need to understand high-
performing people: how far current incentives are motivating the right behaviors. From
the leadership’s perspective, what are the levers that can be pulled to achieve that?

Earlier this year my colleague at Lexington Consultants, Stephen Revell, and I completed
a survey of law firm remuneration trends for the Law Firm Management Committee of
the International Bar Association. In June and July 2023 more than 100 law firms of the
IBA’s Law Firm Management Committee responded. Law firms were asked about changes
they were making in their partner remuneration, including the adoption of more-formal
performance management with a move away from a reliance on purely financial metrics
of success and more-curated career stages. Respondents originated from every corner
of the world and represented many successful firms in their own jurisdictions. Their
average size was 40 equity partners with an additional 12 salary partners. Twenty-two
percent of responses were from law firm founders.

Given this data and the prospect of increasing uncertainty, I was interested in exploring
how the expectations of partnership are changing. I was also curious whether the major
changes I was seeing in my consultancy work for the “best in class” were being reflected
among law firms more widely.

Understanding the partner paradox

Lawyers are facing a growing paradox in the way they practice together in partnership—
it is striking how similar the survey responses are across all types of firms and in all parts
of the world. Although we received a number of IBA responses from firms describing
themselves as “black box” and “salary plus,” in this article I am focusing more on “eat
what you kill” (EWK) approaches and lockstep as the most popular global approaches,
although our research will show the extent to which the terminology is less relevant.  

Remuneration approaches

The EWK approach rewards partners against quantitative metrics, such as fees
generated and profit contribution, and is recognized as fair, transparent, and highly
meritocratic. Critics, however, argue that formulas encourage short-term
individualism over the firm-first approaches required to compete effectively in
today’s more sophisticated and demanding market. Its simplicity and perceived
fairness make EWK common among law firms globally.

With automatic partner promotion and profit share based on seniority and not
quantitative metrics, lockstep has been regarded as encouraging firm-first behavior
and teamwork. Tensions can arise, however, if high performers feel their extra
contribution is not being recognized or when a partner doesn’t pull their weight.
Lockstep remains popular among some of the leading New York firms and U.K. Magic
Circle as well as independent firms globally—as we shall increasingly see with some
“managed” elements.
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Black box approaches, where the profit is decided without transparency over the
evaluation criteria or process, have been most common among founder-led firms,
though increasingly rare.

Salary-plus approaches assure partners an annual salary payment plus bonus based
on exceeding financial targets. They have been popular with founder-owned firms,
the majority adopting a more hybrid approach, where owners decide to open the
equity.

While autonomy and personal independence have always been celebrated as
cornerstones of the profession, law is increasingly practiced in larger and more
businesslike entities. Although firms have traditionally placed a premium on the
advantages of collegiality among partners, we need to better understand the ways in
which they are actively working to change culture by developing more accountability
and less autonomy within what are major businesses today.

Our starting point is, therefore, are law firms getting the behaviors they need or the
behaviors they reward?

This is such an important question when working within the partnership model, though
it would seem strange for the corporate world—to imagine that the behaviors of co-
owners are not always aligned with the best interests of the business.

Implicit in the question are issues of fairness, as well as ensuring that partner rewards
drive the “right” behaviors. The challenge is to develop an approach that allows everyone
to express their personal interests within the framework of what is also desirable or
possible for the firm. 

How many firms are guilty of saying that they want partners to collaborate by supporting
one another in finding work and then passing it selflessly to the most appropriate lawyer
while rewarding partners solely on individual and team financial metrics?

Recently a partner at a global law firm told me: “If I refer work to one of our international
offices, it doesn’t count to my own numbers—much better to pass to a local firm where I
can invoice the client receiving credit for all of it.” An extreme example perhaps, but we
all recognize the symptoms.

Despite the work invested in redefining performance
indicators, financial performance is still the main driver for
partner rewards.

In my experience, it is the minority of firms where the shared ambition of partners is
clear—where they instinctively share a common understanding of what they want to
achieve as a group. More common are the firms where partners function as a
constellation of separate businesses.

Working as a group of solo practitioners, with each partner doing their own thing, is by
no means a failure. Many firms are very comfortable with this approach, but without
collaboration, where every partner is pulling in the same direction, many firms
experience a drop in profits as they grow. In part this is due to the initial investment
required within a larger entity—akin to developing an institutional approach. Also,
without a common set of aspirations or shared objectives the day-to-day questions such
as recruitment, work allocation, or promotion into the partnership can become toxic.

The question is: What are the positive behaviors that will help us achieve our objectives,
and are there any negative behaviors that will hold us back? Above all, which interests
should partners follow: short-term personal interests or longer-term firm interests?
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Growth is a common strategy for law firms, and for the majority this requires moving
from a culture of “my client” to “our client.”

Five current trends

Let us start by reviewing the areas the survey respondents identified as currently
deserving the greatest attention before looking down the road at what we should be
expecting to hit us next.

1. Accountability still the major challenge

Implied in the partner paradox, law firms find even the simplest of tasks difficult, and
understanding the consequence is central to partner performance. As we all know, even
something as simple as recording the time taken on a specific piece of work, invoicing
clients in a timely way, or following up on payments can be a challenge.

What law firm leadership bemoans as a lack of discipline is viewed from the partner
perspective as “What is my motivation to do this?” Although leaving each partner to their
own separate business is much easier than aiming to give a sense of direction to a group
of senior professionals, the 2023 research tells us that defining and understanding the
behaviors of an ideal partner is still the number one challenge for firms.

The key to aligning individuals around a group above personal interests is understanding
what brought a group of people into business together in the first place, and what
success meant not only to those individuals but to the firm as a whole.

I had heard the expression decades earlier: when a firm does not have a strategy, its
remuneration model will define the strategy. What I hadn’t realized was the extent to
which the power of individual incentives makes a firmwide strategy irrelevant. This
leaves a vacuum when it comes to developing common approaches to client
relationships and people across organizations that are now much larger and more
sophisticated businesses.

Remuneration priorities

Based on the IBA survey, respondents listed their top five remuneration priorities in
the following order:

2. Clearly defining partner contribution with formal KPIs

Over the past three years, I have run a number of workshops with law firms asking
partner groups which metrics were perceived as being most important to the business in
the past, and whether these would remain the same in the future.

Defining partner contribution, such as a formal partner scorecard that includes
both financial and nonfinancial criteria.

1.

Handling poor financial performance, understanding what is causing this, and
helping a partner improve in building new business or potentially demoting or
de-equitizing where improvements aren’t made.

2.

Dealing with unacceptable partner behaviors, hogging work that should be
passed to other departments, and treating people poorly.

3.

Ensuring a fair and trusted evaluation process, and building evaluation processes
that partners support and rely upon being led by individuals who are seen as
acting in a nonpartisan way

4.

Encouraging partner accountability.5.
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In line with the results of the IBA survey, it’s clear that firms are rethinking what partner
contribution means and updating their performance indicators (or key performance
indicators, also known as KPIs).

Approaches are still led by financial KPIs, but there is a growing understanding of the
importance of nonfinancials. Indeed, in our IBA survey, 57 percent of firms identifying
themselves as EWK said they are rewarding partners on the basis of both financial and
nonfinancial criteria. From the lockstep firms that award a bonus, 37.5 percent award
these on financials only and 62.5 percent on a mixture of financial and nonfinancial KPIs.
A focus on purely financial metrics is unwise—finding the right balance is key, as is using
the correct financial metrics. This has spectacularly misfired in the firms using the
wrong financial metrics, such as billable hours and income, as opposed to financial
contribution and profit margin. (Overly focusing on billable hours can encourage some
very bad habits: filling up on lower strategic work, lower pricing, and write-offs seriously
damaging the profit margin.) In addition, it is now recognized that there has been an
overreliance on personal, rather than team, practice and the wider firm financials.

Five pillars of partner KPIs

Survey respondents listed the following as the most common elements to a partner
performance matrix: 

In terms of leading a team, it would be difficult to argue that partners are not all equally
responsible for developing their people. (In reality, of course, some partners find it more
difficult than others.) I personally find it surprising when a partner says that their
contribution is doing legal work and not selling it—and they would happily leave that to
others. In my view, each partner shares the responsibility for building the business.

More than 30 years after David Maister popularized the concept that each partner could
contribute in different ways—or as he said, “finders, minders, and grinders”—partners
are today expected to comply with at least a minimum contribution across all areas.
There are, however, two common exceptions.

First, some firms allow weighting, where partners have to comply with the minimum
across each requirement but focus more on the areas where they, and the leadership,
feel their contribution is most important (oversight of the firm finances or people are
common examples).

Second, adding a further layer of sophistication, some firms are revisiting and redefining
the contribution of partners at different levels of seniority. For instance, more-junior
partners would focus on legal delivery, then on client relationships, before adopting an
external ambassadorial role or mentoring and coaching colleagues as they increase in
seniority.

In terms of the elite firms, it is unusual not to have a balance of financial and
nonfinancial KPIs within a balanced-scorecard approach. The most common categories
of nonfinancial performance are anchored around developing your people, stronger
client relations, plus management and leadership. An increasing number of firms are now
seeking to define the values required from partners—in effect, encouraging positive
behaviors while dealing with any unacceptable ones.

People: Helping the team achieve their potential.1.

Operations: Investing in key business processes.2.

Values: Supporting the culture required.3.

Clients: Enhancing brand, reputation, relationships, and market share.4.

Finances: Achieving financial objectives.5.
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[Lockstep] leaders are expected to avoid profit dilution,
ensuring annual profitability increases, but in many cases
without the teeth to enforce this. 

Some elite firms also refuse to disclose specific aspects of their partner performance—
only the leadership or remuneration committee sees the full set of partner results.
Interestingly, 86 percent of IBA survey respondents have “transparent” systems while 15
percent don’t.

Of course, there may still be a strong element of smoke and mirrors. Despite the work
invested in redefining performance indicators, financial performance is still the main
driver for partner rewards. While firms are quick to highlight their work on defining the
values required of partners—what is commonly described as a “no jerks” approach—in
reality, it is difficult to say whether this has gone beyond just lip service and is actively
being enforced. Indeed, enforcement can be a challenge. As case in point, less than 50
percent of IBA survey respondents agreed that a set of positive partner behaviors have
ever been applied to them.

Performance indicators are great in practice, though difficult in reality. Change is
especially challenging when it affects the money in our pockets. Support from the
majority is required, plus determination from the leadership.

Lawyers like detail, and it is always tempting to overcomplicate this. As one managing
partner told me, quoting the age-old aphorism: “Perfect is the enemy of good.”

Small steps are advisable: agreeing on general principles, introducing the first
nonfinancial metrics, perhaps trying a “shadow model” for the first year to ensure
systems are up and running. Let’s not forget that the financial success of a firm is merely
an output of their people, clients, and effective leadership. The long-term benefits,
including higher profitability, are clear.

3. Introducing guardrails within tighter performance bands

Agreeing on performance indicators is one challenge, but understanding how to manage
them in a coordinated way is another. In addition to moving away from financial KPIs
only, firms are adopting performance bands with guardrails, agreeing on KPIs such as
minimum financial performance for each level.

The challenges of the EWK and lockstep approaches are today as clear as the benefits. In
pure EWK approaches, partners are vulnerable to market changes—at a specific point in
the economic cycle, real estate lawyers will find themselves out in the cold. The adoption
of hybrid approaches such as using bands (as seen in lockstep firms) are more common.
Avoiding the risk of a good or bad year, partners are assessed and moved up and down
bands according to their three-year results—giving stability over career development
with clarity over aims and expectations at each band.

On the basis that firms have already agreed upon KPIs for their partners, they can then
use this as a guide for placing partners in each band, with specific criteria for promoting
up or relegating down those bands.

LOCKSTEP CHALLENGE?

In terms of managing performance, lockstep firms have their own particular cultural
challenges. A pure lockstep automatically promotes each partner with an increased
share of profits for each year of practice. This works on a simple assumption that with
each year, the size and profitability of a partner’s practice will increase, which may not
always be the case.
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Leaders are expected to avoid profit dilution, ensuring annual profitability increases, but
in many cases without the teeth to enforce this. Of course, they can appeal to someone’s
better nature and ask them to move down.

Given the limited options for performance management, if interpreted in the purest
sense they can be quite brutal. Forty-four percent of the law firms identifying as
lockstep in the IBA survey describe their approach as “automatic progression up the
lockstep based on years of service.” Lockstep is, therefore, best suited when partners and
their practices have similar financial performances, or when partners agree on the
strategic value of less profitable partners or practices and are comfortable with
promoting them despite the hit on profit. If not, those unable to sustain the profitability
required for their level should step down the lockstep or depart altogether.

Agreeing on KPIs and guardrails, without empowering
leaders to enforce them, is a waste of time.

Many pure lockstep firms are therefore introducing a bonus to reward their high
performers (modified lockstep) and performance gateways—a formal review against
agreed KPIs—say, every three years—before promotion to the next step (managed
lockstep).

As with EWK bands, the priority is avoiding downward promotion, which can be
demotivating. By including an annual bonus—often simply based on financials—lockstep
partners are rewarded for an exceptional year (such as a one-off transaction or major
litigation win) with a bonus, not a band promotion.

With EWK adding bands and lockstep firms adding guardrails, the difference in approach
is narrowing, as borne out by the IBA survey. In the survey, the pure EWK firms listed
introducing bands and placing a greater importance on nonfinancial KPIs as their most
likely improvements, while for the pure lockstep firms, introducing gateways topped the
list.

Whether bands or lockstep, promotion up and down bands allows partners to increase
or decrease their share ownership—the equity percentages float freely based on the
points given to a partner and the total number of points in issue. The allocations of
existing equity partners need not be recalculated when initial additional partners are
admitted, because all current partners are simply diluted pro rata.

4. The case for reinforcing governance

If the challenges of the pure EWK and lockstep approaches are clear, we should not
underestimate their huge advantage: simplicity.

In addition, the inclusion of nonfinancial KPIs raises the question of whether they can
ever be truly objective. Firms are investing in robust systems, which make for more-
informed discussions, but in my opinion an element of judgment is required.

Reviewing a partner’s financial success is straightforward, but evaluating fellow partners
over nonfinancials, such as motivating their team or building the firm reputation, is more
tricky. So even where wider partner contribution is recognized, there is still some
reluctance to move away from financials on the basis that it necessarily requires
judgment over fellow partners. Forty-six percent of IBA survey respondents said that
they have a remuneration committee, 16 percent leave this role to current leadership,
and the remaining said they are decided “purely on financial metrics only.”

The partner paradox is very clear—firms in which partners enjoy a high level of
independence, light-touch management, and a “first among equals” approach to
leadership have some difficult decisions to make. Collegiality can be a simple cloak for
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accountability and performance—“I won’t tell you what you do if you don’t tell me.”

Agreeing on KPIs and guardrails, without empowering leaders to enforce them, is a
waste of time. Oversight is important, with a board or management committee reviewing
decisions taken by the existing leadership (ExCo) or a separate remuneration committee
(RemCo). Seventy-five percent of the firms surveyed allowed unhappy partners an appeal
process, but those typically occurred only in exceptional circumstances.

For many firms this requires a transition from hands-off to more proactive management
—not only agreeing on rules but empowering the leadership to enforce them. In our
consultancy work, this is an area where leaders, especially in the lockstep approach, feel
very vulnerable. Even in firms that have agreed on guardrails, they are sometimes
ignored.

On average, survey respondents review the terms of their partner deed only every eight
years, realizing either that it doesn’t reflect the firm’s growth or, if it does, that they have
been standing still. 

Barriers to change

In terms of barriers to change, IBA survey respondents listed the following in order
of importance:

NOTE: They could score multiple options.

5. Moving from partner evaluation to partner development

Given that the requirements of partners are being viewed more widely than purely
technical skills, some firms are still failing to effectively prepare new partners. In my
consultancy work, the frustration of new partners, who feel they don’t have the skills
required to build their practice, is amplified by the frustration of their seniors, who see
them as failing to move from being good technical lawyers to fully contributing partners.

Another unforeseen consequence of COVID-19 was the group of unprepared seniors who
were sucked into partnership (for all the right reasons, such as busy workload, etc). As
one managing partner explained to me: “It was like a train pulling into the station: we
opened the doors and pulled the lawyers we relied upon into the train.”

This is a burning issue in many firms. On the positive side, they have invested financially
in making up the next generation of partners—they now need to help them develop the
wider skills and the level of profitability expected.

Is a dilution of partner autonomy increasingly inevitable as
lawyers welcome business professionals into the owner
group?

I appreciate that change is daunting, especially if leaders are neither recognized nor
rewarded for driving the firm forward. Some firms take an even softer approach—
working with their learning and development team (and not remuneration) when trying
to train and develop the perfect partner. Under this approach, partner KPIs become the

Lack of partner accountability (44 percent)1.

Lack of shared partner goals (29 percent)2.

Fear of conflict (16 percent)3.

Absence of trust (11 percent)4.
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development competencies of the potential partner group and then selection criteria,
hence avoiding any tension—or finger pointing—among partners when defining partner
contribution. It is easier setting expectations for our juniors than ourselves before rolling
this out as partner KPIs when the time is right.  

Three future issues

As we have seen, law firm leaders have a lot on their plate, reflecting the needs of an
increasingly complex market, along with the KPIs required of the perfect partner. I
wanted to finish by shedding some light on the areas that I believe are ripe for attention.

1. Same-speed or multispeed partnerships?

My opening question—“Do we want to go back to where we were?”—is framed differently
in some firms as “Are we expecting all partners to run at the same speed?”

Partners have a difficult decision to make, namely, are they looking to recruit and retain
partners who act and perform in more-similar ways, or in contrast, are they comfortable
when partners say they would like to follow the fast, medium, or slow lane at different
stages of their careers?

It is outside the scope of this article, but the answers have several consequences. With a
balance toward financial KPIs, career flexibility could be simpler for an EWK firm—that a
partner may choose to “eat less and kill less” is implied by the name if nothing else.
Assuming they comply with the minimum financial floor, band systems allow for a
stepping down—for a period—if agreed as being in the best interests of the firm.

Within a lockstep approach, partners are able, of course, to negotiate a “step down” in
performance—although in my experience, encouragement may be required (surprisingly
some partnership deeds don’t require an equal reduction in lockstep points when
stepping).   

2. Aligning incentives to strategic opportunities

As firms see the benefits of more clearly defining partner KPIs within a more structured
career development (such as bands), the longer-term opportunity is aligning a partner’s
specific KPIs to their strategic objectives as outlined in their annual objectives. This does
require additional layers of complexity and tailored annual KPIs for each partner, with an
evaluation against that. In the IBA survey, around 60 percent of the respondents do not
yet have a process for annual partner objective setting.   

The ability for partners to develop specific strategic objectives, typically in parallel to
their learning objectives, then evaluating them against them requires sophistication
beyond many firms. Sidestepping their existing remuneration model, however, many
leaders have been successful in awarding a partner bonus against strategic objectives.

3. The future of law: If we aren’t selling knowledge, what are we
selling?

The use of increasingly sophisticated technology is leading us to reassess the role of
lawyers and the value of the services they provide. Many have assumed that the
traditional role of a lawyer was applying legal knowledge. With new technologies such as
generative AI and other AI-based products, enabling wider and simpler access to legal
information without any need for lawyers, what value will lawyers provide? What will be
the services and competencies that clients will be relying most upon from lawyers—
dealmakers, project managers, risk limiters, or problem-solvers? It is curious that only 19
percent of IBA survey respondents reported that clients have asked about their approach
to remuneration. In turn, 84 percent of firms are not asking clients for annual partner
feedback.    
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The answers aren’t yet clear, although the challenges are. Reena Sengupta and her team
at RSGI are studying this in detail as part of their research for the Financial Times
Innovative Lawyer. With an increasing use of AI, they are predicting a bigger “human
premium”: Whom do clients want in the room at midnight when facing the most
entrenched challenges and clashing personalities as the blood is literally running down
the walls? It’s a tough call, but those answering in the positive will be increasingly valued.

Law firms are also seeking business professionals with the skills required—within both
the current and new areas of management. Partnerships aren’t easy, and firms are
offering higher salaries and partnership positions to those that are business critical. We
are already seeing lawyers becoming a minority in some law firms. Is a dilution of
partner autonomy (the challenges of the partner paradox we have seen) increasingly
inevitable as lawyers welcome business professionals into the owner group?

Conclusions

In answer to my first challenge—”Will what brought us here, get us there?”—it is clear
that many leading firms are adopting new performance indicators when defining and
evaluating “success.” The move away from financial metrics only continues.

Defining “success” at both the partner and firm levels, with greater clarity over partner
roles and responsibilities, is a good starting point while ensuring partners are truly
willing to be held accountable—not faking it.   

While “best in class” is increasingly clear, Rome wasn’t built in a day. The final destination
may be clear, but firms have to recognize that “we are where they are.” (As one managing
partner put it to me, “If I wanted to get there, I wouldn’t be starting here.”)

Today’s requirement for performance management strikes at the very heart of the
partner paradox—finding an acceptable balance between professional autonomy and the
rights and duties of co-owners in a business.

Change is easier in the firm where “it’s all about the money,” although I see fewer of
these than I would expect. Approaching change through the lens of lawyer development
and partner selection is more palatable for some firms.

Despite the constant nervousness, law firms continue to do well. For 30 percent of the
IBA survey respondents, the last 24 months have been “very good financially”; for 45
percent, “good financially”; for 19 percent, “the same as usual,” and the remaining 6
percent, “poor.” In terms of their level of confidence about the future, there was a very
even split among those feeling “more confident,” “less confident,” and “the “same.”  

Rather than pleasing any particular group of partners, the
best a leader can hope for is annoying all the partners
equally.

The second question, “Do we want to go back to where we were?”, and a discussion over
multispeed partnership, is equally challenging, especially where partners’ expectations of
one another aren’t aligned. Every firm has partners who can work 2,000-plus hours a
year while building their team and client base, having a balanced life outside work,
maintaining good health, and making it to the gym—that may be you—but what do we do
about the rest?

Partnership is highly demanding. Does a tightening of KPIs lead to less collaboration—a
temptation to refer less work to fellow partners or juniors where appropriate? In the IBA
survey both EWK and lockstep firms said “no.” Of course, it will depend upon the KPIs
you agree—many are designed to increase collaboration.
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As we look to the future, is the force for change stronger than the inertia for the current
position? Law firm leadership is far from easy; unlike a business CEO, they typically have
responsibility without authority—only the very determined rise to the top.

Rather than pleasing any particular group of partners, the best a leader can hope for is
annoying all the partners equally. Compromise is required, as doing the best thing for
the firm may not necessarily be the best thing for them personally.

If your partners give you a clear mandate for change—full speed ahead. If change is not
currently on the agenda—for example, the current winners can outvote the reformers—
you may decide to invest your time in areas where you can make a real difference.

Moray McLaren is a professor at the LawAhead Center for the Legal Profession, IE Law
School. He has been advising partnerships for almost 30 years. A lawyer by training, he
completed an MBA in legal services before assisting one of the London law firms on their
global expansion. Today, as part of Lexington Consultants, he advises the top
independent law firms as they review their practice focus, governance, remuneration,
and ownership models. Many are coming to terms with the changing needs of their
people and also their clients during what are increasingly unexpected times. Moray also
assists the global law firms as they enter new markets. Many of his projects now involve
the design and delivery of leadership programs and the facilitation of workshops and
retreats.
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The 4 Traits Law Firm Leaders Value Most In A Partner 

By Aebra Coe 

Law360 (July 16, 2019, 8:13 PM EDT) -- Integrity, good communication skills, sound judgment and a 
collaborative spirit. 
 
Those are the four qualities law firm leaders referenced most when asked, as part of an ongoing Law360 
interview series, “What one trait is most important for a law firm partner?” 
 
While legal expertise and having a large book of business are, of course, important, it was those more 
innate qualities that tended to stand out to top brass as being vital to the success and harmony of their 
firms. 
 
Leaders from Greenberg Traurig, Morgan Lewis, Reed Smith, Littler Mendelson and a slew of other firms 
have responded to the question during Law360’s Law Firm Leaders Q&As over the past year. 
 
And, according to industry experts, the fact that their responses so often fell into those four categories 
was not shocking. Often, what makes a good partner is a person who can operate their practice 
smoothly, without creating problems for management and the law firm as a whole, said Ken Young of 
recruiting firm Young Mayden LLC. 
 
Young is the former head of Nelson Mullins Riley & Scarborough LLP's labor and employment group. 
 
"The 'perfect partner' keeps valuable clients happy and returning to the firm with new and profitable 
assignments, creates no internal issues with other partners, associates or staff, offers constructive 
solutions to firm problems, and interacts professionally and respectfully with lawyers at other law firms, 
judges and the community at large," Young said. 
 
Still, what firm leaders are looking for in a partner really all comes down to personal preference and is 
distinct to each firm, said Chris Batz, a recruiter at The Lion Group. 
 
"There are a million different ways to slice the apple when it comes to what managing partners look for 
in law partners," Batz said. "Every firm has a different culture and, frankly, they have different qualities 
they want." 
 
Here's a detailed look at what law firm leaders said about the most important traits for a partner. 
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Integrity 
 
Leaders from Irell & Manella LLP and Polsinelli PC pointed to integrity as the single most important trait 
for a law firm partner. 
 
“Integrity, definitely. Especially for a firm like ours,” said Ellisen Turner, then-managing partner of Irell & 
Manella, in October. “We’re not a huge partnership. We rely upon and trust each other, and that’s 
necessary for our firm to be successful." 
 
And the need for integrity extends beyond the walls of the law firm and internal interactions, Turner 
said. 
 
“When we’re known in the courts and the judges know they can rely on what we say and clients know 
they can rely on our advice and rely on us to put their interests first, then that’s how we differentiate 
ourselves. That’s how we stand out,” he said. 
 
Polsinelli's CEO and chairman, Chase Simmons, said he believes it is up to law firm partners to tap into 
their sense of right and wrong when advising clients. 
 
“At the end of the day, I think our clients want to hear from us what's the best way to get something 
done and also what's the right thing to do,” Simmons said. “We need partners that are willing to tell our 
clients what we believe is the right thing to do. ... And when you start practicing with people that don't 
think that way, it's just no fun and it can cause a lot of problems.” 
 
Good Communication Skills 
 
When dealing with fellow partners, associates or law firm staff, and especially when dealing with clients, 
good communication is vital for a law firm partner to succeed, according to leaders from Morgan Lewis 
& Bockius LLP, Barnes & Thornburg LLP and Thompson & Knight LLP. 
 
One big way partners can communicate better is by becoming good listeners, said Thompson & 
Knight managing partner Mark Sloan. 
 
“I think too many times people are too focused on getting their own message out that they don't stop to 
listen. And part of having good communication skills is you have to listen, and try to respond to what the 
person is saying to you,” Sloan said. 
 
Another important attribute of good communication is simply to make sure it’s done verbally and in-
person more often, said Barnes & Thornburg managing partner Robert Grand. 
 
“A lot of clients don't want to read a 17-page email, they want someone to call them and say, ‘I 
understand your problem, here's what I think we should do,’” Grand said. “That presentation to them is 
very important." 
 
According to Young, law firm bosses want partners who keep major clients happy, which means strong 
communication and no surprises when it comes to case results or billing. 
 
 



 

 

"If they don’t, management has to get involved with the unhappy client and the client may still leave the 
firm," he said. "Good clients have many other law firms wanting their business and don’t need to put up 
with poor quality work or excessive billing." 
 
Morgan Lewis chair Jami Wintz McKeon stressed the importance of being able to build strong 
relationships when she reflected on important traits for law firm partners. 
 
“Law firms don’t sell widgets. They have their legal services that they offer. As a partner, what you need 
to be able to do is build and foster relationships,” McKeon said. 
 
Sound Judgment 
 
Being able to make judicious decisions in a variety of contexts is an important skill for law firm partners 
to have, said Greenberg Traurig LLP CEO Brian Duffy. 
 
“Professional judgment. Personal judgment. Client judgment. Having the ability to be a trusted adviser 
to valued clients. The one thing that gets people there is great judgment,” Duffy said. 
 
Judgment can have many implications and applications, said Philip Inglima, chair of Crowell & Moring 
LLP. 
 
“When I think of judgment, I think of someone who has empathy, someone who has discernment, 
someone who will always push himself or herself in a healthy way to achieve at a high level,” Inglima 
said. 
 
It also means partners knowing how much to ask of colleagues and those working under them, he said. 
 
“I think having the judgment and perspective to understand that partners are leaders in a firm and have 
to sometimes lead by example and sometimes lead from behind by providing opportunities for others 
and being their support” is the most important trait, Inglima said. 
 
And judgment often goes hand-in-hand with bravery, the quality that Littler Mendelson PC co-president 
Jeremy Roth selected. 
 
“Clients don't tolerate much any more [of outside counsel saying], ‘On the one hand, here's a legal risk, 
on the other hand, here's a risk.’ They really want more business guidance. They'll make the decision 
ultimately, but they want [their lawyer to have] the bravery to take a position on the business solution,” 
Roth said. 
 
A Collaborative Spirit 
 
No one quality was mentioned in the interviews with law firm leaders more than “collaborative.” 
 
“I think a good law firm partner is collaborative and collegial,” Pryor Cashman LLP managing partner Ron 
Shechtman said. “And what I mean by that is one that takes advantage of working with colleagues and 
gains the strength of collaboration with other good lawyers and using the experience and intelligence of 
the team to help with a matter.” 
 
 



 

 

Collaboration is especially important in large law firms with numerous offices and where work is often 
originated in one office and performed in another, said Ogletree Deakins Nash Smoak & Stewart 
PC managing shareholder C. Matthew Keen. 
“Our lawyers must successfully collaborate both with their colleagues and clients to provide the type of 
exceptional service we demand,” Keen said. “We’ve got clients we perform work for in over 40 offices, 
and we expect those lawyers to work as a cohesive team to support the clients.” 
 
Along with being adept at collaborating on work, firm leaders also said partners must have a team spirit 
mentality in which they work hard for the betterment of the law firm as a whole, rather than simply for 
themselves. 
 
“Separate from substantive expertise, I think ambition for the law firm is an essential trait for a law firm 
partner,” Reed Smith LLP global managing partner Alexander Thomas said. “We want them to be 
ambitious for the teams they lead, for themselves, but for the firm first.” 
 
That also means buying into the law firm’s vision and plan for the future and actively working toward 
those goals, according to Eric Lewis of Lewis Baach Kaufmann Middlemiss PLLC. 
 
“I think that the most important trait one looks for in a partner is a large measure of commitment to the 
group and the group enterprise,” Lewis said. “That means sharing the work, looking at the work as not 
only my work but the work of the law firm, and being committed to what you do.” 
 
Young corroborated the law firm leaders' emphasis on collaboration and a team-oriented outlook as 
paramount to the success of a firm. 
 
Firm leaders want partners who do not create unnecessary internal issues that get in the way of the 
firm's work by focusing too strongly on themselves and their own goals, he said. 
 
"Some partners think that just because they control a huge book of business and can keep major clients 
satisfied that it gives them a pass on internal firm rules and policies," Young said. "As we say in the 
recruiting business, the cost of turnover is way more than the salary involved, and if egotistical, arrogant 
partners are driving away valuable junior partners, associates and staff, management has a real dilemma 
to solve." 
 
Keith Wetmore, a managing director in the partner practice group of recruiting firm Major Lindsey & 
Africa, said that, alongside the ability to collaborate, an ownership mentality in partners is vital. 
 
"Does the partner wake up each morning worrying about what they and their firm will be working on 
next month, or next year? Do they view every project as an opportunity to develop their and their firm’s 
brand and market position? In today's competitive legal environment, having an ownership mentality 
truly sets star partners apart,” Wetmore said. 
 
--Editing by Aaron Pelc and Alanna Weissman. 
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The journey to making equity partner in a law firm is both fraught with challenges and 
full of learning opportunities. For some, the transition can be a smooth, natural process. 
Others are left frustrated or so disillusioned that they decide to quit their firm altogether. 

Traditionally, becoming equity partner was seen as a Darwinian process. “For years, equity 
partners at professional service firms considered the leap a matter of natural selection – 
an entirely acceptable test of survival of the fittest. They reasoned that they had made it 
over the crevasse themselves; those who couldn’t – well, they didn’t have the right stuff 
for the firm anyway,” writes Herminia Ibarra, a professor of business administration 
at Harvard Business school, in “Making Partner: A Mentor’s Guide to the Psychological 
Journey” in Harvard Business Review. 

Today, as tech startups, corporates and law firms engage in the escalating fight for top 
prospects, the rules of the game are changing. Previously, a healthy supply of young 
professionals were prepared to put in years of hard labor and undergo multiple sacrifices 
to attain the holy grail of making equity partner. A new generation of lawyers is less 
enamored with the promise of riches or glory: they’re looking for something else. As a 
result, legal firms are suffering losses in the war for talent and suitable equity partnership 
candidates are growing scarce. 

Forward looking firms have started to realize that in order to sustain or even grow a 
healthy pipeline of future equity partners, they have to expand their view on talent 
development. Solely relying on the Darwinian process won’t guarantee the next 
generation of high caliber equity partners and may in fact become a clear liability. 

Central to this strategy is the mindset shift that the journey to becoming equity partner 
should not be a grind to be endured. Instead, it should be a development journey along 
which a firm guides lawyers so that they arrive at their end destination equipped (1) with 
the right competencies (capabilities) and potential traits (character traits) and (2) the 
right identity, to succeed at their new role of equity partner. This requires mentorship, 
coaching and support to build the skills and facilitate the personal development needed 
to thrive in what is a fundamentally different role. Law firms who support their lawyers in 
identifying blind spots in their competencies as well as guide and support them through 
the psychologically complex transformation involved in becoming an equity partner will 
therefore have a competitive advantage. 
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1. Competency and Potential
A competency is a characteristic or current capability that differentiates performance in a 
specific role, company, and/or culture. Through our work with law firms across the globe, 
Egon Zehnder has identified five core competencies important to the success of future 
equity partners. A best-in class candidate would be adept in the following areas:

At the same time, solely looking at past performance and current capabilities doesn’t 
guarantee success in the transformation from attorney to equity partner. It is also 
important to look at potential, encompassing four deep personal traits that enable 
growth towards great leadership. Potential isn’t about what individuals have done or 
their current readiness for a promotion. It’s about what individuals are energized by, and 
the concurrent capacity and speed with which they are able to develop competencies in 
the future commensurate with the more complex role of an equity partner:

Delivering results
Driving for improvement of business 
results and higher levels of performance

Building client value
Constantly thinking about serving  
the client and building strong and 
sustainable relationships

Influencing collaboratively
Working effectively with fellow equity 
partners and others who aren’t in the 
immediate team

Leading teams
Focusing, aligning, and building  
effective groups in their remit

Developing talent
Developing the long-term capabilities 
of others and the organization, and 
finding satisfaction in influencing or even 
transforming someone’s life or career

Curiosity
Individuals with a high degree of  
curiosity are open to learning  
and change. 

Insight
People who exhibit great insight enjoy 
making sense of a vast range  
of information. 

Engagement
Those who score well on engagement enjoy 
connecting on an emotional and logical 
level with others. 

Determination
Those who show potential here enjoy 
taking intelligent risks and overcoming 
challenging situations. 
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2. Identity shift 
Becoming equity partner is about more than just building competencies. Rather, it’s about 
undergoing a deep, personal transformation and evolving to a new equity partnership 
persona. For many, this identity shift is the most important step on this journey.

So, what does this look like? Whose identity are young professionals seeking to acquire 
and which attributes are they striving to emulate? Equity partners are company owners 
and decision makers with equal voting rights. These individuals must think beyond their 
own concerns and consider the remit of the firm as a whole. They need the solid technical 
expertise and client-facing skills required to represent the firm with clients at the highest 
level, across a range of different situations. 

What’s more, they must think about developing and cross-selling the business, while 
analyzing the competitive landscape. They must develop new leaders within the 
organization and improve the internal culture to create an environment that supports 
the firm’s strategy. Their leadership and example helps to attract and nurture talent. As 
company shareholders they show strong stewardship. 

Trying on possible selves for size
Making an identity shift isn’t easy, and often aspiring equity partners look for examples 
to follow. When trying on the identity of a chosen role model, many young professionals 
initially emulate the person they’re assigned to work with closely. However, rather than 
focusing on just one individual, it’s more effective to experiment with a repertoire of 
personalities, styles and behaviors until they find one that fits. 

Psychologist Hazel Markus talks about “possible selves” when referring to the possible 
range of identities that a person can assume. By exploring their possible selves, equity 
partner candidates can experiment with what works for them and what doesn’t. Each 
experiment will bring them closer to their goal, while self-reflection will add maturity 
and help equity partner candidates recognize their authentic self. 

Ideally, more senior partners should accompany and guide their junior associates 
through this major metamorphosis. In time, senior partners can also give them room to 
start trying out their newly evolved personality. For example, colleagues can try out new 
behaviors in internal meetings before meeting clients. 

https://web.stanford.edu/~hazelm/publications/1986_Markus & Nurius_PossibleSelves.pdf
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An often neglected but powerful means of guidance is mentorship. What do we mean 
by mentoring? It’s a long-term, trust-based development process driven primarily by 
the mentee, involving regular, informal meetings tailored to meet their needs. Thanks 
to their additional experience and qualifications, the mentor can broaden the mentee’s 
perspective and thought processes. This is one of the challenges facing many law firms – 
many possible mentors are still living within the “Darwinian” model.  Firms will need to 
embrace development at all levels if they are to make it a competitive advantage. 

Conclusion
In the war for talent, law firms have focused predominantly on increasing compensation 
to attract and retain talent. But this heavy investment might solve only the immediate 
competitive issues. A lack of strategic and structured development planning means 
they’re failing to tap into the full potential of their equity partner candidates. 

Supporting the identity shift junior colleagues need to undergo to become equity partner 
candidates and becoming aware of their competencies will make the partnership journey 
smoother and more enjoyable than it has been in the past. Such support could remove 
part of the pressure of becoming equity partner, which can otherwise be seen as founded 
on vague, abstract expectations. 

Firms who successfully guide their talent on the road to becoming equity partner will be 
rewarded with lower employee turnover, greater loyalty and will develop precisely the 
next generation of equity partners that they want and need.
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As with many aspects of the traditional 
partnership model, the notion of equity has 
always been a subject of debate amongst those 
who ‘have’ and those who ‘have not’. Questions 
such as who should be part of the exclusive club, 
what entry requirements should apply, what 
contribution members should make, and how 
remuneration should work,continue to exercise 
partners. The separation of partners’ roles as 
shareholders and worker-managers is becoming 
more distinct and, hence, the profile of equity 
partners is changing.  However, there are a number 
of fundamental prerequisites that remain constant.

Very few lawyers become equity partners. This 
is not new. The highly leveraged ‘Tournament of 
Lawyers’ law firm business model of the last few 
decades of the twentieth century relied on the 
‘up-or-out’ principle to sustain growth. Leverage 
has declined since the Global Financial Crisis of 
2008-10 not only because of client resistance to 
traditional leveraged service delivery, but more 
recently because technology is displacing roles 
previously performed by junior lawyers. Law firms 
are evolving into very different kinds of business. 
Equity partner positions are becoming scarcer.

The quality of a firm’s partnership has never been 
more important. The role of partners, particularly 
equity partners, is critical in setting the standards 
for the firm and for determining the quality of 
client experiences. Much of the criticism aimed 
at partnerships today is not because of any 
fundamental misalignment between partnerships 
‘per se’ and the demands of the modern world. 

CAMSTRATEGY.COM

Ten prerequisites for
equity partnership

Rob Millard

robert.millard@camstrategy.com

Rob Ashing

Despite the emergence and proliferation of 
alternative structures and ownership models, 
partnerships remain a very viable construct for 
highly educated and skilled professionals who 
wish to practise together. Where criticism exists, 
it is usually directed at governance shortcomings 
within the partnership. Most of these 
shortcomings could be rectified by a) focusing on 
the responsibility of partners to each other and, 
collectively, to their firms, and b) enforcing their 
obligations in this regard. 

To that end, whether or not performance 
evaluation is a formal or informal process, and 
whether a direct link exists between this and 
compensation, equity partners are accountable to 
each other for their combined success. It follows 
that they should expect to be held to account, by 
measuring the degree to which they meet their 
obligations and constantly striving to enhance that 
success, and the firm’s business.

We believe that there are ten attributes that 
should apply to any law firm equity partner.

1. Actively display the shared values
and ethos of the firm

Most law firms have similar values or vision and 
mission, typically client-centricity, integrity, quality 
and collegiality. They frequently refer to a positive 
work environment, to commerciality (i.e. meeting 
certain profitability levels), and to their ability 
to attract and retain the best people. However, 



the best firms are differentiated by the congruity 
between espoused values and partner behaviours. 
They “walk the talk” even when it is difficult to 
do so. This is the single most important attribute 
that a law firm should expect from its partners, 
because it a) encapsulates the other prerequisites 
of equity partnership (reference below), and b) 
is hardest to replicate in a market in which firms 
are otherwise increasingly undifferentiated. This 
is most acute amongst equity partners because 
of the leadership role that they play within the 
partnership as a whole.

Firms whose equity partners lack this attribute 
seldom thrive and where they do, are frequently 
unable to replicate this from one generation to 
the next. They are equally seldom pleasant places 
to work. It follows that those elevated to equity 
partnership should already have demonstrated 
congruity of values and behaviours, whether as 
non-equity partners or other senior non-equity 
roles.

2. Be cash-positive oneself and 
manage a profitable team

Equity partners share a financial responsibility 
to generate sufficient revenues not only to 
cover their own compensation and share of 
firm overheads but also to generate a level of 
competitive profitability within their specific 
area of expertise in order to contribute to overall 
partner earnings. During the lifecycle of an equity 
partner, performance levels may differ according 
to the expectations at each level of development. 
For example, partners who are transitioning 
towards retirement should be more focused 
on transferring relationship and intellectual 
capital to younger partners than in personally 
generating income. Conversely, equity partners in 
the prime of their careers should be generating 
disproportionately higher levels of income. 
However, over the course of an equity partner’s 
tenure, s/he will have covered his/her costs and 
positively contributed to the growth of the equity 
pool.

Equity partners seldom practise alone. Whether a 
partner has a permanent team of salaried partners, 
associates, paralegals or others allocated, or the 
team is transient and changes from matter to 
matter, the team for whom an equity partner is 
responsible must also be profitable. In practice, 
this means delegating work appropriately, 
supervising work product quality, and ensuring 
the people tasked with delivering work product 
feel engaged and motivated to produce their best 
work. Also, work today Increasingly involves multi-

partner teams. Managing a profitable multi-partner 
team means ensuring that work is effectively 
allocated between all those involved, both equity 
partners and others, and executed to the same 
standards of high quality and commerciality.

3. Manage the client interface

Revenue generation typically requires equity 
partners to carry greater client- and market-
facing responsibilities than others in the firm. 
Lawyers who are technically competent but who 
lack strong relationship skills are unlikely to add 
sufficient value as equity partners, in the ways 
that clients expect.  As the major sources of 
business development, equity partners require 
a range of competences including a highly 
tuned understanding of core clients’ operating 
environments, the ability to align commercial 
problems with legal-commercial solutions and to 
convert opportunities into profitable income, and 
empathy with their audience. These are attributes 
that can be learned but need to be clearly evident 
before a lawyer is promoted to equity partnership, 
rather than expect lawyers to learn these once 
promoted.

4. Grow and cultivate future equity 
partners

The long-term sustainable success of a firm is 
predicated on the quality of its talent pipeline. In 
large part, this is characterised by the systematic 
transition from one generation of equity partners 
to the next. At its core, the principle must be 
that every retiring equity partner leaves the 
partnership stronger than when s/he entered it. It 
follows that the next cadre of equity partners must 
be stronger than the one that preceded it. More 
importantly, individual partners bear responsibility 
for identifying prospective candidates early in 
their careers and, together with the support of the 
rest of the partnership, cultivating them as future 
equity partners.  

5. Promote the practices of other 
equity partners

It is incumbent on equity partners to identify 
opportunities to introduce and actively assist their 
colleagues in selling services where a client has 
specific needs that their colleagues can meet. 
Those clients’ needs may already be serviced 
by another provider or, in some circumstances, 
may have to date been un-met. In promoting 
a fellow partner’s practice, it follows that the 
value proposition presented to clients must be 



compelling. Some of the circumstances in which 
cross-selling can be successful include where:

•	 the client is known to be dissatisfied with its 
current service provider

•	 the calibre of the firm’s specialists are at least 
comparable in the relevant areas as other 
existing providers, and that client is highly 
satisfied with the firm’s performance in other 
areas and generally

•	 collaboration is required and the work can be 
better done (from the client’s perspective) by 
two or more partners from the same firm

•	 a partner has specific specialist knowledge 
that will add significant value to the client

•	 bundling services together can reduce the 
overall cost to a client.

Silo behaviour is common in firms where 
internal competition is a cultural norm.  Actively 
promoting others’ practices and, better still, 
generating work streams that require active 
collaboration across practices can be effective 
counter-measures to this. Active and willing 
collaboration is a crucial characteristic for 
aspiring equity partners. One measure of the 
health of a law firm is the level of net contribution 
between partners. Some practices by definition 
are typically ‘derivative’ in nature. However, 
those partners in practices from which other 
services flow will be expected to play a pivotal 
role in growing a firm’s overall ‘share of wallet’ 
of a client’s legal spend. In many cases, this has 
implications for the relative influence of individual 
partners, but the overriding goals are delivering 
coherent solutions and increasing the firm’s 
revenue stream.

6. Grow both partner and employee 
engagement

Engagement is fundamental to profitability.  
There is now considerable quantifiable research 
to support the proposition that strong causality 
exists between the two and, conversely, that 
aggressive or disrespectful interpersonal 
behaviour is damaging and dilutive to 
performance and profitability.  Hence, the level 
of engagement that partners and employees 
have is one of the most important drivers of a 
law firm’s success. High levels of engagement 
also reduce employee attrition and create a more 
positive working environment. It follows that 
growing engagement levels across a firm is one 
of the most important roles for any partner, and 
especially equity partners. 

Partner engagement can be achieved by being 
respectful and supportive of each other, agreeing 
in public even if disagreeing in private. Promoting 
each other’s practices and sharing clients, as 
previously described, is also a powerful tool for 
building such engagement. Employee engagement 
can be achieved by mentoring (whether formal 
or informal) and other forms of skills transfer, 
which lead in turn to juniors being able to take 
on increasingly complex, higher-value work. 
Public recognition of achievements is also 
important. Finally, teamwork (especially important 
for Millennials) has also been shown to drive 
engagement.

7. Engage robustly in partnership 
discussions

Equity partners, in their capacity as shareholders 
in a firm, carry two unique interrelated 
responsibilities.  The first is to engage robustly on 
topics such as the future direction of the firm or 
the resolution of important, difficult problems, in 
the way in which shareholders might be expected 
to in a ‘conventional’ business. Such debate and 
challenging arguments invariably result in better 
solutions when conducted in the right spirit and 
with the interests of the firm first and foremost. 
However, this requires high degrees of trust 
between partners and the ability of individuals to 
relegate personal agenda.

8. Once something is agreed, support 
it wholeheartedly

The second interrelated responsibility (see point 
7 for the first) is to support decisions once 
these have been taken by the partnership. In 
many cases these decisions involve a great deal 
of compromise. They may reflect a consensus 
about the ‘least unpopular option’ rather than 
the most desired. However, once a decision is 
reached, the partnership needs to be united in 
executing it. Hence, it is the duty of every partner 
to support the decision, whether or not s/he 
personally agrees with it. In some dysfunctional 
partnerships, efforts to sabotage a decision at the 
very least waste time and other resources and can 
undermine a firm’s ability to act decisively and 
with the necessary agility.

9. Building the firm’s brand and 
reputation in its markets 

Responsibility for protecting and enhancing the 
firm’s reputation, whilst shared by every member 
of a firm, falls most heavily to its equity partners. 



Seeking out leadership roles in the community 
by serving in the leadership of associations and 
boards of community-based organisations is 
one way of doing this. Others include speaking, 
teaching and writing on matters related to the law 
and the welfare of the community, whether or not 
there is a direct link to billable work.

10. Pay close attention to the future

Clients’ needs are becoming more complex as 
clients’ businesses are disrupted by the same 
trends that are disrupting law firms. As demand on 
in-house legal departments intensifies to deliver 
‘more for less,’ so cost pressures are mounting 
steadily on their external legal advisers as well. It 
is more important than ever for law firms to know 
what needs to remain constant, and what needs to 
change. A firm’s equity partners need to be at the 
forefront of managing this difficult balance. They 
need to constantly educate themselves about 
these emerging trends and to engage with clients 
about how their businesses are changing.

Conclusion

As the trends disrupting the legal profession 
generally and law firms in particular continue 
to unfold, so the nature of relationships within 
partners will also continue to evolve. As 
technology becomes more important in the 
creation and delivery of legal advisory work, so we 
expect the ‘billable hour’ to become less prevalent 
as a performance measure. It is fair to say that 
over recent decades, some of the characteristics 
of excellence for equity partners that have been 
outlined in this document have been diluted by 
the enormous emphasis that firms have placed on 
productivity, driven by business models that have 
been deeply premised on production of human 
effort. To quote former General Electric General 
Counsel Ben Heineman:

“Legal departments dislike, often intensely, 
a law firm economic model that inexorably 
seeks to increase revenues, often without 
regard to value, at the same time that 
corporations are inexorably striving to 
reduce costs and enhance value.”

The transition in economic model that law firm 
partnerships must undergo in order to align their 
value propositions with emergent client needs, 

technologies and socio-political realities, can only 
be successfully achieved by firms that have strong 
governance systems that are driven by highly 
effective equity partners. There has never been a 
more important time to, as partnerships, assess 
what qualities one should expect of each other 
and what partner behaviour is required to ensure 
the firms success. Or, simple survival.
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Tips for Becoming a Highly Effective Law
Partner

In today’s world, it is hard to become a law firm equity partner. According to the

AM Law 200, 85 percent of the highest-grossing firms in the United States

have established a non-equity tier.

From the start, many highly-profitable New York and Washington, D.C.-based

firms have always been highly selective about entry into partnership.

Additionally, it does not help that the standards for equity partnership have

been raised across the profession. This new trend no longer guarantees that

partners will be partners for life.

With the present situation in mind, some clarity is helpful regarding what is

expected of a law firm equity partner. When the money gets tighter and internal

scrutiny increases, all players -even longtime veterans – may be forced to

compete for their spots.

Here are some key behaviors that firms need their equity partners to to

demonstrate each year: 

1. Do Excellent Work –  Doing excellent work is a given in the clients’ eyes, and an

expectation of every lawyer in every firm. It is reasonable to assume that many

partners do consistently good work, or they wouldn’t have gotten this far. A

good way to improve your work is to solicit direct feedback from clients

regarding how they define “quality” or “service excellence.” Let them tell you

what is important to them and in what order of priority. How do they define

“responsiveness?” What is “effective staffing?” What are they talking about

when they talk about “cost” and “value” and “results?” How do they want to be

billed and how often? Then, do what they say. Excellent client work is

measurable and should be monitored regularly in a systematic way.

Support Contact Login Free Trial

4/12/26, 8:57 PM Tips for Becoming a Highly Effective Law Partner | Fastcase

https://www.fastcase.com/blog/tips-for-becoming-a-highly-effective-law-partner/ 1/4

https://www.fastcase.com/
https://www.fastcase.com/support/
https://vlex.com/contact-us
https://gateway.fastcase.com/login?to=fc6
https://vlex.com/vincent-ai-trial?utm_source=website&utm_medium=organic&utm_campaign=Vincent_Ai_pages&campaign_id=4270741


2. Pay for yourself – Every partner should generate working attorney fee receipts

that cover their compensation (salary and benefits), plus share of overhead on

an annual basis.The exceptions to this rule include the aging founding partner

whose name is synonymous with the firm and who still brings in business

despite fewer billable hours, and a lawyer who clearly adds substantial value to

the firm in other ways. 

3. Pay for someone else – Partners must add value to the firm in addition to their

own attorney receipts. A partner who merely covers his own cost has not

contributed lasting value to the firm and has not increased his partners’

economic return. 

4. Cross-Sell – A partner should proactively look for opportunities to refer

business to other partners and should assist others when asked to help

develop client relationships. The focus must be on developing business for the

firm, in addition to one’s personal practice. For a lawyer to be able to

effectively cross-sell his partners, he has to know what his or her partners can

do. It is important that partners share information on their capabilities and

successes with one another – formally at partnership meetings and via internal

communications, such as e-mail and newsletters, and informally through

everyday office chat.

5. Develop Associates and Staff – Partners should actively teach and train their

less-experienced colleagues as an investment in the professional capability

and longevity of the firm. This can be achieved through means of formal or

informal mentoring, internal seminars, training programs, taking associates

along to client meetings, sales calls, etc. The effective transfer of skills should

be internal and systematic. Firms that are known for their ability to successfully

involve and develop associates will enjoy greater confidence from their clients,

greater options regarding how to staff members and a competitive advantage

over other firms.

6. Play Nice – Most firms have a well-understood code of conduct, or set of

values that govern behavior in a firm. For example, people are expected to

work hard, be honest and treat each other with respect. They should behave in

a collaborative, cooperative and team-oriented manner. They should comply
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with firm policies and procedures. The more visible one is, in terms of their

financial contribution, the more important it is that they set the right example

by adhering to reasonable management policies that make the firm go, and not

by complaining about such things.

7. Help Manage the Firm – Each partner should be willing to do their part to

contribute to the effective management of the firm and, at the very least,

should not keep others from doing so. Also, all partners must effectively

manage client relationships and manage the work.

8. Represent the Firm in the Community – If a partner is successfully bringing in

business for himself and others, s/he is probably already representing the firm

in the community. But, there is always room to improve the partner’s visibility

in the community. By teaching, writing, speaking and being quoted in the press,

the partner’s visibility is highlighted more. Firm leadership should determine

policy and make individual decisions on whether certain types of activities

further the business objectives of the firm.  Decisions should be made

strategically and should be coordinated to advance firm and practice goals.

To conclude, equity partners enjoy benefits of ownership in which other lawyers

in the firm do not share. In exchange, they make contributions to the firm over

and above what is expected of their non-equity colleagues. Membership in the

ownership group should be reasonably fluid to include and exclude lawyers

based on their recent and projected levels of contribution and commitment. 

To avoid over/under-contributing, law firms should define obligations of

partnership, in measurable terms whenever possible, and enforce those

standards strongly and firmly.

Source: Law.com
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Top 10 Secrets of Success from a Partner

This practice note outlines 10 practical tips you can use as a summer associate to help you form important relationships 

as you embark on perhaps the world’s greatest summer job. Life as a BigLaw summer associate certainly has its perks—

interesting assignments on high-profile matters, lunches at many of the city’s finest restaurants, top-flight training 

programs, and interesting after-work events at some of the city’s swankiest hot spots. If you view your summer associate 

experience only through this superficial lens, however, you may miss the greatest perk of all—the opportunity to build 

durable, meaningful, and lasting relationships with attorneys at your firm. I truly believe that the biggest predictor of 

success or failure in a large law firm is mentorship and sponsorship, which begins as a summer associate. Navigating the 

waters of your firm to ensure you get the best assignments on the most interesting transactions and cases takes wisdom 

and experience—those who have successfully chartered that path before you can be an invaluable resource. It is not that 

you cannot or will not figure it out on your own, but the journey can be far more direct with fewer missteps if you have the 

informal guidance of a good mentor. With that overarching thought serving as the back-bone of this article, the following 

tips will help you benefit from an insider’s secrets for success as a BigLaw summer associate. 

by William C. O’Neil, Winston & Strawn LLP

Lexis Practice Advisor®

advancing what’s possible



1. Collect real, genuine, 
authentic relationships. 
If you measured your success this summer solely by the 

number and depth of the relationships you amassed, you 

would be wise beyond your years. When you return as 

a full time, first-year associate in 15 months, no one will 

remember the research you did or the memo you wrote, 

but they will remember the personal impact you made 

upon them. 

2. Be infectiously likeable. 
Success as a young lawyer is driven as much by your 

attitude as your aptitude (maybe even more so). Like 

everyone else, lawyers want to work with people that 

both have a can-do attitude and are fun to be around. 

Be positive, up-beat, curious, and excited for each 

opportunity you get this summer. 

3. Never lose sight of the 
fact that this a client service 
business.  
The market for high-end business lawyers is extremely 

competitive. The two most significant differentiating 

qualities any lawyer or law firm can have are (1) 

intellectual horsepower and (2) client service. Our clients 

tell us that intellectual horsepower is table stakes—it may 

get you an opportunity to pitch for business, but it does 

not win or earn repeat business. Client service is perhaps 

the single most important commodity we sell. That means 

we make our clients’ problems our problems. We lie 

awake at night thinking about their issues so they don’t 

have to. Develop and nurture your commitment to client 

service as a summer associate. At the inception of your 

career, your “clients” are internal partners and associates. 

Treat them like gold. 

4. Be vigilant about your  
internal reputation (i.e., your 
personal brand). 
It takes years to build a reputation for excellence and 

positive working relationships in a large law firm, but that 

reputation can be lost in a matter of seconds. Establish 

quality control habits to ensure your work product is 

consistently excellent. For example, set internal deadlines 

for yourself to produce interim drafts of your work 

product to ensure you have sufficient time to review 

and revise your work before turning it in. You will be 

remembered and judged by the quality of your worst 

work product, not your best work product. Consistency 

matters. Put in the work to make a favorable first 

impression and then guard your reputation zealously. 

5. Set goals (in writing). 
Sit down and draft three to five goals for yourself this 

summer. I hope this article will give some good brainstorming 

ideas for those goals. Make sure they are SMART (specific, 

measurable, attainable, relevant, and timely). 

6. Be proactive. 
Think not only about the task you are working on, but 

other tasks and issues that stem from that assignment and 

how you can help to address them. Thinking beyond the 

literal bounds of the assignment is a great quality that will 

make partners and associates feel that you are invested in 

their deal/case and, ultimately, in the client’s problems.     

7. Become a great student of 
your firm.  
Large law firms can be labyrinths with lawyers spread 

across the globe—knowing who to call for a particular 

specialty is a hugely valuable commodity. Take some 

time this summer to learn who does what in which office 

throughout your firm. Start building relationships across 

offices. This is invaluable political currency.



8. Disprove the millennial 
stereotypes.  
Fair or unfair, the millennial generation has endured   

some bad public relations (e.g., entitled, me-first, and 

so on). This is particularly true in the eyes of some baby 

boomers (otherwise known as the senior partners in 

your firm). None of these stereotypes likely apply to 

you—after all, you worked your tail off to get into a great 

law school and then you finished at the top of your class. 

Nevertheless, you should be sensitive to the existence 

of these stereotypes in the subconscious of your older 

colleagues. You can and should disprove them each day 

with your actions. 

9. Embrace face time.  
Every firm, including the one you are spending your 

summer with, has likely told you that “face time” isn’t a 

thing at that particular firm. Most of them are correct. 

Almost every firm in BigLaw has invested in the 

technological resources to enable you to work remotely 

on your own schedule from anywhere in the world. Treat 

this as a privilege, not a right. Work from wherever you’d 

like however you’d like, but do not squander those in-

office, face-to-face opportunities to build relationships 

(see #1). After all, it is hard to build meaningful personal 

relationships via e-mail.  

10. Take care of yourself.   
Don’t skimp on sleep, exercise, or healthy eating. This is 

a fast-paced, high-stakes career path. Being at the top 

of your game physically will help you deliver peak job 

performance. Your career is a marathon, not a sprint. Pace 

yourself. Enjoy the scenery along the way. The journey is 

the destination.    



LexisNexis, Lexis Practice Advisor and the Knowledge Burst logo are registered trademarks and Lexis Practice Advisor Journal is a trademark of RELX Inc. Intelligize is a registered trademark of Intelligize, Inc. 
Other products or services may be trademarks or registered trademarks of their respective companies. © 2018 LexisNexis. IMC00113-0 0518

William O’Neil                                                                                                                    
Partner and Hiring Committee Co-Chair, Winston & Strawn LLP

Bill O’Neil is an accomplished trial lawyer who concentrates his practice on a variety of 

business disputes, with a specific emphasis on post-closing M&A disputes. Bill also serves 

as the co-chair of Winston’s Hiring Committee.

M&A Litigation                                                                                                                                  
A significant portion of Bill’s practice involves representing private equity funds and 

their portfolio companies. Bill frequently represents buyers and sellers in post-closing 

disputes, including working capital, representation and warranty, and fraud claims. Bill also 

represents buyers in claims against representation and warranty insurance carriers. More 

than a dozen private equity funds have retained Bill to handle these disputes; often where 

another law firm handled the underlying transaction.

Complex Commercial Litigation                                                                                                     
Bill also represents numerous public company clients in corporate governance litigation, 

shareholder strike suits, internal investigations, and other complex business litigation. 

He has represented dozens of Fortune 500 companies in disputes ranging from routine 

to high-stakes, “bet the company” litigation. Mr. O’Neil is also frequently called upon to 

provide risk management and litigation avoidance advice to his clients.

Antitrust Litigation                                                                                                                          
Bill has significant antitrust experience. He was defense counsel in In re Automotive 

Parts Litigation, In re Linerboard Antitrust Litigation, and In re Sulfuric Acid Litigation, 

and successfully prosecuted price-fixing claims on behalf of Solyndra LLC against three of 

China’s largest solar panel manufacturers.

Pro Bono                                                                                                                                           
Bill’s pro bono cases have included representing a prison inmate in a successful appeal 

before the Seventh Circuit Court of Appeals that resulted in new law in the circuit, the 

court’s reversal of its own prior precedent, and the reversal of the defendant’s conviction.


