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How Law Firms Can Create Positive Workplace Culture

Here's why a more positive, productive workplace environment can reduce turnover and even increase revenue at law
�rms.

By Ashley Merryman | Reviewed by Tanza Loudenback, CFP | Edited by Susannah Snider, CFP | Dec. 6, 2023 |
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Firms may have more success by focusing on how they work together, rather than how much they work separately.

When law �rm leaders make changes to create a more positive, productive culture, those upgrades can improve
employee sentiment and the company's bottom line.

Company culture is an issue every �rm leader should be addressing as law �rms are known to be unforgiving
environments, and many attorneys buckle under the strain.

The good news is that �rms that have taken steps to improve the workplace culture have learned lessons that can
bene�t the larger legal community.

Related: How to Run a Law Firm

The Catalysts for Cultural Change

There’s usually a reason why a law �rm decides this is the time for change in workplace culture. That in�ection point
will guide the process in enacting change.

For example, Clark Hill, one of the nation’s 200 largest �rms, acquired several smaller �rms around the country.
Following that, its leaders decided that establishing a common culture between its o�ces and practices was
essential, says Roy Sexton, director of marketing for Clark Hill and current international president of the Legal
Marketing Association.

For McGuire, Wood & Bissette, an Asheville, North Carolina, midsize law �rm, an impetus for change came when its
partners decided the �rm should be a permanent �xture that would “go on forever,” rather than close once its partners
retired, says Tom Grella, a partner at the �rm.

With that decision, planning for the future became a conversation about culture. They discussed how to meet
everyone’s needs – what would make junior attorneys and staff want to join a �rm and remain there for their entire
careers.

Start at the Top by Working on Leadership Skills

Researchers suggest that the majority of change efforts fail. This high failure rate is often because leaders don’t start
by assessing themselves. By building on their strengths and shoring up their weaknesses, they will begin to create a
culture of strong leaders who are self-aware, humble and communicative, says Michele DeStefano, University of
Miami School of Law professor of law and author of the forthcoming book “Leader Upheaval: A Guide to Client-
Centricity, Culture-Creation, and Collaboration.”

(GETTY IMAGES)
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“The more realistic and more humble leaders are about their abilities, the better,” DeStefano says.

Related: How to Navigate Work-Life Balance at a Law Firm

Assess the Current Culture 

Firm leaders should begin assessing the current culture. Conduct focus groups, run surveys and have extensive
interviews with attorneys and staff. Ask them what values resonate. Determine why people work at the �rm and where
they want improvement. Inventory everything, good and bad, Sexton explains.

Next, have hard conversations asking, “Is this who we are? Is this what we want?” Look for the nuggets of gold to
build upon, he says.

Additionally, leaders need to be aware that the best innovations may come from the junior lawyers and staff.
Following them isn’t a sign of weakness. That’s leadership, DeStefano says.

Cultural Changes Mean Taking Risks

To achieve a culture change, “You have to take big swings,” Sexton says.

Therefore, once leaders have assessed the current culture, they should have a small group develop an action plan,
avoiding committees that turn ideas into bland consensus.

Once established, attorneys and staff should see themselves in the new culture. If they do that, they will become
ambassadors of it, he says.

Compensate Attorneys’ True Contributions to the Firm

A decade ago, McGuire, Wood & Bissette had a strict compensation model based solely on attorneys’ billable hours
and the fees they’d originated, delegated and collected.

Compensation was formulaic and had little to do with �rm values, Grella says. While this is a common practice, it led
to attorneys competing against each other and other negative conduct.
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The �rm changed to a subjective compensation model that evaluates other ways attorneys contribute to the �rm
besides revenue. For example, attorneys get credit for mentoring junior attorneys and community involvement.

Changing the compensation changed the attorneys, says Grella, who has chaired the American Bar Association’s law
practice management section and frequently writes on leaders’ role in culture.

“People work as a team for the organization’s success, and everybody’s making more money. But it’s not the goal," he
says. "It’s a consequence of the organization because people are working for the organization to succeed."

Related: How to Recruit Exceptional Lawyers at Your Law Firm

Become More Collaborative 

Firms may have more success by focusing on how they work together, rather than how much they work separately.

McGuire’s compensation shift led to increased lawyer collaboration, which led to better service for clients. And that
led to others joining in because they wanted to be part of that success, Grella says.

“You can tell when �rms have a truly collaborative and congenial culture,” DeStefano says. In those �rms, attorneys
work with colleagues because they want to, instead of being obligated to.

Adopt a Brand That Is Emblematic of the Culture

Culture isn’t a brand, but marketing that culture is vital, particularly to reach a �rm’s younger, digital natives, DeStefano
says.

Once the �rm adopts its framework, develop a brand and messaging espousing these values. Distribute videos,
brochures, even water bottles and T-shirts, to promote the approach, Sexton says.

McGuire describes its culture as “excellence in the practice of law” and uses that to guide everything it does.

Get Internal and External Buy-In 

Cultural change develops over time in small pockets of a �rm, so it’s important to get the early adopters – especially
the digital natives – to believe in it, DeStefano says.
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Include external audiences in buy-in efforts as well, since clients want to know about a �rm’s values and how the
attorneys approach their work, Sexton says.

During Clark Hill’s effort, Sexton’s team released videos interviewing people discussing their work. Through internal
promotions and social media, more than 700,000 viewers watched them.

Maintain the Focus

“The launch is just the beginning, and the least interesting thing,” Sexton says.

Leaders should conduct quarterly town halls. Human resources and marketing teams should release weekly
newsletters and additional materials. And if a plan resonates with the �rm and its clients, stick with it.

Sexton is amazed when �rms change strategies based on feedback received from lawyers at competing �rms.

“Don’t let the committee kill a great idea, and don’t be more concerned about gaining the approval of your competition
than leaving them in the dust,” Sexton says.

Accountability Is Essential

Accountability is critical, and �rm leaders should be the managers of the culture. They can’t delegate that to others,
DeStefano says.

It’s often only one or two people who make the culture awful, and problem employees – even senior attorneys – need
to be cabined off and told their behavior needs to change, she explains.

“Firm culture is not what you label. It’s what is tolerated and what is enforced," Grella says. "Your culture is what you
do and not what you say – unless they’re the same."

5 Marketing Strategies for Law Firms

Law �rm marketing plans may involve using search engine optimization strategies.

Emily Sherman July 31, 2023

Tags: law, Company Culture, employment
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YOU MAY ALSO LIKE

Holiday Tipping Guide: Who and How Much

Stay within your budget but be generous with holiday tips if you can, experts say.

Maryalene LaPonsie Dec. 5, 2023

Ways to Track Your Financial Health

A credit score doesn't tell the whole story of �nancial health: Here's how to gain a more holistic
understanding of yours.

Jessica Walrack Nov. 30, 2023

Scams to Avoid During the Holidays

Holiday shoppers beware: Here are sneaky ways that bad actors are trying to steal consumers' money.

Maryalene LaPonsie Nov. 30, 2023

Sidestep Holiday Financial Stress

Use these tips to help you skate through the season with your bank account balance intact.

Maryalene LaPonsie Nov. 29, 2023

2023 Holiday Shipping Deadlines

Check here for when to make online purchases and ship packages for the 2023 holiday season.

Maryalene LaPonsie Nov. 29, 2023
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Avoid Holiday Debt

The most wonderful time of year doesn't have to be the most expensive.

Erica Sandberg Nov. 28, 2023

Cashless Business Bans

The new law represents backlash by cities against the growing share of businesses that want to accept
only noncash payments.

Beth Braverman Nov. 27, 2023

Start Your Holiday Shopping Early

Early bird shoppers can get the best selection and avoid crowds.

Maryalene LaPonsie Nov. 22, 2023

Save on Cyber Monday

This big shopping day can be a great time to save money on all kinds of purchases – from the comfort of
home.

Erica Sandberg Nov. 22, 2023

What to Buy on Black Friday 2023

A guide to the real bargains – and busts.

Jessica Walrack Nov. 21, 2023

Things to Buy Early This Season

Shop early to avoid stock shortages and rising prices.

Jessica Walrack Nov. 21, 2023
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Holiday Finances

Head into the season with a �exible, �nancially sound shopping plan.

Erica Sandberg Nov. 20, 2023

Holiday Gift Spending

The bottom line is to spend only the amount you can afford.

Erica Sandberg Nov. 20, 2023

Money Can Make You Happier

Evidence that money does, in fact, buy happiness continues to surface.

Emma Kerr and Jessica Walrack Nov. 17, 2023

8 Best Coupon Sites and Apps

Lock in deals every time you shop with these sites and apps that offer online coupons and more.

Jessica Walrack Nov. 17, 2023

Don't Overspend on Gifts

You can keep the holiday season joyful by only spending the amount you want on gifts this year.

Erica Sandberg Nov. 17, 2023

How to Lend Money to Family and Friends

Lending money to a friend or relative can be risky, so it's best to do it very carefully.

Geoff Williams Nov. 16, 2023

___

https://money.usnews.com/money/personal-finance/slideshows/prepare-your-finances-for-the-holidays
https://money.usnews.com/money/personal-finance/articles/how-much-do-you-really-need-to-spend-on-that-holiday-gift
https://money.usnews.com/money/personal-finance/family-finance/articles/does-money-make-you-happy-the-latest-research-might-surprise-you
https://money.usnews.com/money/personal-finance/saving-and-budgeting/articles/best-coupon-websites-browser-extensions-and-apps
https://money.usnews.com/money/personal-finance/spending/articles/tips-to-avoid-overspending-on-gifts-this-holiday-season
https://money.usnews.com/money/personal-finance/family-finance/articles/how-to-lend-money-to-family
https://www.usnews.com/
https://www.usnews.com/
https://www.usnews.com/
https://www.usnews.com/
https://www.usnews.com/
https://www.usnews.com/
https://www.usnews.com/
https://www.usnews.com/
https://www.usnews.com/
https://www.usnews.com/
https://www.usnews.com/
https://www.facebook.com/sharer/sharer.php?u=https%3A%2F%2Flaw.usnews.com%2Flaw-firms%2Fadvice%2Farticles%2Fhow-law-firms-can-create-positive-workplace-culture%3Fsrc=usn_fb
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?text=How%20Law%20Firms%20Can%20Create%20Positive%20Workplace%20Culture&url=https%3A%2F%2Flaw.usnews.com%2Flaw-firms%2Fadvice%2Farticles%2Fhow-law-firms-can-create-positive-workplace-culture%3Fsrc=usn_tw
https://share.flipboard.com/bookmarklet/popout?v=2&title=How%20Law%20Firms%20Can%20Create%20Positive%20Workplace%20Culture&url=https%3A%2F%2Flaw.usnews.com%2Flaw-firms%2Fadvice%2Farticles%2Fhow-law-firms-can-create-positive-workplace-culture%3Fsrc=usn_fl
mailto:?subject=How%20Law%20Firms%20Can%20Create%20Positive%20Workplace%20Culture&body=From%20U.S.%20News%20%26%20World%20Report%3A%20%20https%3A%2F%2Flaw.usnews.com%2Flaw-firms%2Fadvice%2Farticles%2Fhow-law-firms-can-create-positive-workplace-culture


12/11/23, 1:41 PM How Law Firms Can Create Positive Workplace Culture | Explore Law Firms and Legal Advice | U.S. News

https://law.usnews.com/law-firms/advice/articles/how-law-firms-can-create-positive-workplace-culture 9/10

NEWS LAW FIRMS EDUCATION RANKINGS HEALTH MONEY

REAL ESTATE CARS TRAVEL 360 REVIEWS 360 REVIEWS UK DEALS

INSURANCE

About Editorial Guidelines Contact Press Advertise Newsletters Jobs Site Map Store

Drugstores Are Closing

Drugstores are closing for a variety of reasons, but they're unlikely to disappear entirely.

Erica Sandberg Nov. 15, 2023

How Much is a Private Jet? 

There are a few ways to �y privately, but all are expensive. Only you know if the price makes sense.

Erica Sandberg Nov. 15, 2023

Borrowing from Friends and Family

This is a lower-cost way to access funds but it can create relationship challenges.

Beth Braverman Nov. 15, 2023
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