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MANAGEMENT

By Janet Greenberg

As if the end of the year was not
stressful and hectic enough with
holiday shopping and social

events, it is also often the time when
decisions are madeabout your future,
yourquality of your life, andhowmuch
moneyyou will make.Do your bestto
ensure that you have some input on
these subjects.The best way to have
your voice heard is to be prepared to
explain why you deservea positive
review and to rebut any negativesthat
may be hurled at you. Handle your
review with the same diligence and
preparation as you would any legal
assignment.

First, you needto understandwhat
attributesandfactorsareactually being
consideredwhenyou arebeing judged
and evaluated.While there are many
variations, dependingon your employ-
er,somewherein themix areusually the
following: writing ability; work prod-
uct; accuracy; ability to analyze legal
issues; communicationskills; respon-
sivenessto partnerdemands;judgment;
efficiency in handling matters; initia-
tive; commitmentto your job; maturity;

personality and how you treat others;
research and preparation of matters;
firm contributions such as sitting on
committeesand recruiting; client rela-
tions; and business development and
marketing. Of course,you may also be
judgedon some other intangibles such
asnonsensical officegossip.

For those who have previously
been through the review process at a
particular firm, the factors considered
should alreadybe a known quantity. If
going through your fi rst review, try to
find out what thesefactorsare thatwill
be considered. You can ask the fi rm’s
recruiting or human resources profes-
sional, thepartnersfor whom youwork,
your mentor, or other associates with
whom you have a relationship. Most
largerfirms use some sort of standard-
izedform. Throughthesepeople, try to
get your handson one.The form will
serve as a worksheet to help you pre-
pare. In otherfi rms, however,(especial-
ly small fi rms)theprocesswil l notbeso
formalized, and the factors considered
not quite so clear.You will needto dig
deeperto try to findwhatis importantto
them. You should also try to find out
whodoestheactualevaluation andwho
elsehasinput.

Now, hopefully, youknowhowyou
will be judged.The next step is to sys-
temically build your case. This should
be relatively easy; after all, you are a
lawyer.

For those who havebeenprevious-
ly reviewed by the fi rm, you should
haveanideaof what thefirm considers
your deficiencies. Write down what

those weaknesses are and what you
havedoneto improve them. While the
main purpose of this article is to help
you prepare for your review, we must
mention that during the review itself,
you should always focus on the posi-
tive. During the review, focus on the
thingsyou do exceptionally well, while
explaining that you are doing every-
thing in your power to makeimprove-
ments where needed.For example, if
you do not havestrong communication
skills, tell the reviewer that you under-
stand that this is not one of your
strongest attributes, but that you have
read two books, takena coursein the
past year, and asked colleagues for
advice during the year to help yourself
getbetter. If yourhourshavebeentradi-
tionally low, explain how you went
door-to-door seekingassignments,how
youusedyouravailable time to help the
firm in other ways, how you were out
developingmarketing skills,or howyou
wereout tryingto getclients.Of course,
you should document all the specifics
(what, when,where, who, andhow) as
part of your preparation. Nothing irks
management more than an associate
being told that he or she needs to
improve in an area only to have the
associatedoabsolutely nothingaboutit.

Because your focus should be
mainly on your strengths,write down
what you haveexcelled at in the past.
Use your finding to verify andenhance
the firm’s perception of you. If you are
known for being a good writer, gather
samplesof your finest work. Perhapsa
partner or client commended you on
certain documents — gather those e-
mailsandmemos, too.If youarea lead-
ing biller among the associates, try to
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get data that verifies your position. The
firm, undoubtedly, already knows your
hours, but be in a position to remind
them. The point is to know all of your
strengthsand have the back-updata to
verify each one. Reviews are like the
anniversary of anold marriedcouple —
it is a good time to remind eachother
why theyfell in love in thefi rst place.

Along with being able to discuss
your strengths with credibil ity, you
should know all of your successesprior
to your review. Thesesuccessesinclude
both your personal successesaswell as
accomplishments achievedas part of a
team. Gather this information and be
very specific. “Our team closed 22
deals this year worth $5 billion. We
won a precedent-settingproductsliabil-
ity case. I completed126estateplans.I
got the fi rm state-wide mediaattention
through my pro bono servicerepresent-
ing…” and soon. As you know, theout-
comewill bebetter if youhavethefacts
on your side.

Theremay be a host of things you
did during the past year that havebeen
forgottenby thefirm, or notevenknown
aboutat all. Many of thesethings may
have been forgotten about by you as
well. Gatherall of this information. Did
you pitch in at the last minute to cover
depositions?Did you attendall of those
boring rubberchickendinnerfundraisers
that nobodyelse wantedto attend?Did
you take the new associatesunderyour
wing to help the firm realize its invest-
menton this raw talent? Did you drive a

box of documents to your boss’s house
on your girlfriend’s birthday?Did you
ghost write a marketing newsletter for
the headof your department? Were you
theonly associateat the fi rm’s seminars
mingling with guests? If commitment is
a factorbeingused to judgeyou, it may
prove helpful to unearth all of these
typesof contributions.

In most firms, there is an abundant
amount of internal competition —
whether firms will admit it or not is
anotherstory. Youwil l bejudgedagainst
others as partners judge themselves
against each other. Who is the biggest
rainmaker? Who has the most impres-
sive clients?Who drives the nicestcar,
etc.? In your planning,try to determine
where you stand amongst your peers.
Are you billing more?Do you havebet-
ter relationships with firm leaders? Do
you get theriskier assignments? Do you
get pulled in more directions from the
partners than your peers? Know where
youstandanduse it to youradvantage.A
word of caution, though— do not ever
disparageothers before, during or after
thereview.

Depending on fi rm culture, per-
haps you have the opportunity to pre-
sell your review. If you do, send the
reviewer a memo explaining all of your
contributionsin advance. Thiswill help
position yourself and let the decision-
makers know where you are coming
from. Do not go overboard in your
memo, do not embellish, do not lie, do
not brag and do not make ultimatums.

If your memo is not properly crafted,
you may end up making yourself look
bad. This approach is only effective if
done right.

As part of your preparation, get
mini-reviews during the year. Ask
those for whom you work how you are
doing, where you need to improve, and
why they li ke working with you. Keep
track of what you learn and act upon
this information accordingly. If needed,
you will be armed to discuss these
interactions at your review.

Lastly, make yourself a list of
things that the fi rm can bedoing better
that will in turn help you perform bet-
ter. Does the flow of communication
between you and your partner need to
improve? If so, what can each of you
do to make communication more effec-
tive? If this goes totally against your
firm’s culture and is considered taboo
— don’ t try this. However, if the cul-
ture is truly one of open communica-
tion, have an honest discussion with
your reviewer. Remember, maturity
may be a considered factor. This is one
opportunity to show that you have it.

In the past, if you have not done
the things discussed in this article,
don’ t worry. The New Year is fast
approaching. What a great time to do
things dif ferently. Give yourself a pre-
sent — prepare for, and receive a great
review, make more money, secure your
future in the role of your choosing, and
stay on track to reach partnership, if
that is your goal. �


