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Survival tips for your next lateral move
In 2002, the rate of change in the Boston legal community was staggering. Hill & Barlow and Hutchins, Wheeler 

& Dittmar both announced that they would be closing their doors after more than 100 years in business, and 

virtually every major firm laid off associates.

As 2003 begins, hundreds of lawyers are finding themselves with a new firm name on their business cards. Many 

others are finding themselves unemployed. While the worst is hopefully behind us, there are continued signs 

that lifelong employment is an ancient custom that went the way of the typewriter.

Twenty-five years ago if you managed your clients well and worked hard, partnership might be in your future. 

Today, the rules have changed. Instead of lifetime employment, most lawyers find themselves moving several 

times during their career.

Since the probability is high that you will make at least one lateral move during your career, you need to under-

stand what it means to start over at a new firm. What follows are some thoughts to help you ease the transi-

tion.

Being Laid Off From A Large Firm

For those of you who are still involved in a job search, I offer the following words of encouragement. While this 

recession has caused you a lot of pain (and it may not seem clear right now when this pain will end), rest assured 

that this too will pass.

If you were let go from a prestigious law firm in Boston, do not forget how you got there in the first place. Even 

if you did not work for a top Boston firm, you made it through law school and you know how to work hard, how 

to compete and how to achieve.

Stop paying attention to the depressing headlines in the business section. Ignore the negativity that undoubt-

edly surrounds you. Do not dwell on broken promises or unhelpful comments like “What a lousy time to be look-

ing for a job!” None of this will be particularly helpful to you.

Instead, focus your efforts on an aggressive job search and maintain a positive attitude in public (use friends 

and family to vent). You may have to make some interim moves along the way and compromise your short-term 

expectations (taking work on a project basis, lowering your salary expectations or joining a practice group that 

does not have the client mix that you prefer).
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But in the end, you will succeed because you know how to succeed.

As a recruiter, I have seen many lawyers weather significant periods of unemployment. Many are happier in 

their new jobs than they were in their old jobs. So even if you do not have a new job to look forward to at the 

moment, at some point you will.

Read these survival tips and think about how you will reinvent yourself after you accept your new position

* A Fresh Start

Despite all of the uncertainty associated with starting over, there is something refreshing about starting a new 

job. No one knows your foibles and you have the chance to do things differently. But this requires a certain 

amount of self-reflection. Without taking the time to evaluate your prior experience, you are likely to fall into 

the same patterns.

Spend the time to think about what went right and what went wrong in your last job before diving into a new 

one. Did you manage your time well? Did you work effectively with support staff? Did you spend an appropri-

ate amount of time on assignments? What kind of work do you like? What skills would you like to hone?

One way to reflect on your past experience is to ask your former colleagues for feedback. Did they think you 

were a good listener? Did you give good instructions and feedback on assignments? Did you keep partners well 

informed about work they passed on to you? Were you patient enough? Were you thorough?

While this may be a difficult thing for you to do if you have just been laid off, sometimes you can get valuable 

information from a past employer that can help you in your next job. Approach people who you feel comfort-

able with. Do not argue with them. Just get the facts. You can always decide later what you should pay atten-

tion to and what you can discount.

The bottom line is that it is important to understand if anything other than economics played a role in your 

demise.

* A Fresh Start

Identifying what you want to work on in your new role is only half the battle. Old habits are difficult to change. 

If you really want to change, you need to commit to change in a way that will hold you accountable.

Try writing some goals down on paper. Consider hiring a coach. Commit to getting some mentoring from a 

more experienced attorney. Most New Year’s resolutions are broken long before the end of the year because 

change is difficult. You have to work at change. Find ways to ensure that change is likely to occur.

* Let The World Know About Your New Position

Your new firm will want to publicize your move. If you are asked to provide a list of contacts so that the firm 

can send out announcements, cast your net wide. Include former colleagues, clients, prospective clients, law 

school classmates and anyone who was helpful to you in your job search.

Take the time to thank everyone who met with you or spoke with you during your search. Tell them what is 

exciting about your new position and ask if there is any way that you can be of help to them. This kind of fol-

low-through takes minimal effort, but many lawyers fail to do this.

* Get To Know Your New Co-Workers

Doing great work is important to your success at your new firm. But developing relationships at your new firm 
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is critical. You can learn some of the unwritten rules by observing your new colleagues; but you can accelerate the 

learning process by taking the time to talk to secretaries, paralegals, associates and partners about how things 

are done.

Take the time to meet with your subordinates, colleagues and superiors individually. Listen to what they have to 

say. Ask questions about the work they do, about their work style, and find out what you can do to make their 

lives easier.

Educate them about your work style. How do you like work to be done? How much feedback do you want before 

you see the final product?

Build relationships in all directions in your new firm and resist the temptation to build early alliances. If you are 

the kind of person who likes to have trusting relationships at work, let those relationships build slowly. The last 

thing you want to do is to find yourself allied with a partner who everyone tries to avoid.

* First Impressions Are Critical

Work extra hard during the honeymoon period. Remember the importance of first impressions and try to say 

“yes” as often as you can in the first few months. Earn the right to say “no” by saying “yes.”

In some ways, this may feel like taking a step backwards in your career. In your old firm, you already knew when 

it was okay to say “no.” But this is a new group of professionals who are trying to decide if you are someone they 

can depend on and trust. If you say “no” before you have established some good will, it will be that much more 

difficult to gain the trust of this partner in the future.

* Some Notes For Lateral Partners

If you are joining a new firm as a partner, you still need to be concerned with the issues outlined above. But as a 

partner, there is the added complexity of bringing clients to the new firm.

Partners who are new to a firm need to quickly demonstrate that they are members of the “team.” If you are 

a partner who is bringing a practice with you, you need to service your own clients. But it is equally important 

to demonstrate your willingness to do work for other partners and make sure that you are giving some work to 

others.

By broadening your focus beyond doing legal work for your own clientele and by cross-marketing the firm’s ser-

vices to your clients, you will show your commitment to the new firm and enhance your chances for success.

Conclusion

No one likes to be the new kid on the block; but the old career paradigm is gone, and at some point it is likely that 

you will have to start all over. If you take the time to invest in your new home and work on building relationships, 

your likelihood of moving again will decrease and your chances for a successful transition will be much greater.


