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The Changing Role of Professional Development
(or Is It Talent Management?) in Law Firms
Terri Mottershead

Change, change, and a little more change…
	
  

T

he Global Financial Crisis (GFC) has brought into focus the
importance of having the right people, in the right place,
doing the right thing, at the right time. The GFC, together
with increasing globalization, technology-sponsored
increased access to knowledge and segmentation of legal services,
and the new and more influential position of in-house counsel,
have all contributed to changes in law firm business models and
consequent changes in staffing models.
Take that down one level and you can see the impacts reflected in
a renewed focus on strategic and business planning, the elevated
importance of capturing and analyzing data, new definitions of
success that measure it by impact rather than tasks, and a new
and evolving plethora of leadership/management skills and team
roles in law firms.
We all know that people are a firm’s greatest asset. The GFC and
these other significant factors have created the perfect storm for
firms to apply the same innovative thinking they have used in
client relationship management to the recruitment, selection,
deployment, development, evaluation, promotion, and
compensation of their attorney talent.
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With this new or renewed focus on talent has
come a new and renewed focus on those
managing attorney talent: recruitment,
diversity & inclusion, professional
development, career management,
performance management, and human
resource departments/functions. In many
firms, these departments have operated, and
in too many firms continue to operate, in
silos. Those firms have yet to understand or
embrace the importance of an integrated
talent strategy. In other firms, still in the
minority, the dots have been connected
between the firm’s pipeline of client work and
the need to have talent able to exceed
expectations in the servicing of that work;
they have adopted an integrated talent
strategy.
This article will briefly re-visit the
components of an integrated talent strategy
(TS) and the difference between a TS and a
competency-based development model for
attorneys. It will focus mainly on the impact
of these initiatives on the role of professional
development in law firms, in particular, the
evolution of the Chief Talent Officer role in

The Components of a Talent Strategy
Every TS has the same mission statement: to
proactively identify, develop, deploy, leverage,
and direct each employee’s skills and
capabilities towards achieving the firm’s
business performance goals. This is usually
broken down into four main components
(Wheeler, 2009):
•

The ability to attract and retain top
performers (recruitment and career
development)

•

The ability to develop skills and
competencies (practice benchmarks,
competencies, work assignments,
learning/training, and coaching/
mentoring)

•

The ability to engage, motivate, and excite
employees so they want to continue to
work at the firm (work assignments and
career development)

•

The ability to measure performance and
provide feedback so the employee can
continue to grow but also so those
leading recruitment and professional
development functions can make
appropriate adjustments to their
practices (performance management and
career development, especially coaching
and mentoring).

If a firm has an effective TS, over time it
should see:
1. An increase in retention of top
performers;	
  
2. A decrease in time to “close the gap”
from new to experienced attorney; 	
  
3. A decrease in lateral hires to bridge skills
gaps;	
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4. Top rewards and promotions consistently
going to top performers; 	
  
5. A culture of learning and innovation; and	
  
6. A decrease in the time it takes to make
and implement change decisions.	
  
These factors are the key performance
indicators (KPIs) of a TS. Where these
indicators are not present or performance is
not as expected, they act as a red flag that
one of the TS components is not fully
developed, requires additional attention, or
needs adjustment. A TS without KPIs (and
likewise a TS without priorities and goals) is
like a wish list; you hope something will
happen, but you are never sure if it actually
will or if it has!

Talent Strategy and Competency-Based
Development Models
A TS is about looking at talent from a 40,000
foot view. It looks at the markets (local and
global) and practice areas pursued by the
firm and identifies the skills and capabilities
that will be needed to service clients now and
in the future. It identifies trends, gaps, and
ways in which the firm can acquire, train, or
leverage talent to ensure it has bench
strength and remains at the cutting edge of
its practices. It focuses on talent that will be
lost to attrition, reductions in force, and
retirement and works on ways to navigate
the change this brings to the firm and its
culture, as well as the positive and negative
impact this may have on morale,
engagement, and motivation as individuals
make career transitions.
There are many common touch points for a
TS and a Competency-Based Development
Model (CBDM) for attorneys. Both are
founded on input/feedback from focus
groups, surveys, behavioral interviews, and
the like from clients, partners, and affected
staff. Both seek to identify trends from this

information that connect the success of an
individual to the business performance goals
of the firm. However, where the TS continues
to remain at the 40,000 foot level, a CBDM,
usually supported by practice benchmarks,
breaks the TS into operational or bite size
pieces. A CBDM provides a framework
comprised of processes, programs, systems,
policies, protocols, measures, and methods
through which day to day activities
contribute person by person to the
achievement of the TS. Put simply, a good
CBDM implements the firm’s TS. For this
reason, it is critical that all CBDMs are
reviewed regularly to ensure that the
blueprint for success they seek to provide
individual attorneys remains relevant and
accurate with regard to the firm’s business
performance objectives.

The Emerging Role of Chief Talent Officer
The strategic importance of talent
management and the role of Chief Talent
Officer (CTO) are not well understood in law
firms. Strategic talent management is more
than recruitment, diversity & inclusion,
human resources, professional development,
or performance management. The role
cannot be filled by someone who possesses
the skills, even excellent skills, in any one of
these departments. It may be that an
individual in these departments has the
relevant skills, but skills are not acquired
simply by changing the title of someone
working in one of these areas or by
expanding the responsibilities of one
department to all people-related functions
within a firm.
A CTO is the CEO of a Talent Management
Unit. He/she is the person firm leadership
turns to for advice and counsel about whom
to employ, deploy, retrain, or staff a
secondment to deliver services in all the
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markets in which the firm operates and/or to
strengthen client relationships. The CTO has
access to information that allows him/her to
provide that advice and has a seat at the
firm’s strategic table. He/she works in close
collaboration with firm leadership and other
“C-Level” colleagues. The CTO is essential to
the firm’s realizing its strategic vision
because that depends upon the right people,
in the right place, doing the right thing, at
the right time! In short, the CTO is an
internal consultant and trusted advisor on
the attorney workforce profile and
deployment.

Chief Talent Officer Key Focus Areas
	
  
1. Build understanding, support, and buy-in of
firm leadership, PGLs, partners, other “CLevel” support staff
2. Build understanding, support, and buy-in of
associates
3. Define Talent Strategy, business priorities,
and goals
4. Identify, engage, and listen to key
stakeholders (firm leadership, PGLs, other “C-

The CTO skill set is wide and varied. He/she
needs to be able to run a business unit but
also have a deep understanding of the legal
industry, law firms, and lawyers. The skill
set noted below is well within the grasp of
many experienced professional development
and human resource directors, but the role
is likely to require some additional study and
experience, too. The CTO skill set includes:
•

•
•

•

•

•

Advanced experience and skill in running
a business or business unit (governance
structures, staffing, budgeting, managing
people, marketing, and communication
plans)
Proven track record in achieving results
Advanced experience in developing and
implementing improvements
Advanced experience and skill in
organizational development (TS is all
about making the firm more agile,
adaptable, flexible, and efficient)
Advanced experience and skill in change
management (the TS is all about change
and change is all about the TS)
Advanced experience and skills in
attorney recruitment, career development
(including coaching and mentoring),
learning/training, and performance
management

Level” support staff, associates, and clients)
5. Focus on retention and development of top
performers
6. Focus on getting the attorney staffing skill set
and availability to fit the firm business model
(full-time, part-time, flex time, contract, etc.)
7. Create collaborative and inclusive
partnerships as a trusted advisor
8. Communicate, communicate, and then
communicate a little more!
	
  

•
•

•

•

Demonstrated track record of working at
a senior management level
Demonstrated track record in working
collaboratively with senior management,
pro bono, diversity & inclusion,
marketing/business development, and
information technology
Advanced knowledge and experience in
career management, learning
management, and performance
management systems and databases
Deep understanding of the legal industry,
law firms, lawyers, and legal work
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•

Global work experience and knowledge in
one or more of the areas noted as well as
a high degree of cultural competency
(globalization is the future of the legal
industry).

demand, need, and opportunity. That should
give us pause to think innovatively about
what we do, what we contribute, and where
we go from here.
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