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Introduction

Small law firms comprise a large percentage of lawyers in private practice. There are significant differences between how
small and mid-sized firms recruit and how large firms recruit. Knowing these differences can help you conduct a productive
job search, interview effectively, and evaluate the terms of an offer.

How small is small?

The precise definition of a “small” or “mid-sized” firm varies
depending upon the market in which it is located. For our
purposes, we are addressing firms which employ fifty (50)
or fewer attorneys. In smaller cities and rural markets, a
small firm might be fewer than five lawyers. Conduct some
research to understand what small means in your market.
Small firms generally do not have extensive administrative
staff resources devoted to recruiting, retaining and devel-
oping their new attorneys. It's up to job applicants to reach
out to these employers and understand their hiring criteria.

When do small firms hire?

Small firms tend to hire on an “as needed” basis, and
typically do so very close in time to when there is a vacancy.
This is generally true for both full-time attorney and part-
time legal internship positions. For many smaller firms,
there is really no predictable hiring schedule. These firms
often hire in response to the acquisition of a large matter or
the departure of a current attorney or legal intern. When
small firms do hire, the process often plays out very quickly
and requires an immediate response from the applicant.

For other small and mid-sized firms, there tends to be a
discernible pattern of hiring activity each year particularly
with regard to legal internships. These firms are often larg-
er in size, more established in the legal market, or have a
specialized practice area. With these firms, it is common
for them to have predictable periods of hiring activity. For
example, many of these firms will recruit their summer
legal interns between February and April and have them
start in May or June. Similarly, many of these firms will
recruit for new associates between September and
November as new graduates are being admitted to the bar.

What do | need to know about reaching
out to small firms?

Small firms are less likely than other legal employers to
actively post the opportunities that are available with them. They
are focused on the business of practicing law, not the business
of recruiting talent. As such, job seekers must take a proactive

approach in trying to secure opportunities with smaller firms.

Smaller firms rely heavily on their own networking con-
tacts, professional associations and simple word of mouth
to find candidates for positions within their firms. They
generally believe this is a more efficient and effective way
to find candidates who will fit into their firm environment.
For job seekers, this means that research, advance planning
and a great deal of networking are the keys to getting onto
the hiring radar screen of small firms.

Your law school career services may keep small firm data-
bases or your local bar association may have a job posting
service. Your law school professors may have connections
at small firms and may refer students when vacancies oc-
cur. Understand all of the resources at your disposal and
work hard to cultivate your network in order to learn about
those vacancies that are often filled by word-of-mouth.

What do | need to know about
interviewing with a small firm?

Small firms do not all use a standard interviewing format. In
fact, their individual processes generally vary widely from
firm to firm. Some small firms will conduct a single one-to-
one interview with candidates. Others will have candidates
meet with multiple attorneys in a group format or panel
interview. Still others will use a two-stage interview process
in which candidates have a brief initial interview and then
return on a second occasion to meet with more firm attor-
neys. Since the process can vary so dramatically from firm
to firm, it is appropriate to ask about the firm’s interview
format when scheduling an interview time.

As a job seeker, it is important to understand that small
firms are often prepared to move forward quickly with
their hiring decisions once they get to the interview stage.
These firms, particularly those with fewer attorneys, will
frequently make hiring decisions during the initial inter-
view. You should be prepared to respond professionally to
such an offer if it made during your interview.

When preparing to interview at a small firm, you should
understand the range of practice areas and be prepared to
speak about your specific experience and ability to do the
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work. Since small firms are not in a position to offer ex-
tensive training or mentoring, your ability to give specific
examples of how you can be an effective team player from the
start will be compelling. To that end, you should acquire ex-
periences in law school that afford you a range of skills and be
ready to speak about those experiences during the interview.

Understanding the economics of small
firm practice

A compelling job applicant understands that small firms
are businesses; they depend upon client relationships, cul-
tivating new business, and billing hours in order to make
money. While a small personal injury firm will have a
different compensation model than an insurance defense
firm, you should understand a few key concepts:

« Firm income is realized from billable hours and collec-
tions, not just about the work you do;

«+ Client development is an essential aspect of small firm
success and it's important to cultivate clients and engage
in “rainmaking” early in one’s career, especially at a small
law firm;

« Firm expenses consist of overhead and operating costs,
personnel training, and re-investment.

Your value as an associate at a small firm is your ability to
generate income, cultivate new client relationships, serve
existing clients, and minimize firm expenses.

Evaluating your “fit” with a small firm

There are many intangibles to making a good hiring deci-
sion, particularly at a small law firm. You are being inter-
viewed for a position, for certain; but you must also gauge
whether the firm is a good fit for you. Because small law
firms have fewer attorneys, you are often working in a fish
bowl so it’s especially important to ask yourself:

« Do you like the lawyers with whom you will be working?

 Does it seem like a supportive environment?

o Are there lawyers who are your age or experience level or
would you be on your own?

« What is the firm’s reputation generally?
« Are there opportunities to grow professionally?

« Does the firm practice in areas that align with your
strengths and interests?

There are just a few questions to help guide you in making
a wise choice when considering a small firm.

How do | respond when | receive an offer?

Responding to an offer from a small firm no different than
responding to any other employer. Always be polite and
professional - say thank you to acknowledge the offer and
let the employer know you are excited about the offer. Ask
questions about the offer if you have questions and con-
firm the timeline in which the employer needs to have a
response. Many smaller firms will want you to provide a
quick response, but they are generally willing to allow you
to take a few days to fully review and consider the offer.
Keep in mind that most small firms do not adhere to NALP
guidelines regarding offers.

Be sure to inform the firm of your decision in a timely and
professional manner once you have made a decision. If you
are accepting the offer, be sure to get the agreed upon of-
fer confirmed in writing (even if that’s an email) so that its
terms are clear and certain to all parties involved. If you
are not accepting the offer, be sure to communicate your
decision in a clear and respectful manner. You want to be
confident that there is no ambiguity around you final deci-
sion on the offer.

May | negotiate an offer with a small firm?

Negotiating with a smaller firm requires preparation, patience
and professionalism. As you start to think about negotiating
with the firm, you need to engage in some critical self-assess-
ment. You need to understand your skills and the value they
contribute to the firm. You also need to be realistic in your
assessment of your skills and knowledgeable about the legal
market that you are entering. Having a reasonable valuation of
your skill set, along with an awareness of the economic market
realities, you will be able to enter into negotiations with realis-
tic expectations about the offer you hope to receive.

As with any negotiation, you need to be prepared to consider
the offer as a whole and be ready to prioritize the elements of
the offer that are most important to you. You need to engage
the firm in a professional and productive exchange over the
terms of the offer. If you are asking for a deviation in the
original offer terms, you need to justify your “asks” by point-
ing to market factors and personal experiences that support
your requests. You should be prepared to pitch your request
as a “win-win” situation, showing how the firm will benefit
from accommodating the change in terms.
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What should I consider as part of an offer from a small firm?

A full-time offer from a small firm will consist of many factors. You need to be sure to ask about all of the things that are relevant
to the position and to your professional growth and development while you are in the position. Some key factors include:

Salary

It goes without saying that salary is usually the first point
of concern in a job offer. You clearly want to know the
salary you are being offered. But having a salary figure is not
enough. You need to understand how the salary is struc-
tured. Does it include bonuses? Is it based on a minimum
number of hours billed or collected by the firm? When will
it, or can it, be reviewed? Will it adjust upward when you
are admitted to practice in the state? Knowing the detailed
terms surrounding your salary figure will help you to more
thoughtfully evaluate the entire job offer. Avoid getting into
a small money debate with the firm. Doing so can cast you in
a bad light in the firm’s view and contribute to a feeling that
you are not genuinely interested in being part of the firm.

Consult your law school career services office to ob-
tain small firm salary information. While there are many
excellent national salary surveys (NALP and Altman Weil
to name two), data about small firms is difficult to ascertain
and there is wide variation depending on type of practice
and region. Because law school career services office keep
data about starting salaries for graduates, it stands to rea-
son that they have the most reliable data to guide you or
at least be able to give you a salary range based on prior
employment data.

Insurance benefits

Inquire about the insurance benefits which are available as
part of your offer (if any). The types of coverage offered by
smaller firms can vary greatly. You will want to know if the
firm offers health insurance, dental insurance, vision insur-
ance, life insurance, short-term disability insurance, and/or
long-term disability insurance. If these benefits are offered,
it's important for you to understand who can be covered by
each plan, what portion of the premium you are respon-
sible for and what type of coverage is provided. Knowing
these things will help you to create a realistic understanding
of how your insurance elections will impact your overall
finances.

Retirement options

Ask if the firm provides any type of retirement planning
options (i.e., 401K plans). If they do, you will want to
find out more about the terms of the plan. Does the firm
contribute to the plan on your behalf? If so, at what rate?

Will the firm match your contribution rate? Knowing the
details about the firm’s retirement plan can help you to
determine how much you may be able to contribute, and
if there is added financial value in the offer in the form of
retirement funding.

Leave time and work schedules

You will want to understand what type of work schedule
you are being offered and what leave time you will be given.
For many applicants, the details of your daily work sched-
ule can be of critical importance. You should not be hesitant
to ask about vacation time, paid sick time, parental leave
time and/or elder care release time. You should also not be
hesitant to ask about the firm’s policies around tele-work
or flex time options. All of these things can impact your
consideration of the overall offer—and are often items
areas where smaller firms are able to work with candidates
to make the offer attractive to them.

Professional Development/Bar Association
Memberships

You need to know how professional development fits into
any offer that you receive. Every jurisdiction has its own
unique requirements for continuing legal education (CLE),
bar membership, pro bono activities, professional occupa-
tional taxes, and client security trust fund fees. Knowing
the requirements of the jurisdiction in which you will be
practicing is crucial as it will help you to have a comprehen-
sive conversation with the firm about these items during
your negotiation. Will the firm pay for you bar member-
ship? Will the firm pay for your CLE credits? And, is there
a limit on how many credits for which they will pay? Does
the firm support pro bono activities? And, how does the
firm allow you to count those hours? Knowing more about
the firm’s policies and practices can help you to evaluate the
overall offer you are presented, particularly if the firm is will-
ing to pay for many of the professional requirements for which
you would otherwise have to pay out of your own pocket.

Miscellaneous

Depending upon your individual circumstances, there may
be unique items that you will want to raise during your
negotiations. Some of those items may include bar review
cost, bar registration fees, moving or relocation expenses,
daily parking fees, or routine commuting costs.
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Resources from the Law School (Click text box below to add your own resources)

Seethe NALP Reportsat www.law.sc.edu/caredor USC Law recentgraduatesalaryranges.

SCBar SoloandSmallFirm Bar Section-
https://www.scbar.org/lawyers/sections-committees-divisions/sections/solo-and-small-firm-section/
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