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Don’t ignore the warning signs of a new hire

T he euphoria of stealing away the star 
partner from a key competitor often 

creates tunnel vision about their perform-
ance. Firm leaders often develop an almost 
wilful blindness to the key warning signs of 
trouble ahead. 

Here are four of the most common signs 
your latest lateral hire may not be working 
out as planned, and how to avoid the most 
likely pitfalls:

Not respecting time

In an attempt to see new employees in the 
most positive light possible, one common 
oversight is ignoring warning signs that your 
latest lawyer is not respectful of time. This 
can take a number of forms, including using 
vacation time within a few months of com-
mencing (where such vacation was not dis-
cussed prior to the hire), unannounced 
absences, coming in late, leaving early, mis-
sing team meetings, etc. While employers 
often want to give the new hire the benefit of 
the doubt, our experience has consistently 
been that these warning signs need to be 
tackled immediately; otherwise they can 

start to impact the attitude and sense of 
team within the broader group. This is not to 
suggest a ‘clock watching’ approach to new 
hires; however, it is important to recognize 
when you are ignoring warning signs of a 
future problem and not taking steps to rem-
edy them. 

Resistance to change

Another area where law firms often fail to 
curtail problematic hires is when the new 
lawyer is strongly resistant to the firm’s 
practice methods. While a new hire repre-
sents a great opportunity to learn the best 
practices of a competitor firm, recognize 
there has also been significant time and 
effort invested in determining your own 
firm’s existing best practices. Again, in an 
attempt to see lateral recruits in the best 
possible light, firms often fail to rein in part-
ners who resist (or worse, refuse) to work 
within their own best practices. 

The key is to provide lateral recruits an 
opportunity to contribute their knowledge 
and experience towards the firms’ best prac-
tices, while understanding that these best 
practices must then become the standard to 
which all members will be held.

Drama

While strong personalities can provide for 
a compelling, engaging interview experience, 
they can also result in increased drama 
within the firm if not properly managed. One 
of the early warning signs is the emergence of 

heightened drama, politics, or factions within 
the team upon the arrival of your latest hire. 
The temptation may be to see these factions 
as the development of the lateral hire’s new 
team; but while lateral talent will of course 
form new social circles, these must not be 
allowed to emerge at the expense of overall 
team cohesion. 

Mixed reactions upon arrival

One of the more difficult elements to assess 
with a lateral hire is when you (as the practice 
group leader or managing partner) are hav-
ing a great experience, but other partners or 
associates are not. Certain lateral recruits 
prove to be very effective at managing up, but 
can cause difficulties among their peers or 
direct reports. With such individuals, it is 
often easy to overlook the negative ripple 
effects they may have on firm morale, par-
ticularly if it is not immediately visible in 
your personal relationship with them. 

This can be compounded if the practice 
group leader or managing partner is per-

sonally invested in the hire (i.e. they were 
instrumental in bringing the lawyer over). 
The key here is to be open to feedback 
from different levels within your organiza-
tion on how the latest hire is integrating 
into the firm, and not rely solely on your 
individual assessment.

Taken together, all the aforementioned 
issues may represent a lack of judgment on 
the part of your latest hire. The real key is to 
recognize that the hiring process does not 
end with a signed offer letter. Successful 
recruitment lies in continuing to monitor 
new hires beyond their arrival. 

Perhaps even more importantly, while 
firms may be deliberate in their evaluation of 
whether to hire a lawyer, once the warning 
signs emerge that it may not be working out, 
it is often better to end the relationship early, 
rather than persist and run the risk of signifi-
cantly greater collateral damage to the team.

Warren Smith is a managing director of The 
Counsel Network. You can follow him on twit-
ter @lawheadhunter.
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We invite applications from excellent lawyers called to the 
Bar between 2005 and 2010. Critical requirements include an 
enthusiasm for oral and written advocacy together with practice 

law. Team players who have converted academic distinction into 
professional accomplishment in litigation are encouraged to apply.

the opportunity for professional growth and achievement in a 
supportive environment.

Resumes and academic transcripts may be forwarded to:

O’DONNELL, ROBERTSON & SANFILIPPO

email:  tnixon@orslaw.com
Telefax: (416) 214-0605

professional liability defence litigation

product liability defence litigation

personal injury defence litigation

insurance coverage advice and litigation

occupiers’ liability defence litigation

litigate in the following areas:

Advocacy Position

Assistant General Counsel, Real Estate
As a result of continued growth, Guelph-based Skyline is searching for an accomplished, associate-
level real estate lawyer to provide in-house legal services in support of its business of buying, 
selling, fi nancing, leasing and managing commercial real estate, including multi-unit residential. 
Qualifi cations and Experience
• Minimum of fi ve years’ relevant experience, with an emphasis on conveyancing. 
• Strong writing skills and attention to detail.
• Comfortable in a fast-paced environment.
• Desire to make a meaningful contribution to a strong organization.

How to Apply
Email: careers@skylineonline.ca

Web: www.skylineonline.ca/careers

The Legal Services Department of Aviva Canada has in-house positions available 
for Litigation Lawyers with 3 to 5 years litigation experience. Our Toronto Office 
handles the defence of property, commercial and automobile insurance matters. 
 
The successful candidate(s) will be responsible for handling litigation matters from 
assignment to conclusion, including providing assessments and opinions on claims.

Candidates should possess superior oral and written advocacy skills, as well as be 
adaptable, flexible and work independently or as part of a team. A strong work ethic 
and a high level of professionalism is required. Trial experience is an asset. 

Applicants should forward their resume and academic transcripts in confidence to: 
David Smagata

AVP Legal Services
Direct 647.788.7170

david_smagata@avivacanada.com

We thank all candidates for their response, 
but only those to be considered for an interview will be contacted. 
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