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It’s a tough job... Five reasons
not to be a managing partner

Dominique Graham reveals that potential managing
partners should be prepared to take on a thankless task

The heading for this article was going to be ‘Five good
reasons to be managing partner’. I was rather put off
by the blank stares and woeful shaking of heads of
some of the managing partners I spoke to. ‘A word of
advice,’ offered one, ‘set yourself an achievable target.’
So we flipped the idea around and I was suddenly
bowled over by an avalanche of reasons NOT to be a
managing partner, which I have had to condense for
the purpose of this article from 2,230 to a mere five.

1. It’s not as straightforward as I thought...
As law firms have grown, the role of a managing
partner has become more varied. As one of the learned
managing partners I spoke to growled: ‘Most of the
managing partners in London nowadays have to worry
about the crap happening in Frankfurt or Munich.’
That’s on top of the pressure of being judged by the
mother ship if they’re with a US firm.

It's nothing like it used to be. Even the most
American of the managing partners in the London
offices of US firms have been forced to allow manage-
ment issues to eat into their transaction-filled days. In
sharp contrast, in the 1980s, theirs was often the only
body in the office to manage.

2. Ev, it’s actually quite difficult
‘Managing law firms is a bit like herding fish,” was
one partner’s comment. ‘People often think they can

TIPS FOR SUCCESS

Having highlighted the pitfalls of being a managing partner, it’s only fair that
I impart some pointers for success. Some of the more successful managing
partners seem to tread the Jose Mourinho path of laid-back, controlled and
quietly effective management. Those who do it well make it sound so easy:

B ‘Never be complacent. Strive for perfection but be prepared to settle
for excellence.” David Miles, Latham & Watkins.

manage themselves, plus they are resistant to
change. Lawyers are worst because they think they
know best.” That heady combination requires strong
management, and is not for the faint-hearted.

There are many tasks to juggle. As Phillip Fletcher
from Milbank, Tweed, Hadley & McCloy said: ‘The
magic of running an office is to keep profitability and
quality in balance with collegiality. The larger the firm,
the harder it is to achieve this.’

3. This is not what I was trained for

Most good practitioners do not make good managers.
The prevalent school of thought is reflected in DLA
Piper’s decision to annually send partners en masse to
Harvard Business School. One partner thought that
this approach was excellent as long as the course was
not too focused on the financial side of management.
‘Management skills aren’t just about analysing spread-
sheets. The focus should be on people skills — after all,
management is about getting the best out of people.’

4. Can I have my old jobh back?
In fact, most never give up the old job. One partner I
spoke to had said he wouldn’t give up his practice for
full-time managing until he was at least in his mid-50s.
Having recently handed over the baton to his
successor, he is still finding it hard to ramp up his
client base to full-time capacity. Of course, one way of
side-stepping this issue is to avoid it altogether.
European growth and integration of offices can
mean that you are always on a plane, so transactional
work is impossible. In this way, Justin Spendlove,
Fried, Frank, Harris, Shriver & Jacobson’s managing
partner, devotes all of his time to strategy and recruit-
ment. [ suspect he wouldn’t want his old job back.

5. Bit of a thankless task, really

Inevitably, you have to make unpopular decisions to
ensure that the office is maximising its potential. In
fact, if you find it uncomfortably intrusive to hear

B ‘You start with making sure the pencils are sharp and the conference
rooms attractive. Everything else flows easily from that.’
Phillip Fletcher, Milbank, Tweed, Hadley & McCloy.

the moans of your fellow partners and spend
sleepless nights worrying over decisions that impact
adversely on them, then this is not the role for you.

And let’s not forget the stress of having to juggle
transactional work with your management duties.
Firms (particularly in the US) won't expect your
billable targets to be much reduced, if at all.

Forget praise. No visits from head office means all
is going well. If things are going badly, there will be
a queue outside your door.

B ‘It is essentially a simple business. After all, it is not as if we’re
building nuclear submarines.’ Chris Carroll, Travers Smith.

B ‘The secret of any longevity as a managing partner is to say nothing to
the press.” Anonymous.
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