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Working with lawyers and law firms is never easy.  But it can be interesting, rewarding and stimulating – if you can learn to understand the personalities and roll with the punches that make law firms different from almost any other place in the world.

“There are reasons why lawyers behave the way that they do,” said Merrilyn Astin Tarlton, “and these reasons have little to do with you.  So, don’t take it personally.  Some of it has to do with the nature of their law school education.  Some of it has to do with the personality type and cognitive style of those who tend to pursue law as a career.  Some of it has to do with the way that lawyers in groups – law firms – are organized and operate.”
Tarlton discussed “The culture of lawyers and law firms:  What to expect in a legal culture” at the Sept. 17 Legal Marketing Association Boot Camp 2004 – “Roadmap to Your Destination – Legal Marketing.”  The national event, designed for newcomers to the field of legal marketing, was held in Denver at the Hyatt Regency Denver.

Based in Golden, Colo., Tarlton is an adviser to lawyers and law firm management groups in their roles as leaders and business people.  She is also editor-in-chief of the American Bar Association’s Law Practice magazine (www.abanet.org/lpm/magazine).
“Law school creates individuals who are rewarded for competing, make decisions based on precedent, find flaws, cross examine, want to be right, use words as weapons, avoid risk, leave no evidence – and argue any position,” said Tarlton.

“You put your hot new idea, your ‘baby,’ on the table for consideration,” said Tarlton, “and what is the first thing they do?  They start flexing their muscles, competing with each other to see who can find the most flaws with your project.  Chances are, it has nothing to do with whether or not they like your idea – it is just an opportunity for them to demonstrate competence.  If you don’t understand the reasons behind their actions, you can be devastated.”
The Myers-Briggs Type Indicator is a popular personality-type and cognitive-style tool that measures the ways people naturally prefer to direct and get energy (extraversion or introversion), take in information (sensing or intuiting), make decisions (thinking or feeling) and organize their external world (judging or perceiving).  There are no ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ results; each type identifies normal and valuable human behaviors.
“Studies of lawyers that rank them on the MBTI scales demonstrate that they tend towards introversion (57 percent) and intuition (57 percent), and to score considerably clearer than average on thinking (78 percent) and judging (63 percent),” said Tarlton.

The high ‘thinking’ score is associated with concepts like ‘logical, analytical, justice, fairness, critique, analyze, principles.’  The high ‘judging’ score evokes ‘organized, structures, manage, decisive, deliberate, closure, plan, productive.’
Tarlton also presented results for lawyers on the Change Style Indicator, another assessment tool that measures – on a scale that ranges from conserver, through pragmatist, to originator – an individual’s preferred style in approaching and dealing with change.  Her data showed that 65 percent of lawyers were pragmatists, 24 percent conservers and 11 percent originators.
“Since business development is all about change, and since most legal marketers score closer to the ‘originator’ end of this scale, there’s automatically a lot of built-in friction,” said Tarlton.  “Marketers invest their time and talent in new ideas that quite often meet a resounding ‘no’ from risk-averse lawyers.  It can be highly discouraging.  Anecdotally, I’ve observed that marketers who score highest on the ‘originator’ scale tend to move more quickly through law firms.”

Research has also indicated that lawyers have much-higher-than-average rates of depression, anxiety and other stress-related illnesses.  “It is no wonder,” said Tarlton, “that lawyers, as a group, can be hard to work with.”
Large law firms share many of the “personality” characteristics of their lawyers.  “Frankly, they are driven by the needs and desires of the partners,” said Tarlton.  “In addition, they are traditionally democratic and slow-moving.  They are managed part-time, often by business novices, and are groping for ways to predict and manage the future.  They are challenged by eroding loyalty and struggling with quality of life issues.”

The law firm environment places high hurdles in front of new marketers who, while paid to offer creative ideas and change the status quo, can be thwarted at every turn by systemic characteristics unlike any they may have previously encountered.  Tarlton ended her presentation with ten survival tips for the new marketer, including:
Use competition as a natural motivator,

Treat each lawyer like a client, making him or her a star in the eyes of the firm, and

Remember whose personal pocketbook pays your salary.

“Face up to it,” said Tarlton to the Boot Camp attendees.  “You have signed up for one strange ride.  The benefits and intellectual challenges are great, but so are the potential pitfalls.  Either get to know the law firm environment, and learn how to make it work for you, or . . . find someplace else.”

The Chicago-headquartered Legal Marketing Association is a not-for-profit organization dedicated to serving the needs and maintaining the professional standards of the women and men who provide professional marketing services to lawyers and law firms.  For more information about the LMA, visit www.legalmarketing.org.
