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There are number of factors influencing the setting of compensation and benefits for your lawyers, paralegals employees.  Experience, book of business, specialty demand regional salary surveys, and working conditions all impact on what it takes for you to hire and retain the best employees at their respective positions.

What you’ve paid someone in the past or what you would like to pay someone, has little relevance to what you will have to pay in order to attract a quality lawyer, paralegal or staff member.  From the applicant’s prospective, your overhead considerations, marketing directives, and other factors have little influence over their decision whether to work for you, or stay on as your employee.  Very simply, employees are most concerned about “what’s in it for me?”  To what degree are you competitive with regional salary and benefit structures?  What is my income and growth opportunity over the next few years?  Understand that very few employees have a time perspective exceeding a five to seven year period.  Few of today’s top law school graduates are interested in knowing what the average partner’s salary will be seven years hence.  They understand that stability, rising up the corporate ladder, etc. are yesterday’s considerations.  They want to know what’s in it for them now and how your firm can help grow their careers.

There are a couple of different sources of information you can access to find out what lawyers and paralegals get paid.  The first suggestion is The National Law Journal site www.nlj.com.  Another site to visit is www.altmanweil.com, which sets forth a Survey of Law Firm Economics: Attorney and Staff Compensation Data, as well as an interesting summary of a benchmarking survey.

Consider looking at the websites of competitive firms in your area, many of whom will actually post first year salaries.  To obtain information about paralegal compensation and benefits, see www.paralegals.org/News/Surveys/.  Also take a look at the Compensation of Legal and Related Jobs www.abbott-langer.com/lawsumm.html, COFLA www.cofla.org, Employment, www.employernet.com, and www.lawjobs.com. 

What do associates really want?

Every year the American Lawyer conducts an Associates Survey.  You can find the results of the most recent survey by going to American Lawyer.  A review of the results gives a great deal of insight into what motivates new and mid-level associates.

The introduction to the survey results declares that some firms have cracked the secret of associate retention.  Some of the points made were as follows:

· The higher retention firms don’t rely on the lure of a far-off gamble of an equity partnership.  What they reward associates with is plenty of autonomy, right now.  This in contrast to the firms where the revolving door is spinning fast and angry associates describe themselves as a glorified word processor.  The fact is, few associates are banking on becoming equity partners anytime soon.  Only 13 percent of the respondents felt they would be an equity partner within five years from the survey.

· The survey results also point out an interesting paradox: at the high-retention firms, even those who were dissatisfied with their pay wanted to stay any way.  These firms excel on questions measuring the quality of communication, openness about firm finances and business strategies, and knowing the firms direction.  These firms also allow their associates to gravitate to the type of work that they enjoy doing the best.  

· Another factor associates point to is camaraderie.  They like working at law firms where the lawyers take their work seriously, but not themselves.  Lawyers know each other on a first name basis and everyone pitches in on a big project.  This is in stark contrast to a response by one attorney who described lawyers at her firm as “weasels who would gladly sell a more junior attorney down the river if doing so would advance their careers.”

· Just as clients stay on the cutting edge by adopting aggressive personnel practices – telecommuting, part-time work, flexible schedules, domestic-partner policies and family leave plans, law firms that adopt similar practices win praise.

· Attorneys want to work on high profile committees, with up to date technologies and with clients that they like working with (i.e. no tobacco companies).

· Lastly, take a look at the actual survey and find out how your firm would score in the various categories.  For example, the one factor associates found most displeasing was an emphasis on billable hours.  In fact those associates displeased with the billable hour structure are most likely to leave within a two-year period.  One should also consider how a billable hour structure affects attorney performance.  What actions are they likely to take when they are concerned about not meeting the standard?  Does it emphasize quantity over quality?  Is a billable hour requirement really in a client’s best interest?  Does it help create short-term profits at the expense of long-term client relations?

Retaining quality paralegals.

The National Federation of Paralegal Associations received more than 4,000 responses, which formed the basis for its report on paralegal compensation and benefits.  The survey results indicate the maturing of the paralegal profession over the past ten years.  The national average is $35,000 with 2/3 of them receiving a bonus of approximately $2,000.  The areas of their greatest satisfaction were attorney contact and responsibility.  The areas of least satisfaction were with their bonus, salary and secretarial support.  You can obtain more summary information or purchase the complete publication for $20 by either going to their web site at www.paralegals.org or by calling them at (816) 941-4000.
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