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HIRING FOR YOUR LAW 
FIRM 

Disclaimer  
The information and processes in this E-Book provides helpful information on hiring for law firms of all sizes. This E-

Book is a reference guide. The processes and samples provided in this book are not guaranteed to solve or cure 

employment related issues. References are provided for informational purposes only and do not constitute 

endorsement of any websites or other sources. Readers should know that the websites in this book may change. 

About the Chicago Bar Law Practice Management & Technology   

The CBA’s Law Practice Management & Technology Center offers CBA members an array of new services and 

programming including: continuing legal education seminars, technology training online and in person. Additionally 

CBA LPMT will provide fee-based consulting services to CBA members in areas such as website review, social media 

strategy, onsite technology training, technology review and strategic technology planning.  

Introduction  
People are your most important business asset. Every employee no matter the contribution of hours impacts your 

business. As a business owner and manager you want to ensure that each employee contributes to the business in a 

positive way. It is also critical that the employee feels satisfied in their role to ensure that they stay with your firm 

for the long haul. The Hiring for Lawyers E-Book was compiled to provide lawyers resources for each stage of the 

hiring process.  

Hire Slowly, Fire Fast  
The adage never gets old or grows untrue. Avoiding a costly hiring mistake means taking the time to really think out 

and plan for your next hire. The average cost of a mismatched employee ranges from $25,000.00 - $150,000.00. The 

monetary loss includes: recruiting expenses, client or work product mistakes, training and paid time. And the most 

important factor of all team time and unnecessary stress.  

An unhappy or disgruntled employee can spread their opinions through a team like wildfire. Even if the other team 

members don’t succumb to trash talking the business, or slacking on client work they internalize a portion of what is 

said around them. Breeding ill thoughts, resentment, self-doubt and questions about their role.  

The process outline in this E-Book aims to equip you with the tools and resources you need to implement a formal 

process for hiring in your law firm. Unfortunately there is no magic formula for finding the perfect employee, but 

investing your time in preparation and planning before adding to your team translates into less time correcting 

mistakes later.  
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The Hiring & Interview Process  
Set a hire date / deadline & time box your efforts. Don’t start & stop the hiring cycle. You will forget information, 

lose track of candidates and miss out on potential hires when someone beats you to an offer letter.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 
 

Match Personality Traits 

Craft Job Description  

Craft Job Advertisement 

Collect Applications 

Identify Call Backs 

First Phone Screen 

Second Phone Screen 

Check References 

Team Interview 

Debrief 
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Matching Personality Traits   
The Big Five, listed below are the primary categories of employee personality. The hiring process outlined in this 

book helps you match the most beneficial personality traits to each position in your business.  

When you think about the position you’d like to hire for, write down which traits would be best received by other 

team members or your clients. Review each description below. Then the compile a list of words from the 

corresponding table to add to the job description, which you will craft next.  

Neuroticism: Negative emotionality, we all have a level of negativity, self-deprecating behaviors, complaining, 

can you laugh and move forward, or are you stuck in a circle of self-loathing?  

Extraversion: How outgoing are you? Sparking conversations in elevators or hiding behind emails? Does a 

person’s social gratification come from interacting with others or are they more of a loner?    

Openness to experience: Acknowledgement of other’s experiences. Is open to new ideas, displays a 

curiosity for life or a love of learning. Variety is the spice of life. Often used as a blanket judgment of intellect. 

Example: Appreciation for the arts must mean they are wicked smart.  

Agreeableness: Natural social harmony, empathy, cooperation and level of trust or distrust given to someone 

at first meeting. Are they even tempered?    

Conscientiousness: Self-discipline & compulsion to act dutifully. Attention to detail, being on time, respect 

for obligations, commitments and ability to foster and maintain long term relationships. Perfectionism, normal and 

exaggerated also falls into this category. 

 

Use common terms associated with successful professionals in 

your job description to attract candidates with like traits. 

Attitude 

Enthusiastic 

Ethical 

Goal Focused 

Listener 

Network 

Persistent 

Self-Aware 

Self-Confident 

Self- Disciplined 

Friendly 

Intelligent 

Organized 

Prepared 

Productive 

Relationship-Oriented 

Responsible 

Sincere 

Self-Sacrificing 

Trustworthy 

Visionary 

Humorous 

Adaptive 

Analytical Mind 

Articulate 

Balanced 

Collaborative 

Committed 

Courageous 

Creative 

Decisive 

Detail-Oriented 

Metrics Driven 
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Defining each role  
There’s a difference between saying ‘that’s not my job’ and not knowing your job. Uncertainty breeds self-doubt 

and when employees are not confident in their direction they make hesitant decisions, paralyzing your business. 

Matching the traits you need to the role you want means thinking about what this person could accomplish for your 

business. Are clients late in paying their bills, will this person must call them? If so do they need to be tenacious, 

persistent, and able to handle some nasty comments without crying? What will be required of them to succeed?  

To find the right candidates you have to understand the job. Hiring your sister’s best friend who’s great on the 

phone, but can’t ask for money might pose a problem.  

Job Descriptions & Ads 
Both the job description and posting should be two things: honest and short.  

Jobs change, people grow, and find better ways to accomplish tasks, or transform into new roles.  A job description 

should explain the position, expected duties, where they fit in the organization, and compensation information. 

Typically, they are no longer than half a page and follow a similar style across the organization.  

Sample Job Ads  

Show excitement! Will this person make your life easier? Did you need them, like, yesterday? Then show it! 

Building excitement about your business and the job is key to finding the right candidate. Good employees want to 

feel valued. If you promote an average work environment you will attract average candidates. 

 

Job Advertisement Sample: Paralegal 

Title: Growing Law Firm Seeks Dedicated Bankruptcy Paralegal  

Our Illinois Bankruptcy law firm is in need of a driven, energetic and proactive paralegal to complete our 
team.  

Bankruptcy experience is not necessary but it is a plus. However commitment, dedication and desire to 
learn are. We provide training, coaching and a long term career home for the right candidate.  

If you are computer savvy, proactive and ready to build a career reply with the following: 

1. Why you are a good fit for this position 
2. Previous experience / resume  
3. Best number to reach you on 
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It’s Go Time! The Interview Process 
You’ve done all of your homework, listed the position, and now have candidates knocking down your door. Now 

begins the screening process.  

Filtering email submissions 

 Emails which do not include the information you requested, or seem sent as a blanket response consider 

disqualifying.  

Call first round candidates and conduct first phone screen  

 Ask them what about working in a _Family_ Law Practice is interesting to them? What made them reply to 

the ad? (You may need to jog their memory.)  

 Confirm wage expectations  

 Ask any additional first round questions relevant to your business  

 Mark: Call Back| Not a Fit | Back Up  

Job Advertisement Sample: Attorney Position 

Title: Growing Chicago Law Firm seeks Aspiring Attorney  

Currently seeking an Illinois licensed attorney experienced in the area of Family Law for our growing 
legal practice. 

If you are looking for an opportunity to grow with a law firm and are not afraid to take on and manage a 
medium caseload you should explore the possibility of working with us.  

We are a business minded law firm who invests in marketing, so sales experience is a plus. Training and 
support come standard, your success as an associate in our firm is important to us and we are 
committed to helping you grow into your role.  

Your daily responsibilities will include meeting with first time visitors, converting them into retained 
clients, and participating in the intake, and case preparation process. We work as a team, while you may 
have support staff, we expect everyone to share the workload. You may have to answer a phone call, or 
reach out to a client in need. In our firm, there is no such thing as ‘That’s not my job.’ 

If you are ready to take your career by the reigns and join a firm that wants to expedite your 
professional growth please respond with the requested items below.  

We look forward to hearing from you.  

Please respond with: 

1. Why this position interests you 
2. Your resume  
3. The best number to reach you on  
4. Your Bar Number  
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 Call backs move to round 2. Not a fit are disqualified. Back up candidates are almost what you want, but 

maybe lack one quality, save those for later.  

Schedule and conduct second round phone screener  

 Call back your round two candidates. Go through a hypothetical office situation with them, see if their 

answers follow the personality they displayed on the first call. Confirm wage expectations, start date, and 

request references.  

Check references  

 Call all references, don’t skip even if wait a few days to connect.  

 Would they hire the employee again?  

 Ask about a time when the employee impressed them?  

 How would you describe their work ethic?  

 Verify the held the title they listed on their resume.  

 Ask about compensation, how often did this person receive an adjustment or raise? This will help you 

understand what they are used to receiving, and may expect from you. Add this info to your discussion 

about compensation before making an offer.  

 Did they get with their peers? Were they a team player? Sit back and listen, community participation can 

make or break a team’s ability to perform.  

Team Interview  

 By now, have between two and five final candidates ready for a final interview. Every member of the new 

employee’s direct team should be included in the hiring process. Circle up and hold the meeting together.  

 Lead the discussion with your list of behavioral questions, but allow employees to ask their own.  

 Note any signs of friction, watch body language and eye contact of all parties in the room.  

 Be an observer, this meeting gives you a glimpse into how the group may converse in front of clients.  

Debrief  

 Ask the team for their feedback and notes.  

 Notice if you have to ‘sell’ the candidate, or if others are semi infatuated with a certain personality. It’s easy 

to overlook the bad when you like someone as a person. Make sure they can handle the job.  

Decision & Offer  

 Once you have reviewed all of your notes, references and compensation budget, prepare your offer letter. 

It should contain the date, name of the position, start date, salary and brief job description.  

 It should be signed and returned within a set time frame. The candidate should display enthusiasm and 

return the document(s) promptly.  
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Behavioral Interview Questions  
Using behavioral interview questions accomplish two things. First, requiring that the interviewee share an example 

or cite a situation tying their resume claims back to actual experience. Second, give you time to listen, learn and 

evaluate.  

One of the most valuable portions of an interview is ‘listening time.’ Candidates are used to short questions with an 

easy to anticipate answer. By asking open ended, situation based questions you give the candidate an opportunity 

to talk themselves into a corner, out the door, or right into their new desk. Sit back, and let them talk.  

Effective behavioral interview questions have 4 common characteristics: 

1. Easy to answer if they have experience  

2. Asked for a reason  

3. Are job related  

 

Example: How do you deal with deadlines?  

Answer: Pretty Good.  

Behavioral version: You are working on a project that’s up against a tight deadline. Suddenly, a bunch of new work 

comes in and you anticipate that you may not finish on time. How would you handle this situation? 

Behavioral answer: I would huddle up with my team and see if we could work together. / ask for help I’d just be 

late, things happen. 

 

Behavioral based hiring 

question generator: 

http://www.da.ks.gov/ps/subject/bei/  

 

Behavioral Question Matching:  

 

 

 

 

  

Receptionist: Proactive, punctual, polite, organized, detail oriented, comfortable on the phone, 

motivated by positive reinforcement and performance milestones.   

Client Coordinator / Concierge: Empathetic, persistent, and motivated by client satisfaction.  

Associate Attorney: Client friendly, comfortable on the phone, creative, punctual communicator, 

technology savvy, motivated by career opportunities and client satisfaction.  

Accounting / Clerk: Detail oriented, introverted, efficient, technologically savvy, problem solver, 

motivated by delivering solutions that help others accomplish their goals. 

Billing / Collections: Persistent, comfortable on the phone, creative, diligent, proactive, motivated by 

completion and overcoming adversity.  

Marketing / Sales / Intake or Outbound dialer: Hungry, driven, confident, empathetic, excellent 

listener, motivated by winning and money.    

 

http://www.da.ks.gov/ps/subject/bei/
http://www.da.ks.gov/ps/subject/bei/
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A Great First Day  
The Employee Welcome Sheet requires little effort to compile, and builds positive report with your new employee. 

How many times have you seen, heard of or been the employee of an employer unprepared on your first day. 

Downtime, repeated questions, running back and forth through the office asking for passwords. Avoid all by 

compiling the information ahead of time.  

Get even more value out of this re-usable template by adding management information such as, dress code or 

hours of operation.  
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New Employee Training  
A new employees’ first week in the office shouldn’t be expected to deliver instant return. How many times have you 

seen a new employee practically sitting on their hands the first half of their first day? Investing the time to properly 

train employees when they first start is the fastest way to see an immediate impact on your business. Often 

reducing the training curve from the average three month ramp up period to one month.  

First week productivity failures boil down to a few factors:   

 The law firm is not prepared. IT equipment, human resource documents, insurance and a training schedule 

have not been prepared.  

 The employee doesn’t understand the way the firm operates, or what each person’s role is.  

 The employee isn’t given training guidance or resources  

 Software and technology training is overlooked  

Week one training calendar – Receptionist / Client Concierge  
Time Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday 

9:00 – 10:00 
 

Arrive, login, check 
email 

Arrive, login, check 
email 

Arrive, login, check 
email 

Arrive, login, check 
email 

10:00 - 11:00 Arrival Shadow Associate Shadow Paralegal Fielding client calls Daily Duties 

11:00 - 12:00 Insurance & HR 
Documents 

Shadow Associate  Shadow Paralegal Fielding client calls Daily Duties 

12:00 - 1:00 Tour, Intro’s & Lunch w 
Team 

Lunch  Lunch  Lunch  Lunch 

1:00 – 2:00 

Computer & Phone 
Case Management 
System Tutorials 

MS Word Training 
Video 

Client emails & 
office tasks 

Daily Duties 

2:00 – 3:00 
Daily Duties 

Walkthrough 
Case Management 
System Tutorials 

MS Excel Training 
Video 

Shadow Receptionist Daily Duties 

3:00 – 4:00 Daily Duties 
Walkthrough 

UPL Video Report training Shadow Receptionist  Daily Duties 

4:00 – 5:00 Send one email Client Service Video Report draft Partner Debrief Reporting Due 
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Daily & Weekly Duties  
Expectations are a large part of employee satisfaction and performance. All team members, from support staff to 

managing partner should clearly understand what they are expected to produce. Creating a simple list of daily tasks 

and activities leaves no room for miscommunication, while providing a great outline for training.  
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Ongoing Management  
Now that you are through the hiring process, management needs take over. Keeping a regular schedule of simple 

management activities helps keep your finger on the pulse of your business, and fosters employee growth. These 

three time sensitive tactics will keep you and your employees on track.  

Reprimand at the first onset of an issue 

I often hear about employees that start off great, then exhibit performance issues after a few months. When an 

employee first works with you and a problem happens, it is critical to confront the issue head on. Allowing things to 

slip through the cracks, or mistakes to go undiscussed breeds future problems. By avoiding the confrontation of 

addressing an issue or mistake right away, you train the employee to think that attention to detail or accuracy is a 

secondary thought. Worse, that you’re a pushover.  

It’s easy to get along great with a new hire, and not reprimand them for small mistakes when they first start. If an 

issue arises, such as: tardiness, misfiling, delayed work product or extended lunch breaks you must confront the 

problem right away. You need not be forceful about it, just take them to the side, and ask them why or how the 

issue occurred. The conversation will make them slightly uncomfortable, but let them explain. Then respond with 

how you would like things to go. Using the words ‘We or the team’ in this conversation can also make the situation 

less nerve-wracking.  

Daily or Weekly Huddles  

Great for projects / teams that work autonomously for period of time.  Held standing up, even if over the phone or 

on Skype for 5-10 minutes. Go around in a circle, everyone answers these three questions:  

Today | Yesterday | what’s in my way 

1. What did you work on yesterday?  

2. What are you doing today?  

3. Are there any obstacles in your way, or items you need help with?  

It is then the responsibility of the team leader / project manager / office admin to remove any obstacles, resource 

help for those who need it, and keep a general pulse on deadlines group wide. 

Encourage Learning, Invest in Training  

Lunch & learns, sharing tech tips, guest speakers. Even You Tube videos do the job. When a team is trained with the 

skills they need to succeed, not just survive the whole business benefits. Efficiency is your ally, and there’s no better 

way to become efficient than by utilizing the technology and people you have to their fullest potential. 
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Employee Empowerment, Your Ticket to Freedom 
Some have said that a sign of a great manager is one who can leave the office, take a vacation and not worry about 

what’s happening back at HQ. Letting go of our need to control every piece of paper, phone call or email 

transmission isn’t as easy as it seems. Many of us micro-manage or doubt the abilities of our employees due to bad 

experiences or having been burned in the past. Get over it. 

Learning to empower the people in your office to do their jobs, 

improve your business and utilize technology will pay you back 

tenfold. Good news. It’s not that complicated. 

Empowering employees comes down to one simple principle. Understanding what is most important to an 

employee and gives them satisfaction, then leveraging that knowledge to reward the employee when they achieve 

what is most important to you and your business. You hired the people in your office because they have innate 

qualities that separated them from the rest of the pack. You put them in their role because they are fulfilling the 

needs of the business, and doing it well enough to stay there. Now you need only to groom them to be the leaders, 

task-masters, and expect the same from their peers. Here are a few ways to encourage and empower your team: 

Promote Open Communication 

Bosses often say ‘I have an open door policy’ but how many live by it?  Making it a point to invite people into your 

office to talk, saying hello to them as you pass by. Encouraging walk in conversations shows interest in their position 

and that they have a voice. 

One on One Time 

Everyone feels special when they get to go to lunch with the boss, or get called into the office for a one on one 

meeting. These 30 minute to 1 hour blocks of time can tell you a tremendous amount about that employee’s 

motivations and overall job satisfaction. Together you’ll also uncover ways to improve operational areas of your 

business. 

Accept Mistakes 

Anyone reading not this can honestly say they’ve never made a mistakes. They happen, that’s how we learn. 

Pigeonholing an employee into a cycle of self-doubt and guilt because they are afraid to make a mistake is 

unhealthy. Know that new employees will need learning room, and existing employees might not have been trained 

properly, are only partially informed or just need help. 

Equal Accountability 

Everyone’s on the same team, working towards the same goals. Actions that do not drive the business forward, or 

distract others from their ability to do so should be dealt with accordingly. Regardless of position, family ties, or 

college friendships. Letting one employee slide while others pay the piper for their actions begets resentment and 

disdain. 

Reward Business Wins 

You would love a lower office supply bill, maybe a firm-wide discount at a health club, or lower group cell phone 

rates right? So encourage and reward employees for finding ways to save the business money. You can bonus them 

with 10% of the amount they save you, or do something as simple as getting to leave early on a Friday afternoon. 

Hold Company Meetings 
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This is the difference between being a business owner, and being a business leader. Holding a company meeting, 

that isn’t about problems, clients and deadlines but more about goals, improvements and direction builds 

commitment, vision and unity. Employees want to feel like they are a part of something, something they can help 

build, contribute to. Without understanding what’s important to you, and your goals for the future, how are they 

supposed to help you get there? Share, engage, ask for ideas. You’ll be surprised how much feedback you get. 

Say Thank You 

Last, but never least be grateful for your employees. Honestly and grateful. What would happen if Tom, Sarah or 

Sally walked out on you tomorrow? What kind of situation would you be in? How many times has an employee 

taken heat from a client outside your door while you got to focus and work? Cookies, a thank you eCard, late starts, 

early departure. Whatever you can do to show you are paying attention will be the difference between that 

employee going the extra mile, or looking the other way. 

An Anecdotal Tale 
A young man, and hard worker on one of my first teams loosed energy and decline performance in his second year 

with the firm. His attitude was slipping, and I was running from meeting to meeting paying little attention to what 

was happening. He was my right hand, my fallback, my second brain always making sure I had what I needed, until 

one morning when he called in sick. That morning, scrambling to collect my thoughts I realized how valuable he was, 

and how little I had done to find out what was important to him. 

That’s the center of every employee puzzle. What is happening and valuable to them in their life? He had called in 

because he wanted to spend time with his grandfather who had little time left. Instead of requesting the time off, he 

took it on his own. Because he wasn’t comfortable approaching me, or was afraid to ask. It was my fault, I wasn’t 

paying attention to one of the most critical people in my business. 

When he returned to the office, we sat down to chat. I asked him what would make the week better for him. Was 

there anything bothering him about his job, that made him take time without notice? He explained that if he could 

just have a late arrival two times per week that would make a world of difference. We talked through timing and 

hours, informed his teammates, and went back to work. Not only did his performance improve but so did his 

personal happiness. Translating into a better client experience and quality work product. All because of one simple 

change. 

In Closing  

We hope the process outlined above provides you with the structure and guidance to make your next hire a great 

one! For more resources on Law Practice Management, Hiring and Technology please visit the Chicago Bar 

Association’s LPMT Division’s blog, educational video library and training calendar.  

 

Find, follow, and contact me here: 

 

clambert@chicagobar.org | 312-554-2059 

Trainer & Coordinator | Law Practice Management & Technology | The Chicago Bar Association 

http://www.chicagobar.org/lpmt
http://www.chicagobar.org/howto
http://www.chicagobar.org/AM/Template.cfm?Section=Tech_Training&Template=/CM/HTMLDisplay.cfm&ContentID=8956
mailto:clambert@chicagobar.org

