
When asked to define a law firm’s culture, 
firm leaders are quick to provide an exten-
sive list of perks their organizations offer 
including firm-sponsored outings, on-site 
food services, yoga classes and more. We 
know this list because several years ago, 
we’d have said the same thing. And while 
those benefits often contribute to employee 
happiness, they do not define a company’s 
culture. Organizational culture goes far 
beyond perks. Rather, it is about sharing the 
same purpose and values, working toward 
similar goals, building relationships, finding 
meaning and pride in the work that you do 
and, ultimately, improving the performance 
of your business. Bottom line, an organiza-
tion’s culture is its values in action.

It is well-established that a strong orga-
nizational culture results in more engaged 
and more fulfilled employees. Employees 
with higher rates of satisfaction remain at 
organizations for longer periods of time, are 
more productive and drive better profitability. 
Research also shows that companies with 
strong cultures outperform the competi-
tion by 20 percent, earn up to 1.7 percent 
more than their peer firms and perform 2.1 
percent better than industry benchmarks.

It’s no secret that organizations in the pro-
fessional services industry—legal, account-
ing and consulting firms—are not top of 
mind when one thinks about strong and 
identifiable cultures. Instead, people think 
of companies like Facebook, Google or 

Zappos. The reality is that while consumer-
facing brands tend to get attention for having 
distinct cultures, a strong culture is critically 
important to the long-term success of any 
business. This is particularly true for com-
panies in the client-service space where our 
employees are our work product and they 
are creating (or damaging) client loyalty on 
a daily basis.

Law firms are facing their greatest chal-
lenges in a generation and change isn’t just 
coming—it’s already here. New entrants 
(including alternative service providers, 

accounting firms and virtual law firms), 
technological advances such as artificial 
intelligence, and growing in-house legal 
departments coupled with rate pressure, 
rising costs of doing business and a con-
stant supply of new lawyers are placing 
unprecedented stress on the industry. These 
changes are resulting in flat to modest year-
over-year demand growth for most firms and 
declining net income for many. In response 
to these factors, law firms are scaling or 
merging at a record pace, which is creat-
ing larger and more geographically diverse 
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organizations at the cost of any distinct cul-
ture that may have been present before the 
consolidation.

We’ve taken a different approach in 
response to these challenges. Rather than 
growing our way out of the challenges like 
many firms, we are focused on strengthen-
ing our culture. That doesn’t mean we’re not 
growing—in fact, growth is an important part 
of our firm’s long-term strategic plan. Rather, 
our growth is intentionally designed to pre-
serve and build upon the foundation of our 
culture and values.

Our focus on culture began as we were 
approaching our 50th year in business and 
our founders were no longer in the day-to-day 
leadership of the firm. We knew our found-
ers were responsible for instilling many of 
the values that comprise our culture and we 
wanted to institutionalize and operationalize 
the positive aspects of our culture so that 
they would be carried on as we became a 
second-generation firm. Our leadership team 
realized that we had to find a way to ensure 
that the firm’s values lived on even if the 
leaders who established them were no longer 
present every day.

Our extensive research told us that rela-
tionships—with colleagues, clients and our 
communities—are the key reasons why peo-
ple come to, remain with and hire our firm. 
We also identified authentic values that drive 
our performance: All In, Excellence, Respect 
and Giving Back. It was clear that when we 
are making decisions that are in sync with 
our values, we can compete with any firm in 
the country when it comes to the quality and 
value of our work, our ability to acquire and 
keep clients and our recruiting and retention 
of talent, among other factors.

We developed and launched a strategic ini-
tiative to educate, engage and empower our 
employees regarding our purpose and values 
with the ultimate goal of having our values 
incorporated into every significant decision 
they make, every interaction they have and 
every outcome they deliver. Our intention 
was not to create a new culture or change 

our culture (most experts on organizational 
culture believe that is virtually impossible), 
but rather we sought to be more intentional 
about our culture and make it a cornerstone 
of running our business.

We incorporated our values into our com-
pensation, performance reviews and lateral 
candidate interview process. We profession-
alized the leadership and management of the 
firm through improved governance, strategic 
planning and leadership development. We 
created specific leadership job descriptions to 
better reflect our values and refined our lead-
ership selection process. Annually, the firm 
recognizes one employee who embodies the 
firm’s values and inspires others. Today, we’re 
designing a program for future firm leaders, 
revamping our onboarding to better reflect 
the firm’s values and developing a training 
program to help provide feedback consistent 
with our values. It’s important to note not 
every initiative has succeeded, nor are we 
anywhere close to done. But this is something 
we’re committed to year in and year out.

Finally, to signify the importance of our cul-
ture initiative, we created a chief culture offi-
cer (CCO) to both spearhead the movement 
and oversee operationalizing our values. Our 
CCO is a senior member of our management 
team who, among other things, interacts with 
our managing partner, chief operating officer 
and broader leadership group, including our 
practice group leaders, on a daily basis. We 
have only found a handful of firms that have 
made such a meaningful commitment to their 
culture.

Operationalizing our values and imple-
menting them into every aspect of our busi-
ness has resulted in better client service and 
outcomes, enhanced professional develop-
ment and improved recruiting and retention 
because our people are now more often 
working toward shared goals. Our employees 
have also reported finding more purpose 
and meaning in their work. And, significantly, 
these changes have helped to drive bet-
ter financial performance. Since launching 
this initiative a few years ago, firm revenue 

and revenue per lawyer have each grown 
by 22 percent and profits per partner have 
improved by 32 percent.

Cultivating your firm’s culture takes a sig-
nificant investment of time and talent. There 
will be critics and initiatives will fail, but if it’s 
done well, investing in your culture will yield 
a return on that investment both financially 
and in the quality of employee experience. 
Every organization has its own culture and 
your job is to determine the unique values 
that make up your culture and then seek to 
strengthen and be more deliberate about 
them. While each firm has a different path 
to establishing its culture, our story began 
with our transition to a second-generation 
law firm—something few firms are able to 
successfully pull off. As Simon Sinek, one 
of the world’s most respected thought lead-
ers on culture, said, “All organizations start 
with WHY, but only the great ones keep their 
WHY clear year after year. Those who forget 
WHY they were founded show up to the race 
every day to outdo someone else instead of 
to outdo themselves.”

Adam Agron has served as manag-
ing partner of the law firm Brownstein 
Hyatt Farber Schreck since 2013. He 
is also a member of the firm’s execu-
tive committee and maintains his 
practice as an M&A attorney where 
he represents private and public 
companies, professional investors 
and entrepreneurs in a diverse set of 
transformative transactions ranging 
in size from less than $100 million to 
in excess of $1 billion.

Lara Day serves as the firm’s chief 
culture and communications offi-
cer where she is responsible for 
researching, cultivating and preserv-
ing Brownstein’s organizational cul-
ture. She also oversees the firm’s 
internal and external communica-
tions strategy and public relations 
efforts.
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