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The start of a new year marks the time when many firms welcome a new class of partners into the fold. Armed with stipends to decorate their offices, many of these individuals want to make changes to reflect their new status. 

But the rules are changing. The idea that partnership comes with a larger office and a generous allowance with which to decorate it isn't quite as true as it once was. 

There are a number of trends in the legal profession that have an influence extending all the way down to office dÈcor. These trends impact not just partners, but all attorneys, who are generally being asked to use space more efficiently. 

Client attitudes have changed. "Twenty years ago, there was a whole different philosophy as to what you present to clients," says Robert Guthrie, Jr., executive director of Woodcock Washburn, a Philadelphia-based intellectual property boutique with more than 90 lawyers. Back then, the goal, he says, was to look successful. Today, big budgets are out and thriftiness is in. 

"Clients are not as receptive to increased rates every year," Guthrie says. "Opulence is out." As a result, when his Philadelphia office relocates later this year, partners will be moving into offices that are 15 feet by 15 feet, down from 20 feet by 15 feet, in their current location. And everyone will be getting a standard set of furniture, except for some partners who are bringing along their own. 

Business casual has created new rules. Another factor at play is that personal offices are used less frequently for meetings with clients. In-house conference facilities are an increasingly preferred meeting place. 

As a result, there's less concern over the image that an attorney's personal space projects. What's more, clients don't want to get the impression that they're subsidizing overly indulgent office space. 

"I wanted my office to show my personality," says Sherrill Corbett, a partner in 67-lawyer Tonkon Torp, based in Portland, Ore. "I'm not going to fit into some stereotype. I'm going to be who I am and make it work." 

Because of the long hours, many attorneys try to achieve a more business-casual feel than might have been the norm in the past. 

"I wanted to create a home-office feel," Corbett says. That includes plenty of plants, flowers, pictures of her children, and office furniture from Restoration Hardware. Add an accent wall painted a greenish taupe, an armchair covered in tan chenille fabric, and an end table with a reading light, and the image is of anything but a buttoned-down law firm office. 

A little color can go a long way. When the Norristown, Pa., office of Wolf Block Schorr and Solis-Cohen moved into new space in 2004, "You'd see a sea of beige," says family law partner Daniel Clifford. To tone down the brightness, he sought approval from the building's management to paint his 15 feet by 15 feet space a deep blue, cover the floor with an oriental rug and install wooden blinds. 

"It looks more like someone's study in a house, as opposed to the typical partner office," Clifford says. That image jibes with the recommendation of Larry Bodine, a law firm marketing consultant based in Glen Ellyn, Ill., to make personal offices "look as much like their home living room as possible." 

Despite the trend, some clients do still visit individual attorneys' offices, so they need to be made comfortable. That's as true for clients as it is for law firm staff. 

"Typically, when you walk into a law firm, it's [all] about business, but you can get a lot more accomplished when you make people comfortable and put them at ease," says Tonkon's Corbett — a priority for her, she concedes, because she chipped in a bit of her own money when she went over her $10,000 stipend. 

Stipends are disappearing. A dozen years ago, office decorating stipends were about $12,000, says Ruth Jansson, an interior designer with Gensler in Washington, D.C. Today, that amount would be generous, she says. And the trend may be heading lower. "We're not giving people stipends," says Woodcock Washburn's Guthrie. 

The trend toward corporate-style governance, and the tremendous growth of firms, has led many firm managers to develop a more uniform look across offices, says Barry Eiswerth, a senior partner in Philadelphia-based architectural firm H2L2. 

It's no wonder, because the notion that one size fits all has long been recognized by the corporate world as reducing design costs through economies of scale, says Eiswerth. It's just taken law firms a while to catch on to that fact, he says. 

"Law firms are starting to really limit lawyers' choices," Gensler's Jansson says. Some firms are creating design standards and, in some instances, providing allowances only for the purchase of furniture. 

These firms require standard furnishings, so that a new partner might only be able to select the color of the wood and fabric used, says Nestor Santa-Cruz, a design partner in SKB Architecture and Design in Washington, D.C. 

Laterals are on the move. "Just-made partners know they're going to move in their [professional] lives," says Santa-Cruz. Better views and bigger offices can wait for the next move, inside the same firm or to a new one. 

If that seems to jar with stereotypical visions of a big office representing big status, remember that the rise of non-equity partners means that the position isn't always as meaningful as it once was. 

The importance of status for office size and design, however, can't be easily overlooked. For Hanson, Bridgett, Marcus, Vlahos & Rudy, a San Francisco-based firm with 130 lawyers, status was an obstacle that needed to be surmounted before moving to new offices where partners and associates had the same amount of space. 

"It was a big decision culturally," managing partner Andrew Giacomini recently told The Recorder, a Texas Lawyer affiliate. "A lot of people were uncomfortable about it, so we talked a lot about it and did a lot of modeling." 

One central reason underlying the firm's acceptance of the cultural shift: A reduction in space ultimately would lead to more personal income. 

In any event, the long-term effect changes such as these will have on the cultural framework of the practice of law, whether increased egalitarianism or decreased satisfaction, remains to be seen. 

Says James Holden, Hanson Bridgett's lease negotiator: "Some lawyers are always wedded to traditional separation of office size." 
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