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The Green Dock Legal Search Guide to

Lateral Associate Interviews

Demonstrating the experience, judgment, and alignment bebind your resume

A lateral interview is an evaluation of what sits beneath your credentials. Whether your experience is
deep enough for the work, whether your judgment matches your seniority, and whether the opportunity
will remain satisfying after the initial excitement of a move.

This guide will help you prepare to showcase yourself as the prime candidate for the opportunity. The
following will help you craft the professional story that explains your progression, highlight the matters
that best demonstrate your value, and formulate the questions that reveal whether the opportunity is
genuinely right for you.

Green Dock Legal Search perspective: You should not script every answer. Identify the right experiences and
understand what each answer must communicate. Green Dock Legal Search will help you refine those answers for
the particular firm, interviewers, and opportunity during your individual preparation session.
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01 How lateral associate interviews are different

A lateral interview is an examination of what sits beneath your resunze.

Law-school and OCl interviews largely assess potential, but a lateral interview assesses demonstrated
capability. The firm is considering how readily you can enter an existing practice, perform work at the
expected level, and become a reliable member of the team.

Your academic credentials and resume may secure the interview, but the conversation depends on how
you communicate what lies beneath the resume: what you personally did, how independently you
operated, what judgment you exercised, and why this next move makes sense.

The three questions behind most interviews

An interviewer will likely never ask these questions in this way, but they are at the heart of every
question they do ask, and the decision to recommend you for the next round hinges on their answer.

[l Can you do the work the group needs at the level it expects?
[l Will partners, clients, and colleagues trust your judgment and communication?

[1  Will you be satisfied enough with the actual role to stay and grow?

What the firm is evaluating
[1 Relevance: How closely your experience matches the group’s immediate needs.
[1  Depth: Whether you can discuss the work beyond the description appearing on your resume.

[1  Ownership: Which parts of a matter you personally handled and how independently you
handled them.

'l Judgment: How you identified issues, balanced competing considerations, and knew when to
escalate.

[l Communication: Whether you can explain complex work clearly, directly, and at the appropriate
level of detail.

1 Alignment: Whether your reasons for moving and your expectations are consistent with the
position being offered.

Interview insight: Interviewers are not only asking whether you have encountered a type of work. They are trying
to determine what they can trust you to handle when you join.
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02 Prepare the story behind your candidacy

Your answers should showcase your professional progression.

Your interview answers should form a coherent professional story which explains how your practice
developed, what responsibilities you have earned, why you are considering a move, and why this
particular opportunity is a logical next step.

Your resume is the outline, not the answer

When asked to walk through your background, avoid reciting every position and matter in chronological
order. Focus on the decisions and experiences that explain your progression:

1. Why you chose your practice area or joined your current firm

2. How your work has become more sophisticated or independent
3. Which experiences now define your capabilities

4. What you want to continue doing

5. Where you are looking to develop next

6. Why the interviewing firm fits that progression

Explain a move without making your current firm the villain

A credible reason for moving can acknowledge a real limitation while remaining appreciative and
forward-looking. Begin with what you have gained, identify what you hope to develop next, and explain
why the opportunity may provide it.

Avoid building your answer primarily around personalities, frustration, compensation, hours, a difficult
partner, or a general desire for something better. Even when those concerns are real, an interviewer
needs to understand the professional logic of the move.

Alignment check: Your reasons for leaving should be compatible with what the new firm actually needs. If you
say you are leaving to avoid a type of work that forms a meaningful part of the new position, the firm may
reasonably question whether you would stay.
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03 Know the matters that best demonstrate your value

The most impressive matter is not ahways the most persuasive exanple.

Refresh your memory on three or four representative matters before every interview. Select them
because they highlight something important about your experience, not simply because the client was
prominent, the matter was large, or the result was newsworthy.

Build a balanced group of examples
Your matters should collectively demonstrate several dimensions of your candidacy, such as:
[ Substantive knowledge relevant to the practice you are interviewing for
[ Increasing responsibility and independence
11 Legal, strategic, technical, or commercial judgment
[1 Client, opposing counsel, expert, regulator, or court interaction
[l Management of competing deadlines or a difficult workstream
[1  Collaboration, delegation, or supervision appropriate to your level

A matter that best demonstrates your value may not be the matter with the largest dollar value or most
recognizable client. An assignment you substantially owned can be more persuasive than a headline

matter on which your role was limited.

Know what sits beneath each resume description
For each selected matter, be ready to discuss:
1. The client’s objective or the central issue, obviously without disclosing protected information
2. The matter's size, scope, stage, or procedural posture when relevant
3. What made the assignment difficult or significant
4. Your precise role and work product
5. What you handled independently and what required supervision
6. The judgment you exercised or problem you helped resolve
7. The outcome, current status, or effect of your contribution

8. Why the experience is relevant to the position
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Use ‘I’ and ‘we’ accurately

IIIII

Use "we"” when describing the team, the matter, or the result. Use "I” when describing your own analysis,

drafting, negotiation, management, or decision-making. Interviewers often ask follow up questions
specifically to separate a candidate’s contribution from the work of the broader team.

Do not minimize legitimate contributions by describing everything as a team accomplishment. At the
same time, do not imply that you independently controlled strategy or client decisions when you did
not.

Protect confidential and privileged information

Demonstrating depth never requires revealing privileged communications, confidential client
information, nonpublic strategy, or restricted deal terms. Use public information when available and
anonymized descriptions when necessary. Explain the nature of the problem and your responsibility
without identifying protected details.

Practice-specific preparation
The most useful examples depend on your practice.
Litigation
[1  Which motions, briefs, discovery requests, or substantive analyses have you drafted?

[l What depositions, hearings, arguments, expert work, investigations, or trial preparation have
you handled?

[ What portion of case strategy have you helped develop rather than merely execute?
Transactional

[l Which documents, provisions, negotiations, diligence, signings, or closings have you owned?

[1  How large or complex were the transactions, and what risks did you identify or escalate?

[l How much contact have you had with clients, opposing counsel, specialists, or junior team
members?

Regulatory and specialty practices
[l Which statutes, agencies, technologies, industries, or specific regulations do you know?
[l Have you provided counseling, handled enforcement or disputes, or supported transactions?

[l Can you translate technical or regulatory issues into practical advice?

Interview insight: A candidate who handles confidentiality carefully demonstrates professional judgment. If a detail
should not be shared, say so briefly and explain the experience at an appropriate level.
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04 Communicate depth without talking too much

Being concise and showing depth are not opposites.

Strong candidates sometimes create doubt in opposite ways: they answer so generally that the
interviewer cannot see depth, or they provide so much background that their contribution becomes
difficult to find.

Answer in layers

Begin with the direct answer. Add the facts that establish your role, the complexity, and the result. Then
pause. This gives the interviewer a complete initial response while leaving room for the follow-up
questions that often reveal the most meaningful detail.

1 Orient the interviewer: Identify the matter or situation and your role.
[1 Establish depth: Explain the most relevant responsibility, complexity, or judgment.
[1  Connect the example: Make clear what the experience demonstrates.

[1 Pause: Allow the interviewer to decide where more detail would be useful.

Signs that an answer is becoming too long
[ You are explaining facts that do not change the interviewer’'s understanding of your role.
[l You have moved into a second example before completing the first.
[1  You are narrating the entire history of a matter rather than the relevant workstream.
[1 The interviewer has attempted to interrupt, redirect, or ask the next question.

[l You have not yet stated what you personally did.

Signs that an answer lacks sufficient depth
1 Your answer repeats the language of your resume without adding responsibility or context.
[l You describe what the team handled but not what you handled.
[1 You name a task but cannot explain the issue, difficulty, or judgment involved.
[l You rely on the prestige of the client or matter to establish significance.

[l You cannot describe how your role has progressed over time.
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What the interviewer hears either builds confidence or creates doubt

Builds confidence

Explains the precise work personally handled

Creates doubt

Describes only what the team accomplished

Identifies the judgment involved

Lists tasks without explaining their significance

Uses relevant detail and then pauses

Narrates the full history of the matter

Accurately distinguishes ‘I' from ‘we’

Overstates ownership that does not withstand follow-
up

Green Dock Legal Search perspective: Give the interviewer enough substance to recognize your experience, then

make it easy to ask for more. It is possible to be concise and have depth when the answer is well organized.
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05 Match your examples to your seniority

Credibility comes from accurately describing the responsibility you have earned.

Firms do not expect the same independence from every associate. They do expect your examples to

show development appropriate to your class year and the responsibilities of the open position.

The firm is likely to evaluate Examples should demonstrate

Foundation, accuracy, Strong research and drafting;
Junior responsiveness, coachability, and ownership of discrete tasks; sound

increasing exposure execution under supervision

o Substantive ownership; direct
Independent execution, judgment, o )
coordination; client exposure;

Mid-level efficiency, and management of o o
prioritization; supervision where
workstreams )
applicable
Matter or deal management; strategic
o Strategic contribution, leadership, judgment; team leadership;
enior
delegation, and client confidence development of junior attorneys;

business awareness

Do not overstate independence to appear more senior. A thoughtful second-year who accurately
explains a meaningful role can be more persuasive than a candidate whose description does not
withstand follow up questions. A senior associate, however, should be prepared to discuss more than
excellent completion of assigned tasks.
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06

Research the firm, practice group, and interviewers

Strong research changes the substance of the conversation.

General knowledge of the firm is only step one. Your preparation should help you understand the

practice group's work, the reason for the search, and where your background intersects with the group's

needs.

Research the practice, not just the firm’s platform

N

[

The group's principal practices, industries, and representative matters
The office’s role within the broader firm

Recent partner hires, departures, expansions, or strategic investments
How the group appears to be staffed and where associates fit
Publications, presentations, or matters that reveal the interviewer’s work

The specific experience described in the position or communicated by Green Dock Legal Search

Prepare for each interviewer’s perspective

A practice leader may focus on the business need and long-term fit, while a supervising partner may

test the depth of your experience. An associate may consider how you would function on the team, and

recruiting personnel may focus on consistency, motivation, and process.

Review each interviewer's firm biography LinkedIn page. Look for meaningful connections, both

personal and professional, and prepare questions appropriate to that person’s role.

Be specific without “performing” your research

Reference firm knowledge when it genuinely explains your interest or supports a question. Avoid

reciting facts merely to prove that you found them. The strongest research doesn’t showcase itself; it

changes the substance of the conversation.

10
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07 When the opportunity sounds different than expected

Curiosity protects you from reacting too quickly to incomplete information.

You may learn during an interview that something material is different from what you initially
understood. Any sign of a change in enthusiasm can quickly create concern that you would not be
satisfied in the role.

You do not need to manufacture enthusiasm or decide immediately that the opportunity is right. Just
remain professional, curious, and open long enough to understand it accurately. Something you initially
didn't expect, may turn out to be the best part of a new opportunity.

Respond with curiosity before judgment
1 Clarify the need: ask what work is driving the search and how the position may develop.
[1 Find the connection: consider which parts of your experience remain relevant or transferable.

[1 Stay engaged: continue asking thoughtful questions rather than withdrawing from the
conversation.

[1 Avoid premature commitments: genuine openness is enough; you do not need to claim that every
unexpected element is ideal.

[l Evaluate afterward: debrief with your Green Dock Legal Search recruiter once you have the
complete picture.

What the firm may be hearing: A firm may decline a qualified candidate if it believes the candidate will soon
become dissatisfied with the work, so your demeanor should communicate thoughtful openness, even when you
need more information before reaching a conclusion.

11
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08 Address difficult circumstances directly

A difficult fact rarely becomes easier to explain through avoidance.

A difficult fact rarely becomes easier to explain through avoidance. If your background contains an issue
an interviewer is likely to notice, prepare to address it calmly, accurately, and without unnecessary detail.

A sound response generally does five things
] States the relevant fact directly
[1 Provides the context necessary to understand it
[l Accepts appropriate responsibility without excessive self-criticism
[l Explains what changed, improved, or was learned

[l Returns the conversation to present readiness and alignment

Circumstances to prepare for
7] A short tenure or several recent moves
[1 A layoff, reduction in force, or departure without another position secured
[l An employment gap
1] Low billable hours or limited workflow
[l Being passed over for advancement
[1 A move that did not develop as expected
11 A performance concern, difficult review, or professional mistake

Do not speculate about other people’s motives, disclose protected internal information, or assign
blame. Do not volunteer negative details the interviewer did not request. Your explanation should be
candid enough to build trust and concise enough to keep the issue in proportion.

Discuss with Green Dock Legal Search: Raise any potentially difficult subject before the interview. Your Green
Dock Legal Search recruiter can help you anticipate how it may be perceived and ensure that the firm receives
accurate, appropriately framed information.

12
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09 Ask questions that reveal the actual opportunity

Good questions demonstrate interest and improve the guality of your decision.

Your questions should demonstrate preparation while helping you evaluate the substance of the
position. A lateral move is a consequential career decision; thoughtful diligence is not self-centered. The
best questions invite the interviewer to describe how the practice actually operates.

Questions for partners
[1  What need prompted the group to begin this search?
[l What would you expect this person to handle independently?
[l How is work staffed and assigned within the group?
[l Where does the group currently have the greatest need by experience or seniority?
[l How do associates earn greater client-facing, stand-up, or strategic responsibility?

[l What would distinguish an excellent new hire in this position?

Questions for associates
[l How is work assigned in practice: centrally, by partners, or through individual relationships?
[ How consistent is workflow across the partners in the group?
[l What types of feedback have been most useful to your development?
[l What helps associates build relationships and obtain the work they want?

[l What does a demanding week look like in this particular group?

Avoid questions that are generic or prematurely transactional

Do not use valuable interview time on facts readily available on the firm’s website. Compensation,
bonuses, billable requirements, hybrid expectations, class-year credit, benefits, vacation, and
advancement structure are important datapoints, but your Green Dock Legal Search recruiter can gather
this type of information at the appropriate stage of the process so that your attention remains on the
work.

13
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10 Interview day professionalism

Take care of the logistics abead of time so your focus is on the conversation.

The substance of your experience should remain the focus. To do that, logistics and preparation form a
solid foundation to build the conversation on.

Before the interview
[1 Confirm the format, time zone, location, interviewers, and expected duration.
1 Review the version of your resume and any other materials the firm received.
[ For virtual interviews, test the platform, camera, microphone, lighting, and connection.
[1 For in-person interviews, plan your route and arrive approximately 10 to 15 minutes early.

1 Wear professional attire appropriate to the firm you are interviewing with. When uncertain, lean
slightly more formal.

During the conversation
[1 Listen to the complete question before beginning your response.
[1 Answer the question asked rather than the question you hoped to receive.
[1 Watch for cues that the interviewer wants more detail or is ready to move on.

[1 Treat every interaction, including recruiting staff, assistants, and reception personnel, as part of
the interview experience.

[1 Remain consistent across interviews even when several people ask similar questions.

14
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11 How Green Dock Legal Search supports the process

Representation is most valuable when information builds understanding.

Green Dock Legal Search’s role extends beyond arranging the interview. We help you understand the
opportunity, prepare for the firm's likely areas of focus, evaluate what you learn, and communicate
effectively throughout the process.

Before the interview
] Clarify why the firm is hiring and what experience it is seeking
[ Share available information about the work, practice group, and interview process
[1 Identify aspects of your background that are likely to be most relevant

[l Prepare with sample interview questions tailored to the opportunity

After the interview

[l Debrief what you learned and how the opportunity compared with expectations

[ Identify where your experience appeared to connect most strongly

[1 Discuss any concern, surprise, or question that remains unresolved

] Clarify misunderstandings or incomplete information with the firm when appropriate

[l Gather feedback and coordinate next steps

Green Dock Legal Search debrief: Contact Green Dock Legal Search promptly after the interview while the
conversations are fresh. Share what each interviewer emphasized, where the discussion was strongest, and
anything that may affect your interest or candidacy.
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12 Close and follow up thoughtfully

Your final impression holds just as much weight as your first.

At the end of each conversation, thank the interviewer and express your interest accurately. If you need
additional information before evaluating the role, you can remain positive without making a conclusion
you are not ready to make.

Thank you notes

Send a separate message to each interviewer, tailored to that specific conversation. A strong note
should be concise and include:

[l Appreciation for the interviewer’s time

1 A substantive point or detail from the conversation
] A brief statement of continued interest

[1  Any appropriate next-step acknowledgment

Do not send the same generic message to everyone. Do not use a thank you note to give an answer to a
question you wish you had handled differently. You are welcome to ask your Green Dock Legal Search
recruiter to review your messages before you send them.

Final perspective

The strongest lateral candidates do more than describe impressive matters. They make their individual
contribution easy to understand, demonstrate judgment appropriate to their level, and show that their
reasons for moving are compatible with the work the firm needs.

Preparation should make you clearer and more natural, not stale and rehearsed. Know the experiences
that define your candidacy, understand what the firm is evaluating, and remain curious enough to learn
what the opportunity actually offers.

The best interview helps the firm understand the depth of your experience and simultaneously

belps you determine whether the opportunity can support the career you are building.

GREEN DOCK

LEGAL SEARCEH

Some career decisions are too important to navigate alone.

16
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Lateral Associate Interview Checklist

A final review of the story, experience, and questions you are bringing into the room.

Your professional story

O I understand why the practice group is hiring and what
experience it needs.

O | can explain my professional progression without

reciting my resume.

O I can explain why | am considering a move without
criticizing my current firm.

O I can connect this opportunity to what | am ready to do

next.

Your interview

O I have prepared for any potentially difficult aspect of
my background.

O I have researched the practice group and each

interviewer.

0 I have questions tailored to both partners and

associates.

OO I'am prepared to remain engaged if | learn something
unexpected.

OO My virtual setup or travel plan is confirmed.

Your experience

[0 | have selected three or four matters that demonstrate
different aspects of my value.

O | can explain my precise contribution and level of
independence.

O My examples demonstrate responsibility appropriate

to my class year.

[0 | can discuss my work without revealing protected

information.

Your follow-through

O I know which employment and offer-related questions
Green Dock Legal Search will address.

[ 1 will contact my Green Dock Legal Search recruiter
promptly after the interview for a debrief.

O | will send each interviewer a concise, individualized
thank-you note.

Discuss with Green Dock Legal Search: Review this checklist and bring any unresolved questions, concerns, or

difficult topics to your Green Dock Legal Search interview preparation session.

17
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