New Orleans lawyer seeking to fill a niche:
Helping business partners reconcile
differing goals, attitudes
BY RICHARD THOMPSON |

Andrew Legrand learned firsthand that communicating about mutual expectations and values is
a critical but often overlooked early step for
people who plan to go into business together.
"They really haven't talked about the whole relationship, mostly because they don't know the
questions they have to ask themselves to figure
out how they want the relationship to work,"
said Legrand, who owns the Spera Law Group, a
New Orleans law firm.
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"I know now that we didn't really share our
expectations with each other," Legrand said of
the relationship with his former law partners.
"At the time, I had one set of expectations, and
my partners had their own set of expectations,
but we never talked about it."
Now, Legrand's law firm works to help people
going into business together to avoid similar
pitfalls and work through the complex issues and
disagreements that can arise along the way.

Not long after graduating from Loyola University in 2011, Legrand started a law practice with
a couple of classmates. One person left the firm
after a few months, and the other stayed on for
nearly two years.

The process involves answering hundreds of
questions to help assess and identify each individual's expectations and personality types, as
well as their management styles and visions for
the business.

But after a while, "we started realizing that
something wasn't working right," said Legrand,
32.

"It really helps partners articulate what they
want from each other and what they expect, so
that everything's out there and it's clear," Legrand said. "It erases any of that gray area or
confusion of things that are left unsaid."

As he scoured online for ideas about how to resolve their issues, Legrand stumbled across a
book that has shaped his outlook and spurred
him to change the direction of his firm.
The book, called "The Partnership Charter: How
to Start Out Right With Your New Business
Partnership (Or Fix the One You’re In)," was
written by David Gage, a business mediation
expert and founder of BMC Associates, a
Virginia firm that helps business partners deal
with internal conflicts.
The book pushes partners to address sometimes
sensitive issues, such as management styles,
responsibilities and long-term personal goals,
and to be upfront so that they can identify
potential conflicts and work out a resolution
before a business situation turns sour.
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Getting potential partners to be more open and
honest can help remove some of the ambiguity
that looms in any new business relationship, he
said. That's particularly important for young
professionals starting their first business or for
family members who are working together but
trying to dodge tough topics or hurt feelings.
"At the end of the day, we realized that our personalities were very similar," he said of his
former partner and himself. "We both wanted to
be leaders, we both wanted to be people who
were in charge of things, and it's very hard to
have two people in the same business who want
to do that."
The use of mediation to resolve a business dispute is hardly new, but some who specialize in

the practice are emphasizing tactics similar to
Legrand's in order to better understand and manage important professional relationships and
avoid future stumbling blocks.
Being able to resolve such disputes is particularly important for cash-strapped small businesses. In Louisiana, more than 900,000 residents were employed by small businesses in
2013, accounting for more than half of the state's
private workforce, according to the U.S. Small
Business Administration.
While some big businesses might take a different tack, like renting a secluded beach house for
a long weekend in order to help their executives
hash out their differences, that approach isn't
viable for everyone.
Instead, for some small businesses with modest
resources, Legrand's firm has licensed the same
mediation process he went through, a process
that lasted about three months.
During that time, he and his partner drafted a
charter that spelled out each one's roles and responsibilities. Such a document can potentially
stave off future disputes by providing a template
for how some issues can be resolved before they
arise and without the costs and hassle of turning
to litigation.
"For a lot of small businesses, the cost of (litigation) is way more than they can afford, so they're
stuck in this spot where they can't efficiently get
out of the dispute, so they just walk away from
the business or sell it for a lot less than it's
worth," Legrand said.
His firm's services start at about $6,000. That
price tag may appear high, he said, but it's likely
less expensive than litigation or walking away
from a nascent business.
"If you go into business with partners without
going through a process like this, I think it's a
huge risk," he said. "I think people are crazy to
do that. These days, it's really easy to get into a
business partnership or relationship, but it can be
a lot harder getting out."
In the end, some may emerge from the process
by deciding to go their separate ways, as
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Legrand and his partner did, or they may be able
to work together to manage the relationship.
During the first half of 2017, he worked with
five businesses, including an oil services
provider, a brewery and an engineering firm.
"The underlining business doesn't really matter a
lot," he said. "It's about managing relationships."
Friends or family members going into business
together, especially for the first time, are typically "going to be thinking that nothing bad is
going to happen," said Dinah Payne, a management professor at the University of New
Orleans.
That's seldom the case, she said. But having a
better handle on the tendencies and makeup of
the other parties can help those involved decide
whether the relationship can be managed in
order for the business to grow and prosper.
"People who are very familiar with each other
would be far more likely to make that mistake,
because they trust one another enough to do
business with each other, so they don't automatically assume there will be disagreements,"
she said. "The whole reason they're getting
together in a partnership is because they feel like
they would have the same goals with regard to
whatever the business is."
That's how Legrand felt. After going through the
mediation process, though, he had a clearer view
of what lay ahead for his firm.
"It was more like, 'This isn't going to work, so
we're either going to force something to work
that we know isn't going to work, or we're going
to admit it is not going to work and walk away,'
" he recalled.
But once they'd decided to walk away, he looked
at the bright side. "It's kind of like any relationship: It's bad when it ends, but at least no one
did anything stupid," he said.
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