Altered images
The national model has served many law firms well over the last few decades, but can non London-based firms realistically make the leap in perception necessary to establish themselves in the City? Peter Scott and Gavin Ingham Brooke report
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During the last decade a handful of large regional law firms have achieved an elusive national status: in doing so, the acquisition of a robust London — City — practice has been the key ingredient. 

But how easy is it for the new national firms to achieve their full potential and provide serious competition to the City elite? Can they ever really break free of the bonds of the regional geography, origins and culture underpinning their current brand image? Should they even try?

National firms, if they are to achieve their ambitions, need to pull off the difficult feat of metamorphosing themselves into true London firms, while retaining their high level of regional office operational capability.

In seeking the national firm mantle, former regional firms have been irresistibly drawn to London’s assets: its global position as a centre of business and financial markets and its magnet for resources (money, skills and people). For their part, City firms have been describing a virtuous circle, drawing upon rich seams of the best work and people, giving their lawyers intense exposure to cutting edge work, acquiring greater specialised knowledge and charging premium rates for clients who wish to benefit from this superior know-how. 

The corollary of the virtuous circle, and the new national firms’ opportunity, has been complacency on the part of some weaker City firms — middling quality, produced at excessive cost and accompanied by self-regarding attitudes. But what better market corrective could there be than a tier of hungry regional firms, able and willing to do the work in their stead?

So, given some national firms’ undoubted operational prowess, vigorous ambition and impressive scale, why should they have found their attempts to build a strong City operation thwarted and their merger overtures to established City firms rejected?

We believe it is a matter of brand, in the most profound sense of that much misunderstood and maligned concept: the summation of the firms’ vision, their values, capability and the many ways, large and small, in which they show up in the world every day. If the national firms are to attain their goals, they will need to ‘rebrand’ or reinvent themselves in that profound sense.

Practically speaking, what will this require them to do?

Firstly, it is important to remember that the genesis of a firm remains significant long into the future and will often govern its culture and image in perpetuity. The national firms now have to compete not only with their well-established City peers but also with an entrenched public image of their former selves. 

Secondly, the continuing business raison d’etre is crucial. The emergence of national firms is a relatively recent phenomenon. Their most prolific growth phase, particularly into London, coincided with the recession of the early 1990s. Yet the move was often defensive in origin. Firms set up in London not merely to tap into the City’s existing demand but also to head off losses from among larger clients who, as they grew and developed, might otherwise transfer allegiance to City firms positioned closer to the legal or Government pulse — and those all-important sources of capital and advice.

The newcomers’ proposition was often aggressive and basic: ‘same quality as City firms but at lower prices’. While this was a resoundingly successful market entry tactic, its strategic sustainability and its fit with a would-be premium brand is much more dubious. Sooner or later the challenger brand needs replacing by a more heavyweight appeal that resonates with the needs of the established marketplace of the City, if these firms ever hope to be elevated to the ranks of the elite. 

But if, despite the severity of the challenge, appetite remains for greater things, how should the national firms go about the delicate business of tackling their own ‘City’ transformation project?

Any bid for ‘City’ status should be undertaken for clear competitive, client-driven reasons, not just defensive purposes. Few organisations or individuals ever became great by concentrating primarily on weakness or threats as opposed to building on strengths and opportunities. At its core, any compelling law firm vision needs to incorporate a standard of client service, which stands the test of rigorous external scrutiny and which equates to the best available in London and internationally. 

National firms need to examine their prime objective. Is it really to become ‘a London-centric firm, represented in the major commercial centres of the UK (and possibly internationally)’? Does the firm accept all that comes with having to be led by a London operation which itself has the potential to become among the best in the City?

If this is indeed the current vision, national firms will above all require strong leaders from within, prepared to face up to any doubters who cannot see the irresistible logic of London hegemony. 

Without that resolve at the top, such firms are likely to falter.

At the same time, the priority must be that such firms get themselves into competitive shape by tackling tough decisions: reducing over-officing, improving profitability to competitive London levels, delayering management and rationalising the client base by focusing on stronger clients and discarding weaker ones.

Once a firm has been licked into shape, it is equally important to signal the fact that change (to both the model and the firm’s rationale) has occurred externally and internally. Sometimes the signals can be subtle and built up incrementally, at other times the brand needs to be thumped using a dramatic change of name, tone and pace. One simple acid test is to ask whether the (new) firm’s proposition can be described in a few telling words that differentiate it. Is the proposition clear enough to suggest immediately the expenditure priorities for resource and effort? Will it catalyse and mobilise support internally and externally? Does it have the ‘wow’ factor for clients?

Client and market perception will be crucial and recognising reality on the part of the firm will be all-important in this process because belief in one’s own hype can (and often does) take over. A national firm, before it starts off down its chosen path, needs to gauge its existing reputation in the London market and to ascertain the nature of the challenge that confronts it. 

A detailed reality check of this kind will help a firm to:

assess its attractiveness or otherwise to potential targets;

establish its true profile and positioning within the London and international legal marketplaces;

determine whether external views match those held internally; and

identify potential threats facing it and highlight possible opportunities.

As Napoleon said: “Victory in the end goes to the big battalions”. The end game for the national firms should be to build a firm that has a strong, recognised City presence and which is able to hold its own with well-established City peers.

Yet if that is to be achieved it should not be at the price of creating such tremendous internal stresses and strains that the organisation merely replicates unhappily and as a micro-economy what has been happening to the UK national economy over the past two centuries. Techniques and avenues need to be devised of extending some of the value chain away from London, while recognising its pivotal importance, or else we shall be back to the same old formula of a London going from strength to strength, while isolated from its hinterland, with the law riding on its back.
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