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Law firms at the crossroads With difficult decisions to be made, Peter Scott advises smaller practices to face up to problems now and set realistic goals for future success The solicitors' profession is segregated into many different types and sizes of firms. 

Segregated because many parts of this supposed single profession have very little in common, other than when on entry its members had a common professional qualification, but since then, in almost every way, their paths have diverged. This gulf in the profession shows clearly in a number of ways, particularly in the nature of clients, work and profitability, but also in something more fundamental to the future of that large swathe of firms, outside say the 'top 100', which forms the bulk of the profession. 
Do those smaller firms know where they are going? Many firms seem to be working hard just to stand still and survive, taking on work which will never be profitable but which they justify because it keeps people occupied and helps to pay some of the bills. 

When these firms describe their businesses what becomes clear is the extent to which they have serious problems and their inability to see how they can get out of their predicament. Firms typically will have a part of the business which is reasonably profitable, but which is often the fiefdom of one or two partners. 

There are other parts which seem to serve no purpose other than to lose the firm money. 

This is a scenario which can be seen replicated in smaller and medium size firms throughout the country, and it triggers a string of questions along these lines: Should we buy-in personal injury work from a 'claims farmer'? Should we drop our private client work? Should we go into employment work or some other area of practice currently perceived to be highly profitable (even though the firm has no relevant expertise)? Should we merge? Should we break up and go our separate ways? Difficult people problems are usually at the heart of these issues but firms sometimes seem unable or unwilling to deal with them. 

Questions such as these often appear to be driven by a sense of desperation (borne of falling margins), failure to recruit good people and a lack of any succession planning, linked to falling annuity rates and an inability to take 'goodwill' out of the business, it having been written out years before. 

Such firms are at a crossroads and, if taken in aggregate, that large part of the profession they represent is likewise at a crossroads. 

So what are the potential solutions? Firms tinker with their problems. 

Some managing partners know what should be done but running a law firm, often part-time at this level, with competing client pressures, means nothing gets done. 

And anyone who does put a head above the parapet is likely to get shot down by those who fear change. 

They could begin by taking a long, hard, realistic look at themselves. 

What kind of firm do we realistically want to be? This question is likely to throw up issues which will have to be resolved sooner or later between partners. 

Are we bottom line driven or are we comfortable as we are? This is the basic issue to resolve because it reflects the culture and behaviour of partners and if there are irreconcilable differences then perhaps divorce is the best course. What are our 'sacred cows' and how do we get people out of their comfort zones? What are we today and what do we believe we can make of ourselves? This should not be a wish list but a realistic, achievable plan. If today you are at this crossroads, do not take the easy way out. 

Face up to your problems and deal with them, taking those hard decisions you know have to be made. 

It will save you pain later. 

If everyone took this route perhaps the profession, as a whole, would be that much better for it. 
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