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Driving up partner performance

In my January 2004 Briefing Note I focused on the issue of how to identify underperformance in the context of the culture / values of firms and the need to make decisions in order to move forward.
However, for some law firms, bringing themselves to make decisions on these issues can be difficult, but doing nothing should not be an alternative. 

Persuading fellow partners that a colleague is not pulling his or her own weight in the firm can be an uphill struggle, for a number of reasons:

· The insecurity of partners – ‘will I be next?’

· Individual performance by others may come under the spotlight

· The case for taking action may not be well prepared or presented 

· Management’s agenda may be suspect in the eyes of some

· There may be an unwillingness to ‘upset the applecart’

· Longstanding friendships may make any objective consideration of the matter impossible

· Some partners still view partnership as being ‘for life’

Partners often need to be taken out of their comfort zones before any progress can be made – and a crisis or falling take home pay is sometimes the only thing that will force some firms to at last face up to their problems and do something about them. But having taken the step of deciding something has to be done about those not performing to the standards that the majority in the firm have laid down, how does a firm go forward to improve the performance of partners?

There is no universal way to improve the performance of individual partners and different strategies will be required for different performance problems. At a workshop I facilitated recently, those attending identified a number of areas of concern in their firms:

· Putting personal interests first before the firm’s interests 
· Loss of hunger – they have had it too good

· Complacency – they stop striving for greater goals

· Lack of innovation and creativity

· Lack of financial acumen

· Inability / unwillingness to develop business / to sell

· Inability / unwillingness to delegate / manage people

· Inability to manage themselves

· Lack of motivation of themselves and others

The list could be endless. However one delegate asked this question:

‘What can I do about the partner to whom I and others are not prepared to pass a matter because we know he will lose the client?’  
This is a common experience in many firms. Being technically a good lawyer or other professional should be a given. If any firm has a partner who is a risk in that their advice or service may lose clients or involve the firm in liability, then that partner should probably not be in the firm at all, let alone be a partner.

However, assuming we are not dealing with that type of performance issue, when choosing a technique to use in any specific situation there are generally some basic ground rules it may be useful to follow:

· Management should take the lead and manage

· Know what makes your partners ‘tick’

· Make a strong case to others to evidence the need for action / change 

· Take your partners with you by letting them feel they ‘own’ the process

· Provide the help necessary for partners to achieve their goals

· Above all - communicate and keep communicating
One of the complaints often heard from partners when faced with being told they are not performing as they should is 

‘but nobody told me I had to do that!’
Whilst some may say that a partner ought to know what to do without being told, this clearly is not the case in some firms, due partly perhaps to a headlong rush in the past to make up to partnership people who were not (and are still not) suited to performing the role of a partner.
It may therefore be useful to examine what should be the role of a partner when considering what performance levels partners should strive to achieve. To my mind, a partner should first and foremost be a businessman / businesswoman, which involves being 

a manager of:

· Work

· Clients

· Finances

· People

· Himself / herself; 

and a business developer which requires a certain ‘hunger’ without which a partner will not be driven to go out and bring in the business. 

Are all your partners ‘hungry’?
If we begin by clearly having in mind those qualities, then the road to improving the performance of individual partners can become clearer.

Communication within a partnership is crucial. Having decided what performance levels are to apply to your firm, then communicate that to partners. This is likely to be best done by the Managing Partner or senior partners who are driving the process and should ideally be carried out personally on a one to one basis with individual partners. This is not a job for email!

And the communication should be open and honest because lack of feedback will not help a partner to perform better. And it should be communication that motivates a partner, not destroys any confidence the partner might have been able to build on. Communication also needs to build trust between those driving the process of improving performance and other partners because without that trust and confidence in the leadership of a firm, very little may be achieved.
Trust by partners in both the motives and the abilities of those driving the process is crucial. Instead of attempting to build higher performance within their partnerships, adding to increased competitiveness and profitability, some firms it would seem, at least to the outside world, merely use the process for other agendas. In the frenzy that surrounds the publication in the legal media of tables of firms’ partner profits, there can be huge pressure to improve published partner profits by, for example, reducing partner numbers. This is not to my mind what building higher performance is really about. Building higher performance levels throughout a firm should be done to build a larger cake for everyone. Cutting partner numbers to maintain comparative partner profitability is merely cutting up the same size cake between fewer people. The business is not performing any better.

If partners believe this is the true agenda behind the words then it is unlikely that partners will be sufficiently motivated (other than by fear which should not be the basis for partnership) to perform on a higher plane. 

Likewise partners need to be able to have trust and confidence in the abilities of those leading them to deliver higher performance. Accordingly, before setting out on this journey, those managing firms need to be sure they have the skills to get the job done. This will require leaders of law firms to;

· Motivate the firm and all in it by leading by example and showing the partners that they are determined to take forward the firm along certain paths.
· Move people out of their comfort zones, particularly those managers responsible for important parts of the firm who themselves need to form part of the team that the leadership needs to build up around it.

· Be trained if necessary in the skills needed to drive forward a performance initiative. As always, communications skills are of paramount importance. Getting across certain messages to everyone in a firm is the first and most vital task. Not everyone is a good communicator particularly in face to face confrontations. Firms need to invest time and money in developing and honing these skills if they are to succeed in persuading their partners that driving up performance is the single most important issue they face.
Having reached a point where you consider you are ready to begin the process of driving up performance in your firm, where should you start?

The area of underperformance most often complained of is lack of financial management.

The inability or unwillingness on the part of a partner to manage the financial aspects of his or her work is more often than not merely a reflection of other underlying performance issues. Looking very hard at an individual’s financial management can be very revealing of more serious failings and can be a catalyst for bringing matters to the surface and then finding solutions to the problems.

For example, most firms have cash flow and profitability issues. Begin to address these by putting in place overall strategies to accelerate cash flow and increase profitability, which may well in the course of so doing throw up partner issues that will need to be faced up to and dealt with if the firm is to progress.  

In relation to cash management for example, agree throughout the firm new benchmarks for WIP, debtors and lock-up and support these by putting in place the necessary infrastructure to help ensure results. Likewise, to improve profitability, look hard at your pricing, recording of chargeable hours and recovery rates, because the combination of improving these can sharply increase margins. Unfortunately, partners have heard some of these messages so many times that they stop listening. 

So instead of telling partners they must meet certain targets, provide them with the means to achieve the goals you have set them. My experience is that if it is explained to partners why 
certain disciplines are being asked of them and partners can recognise that if they begin to work in different ways this will bear fruit, they are more likely to be supportive and sign up to the changes necessary. They will feel they themselves own the process.

Sitting down with individual partners and examining their WIP, debtors and lock-up in relation to every matter and client will not only indicate how partners are financially managing their work but in addition will reveal a great deal about the partners, their business and financial acumen (or lack of) and their abilities to manage client relationships. Regular sessions of this nature with partners can often be far more profitable than formal appraisals to identify problems and to then work out with them plans as to how to improve.     

An exercise which tackles financial performance across the firm will almost always bring to the surface major issues of partner underperformance, whether of abilities or of attitude which once revealed can be addressed and resolved. 

There will be some however who will take the attitude that even this approach is an encroachment on their freedom as ‘part owners of the business’ and refuse to knuckle down.

You can’t tell me to do that – I am an owner of this firm!’  
How often have we heard that? They are really saying they are not prepared to be managed. Any firm with a partner who takes that attitude urgently needs to face up to the situation and deal with it. As they say, ‘ship in or ship out’  
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In future Briefing Notes I will look at specific issues of partner development reviews (appraisals), coaching, training, reward, succession planning and partner exits. 

