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PETER SCOTT CONSULTING
Briefing Note – July 2009
How to achieve higher performance levels from all your partners
Law firms and other professional organisations need to consider how they intend to become and remain competitive once these recessionary times have passed, given that their markets may have changed or disappeared and clients’ needs may be very different – and will certainly be more demanding.

How can professional firms identify, develop and enhance the skills and behaviours of their people, which will need to be valued, measured and rewarded, if they are to be able to consistently deliver to clients the high quality services they will increasingly demand? To express it in another way, 

“What will it take to succeed at our firm in the future?”    

Achieving higher performance from all of a firm’s people has never mattered more and in a post-recessionary world will be fundamental to maintaining competitive advantage. However, if performance issues are to be managed well and fairly, then it will be incumbent on those who manage their firms to be open and clear with their partners regarding not only what is required of them, but also to provide them with full and honest feedback as to their performance. Moreover, defining what is expected of partners will also provide greater transparency for those seeking to become partners in the future. 

Who is in the best position to provide feedback on partners’ performance? Increasingly it is being recognised that it is the people partners work with and manage.
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360° feedback  

The views of partners’ peers and even staff who report to them, as well as the perceptions of those who partners report to, can be the most valuable feedback and the most effective form of appraisal to enhance performance.  
In particular providing 360o feedback can help by:

· Reinforcing what partners are already doing well (receiving this feedback is usually a very positive experience).

· Highlighting changes partners could easily make and that would have a positive impact on the performance of others (often people are blissfully unaware of the negative impact certain of their behaviours are having on others).

In addition the benefits of 360o feedback can include:

· Improving performance (the feedback will reinforce what partners are already doing well and will highlight ways in which they could improve).

· Improving the motivation and performance of staff (often even small changes in partners’ behaviour can make a big impact on staff).

· Aiding in the retention of good people (who might leave because of perceived “bad behaviours” that could be addressed if only partners were made aware of the impact they are having).

An effective 360o feedback process can be immensely helpful to a senior or managing partner who is attempting to bring about changes in partner behaviour.
How should a firm go about planning a performance appraisal project involving 360° feedback as part of its putting in place a process to monitor and manage the performance of its partners? 
Stages in a 360° appraisal project

The main stages of a project would usually be:
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Partner Involvement

Partner involvement will be essential to achieve success. Unless they have had a say in the design of the process, partners are unlikely to be committed to it. Furthermore, partners will have a wealth of knowledge that can help tailor a process ideally suited to the firm. 

An important contribution partners can make is through helping to clarify what is meant by high performance, recognising that partners will contribute in different ways. 

Fee generation is always likely to be an important factor. However, it is not the only determinant of success and indeed if it were the sole focus of attention the longer-term success of the firm might 
suffer. Contributions to the management of the firm, teams and projects should also be recognised, as should business development and technical contributions.

Further, involving partners in a constructive discussion to define partner performance criteria with a view to tailoring the appraisal process in a way which best suits the firm and that partners will willingly commit to, is crucial. This can be achieved by working with partners in a single group or, depending upon the size of the partnership, in two or more smaller groups. Partners can be involved in deciding 

· what aspects of performance should be judged

· who should be asked – a random selection or a chosen few
· should feedback be obtained by questionnaire, by telephone or through face-to-face interviews

· should 360° feedback be incorporated into a partner appraisal process or just used as a one-off development tool.

A tailored process

As well as helping to define high performance, partners should also be involved in tailoring the appraisal and performance management process. Codifying a suitable appraisal process, taking into 
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account the views expressed by partners, so a firm has a documented process suited to its needs and to which its partners are committed, is also important for a successful project. 

Whilst a one-size-fits-all approach would be inappropriate, we have templates specially developed for law firms that can provide a useful starting point for tailoring. This will be more effective and efficient than starting from scratch.

Some appraisal systems become little more than a bureaucratic paper pushing exercise. A simple process is likely to be most successful. 

Typically, an effective 360° performance appraisal process would include the following elements:
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Obtaining 360° feedback

Obtaining meaningful and broad-based feedback about performance is crucial. 360o perception surveys are an excellent way of doing this and a powerful catalyst for self-development. They are increasingly being used by forward-thinking law firms. Feedback obtained in this way tends to be much more constructive than in traditional appraisal systems. We usually assist in implementing this 
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by obtaining 360o feedback, through a combination of questionnaires and telephone follow-up, and administering the process.
By having an external party administer the 360o feedback process, respondents can be assured of anonymity, which is essential in order to obtain full and frank feedback.

Appraisal meetings

The success of the appraisal process hinges on having a positive and motivational appraisal meeting. We find that clients often value an external and objective input in debriefing and coaching partners to respond positively to the feedback they receive and helping to ensure that an actionable development plan emerges.
Monitoring and support

Appraisals are usually a once-a-year event, but they need to be supplemented by supportive monitoring throughout the rest of the year to help partners develop and achieve higher performance. 

A performance appraisal process based around 360° feedback, like any powerful tool, if used wrongly, can be very damaging. It therefore needs to be handled with care.

When used correctly, it can be immensely beneficial.  

© PETER SCOTT CONSULTING and Phil Gott peopleism 2009
Phil Gott, Peopleism Limited                                  Peter Scott, Peter Scott Consulting

Telephone: 01908 551 285                                    Telephone: 07725 039 573 

E-mail: philgott@peopleism.co.uk                          E-mail: pscott@peterscottconsult.co.uk 
Web: www.philgott.com                                          Web: www.peterscottconsult.co.uk 

[image: image2.png]

Set objectives

Obtain 

feedback

 Appraisal 

meeting

Development 

plan

Monitor & 

support 

Report to partners













Process









1










_1159166511.bin

