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The case for a new ‘national’ law firm 
Law firms in the UK are facing unprecedented challenges as we emerge from the worst recession for over 60 years:

· increasing competition brought about by the Legal Services Act

· the effects of the recession

· a fragmented profession

· the P I insurance market 
· technology

· more demanding clients

· the ‘burden’ of greater regulation

How many law firms in our highly fragmented legal profession will be able to overcome such challenges not only to survive, but also to prosper in the years to come?

Law firms will only survive if they are competitive. Given the challenges mentioned  above, law firms which continue to try to sell services which clients do not want or are not prepared to pay for and inefficient organisations with high cost methods of production, will be weeded out and opportunity will be given to those who can deliver what clients want on a value for money basis. 

I would emphasise the word ‘opportunity’ because I believe that for those law firms which embrace this approach there will be great opportunities there for the taking.    

What will law firms need to do to become competitive in this new legal landscape?

I would suggest that as a priority, law firms will need to focus on the fundamentals of their businesses. The things that really matter in a law firm are

· the clients; and

· the firm’s people.
The only real test of success for a law firm is ‘client satisfaction’ and therefore all efforts really need to be focused on getting a firm’s people to give priority to delivering this. Anything less will not do.

If law firms can focus their efforts on these fundamentals so they are aligned and working in tandem, and do this better than their rivals, then they are more likely to be successful.

However, before a firm can provide clients with what they want, it will have to find out what clients need and in particular identify the factors which determine client choice when deciding which law firm to use.
Client surveys tend to show that the factors determining client choice of law firm include:
· consistent delivery and results
· skills and technical expertise
· size and depth of capability 

· specialisms (and the way in which specialisms are delivered)

· ‘brand / big name’  – the right advisor for the right problem

· fee levels

Such drivers of client choice will not however be capable of being delivered without law firms first being able to generate resource - the resource required to successfully compete:

Building resource to compete

This is the crucial issue – a firm may have developed a clear plan to compete but will it be able to generate sufficient resource on its own to achieve its goals?

If not then a firm may need to consider whether there is a need to combine in some way with another firm or firms to create a degree of ‘critical mass’ to provide the quality resource which an individual firm cannot realistically and at an economic and acceptable cost provide on its own. 

To effectively compete in the harsher and more competitive legal environment being ushered in by the Legal Services Act will require a law firm, as a minimum, to: 
· Provide to clients the depth and breadth of appropriate expertise which clients now need and demand, where they need it and when they need it, by attracting and retaining the best people.
· Attract more and larger clients in its chosen markets and for which it can do more valuable and complex work. 
· Build the quality management (in terms of leadership / business development / financial / performance) which will be required in order to become and remain a successful, highly profitable law firm capable of meeting the challenges of the future.

· Provide across the firm the necessary infrastructure and know how / expertise to underpin the effective and efficient provision of the high quality legal services which are now demanded by the market place.

· Develop longer term strategies to service its clients as required and to develop new and profitable services that clients will want and be prepared to pay for.
· Improve the quality of working life of all the people working in the firm.

· Build a level of sustainable profitability greater than is achievable at present.  
A new ‘national’ firm vision

Consolidation between firms to achieve the ability to provide the above will need to go beyond just one - off mergers between two individual firms. It will involve the building of a law firm across the UK and in London which, over a given period of time, will become “greater” than the sum of the individual firms which comprise it. ‘Greater’ will need to be measured and judged by the improvement perceived by the clients, partners and employees of such a larger and stronger firm to be able to compete with the best in its chosen markets.  
This will involve:

· Creating at the outset a platform for future growth, which will have a larger capital base and bring economies of scale to enable such a combined ‘national’ firm to achieve goals which the individual firms which comprise it could not achieve on their own. 

· Building a “brand” which can begin to compete with larger, more developed law firms for better quality, higher value work, leading to greater competitiveness and profitability. The “brand” which is developed must not be just a well known recognized name, it must reflect the substance of the firm in terms of the quality of its people and its clients, as well as the advice and added value it must be determined to provide to its clients. Satisfied clients are the key to building a highly profitable law firm.

Building a ‘national’ firm to achieve these objectives could be implemented in a number of ways. For example:

· by bringing together firms which in their own regions are regarded as market leaders, which share such a vision as set out above and are prepared to work hard to make that vision a reality; or 
· alternatively, because being competitive will increasingly require firms to be more focused on their client-type / work – type / value mix, then it would make sense to bring together a group of already highly focused firms into a larger, better resourced and market – leading specialist national firm.   
Turning such a vision into reality would not necessarily initially require ‘full merger’ in the sense of complete financial integration. If merger as such is not immediately achievable a tight federation could be created under an ‘umbrella’ organization, working towards in the short term, operational and management integration and longer term, seeking to create a financially integrated firm. However, a law firm is about people and getting people working together would be the key to building a successful new national law firm.  
The undoubted success of the existing national law firms, which driven by a need to compete developed from their regional markets and combined with London firms to build national (and subsequently international) law firms, is evidence that the vision can be successfully turned into reality. 
The need on the part of law firms today to build competitive advantage if they are to survive and prosper is arguably now even greater than when the original national firms were created. A new legal landscape now beckons for those with the vision, ambition and determination to grasp the opportunities to achieve their destinies.   
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