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Implementation – key to successful strategies 

Having created a clear vision for your firm and having obtained buy-in from partners (or most of them) to that vision, a firm needs to plan its actionable first steps.

However one of the most common problems in professional firms is the failure to

implement plans which have been agreed. 

Why is this?

Law firms are about people and implementing agreed strategies is more often than not about taking people with you on the journey. This, as many of us are aware, can be a difficult task. However, here are a few guidelines which may help in overcoming some of the hurdles placed in the path of change:

1. Ensure you have the necessary skills for the task in hand
Those who are tasked with implementing decisions and managing change should ask themselves whether they have the necessary skills to successfully carry out the tasks in hand. If not, it may be advisable to bring in external professionals who do have the appropriate skills to help ensure success.

2. Develop the idea of ‘partner accountability’
Often at partners’ meetings there will be partners who will say nothing and silently go along with decisions without any intention of complying. How can you improve your chances of obtaining ‘partner buy-in’ to effectively implement the plans which partners have, at least on the face of things, agreed to support?

When we talk about partner accountability we are referring to the idea that within a partnership each individual partner should accept the obligation of being

‘accountable’ to every other partner for his or her actions and behaviour.

In some partnerships it is clear that some partners just play lip-service to the idea

of being accountable in this sense. This can create tension within a partnership

as a battle of wills develops between those managing on the one hand and individuals or a small group of partners on the other, who are not prepared to bow to the will of the majority and accept the changes required following decisions of the partnership, to which they were party. How often have we heard a partner declare:

‘I am an owner of this firm and you are not going to tell me what to do!’

Consider putting in place an ‘accountability statement’ to be signed by every partner, which some firms have adopted as part of moves to create a culture within a firm which is supportive of the principle of partners being managed.
An ‘accountability statement’ will focus on the obligation of every partner to put the firm first before a partner’s personal interests (health and family excepted) and will require partners to support in the fullest possible way:

· the implementation of all decisions made by the Partnership

· those mandated with the onerous task of managing the Firm; and

· other partners in the Firm as they endeavour to fulfil their

            respective roles in the Firm.

This can be key to successful implementation by a firm of its plans

and should be a mantra by which they live. Professionals and lawyers in particular tend to respect documents and may think hard before signing a document which may well be produced to them at some time in the future if they do not adhere.
3. Know your partners

Understanding your partners will be crucial to helping you to implement the changes you wish to make in your firm.

· What makes your partners tick?

· What motivates them?

· How will they react to a specific proposal?

· How do you limit the fall-out from any particular action?

· What makes them insecure?

Whenever change occurs, it can be a time of insecurity for many partners as it will be a leap into the unknown for some of them. 

4. Strike while the iron is hot

As a driver of change you will often be faced with a crucial decision:

‘Do I push now to win this battle or do I wait for another day?’

because choosing the most appropriate battlefield is one of the keys to success in implementing change.

Often once a decision has been reached then it can be important 

to immediately set about the task of turning the decision into action. This is not to say you should rush into things with undue haste, but beginning the job of planning how to implement your strategy should start as soon as possible before others have had an opportunity to have second thoughts.

For example, before a partner retreat finishes, ensure you put in place the process of turning decisions into reality. Responsibilities for particular actions and tasks should if possible there and then be assigned to individuals or groups of partners and acceptance of those responsibilities publicly accepted. If matters are left over until Monday morning, the chance may have gone.

5. Bank progress and move on

Managing change is rarely about making quantum leaps. Usually it

is about working steadily every day, making incremental progress,

according to a well thought-out plan. Sometimes it can be frustrating, taking two steps forward and one back, but whatever progress is achieved it should be ‘banked’.  You can then move on to the next issue and over a period of time it will be possible to look back at all the incremental changes you have made and say

‘Look how far we have come!’

6. Leading by example
Once decisions have been made, it is vital that those driving the process of change live according to the words they preach. For example, if a strategy relating to say risk management is agreed upon, then those in management roles must not only drive the process but importantly, be seen to be ‘living’ the strategy by themselves adopting the new procedures designed to manage risk rather that saying

‘that is OK for the rest of you, but not for me’

7. Using the ‘power of the team’

As with the formulation of strategy, when it comes to the ‘making it happen’

it can be important to harness ‘the power of the team’. Having a loyal and able team to handle the implementation of agreed changes and who are ‘champions’ to spread the word throughout the firm can mean the difference between

success and failure.

Some firms have successfully adopted the ‘task force’ approach, putting together a hand-picked team from across a wide spectrum of the firm under a strong and purposeful leader, which is given a mandate to ‘go do!’

Success breeds success and partners tend to like winners but often find it difficult to tolerate failure. However, because the process of implementing strategies is a

continuous one, there will be some failures from time to time; having a strong and loyal team which has built consensus within the firm, will often help to limit fall-out from failures when they do occur and enable the process to continue.

8. Just do it

Sometimes, in difficult situations just getting on with it and doing it without further

reference to those persons who if asked, would only say ‘no’ can be an effective way of making progress.

It needs a brave leader to do this but if there is enough support across a partnership for taking action (remember the 80/20 rule), this can be very effective,

particularly when it would not be possible to gain agreement from everyone. 

The benefits of such action can often far outweigh the potential flak from a small minority but it does take a robust approach to managing change to follow this line. 
Putting your head above the parapet can be dangerous and is not advisable for every situation, but sometimes it is the only way to get things done.

9. Sanctions

What can be done if a partner refuses to comply with what has been

agreed by the partnership?

Is there a need for sanctions if firms are to successfully implement their agreed
plans?

There are firms that say sanctions are not necessary because they have

partners who always comply. That has not been the experience of many managing partners and in those firms which say they do not need sanctions, more often than not the reality is that management backs-off facing up to partners on crucial issues, so nothing gets done.

Sanctions will need to differ to meet the particular type of problem encountered and each individual firm will need to consider, within the parameters of its culture and the needs of the firm, the type of sanction which should be applied.
So a firm may need appropriate sanctions even for minor transgressions, because if partners know they can get away with small things, then they are more likely to believe they can get away with more serious refusals to ‘obey the rules’.

And many firms will in any event have the ultimate sanction of being able

to require the compulsory retirement of a partner. 
Sanctions, in one form or another, whether peer pressure or ‘the sack’ are usually a necessary part of a firm’s armoury when endeavouring to implement change.

Being at the helm of a professional firm during a period of change such as at present can be a difficult task and it takes determined leadership to drive through changes if firms are to adapt to new market circumstances. Ultimately, it may be necessary to issue an ultimatum of the kind one firm has successfully used in its drive to succeed:
‘This train is about to leave the station, but you still have a chance to jump aboard’

The choice for partners was clear — get on board or be left behind. 

That firm has never since looked back and has gone from strength to strength.
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