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How is your firm ‘shaping up’?
With the holidays now over and Autumn almost upon us, September is a good time to take a hard look at your firm and to ask whether you are, in the most critical areas, shaping up to meet the competitive challenges ahead.

In this month’s Briefing Note we set out a series of questions, as a ‘health check’, to help you focus in on some of the issues which tend to be the  crucial factors which determine the performance of a law firm.

Central to the success of all law firms are their people, so we are going to focus on people and in particular on partners.

Are all your partners ‘hungry’?

Complacency on the part of partners is becoming a danger to some law firms, with partners who have become too comfortable financially. To test this with your partners, ask them a few questions including:

· Are you content to be earning your current income?
· Is everyone prepared to stretch themselves?

· Would you be prepared to behave differently or put in more effort to earn more?

The answers you receive to such questions will help you to identify whether you have the right partners on board to help you to achieve your goals.

Are all your partners prepared to be managed?

In particular:

· Are they all willing to put the firm’s interests before their own personal agendas?

· Are they supportive of management

· Do they accept necessary financial disciplines?

· Are they supportive of each other?

· Are they prepared to achieve agreed levels of performance across a range of criteria which are now driven by clients and the market place?

If you cannot give an unequivocal ‘yes’ to each of the above questions, then perhaps the particular issues involved need to be addressed, and sooner rather than later, if you are to succeed in ensuring that all your partners are pulling in the same direction as a team.

Are you able to recruit and retain the best people?

If you are finding you are not able to do so, then do you know the reasons why that is so? 

Do you think your answer would be different if you had a system in place which fairly recognises and rewards different levels of contribution?

Are you making sufficient investment in your people in order to develop the skills and encourage the behaviour which will help you to build future success?

And do you measure and reward such skills and behaviour?      

Do you have in place a transparent and clearly defined career structure covering potentially the complete span of the working life of your people? In particular:

· Do you have a programme in place to identify potential new partners and then help them become partners through a programme of coaching and training so that by the time they become partners they will understand what is required of them?
· Do you also have continuing programmes in place for partner improvement?

· How are you dealing with the difficult issues surrounding partner retirements and the need for succession planning?

· How are you getting to grips with the new age discrimination legislation?

Turning now to client service which is central to your business and continuing success:  

Do your partners always provide your clients with: 
· What they want – and more? 
· At prices your clients consider to be value for money?
· And do they do this better than your competitors?

If your partners are not ‘adding value’ to your clients in this way then your clients may well find other lawyers who will. If this is a perceived difficulty in your firm then it will need to be, and can be, addressed.  

Continuing on the theme of client service:

· Are all your partners prepared to let you or another partner (or a third party) visit their clients to talk to them about the quality of the service the firm provides to them and what else the firm might be able to do for them? If not, then why not?

· Do you have a ‘silo’ culture or do all your partners willingly pass matters to their other partners?

· Are there any partners in your firm to whom other partners will not pass work? If not, then why not?

Finally, having thought hard about your firm and the challenges it is now facing, 

Is your firm ‘firing on all cylinders’

And if it is not, then what hurdles do you consider exist within your firm that may now need to be overcome if your firm is to achieve its goals and ambitions?

To help answer this last question, try to focus on your ‘big issues’ that can be dealt with NOW and with identifiable payback within agreed timescales

To ask questions such as the above is the easy part. Diagnosing the causes of any problems that may be identified may also be relatively easy.

The difficult part is facing up to the problems, making decisions to do something about them and then dealing with them.

Good luck on the journey.       
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