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A September ‘To do’ list

Having perhaps spent a few weeks away from the turmoil of the office, and had some time to reflect on the future, now can be a good time to think about beginning initiatives and making decisions about some of those issues that may have been around for too long without having been decisively tackled.

And the issues that continually seem to confront those running law firms tend to be more or less the same year after year, to varying degrees.

It can be a very helpful exercise to list , say no more than six BIG ISSUES that if they were to be effectively dealt with over the coming months would bring real benefit to your firm. 

Here are some thoughts that you might like to consider for your ‘To do’ list this Autumn.

1. Get to grips with FINANCE.
Top of my priority list would be to get the finances of the firm into shape. I say this because unless a firm has the financial strength, it will not, for example, be able to retain and recruit the best talent or invest in new initiatives for the future. 

You might start by focusing on cash flow. Remember – ‘cash is king’.
What is your lock-up?

How many of your clients are you financing?

Many firms are now putting in place cash generation plans involving substantially reducing work in progress and debtors (and in the process reducing their bank indebtedness) by agreeing with partners clear and sensible billing and collections targets which they are required to meet. However, firms are often finding that such initiatives are only really successful and sustainable if linked to financial sanctions such as reducing / withholding partner drawings and / or profit distributions.

Leave banking to bankers, who are both trained in analysing and taking credit risks and who are paid interest for lending money to their clients.

And in relation to profitability, consider putting the squeeze on your business instead of being squeezed between ever increasing overheads and falling revenues.

Getting to grips with:

· under pricing;

· under recording of time; and perhaps most importantly of all

· under recovering of recorded time (how much time do you write off  when submitting bills?)

 can substantially improve your bottom line.     

However to make headway with financial management will require discipline on the part of everyone, particularly partners.

Are they prepared to be managed?

2. Your Partners  

Most problems in law firms revolve around people, and very often involve the partners, given they are owners of the business. 
The financial initiatives referred to above which a firm will need to work at if it is to be successful, will not bring about success if the partners, or some of them, are not prepared or are unable to comply.

I have put finance first on my list because eventually most aspects of behaviour and performance by partners are reflected in financial results. By analysing your financial performance, you will be able to identify your problem areas, each of which will need a specific solution. For example:

· ‘What are we going to do about [Partner A] who has taken his foot off the accelerator?’

· ‘What are we doing about planning for [Partner B’s] succession?’

· ‘How can we persuade some of our partners to become ‘team players’ instead of existing in ‘silos?’

· ‘Do we need to rethink the way we share profits?

· ‘Are we prepared to face up to those partners who are not prepared to toe the line and be accountable?’

These and many other questions need to be continually asked about the behaviour and performance of partners, if firms are to progress successfully to meet the challenges of legal practice in the future.

This of course begs the question, how do you want your firm to progress?

3. Your direction

Every year, law firms need to ask themselves questions such as 

· ‘What kind of firm do we realistically want to be?’ and
· ‘How much do our partners really want to earn?’ (a good touchstone of their ‘hunger’)
Questions such as these, often best posed at partner retreats away from the demands of the office, can begin the process of thinking and challenging that is required if a firm is determined to make progress and move forward.  

However, to do this successfully will require good leadership and governance.

The process of strategic planning and implementation requires a number of factors to be present, not least leadership and, closely linked to a leadership’s ability to achieve its goals, governance structures which are aligned with the firm’s strategic objectives. Even the best law firm leaders will find it an uphill struggle if the decision making processes within the firm put hurdles in the way and hinder getting things done.

Does your governance need rethinking?

And once the decisions have been made, do you have in place the team to implement those decisions?

4. Your infrastructure 

Whatever initiatives you may be considering, make sure you first have a good PROFESSIONAL team in place around you:

· Your people are your most important asset, so make sure you have an experienced HR professional on board to look after your and their interests;

· How much money are you throwing out of the window each year in so-called marketing expenditure? Invest in a good marketing professional who can bring a new dimension to your business development initiatives;

· How ‘at risk’ is your business? For example, if your IT goes down, what happens to your business? Do you have the best IT professional on board that you can afford?  In fact you should perhaps be considering investing in a ‘risk manager’ to comprehensively manage all the risks which can impact on your firm. And in the context of risk, one of the things that may perhaps be on your ‘To do’ list is whether you should now consider becoming an LLP
· And of course, it should go without saying that you will also need on board an experienced finance director.    

These are just a few thoughts which firms might wish to now think about in going forward.

Do you have a list of six things, which if effectively dealt with would make a real difference to your firm?
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