Sacrifice your

sacred cows

Many firms can't or
won'tface up to
underperforming
partners, unprofitable
business or out-of-date
processes. But avoiding
such issues will be
damaging in the long
run, says Peter Scott
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Loak through the windows of anv office
building. The stall seem to be working

exrremely

; i : ]
sl bt atien, after observing
them more closely, you discover thar they are

and stll and survive,

working simply (o
lhese firms are often doing work tha

s imis o serve 1o purposs other than o lose
maney. When asked why they rake on such
waork, they answer that it keeps people
occupied, helps to pay some of the bills or
they just enjoy doing it, irrespective of
whether it makes or loses money,

Of course, at leastsome partof most irms

business will be prohrable; otherwise they

wanld norsoill be in business. Bur this
proditable work 1s oben the domain of sae or

rwar pareners who will not share or delepae it

even when retirement |ooms.
Asa managemencconsulane, T often have

miany firms telling me they have never even

tried to work out whar contriburtion, if any,
cerrain work makes o the firm— perhaps
they prefer not 1o know:

I'he miost woreying sspect is che extent to
which firms cannet recognise thar they lave
serious problems which, if not remedied,

;
may ulrimately destrov the business,

Environment of underachievement

In dealing with thisenvironmenr of

underachievemens which seems o pervade
large swathes of the professtons, one of the
questions [ am maost Frequently asked is:
What should we do? This can tabe a number
of forms:

¢ Should we merge? (When asked why, they
aften don't know)

Should we go into anarea of work

perceived to be highly profitable? (Even

though te liren bas no relevant experrise)



A diCrarorial senior pariner and say:  fou
muy have given great service ro the firm over
the years but it is now time for vou to retire
sracefully”

If firms are ro progress, chen firsc and
foremost, they need to take a long, hard and

realistic look ar themselves,

What kind of firm do we want to be?

The above question is likely to throw up
some fundamental issues which will have to
be resalved sonner or larer:

@ Are we driven hy the bottom line or are
we comfortable and content as we are? This
isone of the most basic 1ssues 1o resolve
because it reflecrs the culrure and behaviour
of partners. [f thers ane unbridgeable
differences in articude to this, then perbaps
divorce is the best course,

@ Arc we prepared to be managed?

® Do we have the best peoplein our firm?
@ Can our partners prove to uswhy they
should remain in their position?

Above all, professional Grms need o face
up to change. I they are to prasper and
survive, they must force themselves to enter
azone of uncomforable debate and
confront head-on their “sacred cows”,
whether they be partners unwilling to be
managed, underperforming partners, loss-
making offices or areas of practice, or senior
partners who are lang past their sell-by date,

Many pariners will be unwilling to change

NTmE muse have cerrat fundamentals
place: in pardcularn, good people and goad
clients. Bur many lack an essential third
ingredicnr; leadership,

Leadership fulfils a number of funcrions:
@ it can challenge everything:
® i provides a clear vision of where the firm
should be going, and the determinarion ro
ger it there;

@ it inspires people and gets the hest ouraf
them;

@ i drives the firm forward - because a
professional firm, [ike any other business,
needs ro be driven,

Many of the best leaders in professional
firms tend to be thase who relentessly
nurture a hunger o be the best and a culture
thar will not tolerate underperformance.
However, many pareners will ror be able to
accept this kind of leadership because i will
mean they will be managed.

If youy firm lias coday reached 2
crossroads, identify and face up to your
prablems. Ir will probably mean vou will
have to make some hard decisions and eake
Luugh actions, but this is likely ro save you
grearer pain later,
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What should we do?

Focus on big issues
@ Your ability to competa
@ Your pecple

& Your clients |

Decide your objectives
& ‘What kind of firm do'we want to be?
® How much dowe realistically want

foeam? l

Enter zone of uncomfortable debate

® Face Up {0 issues
@ Shoot tha sacred cows

¢

Manage process of change
@ \ake decisions

@ |[mplement decisions

® Bank progress — move cn

5 Oerober zooz Estates Gazette | 151



