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Challenge your thinking
Is your firm at a crossroads?

Given the changes currently affecting legal practice and the likelihood of even more fundamental change in the future, does your firm have a clear idea of where it is going and what will be required to achieve it’s goals?

Charles Darwin wrote in ‘The Origin of Species’ 

‘It is not the strongest of the species that survive nor the most intelligent, but the ones which are most responsive to change’

Those words apply today to law firms. If you look back ten years at your firm, it is likely to be almost unrecognisable from what it is today. More importantly, what changes will the next ten years bring and will your firm be able to adapt sufficiently to not only survive, but also to prosper against increasing competition in a changed legal landscape?
The need to adapt to new ways of working and to deliver more and better ‘value for money’ service to clients is very much client driven. Clients, who pay the bills, are ever more demanding of their law firms who will only be able to compete in a tougher legal environment if they continuously strive to improve every aspect of their performance. 

Client satisfaction will have to be given top priority.

The process of continuous improvement to meet the changing needs of clients in order to be competitive, if it is to be successful, needs to be driven – it will not just happen on its own.

Partners will need to be made aware of what is required of them if they are to do this and they will need to buy-in to and embrace the new culture. Unfortunately for some, this process of adapting to change may well bring into sharp focus the underperformance of some partners. If underperformance exists, then are firms prepared to face up to the issue and do something about it?

Some firms seem to be working hard just to stand still and survive, often taking on work which can never be profitable.
They may need to ask some hard questions if they are to break out of this predicament:
· Why do we do this unprofitable work (assuming the firm can or is prepared to recognise that it is unprofitable)
· Should we drop unprofitable clients and practice areas?

· What should we do with the partners and staff in those areas of work?

· Should we venture into new and potentially profitable areas of work?

· Should we merge?

· Should we break up and go our own separate ways? 
On the other hand, those firms which: 

· Do not or cannot face up to their issues

· have falling margins 

· lurch from cash crisis to cash crisis

· are unable to recruit and retain good people

· lack any succession planning

are likely to cease to exist in the potentially more demanding environment soon to be upon us, unless they are able to put in place a plan to secure the future.

These issues cannot be ‘tinkered with’ at the edges. They need challenging thinking to be brought to bear on the underlying problems in order to arrive at achievable solutions. Firms need to begin by taking a hard and realistic look at themselves. Some may find it difficult or be unwilling to recognise the problems or that problems exist at all and they may need help to come to terms with this.

If today a firm is at such a crossroads, it should not try to take the easy way out, because there is no easy way out. Refusing to face up to the problem will not make the problem go away. Indeed the problem may well become worse. Firms need to get to grips with their problems which may mean taking hard decisions, upon which survival and their future may depend.

If your firm is at a crossroads now and unsure as to its future direction, you may wish to ask, inter alia, some of the following questions:

· What do our clients think of us? The most successful firms tend to be  those which are the most client-focused.
· Have we ever asked our clients what they want  from us?

· What changes do we need to make in our firm to provide our clients with the ‘value for money’ service they demand?

· Do we have the ‘right’ people on board with the requisite skills to achieve these changes? If not, then what are we going to do about it?

· Are our partners all clear as to their roles and what is required of them?

· Are our horizons sufficiently stretching and visionary?

Answering these questions and others will, to achieve a successful outcome, require time and effort to be expended. This is a continuous process and should not be rushed. However your firm may decide to tackle this process, it is important to maintain a sense of reality as to what your firm is today and as to what it will be possible for your firm to achieve in the future.  

Above all, challenge everything about your firm and focus on the BIG issues that will make a difference.
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