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Is your firm ‘in shape’ to take advantage of the opportunities ahead?
For many law firms there has rarely been a more challenging time than now, given the changes currently impacting upon legal practice and the likelihood of even more fundamental change in the future.

Legal practice has never been immune from the process of change. However change is now being brought about at an ever faster pace by:

· Clients who require more and better 'value for money' in a market place which becomes ever more crowded and competitive.

            It will be those firms which make client satisfaction their top priority     

            who will  successfully compete in the tougher legal environment of   

            the future.

· Technology which enables (and drives clients to demand) the most competitive firms to re-engineer their ways of working, to deliver to clients what they require in the most efficient and cost effective manner and to make them ever more competitive and able to pull away from their rivals.

· Government which not only seems determined to change the face of much of legal practice as we know it today, but is introducing more  regulation by the day affecting every aspect of the practice of law.

Such forces which are driving change will not be stopped or reversed. Instead they should be seen as OPPORTUNITIES to be taken advantage of.

However, if law firms are to take advantage of these changes now upon us and those to come in the future, they will first need to get themselves into shape.

If your firm is at a crossroads and not sure how best to go forward, then start with the basics - take a long and hard look at:
- your clients;
- your people; and

- the needs of your changing market place.
Ask for example, questions such as:

· What do our clients think about us?
·  Are we currently providing our clients with the value for money services they increasingly demand?
·  What services will they require from us in the future?

It may be that questions such as these would best be asked by a third party skilled at carrying out perception surveys, in order to ascertain frank and honest views about your firm which will be of value to you. Whatever the feedback from such a survey, if it is to be of value, it should be given full consideration and not discounted out of hand just because it may be unpalatable. 

Some hard questions may also need to be asked regarding your people:
· Do we have leadership which has a vision for the firm?
· Do we have the right people on board with the requisite skills to enable us to achieve our objectives?
· Are all our partners clear as to their roles and what is required of them? 
· Are all our partners prepared to be managed for the overall good of the firm?

· Are all our partners prepared to buy-in to and embrace a new culture which will require a higher level of performance?

· Are all our partners hungry?
           If you are not able to answer ‘YES’ to each of the above questions, are you  

           prepared to face up to such issues and deal with them?
Clients’ needs and the ability of law firms to adapt to provide clients with what they require will ultimately determine which firms compete and prosper in the future and those which will fall by the wayside.

Some other challenging questions may also need to be asked:

·  Why do we continue to do this unprofitable work? (this assumes that firms are able or willing to accurately identify ‘unprofitable’ work);
·  How can we turn an unprofitable part of our practice into a profitable one?
· Should we venture into new and potentially profitable areas of work and do we have the skills to develop and manage such work?
· Could we be more competitive if we were to merge with another firm?
· How can we safely practice law in the future, given the increasing burden of compliance now being imposed upon lawyers?
· Would there be sense in going our separate ways?

Such questions cannot be adequately dealt with in a few odd moments between client work.

Challenging thinking will be required if achievable solutions are to be formulated to deal with underlying problems that may exist. Law firms will need to begin to take a hard and realistic look at themselves, their clients and the markets in which they will have to operate in the future, if they are to successfully adapt to the seismic changes now occurring to legal practice.

As a guide, try approaching issues using the process set out in the flowchart at the end of this Briefing Note in order to arrive at achievable solutions.
If today a firm is at a crossroads, then it should not try to take the easy way out, because there is usually no easy way out. A refusal to face up to a problem will not make the problem go away.

Above all, it is important to maintain a sense of reality as to what a firm is today and as to what it will be possible for the firm to become and achieve in the future.

Those firms which will survive and which will be successful will be those which have leaders who have realistic visions and the determination to drive through change. As Jack Welch said, "Change before you have to"
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See flowchart attached

What should we do?
FOCUS ON YOUR BIG ISSUES
                                       Your clients

                                       Your people
                                       Your ability to compete
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                                               DECIDE YOUR OBJECTIVES
                                  What kind of firm do we want to be?

                                  How much do we realistically want to earn?
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                                        ENTER ZONE OF UNCOMFORTABLE DEBATE

                                                 Face up to your issues
                             Shoot the sacred cows
         

                            MANAGE THE PROCESS OF CHANGE
                          Make decisions

                          Implement decisions

                          Bank progress

                          Move on
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