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‘Performance’
· a mode of conduct or behaviour

· a manner or quality of functioning

If law firms in the ever more competitive legal markets of the future are to stand any chance of fully achieving their objectives and becoming the highly profitable businesses they can and should be, then every aspect of the business needs to be aligned with those objectives and function to the highest standards. In reality, this means optimum performance by everyone in the business. 

But how real is this in many firms?

Are firms kidding themselves when it comes to trying to drive up performance (it does have to be driven!)?

How realistic is it to believe that many of the hurdles placed in the way of higher performance can be overcome, given in-built attitudes against change?

If firms are really determined to change for the better they can begin by taking a long hard look at themselves.

I pose below a series of questions which may, for some firms, go to the heart of the problems they face today and which will certainly need to be resolved before real progress can be achieved.

However, if on the other hand, firms sweep these issues under the carpet, then it is unlikely that they will achieve their ambitions and those of their partners and staff.

To how many of the questions I ask below can you answer with a very definite ‘YES’?

Is your firm firing on all cylinders?

 Most firms, when I ask this question answer ‘NO’. Every firm is different and so for each there will be a different aspect of their firm which is not performing as it should. 

If your answer is ‘NO’ then how is your firm not achieving its full potential and how are you going to make the most of yourselves?  

Perhaps some of the solutions lie in the following questions.

Are all your partners prepared to be managed?     

When the subject of ‘not being prepared to be managed’ arises,  this is usually in the context of partners actively not supporting management in its difficult role of trying to implement decisions and policies which have been agreed by the partnership and to which all partners have signed up.  

The problem is often those partners who pay lip service to the principle of being prepared to be managed but who then do everything not to comply with what the partnership has agreed to do. Do you recognise the type? Most partnerships have at least one.

If you have one or several of them, are you going to deal with the problem? 

Are all your partners prepared to be accountable?   

Accountability is one of the most debated topics in law firms. I would suggest that accountability is about partners putting the firm’s interest first, before their own personal interests and agendas. 

How many of your partners really put your firm’s interests first, above their own?   

What are you going to do about those partners who do not?

Are all your partners hungry?  
Many managing partners are now saying to me that ‘complacency’ is one of their greatest problems. Their partners may now be earning more than they ever dreamed of earning and after a few years of good profits that can for some lead to a lack of hunger.

Others will never lose the hunger to ‘be the best’ ‘to win’ ‘to earn the most’ ‘to destroy the competition’ or however else one describes the inner drive that successful businessmen have.

But where not all of your partners are hungry, what to do about it? If, as some would maintain, hunger is not something that can be instilled into a person, but is something you either have or do not have, then perhaps that should be recognised and, when considering how to deal with / reward differing levels of performance, ‘hunger’ should be one of the criteria by which partners are to be measured.

Do you value and reward ‘hunger’?

Can you say your firm has no underperforming partners? 
Many law firms have issues with partners who are in some manner and to some degree, performing differently or at a lower level than the standards agreed within the firm and each case is likely to need a different solution to resolve the issue.

But have you considered how much partner underperformance is costing you?

This needs to be considered not just in terms of direct financial loss but additionally in terms of 

· lost clients

· lost opportunities
· lack of partner / staff morale
· loss of partners / staff who are no longer prepared to accept colleagues who do not perform as they do.
As you can imagine, if you are able to do something about underperforming partners, then the resulting benefits can be substantial.
Do you have sufficient financial discipline?      

A law firm is a business and compliance with certain basic financial disciplines is needed if the firm is to operate successfully and in a viable manner financially.

To do this it is important to ensure at the outset that partners know what is required of them. If this is made clear and in addition, the firm provides the means to enable partners to financially manage their practices efficiently then there should be no excuses for any lack of financial discipline on the part of partners.

The starting point is to make sure that the firm’s management itself has sufficient knowledge, ability, discipline and will, to turn the firm into the profitable business it should be. Lead by example.
Are there sanctions on a partner who refuses to comply? 

What happens in your firm if a partner refuses to do something which all the partners have agreed to do?

Whilst carrots may work, ultimately ‘sticks’ are often needed in certain situations, although they do not necessarily have to be used – it is often enough that sanctions exist.

Do you have sanctions or do partners ‘get away with it’?        

Is it clear who is running your firm?

If you are a managing partner, then are you really running your firm, so as to enable you to achieve your firm’s goals – or are others preventing you from doing so?

Having clear governance structures in place, which are aligned with your strategic objectives, are crucial if law firms are to be able to make the changes necessary to survive and prosper in the ever more demanding legal markets of the future.
Are you prepared to change every ‘NO’ to a ‘YES’?

This is your challenge.

Law firms where the implementation of objectives is continuously thwarted because partners are not prepared to be managed, are not prepared to be accountable, are not hungry and where there is no financial discipline, are unlikely to survive in the legal landscape we are now entering.

Are you prepared to provide the leadership required to enable your firm to achieve its full potential?
If you would like to see a short powerpoint presentation setting out the above questions and which you might wish to use within your firm to begin a process of challenging some of these attitude issues, then I will be pleased to forward this to you. 
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