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BRIEFING NOTE May 2010
Gain competitive advantage over your rivals by attracting and retaining the best people 

Client satisfaction is often said to be the only real test of success for law firms which will continue to be regularly judged by their markets, according to their skills in their core work types, their ability to anticipate and respond to market needs and to the resources available to deliver the service sought.

As law firms emerge from the recession, one of their most pressing tasks if they are to become and remain competitive, will be to understand what their clients (and prospective clients) will be requiring from them over the coming years, in terms of value for money advice and service delivery.
The consistent delivery of high quality advice to clients, delivered in the manner clients will be demanding, will place ever increasing pressures on law firms to ensure that all their people are equipped with the skills and abilities to perform to the highest standards. The ability to attract retain and develop ‘’Key People’’ who are outstanding performers and who are strong relationship builders, both internally and externally should be a primary objective in any law firm’s strategy. As a consequence, law firms are already putting in place new strategies to retain their best people and, where there are gaps in their service offering, they are aggressively recruiting from other firms.

What does it take to attract and retain the best people?

To begin to answer this question, it can be helpful to consider some of the reasons why lawyers leave their current firms. Identifying the issues which evidence seems to suggest will persuade a lawyer to move from his or her current firm to join a competitor can help law firms to develop HR strategies centred round satisfying their lawyers’ aspirations for interesting and rewarding careers to enhance their attractiveness both to potential recruits and to those already working in the firm.

Feeling valued and fairly rewarded    

Law firms should never underestimate the damage that can be caused if their lawyers gain the perception that the contribution they are making to a firm is not valued and not fairly rewarded. 

Many firms advertise their “values” but fail internally to live those values. In particular they fail to match reward to what they say they value. And reward does not always need to be directly financial and relative reward between partners can be a very powerful driver of unhappiness if a partner feels he or she is ‘worth’ more than a colleague. 

Absolute reward is however also important to many. In every legal market there is a threshold of average equity partner profitability.  A firm which is below that threshold will be at risk of losing its best people and will find it difficult to attract the best. And, if this leads to unhappy clients then such a firm will no longer be competitive against its rivals unless urgent action is taken to build profitability. 

Moreover, a level of profitability that provides funds for investment in people, training and technology, whilst ensuring partners and staff are rewarded competitively for their endeavours can be a powerful incentive when faced with a decision to move or stay.

Reputation and profile of a firm

Socrates wrote “Regard your good name as the richest jewel you can possibly be possessed of” and that has not changed over the past 2000 years. Reputation is everything. As we have seen over the past decade with professional firms which have allowed their reputations to become tarnished, their major asset, their people, do not stay around for long. 

Closely linked with reputation is the profile of a firm in the market place. A respected and admired ‘Brand’ which accurately reflects a firm’s profile and market position is a strong attraction for lawyers considering a move. On the other hand, if the internal perception within a firm is that it is not progressing and compared to its rivals it is unsuccessful, then this is likely to be a major reason why good people will leave. By the same token, such a firm is unlikely to attract good candidates who will go to firms which can demonstrate that they have a ‘vision’ and are taking effective measures to achieve their goals. 

Quality of clients and work

The likelihood is also that firms with the best reputations and skills in relation to particular areas of work will have competitive capabilities and sufficient resources to be able to involve their people in the better ‘quality’ work which is a ‘holy grail’ for many lawyers.   A core base of clients who provide a flow of work to all areas   and who consistently demonstrate satisfaction with the quality of service they receive, combined with the opportunity to carry out and develop higher quality work in a firm renowned for such work is a major reason for lawyers leaving their existing firms to join others.

Defined vision and strategy
 A clearly defined vision and strategy which unites a partnership is for many lawyers an important factor.  This combined with a management team which is capable of making and implementing strategic and operational decisions in a way which is consistent with a partnership’s objectives, can be persuasive criteria when faced with a decision as to whether to move or stay.

People and Performance management

Another important aspect of a firm’s market profile is the extent and manner in which a firm is seen to be driving up levels of performance to consistently provide clients with the levels of advice and service they are and will increasingly in the future be demanding. 

The real cost of partner under performance goes far beyond direct financial loss. A firm which is prepared to permit its partners to ‘under perform’ will cease to be competitive and the cascading effects internally on morale can be damaging, leading to the loss of good partners, usually accompanied by their clients.  

One way to address such issues is to embark on a carefully managed all-round (or 360°) feedback programme, which can aid the retention of good people (who might otherwise leave because of perceived ‘bad behaviours’ that can be addressed only if partners are made aware of the impact they are having).  

A happy work force is likely to be a productive one.  If partners in law firms were to remember to set an example to:

- provide honest and objective feedback on performance and under -   

  performance.


- find time to praise work that is done well.

- act as a coach or mentor and assist others to achieve their objectives.


- create opportunities for others through delegation.

- demonstrate fairness and integrity.

then it is likely that law firms would be far more successful in retaining their best talent. 

A firm’s people are its greatest asset and as we know they do not come cheaply.  Is it really sensible to let competitors acquire a firm’s greatest resource at a fraction of the firm’s investment cost, and at the risk of losing a portfolio of clients at the same time?

Would it not be better for a firm to make greater investment in its people with a view to developing not only a higher performance culture but also an enriching and challenging working environment? 

It may assist some firms in their efforts to attract retain and develop their key people, if they also begin to address a number of other issues including: 

· Does each person in the firm have a clear ‘career plan’?

· Is there a partner admission process that is not solely based upon the size of a client following or ’’Book of Business” and if so is it adequate for the task in hand?

· Are there specified and transparent partner admission criteria?

· How are potential partners assessed?

· Is there a business case for making this person a partner?

· Are potential partners in any way prepared for this process and the roles they will be required to perform as partners? 

Culture

Last but not least is the question of a firm’s ‘culture’. There are many ways to define culture but at its simplest it is about ‘the way people in a firm behave’.

A culture that is focused on achieving client objectives in such a way as to maximise business opportunities for a firm as a whole, if combined  with a cohesive and supportive way of working, is likely to be more attractive to lawyers seeking rewarding careers. 
It has been said to us many times by partners seeking to leave their current firms that they ‘really cannot face getting up in the morning and going to work’. We would suggest that if a firm wishes to be able to attract and retain the best people, then, together with many other things it will need to do to be successful in this, it will as a minimum need to create ‘the firm in which people will really want to work and will enjoy doing so’ 
To succeed in achieving this, a firm’s culture will need to be focused on creating an environment where the needs, ambitions and aspirations of its people are viewed as important as those of its clients. Keeping a firm’s talent motivated will be key to a law firm’s overall success in the competitive and challenging legal markets of the future.
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