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With economic turmoil affecting all businesses, law firms should implement a four-point strategy to get the most out of their resources. 

Shockwaves are battering the financial sector – and are having a profound effect on the rest of the economy. Against this background it is easy to be pessimistic. Yet these gloomy times could actually make it easier for law firms to implement changes which they have been putting off for too long.

No one knows how severe the current difficulties may become, or how long they may last. Therefore, firms need both to steer themselves through this economic turmoil and to prepare for the new challenges and opportunities that will emerge when the economy recovers. They need to become leaner and fitter. 

To achieve this, law firms need to contend with four key challenges. The paradox is that firms will find it easier to complete these tasks in the current climate rather than in a benign economy. But if these challenges are not tackled now they may never be – which could have a severe effect on the future prosperity of firms, or even call into question their survival. 

Partner performance
What should partners be doing more of, less of, or differently to meet higher levels of performance? 

Ensuring consistently high partner performance across a partnership has always been difficult. In challenging times, it could be crucial to survival. If your firm does not yet have an effective performance management process for partners, as is the case at most law firms, now would be an excellent time to put one in place. 

The key is not the process itself, as there is no single right way to do it. It is important to get partner buy-in to a process which works for your firm and is designed to be more than just a form-filling exercise. Even firms that already have some form of partner appraisal process should question whether they are really delivering the higher performance they need to if they are to achieve their goals.

While for most partners an effective process should help to build on strengths, it would also assist in dealing with any difficult, badly behaved or low-performing partners. In good times, most firms put up with this because the pain of dealing with such partners seems to outweigh the potential benefits. Even so, the damage that this could cause internally with the ‘good partners’ could be severe.

The present economic climate presents an excellent opportunity to win support to tackle partners who persistently underperform, or who fail to embrace the firm’s accepted values. When approached with fairness and resolve, dealing with such partners can draw a partnership together and earn respect for a firm’s leaders.
As changes in the economic cycle affect practice areas differently, some will see an increase in their workflow, with their partners and staff under increasing pressure, while others will fail to meet targets set for them in better times.

This shifting of the tectonic plates in a firm could cause damaging rifts if not addressed. Yet, when properly harnessed, these pressures could be used as a catalyst for redefining performance and for ensuring that all partners are working towards challenging yet realistic objectives.

Delivering business development
When times were good, so long as partners appeared to be doing their bit for business development they could expect to be left alone. Attending drinks receptions, taking clients to the odd rugby match, and sending out technical briefings were generally seen in some firms to be enough. But in a harsher climate such things may seem to be unplanned, ineffective and potentially counter-productive. Firms need results, and to deliver results partners need to be smarter.

No firm can stand by as partners squander precious time and resources on ineffective business development. Each partner needs to have, and be held accountable for delivering, a focused business development plan.

Too many firms invest large amounts of time and effort producing well-presented pitch documents, but fail to see that successful pitching is not about documents. It is about being excellent at uncovering clients’ needs and persuasively showing clients how real value can be added. 

When every opportunity needs to be exploited, could any partners continue to regard selling with distaste and adopt an amateurish approach to pitching? Now is an excellent time to introduce partners to more sophisticated approaches which, when applied properly, will be view as highly professional by clients. However, in the current climate, many firms might regard their business development professionals as an ‘excessive, unproductive overhead’ and cut both marketing budgets and personnel.

Cross-selling has long since become a cliché across the legal profession, but has rarely become a reality. At every firm we know, without exception, the existing client base remains an untapped goldmine of opportunities. Organisational barriers, badly thought-through performance measures and reward systems that discourage partners from cross-selling need to be seen for what they are and changed. Proper cross-selling can pay potentially huge and rapid dividends. However, cross-selling usually needs to be driven ‘from the top’, which is why managing partners need to take a prominent role in all aspects of business development.

Build loyal teams
Partners need to be equipped to bring their people with them through difficult times. Yet most partners have received little or no training or guidance in leadership. All partners, and particularly those who lead teams of people, need to develop their skills to a level of excellence. Now is the ideal time to facilitate this.

A firm’s commitment to its people is tested most in adversity. Retaining and attracting the best talent should be top of the agenda. This will stand firms in good stead when the economic pendulum swings. 

If reducing headcount is unavoidable, that decision should be implemented with as much humanity as possible. Those who remain will be keenly aware of what is happening, and their loyalty will be adversely affected if they see their former colleagues treated unfairly. As the economy recovers, some of those who remain will feel more empowered to move away from a firm that has been seen to treat its people merely as disposable resources. Your firm’s ability to retain and attract talent tomorrow will be grounded in your actions today. Merely focusing on the short term would be short-sighted.

Make good use of downtime
Some partners and staff will have more time on their hands than they are used to. But what are they doing with it? They need to be given meaningful projects which will utilise their time in a very productive way, and they need to be held accountable for results. However, firms may need to invest in their people by training them in the necessary skills if they are to achieve these goals.

Knowledge sharing, developing new products and services, building market profile and developing stronger client relationships will all pay off.

So-called ‘non-chargeable time’ has historically been seen as something to be minimised. Many firms have gradually become better at allowing more time for genuine and effective investment activities, but this needs to go hand-in-hand with holding partners accountable for the way they use this non-chargeable time. There must be clear objectives, milestones and defined outcomes. 

Above all, if partners are to be successful, they need to be hungry. Identifying and nurturing that hunger is crucial if effective business development is to take place.
The extra time available to use in this way needs to be managed effectively. If it is, the investment could generate returns far in excess of the equivalent chargeable time.

High performance has never mattered more to law firms. The current pressures, and the fears they create, can serve as a valuable ally for those determined to introduce positive changes in their firms; practices will become fitter and more competitive to meet the challenges ahead. It would be a shame to waste this opportunity.

Action plan
· Enact effective performance management processes for partners 

· Partners need to be held accountable for delivering business development 

· Partners must lead by example to retain staff talent 

· Partners and staff must make effective use of downtime 
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