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Taking your people with you 

Recently a managing partner of a law firm asked me the following question:

“How can I get my partners to do what I want them to do?”

This is probably one of the most critical (and difficult) problems faced by anyone whose job it is to run a law firm. Successfully managing a law firm has perhaps never been as demanding as it is today. However, success is unlikely to come from ‘telling’ partners what to do – it will be achieved by ‘winning hearts and minds’. 

If law firms in the increasingly competitive legal markets of the future are to stand a better chance of achieving their objectives and become the highly profitable businesses they should be, then every aspect of a firm’s performance will need to be aligned with those objectives. This is likely to require enhanced performance by everyone in the business. How can a law firm help its people to achieve this higher performance?
One way high performance can be achieved is if a firm, rather than laying down prescriptive rules, instead helps to create on the part of its people a self – awareness of the need to develop their skills and change their behaviours to raise their game.  This process can often be the natural follow up to a firm taking the crucial step of finding out what its clients say it will need to do in the future to be competitive. How can a firm go about creating this self – awareness and using it as a catalyst to build higher performance? 

Many firms already have ‘appraisal’ processes in place designed to improve an individual’s performance. But how much is really achieved in practice and is the annual appraisal by the boss becoming a ‘tick the box’ formality?  

The experience of many firms now indicates that a more powerful influence on people can be confidential feedback from colleagues at different levels of seniority, as to important aspects of their performance (often known as a 360° appraisal) and which can serve as a catalyst for self development. Many people find such feedback valuable and worthwhile in helping them to address areas needing improvement, while at the same time a firm can gain an appreciation of an individual’s development needs and from that a development plan can be created for that individual.    
The areas which an individual development plan is likely to cover, depending upon the needs of the individual and the firm, may include business development and financial management as well as the management of individual aspirations and client and internal relationships. Such plans can be valuable in helping partners and others to understand what will be required of them in relation to their future performance and behaviour as well as showing them how to work as team players and to be ‘accountable’, in the sense of putting the firm’s interests ahead of their own personal agendas. As part of implementing such a plan, individual coaching and mentoring can be appropriate ways to help address development needs which have been highlighted.
Helping individuals to develop their skills in relation to business development and financial management are worth discussing here in a little more detail, because both will need to be closely aligned with a firm’s strategic objectives. As well as using feedback from colleagues to act as a powerful catalyst for self development, a firm can also take other steps to help its people achieve high performance in these two vital areas and I set out below some examples of how to go about this.    
Business development

At a time when there is less available work, firms are questioning the effectiveness of their business development efforts. In particular partners are still chasing (often unsuccessfully) work from potential but unknown new clients when it would be easier and more cost effective to ‘mine’ their firm’s existing client base for additional work. This is why one of the most common complaints heard from managing partners is that they cannot get their partners to work together with other partners in order to ‘co-sell’ (sometimes referred to as ‘cross-selling’). Why is ‘co-selling / cross selling’ often difficult to implement in a law firm and what can be done to change things for the better?

Awareness is often the key to successful ‘co-selling’. That is:
· Awareness by everyone in a firm as to the work which others in the firm are doing and the clients for whom they are working. 

· Awareness by clients as to what the whole firm can do for them is also likely to help. 
However improving such awareness can be difficult if a partner is not prepared to allow access to ‘his’ clients and a firm will need to resolve that kind of situation before it can make progress. On the other hand, confidential feedback from colleagues regarding how an individual’s behaviour is contributing to a lack of such awareness can provide a great insight for a partner as to how he or she is perceived and actions needed to improve. This approach can also be combined with a communications initiative to clients and partners about the firm’s overall capabilities.      

Some partners also lack the necessary skills, and confidence in their own abilities, to win work even when working as a team alongside colleagues. These are areas which once identified can be developed and improved by effective coaching and as a result, partners’ (and the firm’s) business development and co-selling performance enhanced.

Firms can also make their business development more effective by asking themselves whether their reward systems are helping or hindering their efforts. Some systems of reward such as ‘eat what you kill’ can create silo cultures where there is likely to be no sharing of clients or work. On the other hand, a reward system which actively encourages the sharing of clients is likely not only to increase a partner’s earnings but also to strengthen client relationships.
Improving financial performance

I strongly believe, particularly in today’s economic climate that many law firms can improve their overall financial performance without having to win any more clients or having to work any harder. I say this because improving financial performance in a law firm depends to a large degree on how well people (particularly partners) manage their client relationships and their colleagues. To that extent, everyone in a firm needs to be a ‘financial manager’. It is not a role which only the FD performs. How can a firm help its people to achieve higher financial performance?

There are a number of key tools which increasingly firms are using to help their people enhance their financial performance, without having to ask them to work any harder.

Provide quality financial information          

If a firm wants its people to operate effectively from a financial point of view then it is vital that everyone is provided with adequate financial information to enable them to understand what is happening in their part of the firm and to take appropriate action to efficiently manage the business. In particular financial reports should be straightforward, clear and understandable and set out accurate information, which will build credibility in the financial information provided and increase the likilihood that reports will be acted upon. Above all, avoid financial data overload!   
Close the financial education gap

Providing good financial information to partners and fee earners will only be of value if they can understand reports and know what actions they should be taking, instead of how one fee earner put it to me recently:  
“I don’t have a clue about the financial reports I receive”
A programme of financial education throughout a firm, tailored to meet the specific needs of those most needing assistance can open people’s eyes to what can be achieved. At the same time coaching and mentoring may be needed for some individuals to help them improve certain skills or alter their behaviour.
Let me show you how!

Having laid some of the foundations for helping your people to achieve higher performance, it may be necessary to go a step further to show those who are still not convinced, that they can perform better if they operate differently:

“Believe me, if you do things in this way, then this will be the result. Let me show you how. Just try it and you will see the difference it can make” 

A supportive and encouraging approach can often work, even with the most ‘die-hard non-believers’!  
To achieve some of the things discussed in this Briefing Note is likely to require a managing partner to show strong leadership qualities, particularly excellent communication skills, in order to challenge and inspire people to change the way they do things. As the legal world becomes a more competitive place and clients demand more from their law firms, taking your people with you is likely to become one of the most beneficial investments you will make.
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