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Get together – to compete and win

Many in the legal profession today are experiencing the pressure of change from a number of different directions. Currently, structural and regulatory change is being forced on the legal profession by Government. 
Competition, from existing players in the market ever hungrier for a greater slice of more and better paying work, and fuelled by potential new entrants to the market, is increasing at a faster pace than ever before, as is the mobility of people as firms strive even harder to recruit good talent. Any law firm that cannot compete in its market will, longer term, cease to exist.

What then can law firms do to compete in a future which seems to many of them, increasingly uncertain? Specifically:
How can law firms: 

· Profitably provide clients with the advice and service that clients now demand
· At prices which clients regard as ‘value for money’, 
· And succeed in doing this in a manner which is regarded by clients as better for them than competitors can provide?

· Break into new markets and gain clients they would not otherwise have been able to win because of lack of :
· expertise

· reputation

· geographic reach

· financial resource?

· Recruit and retain partners and staff they might not otherwise be able to because of lack of:

· quality work

· profile and reputation of the firm

· direction and a feeling that the firm is going nowhere

· clear career paths

· ability to pay the market rate

How can the merger / coming together of law firms help to resolve such issues?

Merger is not a strategy – it is merely a means to an end, which is to become more competitive and in the process, more profitable on a sustainable basis.

Moreover, merger between two or more firms, on its own, cannot do more than provide a platform for further action. There needs to be something else present – and that necessary component is I would suggest, VISION

- a vision to build a law firm which, over a given period of time will become ‘greater’ than the sum of the individual firms which comprise it.

 This will involve building a ‘brand’ which can begin to compete with larger, more developed law firms for better quality, higher value work, leading to greater ability to compete and profitability. The ‘brand’ which is developed must not be just a well known recognisable name; it must reflect the substance of the firm in terms of the quality of its people and its clients, as well as the advice and added value it must be determined to provide to its clients. Satisfied clients are the key to building a highly profitable law firm and the only real measure of its success.

To achieve this will require RESOURCE which many individual firms on their own cannot realistically and at an economic or acceptable cost, provide.

The momentum for consolidation across the profession is client driven – it is becoming less and less relevant what we, the lawyers, think. If firms are to successfully compete to survive and to prosper then they have to become totally client-focused.   

To achieve this, the scale of a projected new firm should aim, depending upon its markets and the needs of its clients, to enable the necessary quality resource to be effectively developed at an economic cost to the new firm in a way that neither of the former constituent firms could have achieved. This, if well implemented, should enable the new firm to:

· provide to clients the depth and breadth of appropriate expertise which clients now need and demand, where they need that expertise and when they need it, by being able to attract and retain the best people. Size is not everything, but critical mass is important in enabling firms to provide not only depth and breadth of expertise but also leverage, because leverage and delegation are key to law firm profitability.  
· Build into the firm the necessary quality management (in terms of active and visionary leadership/business development/ financial) which will be required if the firm is to become a successful and highly profitable business. 
· Provide across the firm the necessary infrastructure, know how and expertise to underpin the effective and efficient provision of the high quality services now demanded by clients.

· Invest in longer term, focused strategies to service its clients by providing cost effective, value for money services to existing and new markets. Consolidation needs to be very focused. Those firms outside the highest echelons of the profession cannot be all things to all men. Being focused on a limited range of areas of work or sectors at which firms are good and for which they are known, using their relatively scarce resources, is likely to be a more sensible and successful way forward in the longer term.  

If firms which share the type of vision set out above can come together (however that getting together is structured) and are prepared to work hard to make that vision a reality, then they are likely to succeed.  
Merger / the coming together of firms is only one route to building a successful law firm, although it is a well trodden path which if the component elements are present and it is well managed, can enable law firms to achieve their visions.  

What is your vision for your firm?
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