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How much more could your partners achieve?
Professional firms are ‘people businesses’ and people are the greatest asset of any firm, but how much effort is seriously put into developing that asset, as opposed to being seen to spend a training budget which merely secures CPD hours? 

Have you tried building a higher performance culture in your firm? We hear a great deal about this but what does ‘building higher performance’ mean in practice?

Specifically, what should it mean partners will be doing more of, less of or differently?

So where to start?

Beginning by defining your ‘values’ can be a useful starting point. For example, ask 
‘What kind of ‘culture or behaviour’ do we value in our firm?’ 

Defining a firm’s ‘value proposition’ (ie what clients, partners and staff value) involves examining in depth a number of aspects of a firm, both external and internal, which will to varying degrees go towards defining a firm’s values or culture. For example:
‘What do the firm’s clients (current and prospective) value?

‘What do the firm’s partners and staff value?’

Many firms will say they have answers to such questions, but how do they know? How have they found out? Have they ever asked their clients or partners and staff what they think?

Firms may believe they know how their clients, partners and staff think about their firm, what they value and what they aspire to, but perceptions can be very different to reality.

Some firms, when they have asked, have been very surprised by the responses given, sometimes leading to a profound rethinking about the firm, what it stands for and where it is going.   

Take for example these views expressed by the partners of one firm which carried out an internal survey:

Some partners are too comfortable and not prepared to stretch themselves

We are too gentlemanly in operating style

We are not a united firm, but merely a collection of individuals

Some partners are seen as blocks to our making progress

If a firm is able to ascertain what its clients, partners and staff value, it is then necessary to consider whether the skills and behaviours within the firm are sufficiently aligned to enable the consistent delivery to the firm’s clients of what they value and seek from the firm.

If that alignment does not exist, then it is necessary to ask why are partners not behaving as the firm thinks they should behave?

To do this, firms need to be able to turn their ‘value proposition’ into forms of behaviour that are capable of delivering what the clients, partners and staff want.  This can be achieved by creating a culture of higher performance within the firm, and in particular, one which is capable of being measured. 

In reality, it is the firm itself which will establish the standards of a higher performance culture, although this will be driven most often by ever increasing demands by clients for higher levels of service and performance. The market place sets the pace.
In practice, this can often be expressed by posing questions such as:

‘What does it take to succeed at our firm?’

‘Have we identified and articulated the skills which are to be valued, measured and rewarded?’; and,

‘Are they actually rewarded?’ 

And these questions may well reveal that in reality, some partners may not be behaving as the firm thinks they should, or they do not have the skills which the firm thinks they should possess.
If a firm reaches such conclusions, then it is important to consider a number of issues:

1. Is the firm clear as to the nature of the problem(s)? In other words, what is the ‘underperformance’ which has been identified?

2. What is the extent of the underperformance, or putting it more positively, how much more could the partner achieve?

3. What is such underperformance costing the firm in terms of, for example:

· lost opportunities

· lost clients

· the cascading effect of poor morale and staff turnover?

4. How can the firm turn such ‘losses’ into opportunities by addressing the causes of the underperformance?

5. Has the firm made the partner(s) aware of its concerns about the lack of performance?

Before considering possible solutions to partner performance issues, it is important to first identify what is meant and understood by ‘underperformance’.

Is what is really being complained of, actually a mismatch between the level of contribution on the one hand and a fair reward for that contribution, on the other? Many partners perform in an excellent manner at their level and if their reward can be fairly matched to that contribution level, then that can often resolve the problem.

However, a firm may be facing a performance problem perhaps created by a lack of or insufficiency of certain skills. This can usually be dealt with by, for example, coaching which is carefully tailored to building the skills required to improve performance.

Alternatively, a firm may face a problem sometimes more accurately described as ‘non performance’, often caused by attitude issues and resulting in behaviour unacceptable to the majority within the firm. This may require very different handling.

The solutions are likely to be different in each case, but whatever is the problem, it is vital that those who are trying to resolve the difficulties ensure that they have within the firm sufficient skills to deal with the issues, or at least know from where they can seek help.

Above all, it is crucial that, once identified, issues of partner performance are positively addressed and are not permitted to continue and fester within the firm.

In next month’s Briefing Note I will be looking at how to raise partner performance in order to close ‘the performance gap’.              
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