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Repositioning your firm post-recession to gain competitive advantage: will your internal values be a help or will they hold you back? 
The Gazette recently quoted Professor Richard Susskind as saying

“There seems to be a disturbing strategy of hunkering down, cutting some fat and hoping that business will return to normal. That is not good. The terrain will look very different when this is over. This is not a minor blip, but a discontinuity.” 
Arguably perhaps one of the greatest dangers now facing law firms, and one which is likely to prevent some from becoming competitive in a new legal landscape after this recession ends, is complacency. Doing nothing cannot be an option. Given some of the key challenges now facing law firms as they look to the future, where should they begin when planning for their future?   

In my April 2009 Briefing Note, I focused in particular on the need for law firms to 
· learn lessons from the current economic downturn which can be beneficially put into practice when an eventual upturn happens
· keep close to clients in order to find out their future requirements so as to be able to provide for their needs when the upturn arrives

· provide for the necessary resource which law firms are going to need in the future if they are to deliver to their clients the solutions they will require at prices their clients will consider ‘value for money’      
Law firms which keep close to their clients and understand what they will need to do in the future to ‘add value’ to clients in a way that the clients consider is valuable and so become competitive, will be building a solid base for their future competitive positioning in their market. 
To gain competitive advantage requires a law firm to work through a process whereby its partners challenge every aspect of the firm and how it works, and then consider what new or different services, methods of operating and organisational structures need to be put in the place of any existing services that clients are not prepared to pay for, any high cost methods of working and any inefficient aspects of the organisation*. (* adapted from A. Seldon and F.G. Pennance – Everyman’s dictionary of Economics)
If a law firm adopts this type of approach it is likely to be better able to address a question which partners should on a regular basis ask:  
“What kind of law firm do we realistically want to be?”  

That is a question which at the moment is likely to raise many more important future planning issues for law firms than in more prosperous and stable times. Clients will be telling those firms which have gone out of their way to ask, about the services they will be requiring in the future, how they will want those services delivered and what price they will be prepared to pay for those services.  
And those law firms which heed the messages given out by clients will be better able to answer in a meaningful and successful manner the question asked above and to then take steps to ensure that their future plans will be consistent with providing clients with what they require.   

One of the most revealing statements to come out of a client perception survey I carried out for a law firm several years ago was

“They always try to sell to us on price – but what we really want is to have a good job done at a reasonable price”   

Providing a client with that is what will really begin to help build a firm’s competitive edge.

Client feedback is in particular likely to provide a firm with some strong messages as to whether:

· its people have the necessary knowledge and skills to successfully deliver the firm’s clients with the quality of advice and levels of service the clients will in future require.

· The ‘values’ a firm holds will help it or potentially hinder progress in consistently delivering the ‘added value’ as demanded by clients. 

A starting point if considering a firm’s values is to ask 

“What does it take to succeed at this firm?” 
A firm will then need to consider the answers given in response to that question, in relation to the way the firm’s people will need to behave and perform in the future if the firm is to competitively position itself in its market by providing clients with the services they are going to require.  
In particular, in order to ascertain whether people in a firm may need to change internal behaviours and attitudes to align them with the firm’s objective as to its future service proposition to clients, a firm may need to further ask:

“What should our people be doing
· more of?

· less of?  

· differently?
A detailed consideration of some of these issues (probably in the form of an internal consultation process) is likely to begin to identify what it is that the people in the business will need to be doing and how they will need to behave in the future to make the firm successful. For example, it may emerge that a majority of partners now consider that

· all partners should be prepared to go ‘the extra mile’ in the interests of the firm (something that may not have been in the culture and values held by most partners in the past) 

· all partners should be putting a great deal more effort into effective business development instead of expecting work to be given to them on a plate by others

· all partners should continuously be seeking to develop new and enhanced skills to enable the firm to better compete.

On the other hand, a consultation process may show that a number of partners may not wish to adapt to a changing and more demanding environment, with the result that it may not be possible for the firm to deliver to clients the kind of service they are telling the firm they value. 
In that circumstance where the values of some of those owning the firm may not be aligned with what the existing clients (and prospective clients) are telling the firm they want, then a re-appraisal of “what it takes to succeed at this firm” may be called for, otherwise the firm may be held back from achieving the goals to which for example, those who are leading the firm aspire.  
If an internal consultation reveals this about a firm’s values then unless internal attitudes and behaviours are adapted to enable the firm to provide the service delivery which existing and prospective clients are demanding, then that firm will perhaps need to seek to position itself in a different market where adding value to clients is regarded differently and clients are less demanding. The danger in this situation is that there is likely to be fall-out, in that those partners who do wish the firm to change may well leave, in which case good talent and client relationships will be lost to the firm.  
One outcome of such an internal consultation can be a re-appraisal of whether a firm rewards its people for what it says it values and does so in a way which helps it to achieve its strategic objectives. A firm may ‘value’ a reward system which is actively holding back a firm’s progress, for example by not rewarding the sharing of clients for the benefit of the overall firm. A culture of rewarding only personal billings (whilst billings are of course important) which can create a silo culture to the detriment of developing team working and effective cross selling can prejudice a firm’s ability to develop and service clients in the manner in which they wish to be looked after. 

Another example is the frequently held ‘core value’ we hear from some law firms that ‘excellence in the way we look after our clients is at the heart of our culture’. As virtuous as that may sound, it will mean nothing if a firm does not ensure it is put into practice by everyone. To do this will require a firm to invest in ‘excellence’, for example by developing and building a culture of higher performance where anything other than the very best work and outcome for a client, is unacceptable.

The process to achieve such goals may not be easy, may well take some considerable time and as will be clear from the above, an integrated strategy of ascertaining and managing both external (client) values and internal (partner) values will be needed. At the same time a process of challenging every aspect of a firm’s operation may be necessary if a realistic view of the firm’s existing market positioning is to be obtained. This is likely to form the foundation for the future building of the firm.

This is also when a firm will need leadership to enable it not only to define its ‘vision’ for the future, but also when that leadership will need inspire people in the firm and to take them along with it, if that vision is to be achieved. This is perhaps the real challenge today facing law firms.
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