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A land of opportunities
There has probably never before been a time when the legal profession has been in such a state of flux. 

Against a backdrop of:

· Increasingly demanding client requirements
· greater regulatory and compliance regimes

· fast changing technologies

· increasing competition from more developed and better resourced firms and the threat of even greater competition once external investment is permitted
· a difficult recruitment market in which to secure lawyers with ‘in-demand’ skills; and

· currently a deteriorating economic outlook leading to reduced margins and tighter cash for some

then is it any wonder that many lawyers are currently asking 

“Where do we go from here?”

Despite all the doom and gloom that may exist, there are also opportunities for those who choose to take them. Opportunities do not just appear – they tend to be developed from sets of circumstances which come together and which someone has had the ‘vision’ to recognise as creating an opportunity to be exploited.

‘Vision’ was once described by Jonathan Swift as “the art of seeing things invisible” and the purpose of this month’s Briefing Note is to try to help readers to take steps in their own firms to develop a ‘vision’, as a way of taking forward their firms to achieve their goals.

It can be very easy to just continue working away in the business without ever thinking about where the business is going. Whilst a good living for the time being may be earned by doing so, the world however moves on and with it the competitors, which are likely to be growing and developing their businesses at a faster pace.
 Lawyers need to lift their heads from their desks to observe what is going on around them and to then carve out some ‘quality thinking time’ from their day to day work schedules to try to find answers to some urgent questions which sooner rather than later they will be forced to consider. It is likely to be better to do this now while time is still on their side.
“What kind of firm do we (realistically) want to be?” 

is perhaps the most fundamental question that needs to be asked as firms consider their futures. In particular, emphasis needs to be placed on the word ‘realistic’ so as not to end up with an unrealistic and unachievable ‘wish list’ instead of a clear achievable plan to take forward the firm.

Specifically, do we want to become: 

· the ‘best’ firm in our town / city?

· A regional firm?

· A super-regional firm?

· A ‘national’ firm?

 Questions such as these are very much about ambition – ambition for the firm and what it can achieve as well as the personal ambitions of each partner. Accordingly, a relevant question to ask is
“How ambitious are we?”
As well as looking at ambition, a firm will also need (possibly using external research) to objectively take stock, by seeking answers to a series of searching questions such as:

“Which types of clients can we realistically and profitably  target in the future?”

“Is it realistic to believe we can deliver the advice / services we know our clients now require?”

“What areas of work are we known for and will there be a profitable market in [5] years time for that work?”

“Where will our future growth come from?”

“Which areas of existing work / new work should we now be investing in?”
“Which areas of work / offices should we now be dropping?” 
“Who are our current competitors and do we match up to them? 

“Who are likely to be our competitors in the future and will we be able to beat them?”

“Will we be able to compete with the best in our markets?”  
If a firm can develop a realistic but ‘stretching’ vision of what it wishes to become, it will then need to ask ‘how’ it is going to achieve its vision.
“What will we need to do to make it happen?”

“How are we going to make it happen?”

“Who is going to make it happen?”

“What hurdles are there to making it happen?”

“Do we have the people on board to provide us with the depth and breadth of resource which will be required?”

“Can we generate sufficient profits to provide the financial resource required to achieve our goals?”

“Can we achieve our goals on our own?”

“If we cannot see ourselves achieving our goals alone (through lack of resource), should we

· downgrade our ambitions?; or 

· seek a merger partner to help us achieve our goals?”

If having asked such questions and thought long and hard about appropriate answers, a firm comes to the conclusion that it will not be a realistic option for it to achieve its objectives on its own and that merger with one or more other firms will be required, then more hard thinking will be required.

Merger is not a strategy. It is a means to an end – to build competitive advantage:

“How can merger help us to build the resource required to become more competitive by –

· providing the clients with the services they require

· at prices the clients consider to be value for money; and 

· doing this better than the competitors?”

And if merger is a preferred option -
“How should we go about seeking a merger partner?”    
Analysis and research of the market are key to success when seeking to identify suitable targets and it is important to have:

· Clear and defined objectives - merge for the right reasons.
· Clear criteria as to the type / size of firm you are seeking; and

· Clarity as to the ‘vision’ you have for the two firms once you have put them together. 
Instead of feeling threatened by current developments in the legal profession, firms should try to pro-actively consider how to take advantage of the potential opportunities now opening up to them. For those firms which have the ambition and can develop and implement their vision, the opportunities are there for the taking. 

Meanwhile, hopefully some of the questions set out above may help to guide you to solutions which are right for your firm.
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