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The Roles and Responsibilities of a Partner

What should we be entitled to expect from our partners?

This is a question I am often asked by managing partners, because in this day and age when performance counts, it is not enough just to be a good lawyer.  That should be a given.

So what should be the roles and responsibilities of a partner?

Partnership should be a mutual relationship.  Each partner should owe duties to the other partners and the firm, but the firm also needs to let partners know what is expected of them.

How often have we heard a partner protest when being ‘’counselled out’’

‘’but you never told me I had to do that’’

Each firm is different and will have its own criteria as to partner roles and responsibilities when asked the question:-

What does it take to succeed at our firm?

Whatever it is that it takes to succeed:-
· Does it get measured and valued?

· Have partners been made aware of what is required?

· Is it rewarded?

While the notion of partnership may be starting to give way to the LLP and a more corporate style of governance and management, the definition of ‘partnership’ in the Partnership Act 1890 is helpful when considering the essentials of the roles of a partner.

The Act defines ‘partnership’ as:-

‘’The relationship that subsists between persons carrying on

· a BUSINESS

· IN COMMON

· with a view to PROFIT’’

That is a definition that has stood the test of time, and many partnerships would today be more successful than they are if they were to adhere more to those principles:-

Looking at each component of this in turn:

A BUSINESS 
Partners need to be businessmen/ businesswomen

Law firms, whilst comprised of professionals, need to be managed as businesses and that means  being ‘managed’, in the sense referred to below, by every partner, not only by the managing partner.
What should every partner be required to manage?

I would suggest that, as a minimum, every partner should be responsible for ‘managing’:-

· Work.  In so far as it should be a given that every partner should be a good lawyer, then the work needs to be well planned and managed, keeping up to date with workloads, know-how and client service, and in as risk-free manner as possible.
· Clients.  Client relationships do not manage themselves, they need to be actively nurtured and managed if a law firm is to be successful. In today’s market, partners need to be able to continuously ADDING VALUE to their clients, by providing them with what they need and at prices which the clients regard as value for money. In particular, partners in law firms should seek to establish themselves as the trusted advisor and the first person a client contacts when a problem arises.

· People   Law firms are people businesses and people have to be managed in order to get the best out of them.

A successful law firm will expect its partners to lead, train, coach and mentor its people.  This leads us to the second limb of the definition of ‘Partnership’

Carrying on a business IN COMMON
Law firms are teams at many levels and partners should be expected to lead, explain to, empower and encourage their teams.

Sharing is the essence of partnership and teamwork is the key.

Are all your partners good team players?

Delegation is an essential part of teamwork, and ensuring that work is carried out within a team at the most appropriate level is fundamental to profitability.

This brings us to the third limb of ‘partnership’.

A relationship which subsists with a view to PROFIT.
Partners need to manage their practices so each is financially profitable.

In many cases, partners (and their firms) assume that this means just the ‘top-line’ – the revenue and so ‘big- billers’ are often ‘untouchable’, being  mistakenly assumed to be profitable.

But are they?

Bottom line profitability is what matters and each part of a firm needs to be analysed to establish whether it is making a profit or not.

What else do partners need to manage?

In today’s climate, it is essential that partners are able to manage THEMSELVES, because only if they are responsive to and can adapt to the changes now being brought about and which are impacting on the practice of law, will they survive.

Being a manager in the ways described above is only part of what is required if a partner is to be successful in today’s law firm.  There is also something else required.

In the view of many firms, a partner also needs to be a BUSINESS DEVELOPER. 

We are all different and develop business in different ways.  However there are certain essentials that need to be present.

The basic requirement, I would suggest is HUNGER
Are all your partners hungry?

Beyond that, many other skills may need to come into play:

For example, being a good team player can mean that business development will be more successful, so that messages such as 
Together

Each

Achieves

More

can become a reality

And of course, being a good COMMUNICATOR is always essential to winning business and to building strong client relationships.

The above requirements of what it may take to be a good partner may well seem to some, quite a mountain to climb.  However skills can be taught and developed and one of the most important roles for those managing law firms should be to help develop the skills and energies of the people in the firm, so that everyone can develop to their maximum potential.

Managing partners have a crucial leadership role to play in relation to this, particularly in identifying the skills needed within a firm to enable it to achieve its goals.

To do this, many firms carry out SKILLS AUDITS to ensure they have the internal skills and resources available which are necessary to ensure continuing success and if found wanting, then such firms will take steps to ensure that skills deficits are made good, often by a programme of mentoring or coaching.

If you consider that not all your partners ‘’shape up’’ then is a skills audit something that your firm might profit from?
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