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Most partners agree that law firms can prosper by drawing up strategic plans, so why aren’t all
firms adopting them?

There is almost universal agreement among partners at law firms in Iberia that law firms can only
benefit from having a strategic plan. For the uninitiated, a strategic plan is a written document that
sets forth where an organisation wants to go and the specific steps it will take to get there - such
plans usually cover a three to five-year period. Essentially, this helps law firms agree a course of
action to enable them to overcome the challenges their practice faces and identify opportunities
for growth. However, though nearly all partners believe their firm should have a strategic plan, a new
study by Iberian Lawyer suggests that law firms' adoption of strategic plans is not as common as
partners would hope.

While 92 per cent of partners in Spain and Portugal say they believe their firm should have a
strategic plan, only 61 per cent of respondents to our survey said their firm actually has one.
Furthermore, less than half (48 per cent) of those who say their firm has a strategic plan believe the
firm is very successful in implementing it in the sense that the strategy “guides our actions, and our
lawyers are reviewed and rewarded based on our ability to achieve the goals of the plan”. Fifty per
cent of partners who say their firm has a strategic plan say the firm is only “partly successful” in
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implementing it and that the extent to which it is utilised is limited to it being reviewed and
discussed “throughout the year".

Too little time?

Of the respondents who gave a reason for their firm's strategic plan not being implemented, 41 per
cent cited “time constraints”, while around one in four respondents (23 per cent) said it was not
properly adopted because it was “too abstract and doesn't include specific actions”,

Meanwhile, 14 per cent of

respondents who provided a reason “Law firms can find strategic planning challenging”
for their firm's strategic plan not At its simplest, strategy is about “taking time out to think thraugh market threats
being properly adopted said it was and opportunities, then agreeing a common approach to overcome them?”,
. ) according to Maoray Mclaren, a director at Redstone Consultants in Madrid whao

because partners don't see the leads the IBA's Law Firm Management Committee strategy group. “But while

: iy " businesses do this well, law firms can find it challenging = even in the firms who
need to mnplement it". A similar have spent time developing plans, many are then left on the shelf,” he says.
proportion said their firm's pl_an was One of the problems is that law firm partners can be fiercely independen.

. . MecLaren says: “Partners are highly autonomous, even holding a partner to account

not implemented because it was not for an action they promised then failed to deliver can be tough”™. Conseguently,

; strategy is not for everyone, he warns, “Those firms that are closer to being ‘a bunch
reviewed regULarly enough. One of individuals’, each with their own expectations and dients, than a collective should
partner in Spain hinted at internal be careful - tensions arise when some partners are seeking a closer synergy, while
t . bet L dth others are firmly in the ‘my client’ camp.” _

ensions petween lawyers an e However, for those firms that do have a clarity of purpose, or what MclLaren
Leadership at their firm when they calls “common DNA", strategy is “a joy, partners share their thoughts on the
o ) challenges they see and find solutions to any problems they have”. In such cases,
said its strateglc plan was not implementation is easy as partners are “building the firm they want, and each gets

on quiethy with what is required”.

'mp[emented because "our senior The key to success? “Firstly, agreeing where you want the firm to go — then

pa rtner decides our strategy”. deciding wha_t is required to ge! there,” Mc La_ren says. "Sem_:mdln,-, as nobody likes
) change, a logical argument — with facts and figures - is required. Finally, change has
\¥hat themes or issues should to be simple — in easily digestible bites — or it will never happen.”

strategic plans cover? Talent

acquisition and retention appear to

be key concerns of partners in Spain and Portugal - 85 per cent of all respondents said strategic
plans should address these issues. However, of the respondents working at firms that did have
strategic plans, only 77 per cent said their firm's plan actually did cover talent acquisition and
retention. The second most important issue that strategic plans should deal with is client relationship
management - three out of four (75 per cent) of participants in the study said strategic plans should
cover this topic. Yet, only 59 per cent of respondents working at firms that have strategic plans said
their firm's plan tackled the issue of client relationship management.

Measuring client satisfaction

Other areas where there seems to be a disconnect between what partners believe strategic plans
should cover and what such plans actually do cover included measuring client satisfaction,
improving billing and collections, and succession planning. A total of 47 per cent of all respondents
said strategic plans should include provision for measuring client satisfaction, but only 40 per cent of
partners at firms with a strategic plan said the plan covered this issue. A total of 42 per cent of
participants in the study said strategic plans should aim to improve billing and collections, but only
32 per cent of partners at firms that have strategic plans said their firm's plan tackled these
problems. Meanwhile, one in three (33 per cent) survey respondents said law firm strategic plans
should address the issue of succession planning, but of the participants who said their firm had a
strategic plan, only 19 per cent said their firm's plan dealt with this issue.

Who is responsible for developing strategic plans at law firms? A total of 71 per cent of partners said
all of the firm's partners had input into the development of the plan, while 27 per cent said “non-
lawyer professionals working at the firm" - such as marketing and business development staff - had
a say on what should be included in the strategic plan. A total of 22 per cent of survey participants
said they engaged external consultants to help with the development of their plan.



Client feedback
2% o _ One common theme that emerges is the
Proportion of respondents who said their firm should have a strategic plan
i need for law firms to place a bigger
Proportion of respondents wha said their firm does have a strategic plan emphasis on input from external parties
when developing strategic plans. A
massive 83 per cent of respondents said
client feedback should be considered when developing strategic plans, but of respondents who
said their firm did have a strategic plan, only 57 per cent said client feedback was used when
creating the plan. Similarly, while 72 per cent of all respondents said “industry reports and business
intelligence” should be used to develop strategic plans, only 59 per cent of survey participants at
firms that do have a strategic plan said such information was considered when devising the plan. In a
similar vein, 36 per cent of all respondents to the survey said external financial advisers should be
consulted when developing strategic plans, but only 23 per cent of study participants at firms that
do have plans said external financial advisers were consulted when creating the plan.
The majority of partners (58 per cent) at firms that have a strategic plan i
said they used external consultants when developing the document. !._‘,,";‘;;ﬂ’,’,'ra*;a::d it is not
Meanwhile, more than one in four (28 per cent) said they had not used R

external consultants to develop their plan, but would consider doing A N

so in future. Only 14 per cent said they would never use external 235

consultants when developing their strategic plan. e it oot and doesiT
Indeed, a lack of expertise in formulating strategic plans among —

lawyers was seen as a major obstacle to their introduction in law firms f’;;‘l';inﬁe:m" see the need to

- this was cited by 43 per cent of respondents. Meanwhile, 46 per cent -

of respondents said getting partners to buy into the concept of a i ﬂg:'t review the plan regularly

strategic plan was a major barrier in the sense that “partners see no

purpose” in having such a plan. Achieving consensus was also seen as

an obstacle by 39 per cent of study participants, while 9 per cent said one of the major barriers was
the fact that “we have no way of holding colleagues accountable for their performance in
accordance with the plan”.

Methodology

A total of 76 partners at law firms in
Spain and Portugal participated in
the study, which was conducted via
an anline survey in May 2016.



