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Executive summary

Law firm practice group leadership is not for the faint hearted. As firms
compete increasingly at practice group level, leaders are being asked to
run their groups like business units; to develop and implement a strategic
plan that supports the goals and competitiveness of the firm; and to coor-
dinate and lead their partners to enhance the efficiency, performance, and
profitability of their groups. Many firm leaders complain that some of their
group heads are not producing the results they want to see. But how many
practice group leaders receive the tools and support they need to succeed
in this critical role? How many are selected for demonstrable leadership
skills? And how often are they held accountable for how well — or other-
wise — they perform in the role?

With contributions from a wide range of experts, this second edition of
Effective Practice Group Leadership explores these key questions and more,
building on the first edition with new insights and thought leadership. The
book examines the position of the practice group leader (PGL) in law firms
today, the challenges of the role, and the changes to it, innovations and
how modern practice groups are changing, and demonstrates the enor-
mous contribution PGLs can make to the profitability and performance of
their law firms, when armed with the tools and the authority.

Practice groups in law firms most often operate as important “business
units” within a firm’s broader departmental structure. It is often at the
practice group level that firms do their budgeting and revenue tracking,
hiring and training, business development, and marketing. This has made
the role of practice group leader increasingly important, but also much
more challenging to do well. Our opening chapter by Susan Saltonstall
Duncan sets the stage for the book, examining the practice group lead-
er’s general traits and skills, their role and responsibility as strategist and
financial steward, as talent manager and coach, as well as steps to accel-
erate practice group leader effectiveness.

Next, Susan Raridon Lambreth, principal at Law Vision Group, and Dr
Larry Richard, founder and principal consultant at LawyerBrain LLC (and
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the leading expert on the psychology of lawyer behavior) explain why every
practice group leader must be a change agent — especially if their group has
a strong track record of comfortable, complacency-inducing growth. This
chapter highlights several important characteristics of change agents, with
advice on how you can implement or work on each one.

Law firms and practice groups are seeing dramatic changes in what
clients want. They are also seeing increased competition from non-law firm
service providers, including the accounting and consulting firms. Rather
than fear the changes, practice group leaders must focus on major oppor-
tunities and, in the process, expand the roles of their practice groups into
providing multi-disciplinary, turnkey services for clients. Chapter three by
Michael Roster, former general counsel of Stanford University and former
managing partner of Morrison & Foerster’s Los Angeles office, discusses
the opportunities and challenges for such business strategies, and possible
ways to make the transition.

For years, innovation was genuinely discussed in law firm/client review
meetings in the mutual (though) unexpressed understanding that neither side
would be taken up on their proposals. It wasn’t that innovation was feared or
that both sides were necessarily wed to the status quo. It was just that everyone
was too busy and when time literally equated to money, certainly too busy for
the time and creativity that a serious commitment to innovation required. And
no one really knew what innovation looked like. Lawyers are not often heralded
for their powers of imagination and so it was perhaps unsurprising they
conspired to “innovation lite” — reduced rates, capped fee arrangements, use of
low-cost solution providers, and automation of usual processes. Chapter four,
by Jonathan Fortnam of Aston University Law School, explores the profoundly
different environment for its people and its clients when innovation is founded
on the alignment of financial, client, and people brand interests. Drawing on
firsthand experience, Jonathan explores the difference an environment can
make that is not only sympathetic to innovation but that drives and rewards it
in transparent and mutually beneficial ways.

Recruiting talent from outside the industry can feel counterintui-
tive for legal practices, but there is a growing shift in attitude towards
the appointment of non-lawyers to key business roles within law firms.
Forward-thinking firms are increasingly using non-lawyer appointments to
great effect. In chapter five, Neil Lloyd, managing director of FBC Manby
Bowdler, discusses how the firm has created an operations board of people
who are professionals in their own field to oversee the management of the
business, giving a fresh perspective and generating new ideas that have
unlocked many commercial and cultural benefits.

Vi
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Disappointing financial results in law firms frequently (arguably,
almost always) can be traced to problems in practice group performance.
Business planning and financial management at the practice group level
is the linchpin that connects the firm’s business and strategic objectives
to the people who have to achieve them. In chapter six, Norman K. Clark
of Walker Clark LLC explains the essential elements of effective financial
leadership of a practice group and how the factors that are most influential
on sustainable profitability might vary significantly among practice groups,
even in the same firm. Analysing the client base of the practice group,
Norman considers how relentless and continuing attention to quality in
practice group operations can lead to a new level of practice group finan-
cial management.

In Chapter seven, Colin Jasper, principal at Positive Pricing, explains
why pricing strategies cannot be developed at a firm level, and outlines
essential elements of a practice group pricing strategy that contributes to
the overall profitability of the practice.

Corporate clients frequently cite knowledge of their industry, business,
and key issues they face as primary motivating factors in selecting (or
deselecting) outside counsel. While many firms would say their practice
groups are aligned to the industries of their clients, their knowledge of the
minutiae of those industries — or sub-industries — may not be as complete
as it needs to be. In chapter eight, Patrick J. McKenna, internationally
recognized author, lecturer, strategist, and seasoned advisor to the leaders
of premier professional service firms, provides some lessons on focusing
your practice team around industry clients.

Without specific, achievable milestones set out, a practice will not be
able to measure its progress — or otherwise — over time, and in line with the
firm’s overall objectives. Fittingly, therefore, the next chapter of this book
examines this key piece of the leadership puzzle. John Sterling, founding
partner of Sterling Strategies, LLC, describes the balanced scorecard
framework for adopting implementation action plans and related measures
that drive strategy implementation, and explains how this approach can
be employed in a practice group context.

Finally, in chapter ten, Hannah Beko of gunnercooke llp explores how a
coaching versus a managerial style can support practice group leaders to
improve engagement, retention, and productivity inside their teams. The
chapter includes coaching questions and reflection exercises for leaders to
consider both for their own growth and development and for their group
as a whole.
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