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THeE STRENGTH OF YOUR CORPORATE CLIENT BASE

WILL ULTIMATELY DETERMINE How WELL You RETAIN YOUR

STRONGEST PLAYERS.



PROTECTING YOUR CROWN JEWELS

by Patrick J. McKenna and Michael Anderson, EDGE
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Reading about the carnage that occurred
earlier this year (see: This Might Hurt a Bit,
Corporate Counsel, December 2005) as
Pfizer Inc. reduced its list of 103 outside
product liability counsel to about 20 firms
reminded us of an incident that occurred
some months back. In the process of provid-
ing strategic counsel to the Planning
Committee of a national firm with over a
dozen offices, we found ourselves in a dis-
cussion on how providing exceptional client
service was a meaningful way of differentiat-
ing any law firm. Curiously, it was not too

difficult to observe more than a few eyes roll.

Imagine this scenario. You are in a room
with twelve of what one might label power
partners, as each of these individuals con-
trols a book of business that is easily in
excess of $6 million. The body language is
screaming out to please not engage us all
in one more protracted discussion on the
merits of providing good client service, as
we've heard it all, too many times already.
Meanwhile, the actual discussion is quietly
attempting to console all involved that the
firm is already doing everything possible
to ensure that clients get the best service of

any law firm, anywhere.

Now, I don’t know where the motivation came
from, but as we were listening to this unfold,
we were quickly scrambling to construct a

number of quick questions to test a hypothesis.

We said to the group (and dare you to try
this at home, with your own partners, at
your very next meeting), “Humor us for a
moment please. Think about a client that
you serve that is among your most presti-
gious; the client that gives you a degree of
notoriety within the firm and then, obvi-
ously because of their importance to you
and to the firm, a client who you likely
have the very best relationship with. We're
going to pose a series of questions, and on
a piece of paper which you may keep secret,

please give yourself one point for each of

the questions that you can answer in the

affirmative. Here are your questions:”
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We looked at the group and said, “Now we're
going to ask you, hand on your heart in front
of your peers, to declare how many of these
questions you could answer in the affirma-
tive.” And we thought to ourselves, let us start
at a low number and build. So we continued
with, “How many of you can answer yes to 3

or more of the ten questions we just posed?”

Now remember, this was a gathering of
twelve power partners, from a national law
firm with over a dozen offices. Each of these
partners had the care and feeding of a book
of business well in excess of $6 million. So,
how many hands do you think went up?
(How many hands would go up with your
partners?) We can tell you that in this board-
room, only three hands went up - and we

were shocked!

But we can honestly report that it made the
point . . . that client service is something that
we pay a great deal of lip service to, but are
still far removed from making it a daily and

behavioral discipline.

Oh, and can you guess what the other nine
partners proceeded to discuss (for the next
ten minutes) following the disclosure that
only three of their colleagues answered in
the affirmative? ... Why these questions

don't really apply to my kind of clients!
THE RELEVANCE OF OUR EXERCISE

lf you are at all like most law firms, as few
as five percent of your clients contribute
about 52% or more of your firm's revenues.
That fact has led more and more firms
throughout the country to examine consti-
tuting Client Teams — relatively small
groups of lawyers formed and linked by a
common interest in serving the same client.
The motivation for this seems logical and
unassailable but, unfortunately, many of
these noble efforts at forming effective
Client Teams are failing miserably to

achieve initial expectations.
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According to our own research into those law
firms who state that they have active Client
Teams or some manner of formal client care
program, only12% claim that their efforts are
“very successful,” while 29% view them as
“moderately successful” (a somewhat suspi-
cious answer that we take to mean “feels
okay, but hard to see any measurable
return”). For the remaining respondents,
36% were “neutral,” 16% “moderately
unsuccessful,” and the final 7% admitting a
“very unsuccessful” effort. Something is clear-
ly wrong here!

It is alarming to see how such a fundamental-
ly important asset is being mismanaged.
What continues to mystify
us is that, with so many
Fortune 500 and sophisti-
cated companies seriously
consolidating the number
of outside law firms on
their approved panels, so
few law firms have man-
aged to get their act togeth-
er to solidify their relation-
ships with their most
important clients.

then want to immediately introduce us to a

There is no escaping the
fact that firms face some
serious challenges retain-
ing their top talent in a rap-
idly stratifying market. At the end of the day,
what really drives the bus everywhere is the
strength of your corporate client base. If you
are not able to keep your corporate client base
strong (your crown jewel clients) it makes it
hard to retain your strongest players (your

crown jewel talent).

So, what's going wrong?

First, too many law firms have launched far
too many teams, far too quickly. A Texas-
based firm that bragged of launching 50 client
teams in their first year was soon eclipsed by

a California firm launching 120 client teams
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- sounds simple. We now know it isn't.

Our experience confirms that the best way of
protecting your crown jewels is to start with a
handful of major accounts, perhaps as few as
two or three to get going. Best practices, in all
but the very largest firms, is to have no more
than about 20 crown jewel accounts. Less is
more with these kinds of initiatives. And your
group, by definition, should be a very select
club to which only a chosen few are invited to
join. Further, it makes sense to do a great job
with a few because the resources required to

make client teams work are not inconsiderable.

Second, too many of these Client Teams

ne General Counsel confided,
these efforts are defined and managed to
serve the law firm’s interests. To us they are
nothing more than thinly veiled sales cam-
paigns. Someone comes in, asks how their

firm is doing and if we dare say okay, they

number of their other attorneys.”

invest all of their available time in formulat-
ing plans designed only to secure more work.
As one General Counsel confided, “Most of
these efforts are defined and managed to serve
the law firm’s interests. To us they are nothing
more than thinly veiled sales campaigns.
Someone comes in, asks how their firm is
doing and if we dare say okay, they then want
to immediately introduce us to a number of
their other attorneys.”

Client service teams mean much more than
marketing. Indeed, the term “service” should
provide a clue as to what the primary focus

should be. But, all too often we look at our

client’s situation through the lens of our own
offerings and our desire for another sale. Little
wonder increasing numbers of General
Counsel sense that when your firm talks about
“building relationships” it becomes nothing
more than a euphemism for “give us more
while

work,” “providing added value”

becomes interpreted to mean, “at higher rates!”

Our recommendation, from having worked
hands-on with numerous Fortune 500 corpo-
rate clients, is to commit the resources of any
client team to five steps or meetings that you

should consider critical:
Step One: Gather Intelligence

m subscribe to the
view that you really

can’t understand

Most of how to solidify your
relationship,
enhance your service
offering or even get
more and better
business from any
client, until you truly
understand that
client. Thus, client
knowledge is critical
to the effective
building of relation-
ships and to learning
how you might differentiate yourself

from competitive firms.

This sounds like a rather obvious and
even trite observation, but it is a self-
evident fact that many attorneys today
have at best a superficial understand-
ing of the dynamics of their client,
and its industry. To our astonishment,
a number of the client teams that we
have come across do little to no in-
depth research on the client company.
It's almost as if the attorneys share a
view that if you have to resort to doing

research, it is a tacit admission that



you don't know your client.

In discussions with attorneys, we have
found a great deal of variability in the
levels of client knowledge. Some have
a very deep knowledge and under-
standing of their client, what we
would refer to as client insight. Other
attorneys think they know their client,
but the client does not. Still others
know about their clients, without
truly knowing the intricacies of this
particular company.

For example, does anyone know
where the company is having prob-
lems realizing their corporate goals?
Do we know what the legal depart-
ment’s top three objectives are? Do
we have any sense as to how the legal
fees are accounted for by the corpora-
tion - expensed or capitalized; cen-
trally accounted for or charged back
to departments and subsidiaries (yes,
it has some significance)?

Most telling were the comments of
Terri McClure, the VP of Legal for
uPS, when she recently spoke about
her companies vehicles: “If you call
them ‘trucks, you don’t understand the
nature of our business. I recently fired a
firm that had worked for UPS for over
40 years. The firm didn't understand

what we were trying to accomplish.”

The goal in gathering intelligence is
not to simply compile a great deal of
data. One of the key messages that
attorneys need to hear is that data
does not represent knowledge. Data at
best represents information. Your first
meeting with your client team should
be intended to progress the team'’s col-
lective understanding of its key client,
one that moves through four stages -
from client data, through information

and knowledge to insight.

S U M M E R

The key to building deeper relation-
ships is to learn more about your
clients, their strategies, their organi-
zations, their industry - than any of
This depth of
knowledge will then ensure that you

your competitors.
are the first to learn about the clients
emerging needs, determine their
potential problems, and be in the
best position to offer new ideas and

suggestions.
Step Two: Interview Your Client

Following from your data gathering
efforts you will find that there are a num-
ber of
questions
about any
client that
the team
just does
not have
adequate
informa-
tion to
answer.
And what
better tions we ask.
source to
obtain
the answer - than by asking your

client directly?

The caution here for any client team is
that we are not talking about a client
satisfaction interview. If your team
doesn’t have a sense of this client’s sat-
isfaction already, then we're far beyond
where you need to be.

What we are talking about is an inter-
view designed to address three broad
themes: what are this client’s needs
and where is this client having prob-
lems; is there evidence that this client
wants to partner with you (sorry, but

all clients may not want to have a
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relationship); and what specifically
can you do to better serve this client

company?

What is important here is the questions
that you ask. Asking the same dull ques-
tions is guaranteed to elicit the same
worthless answers. Thus, when you ask a
client a simple question like, “How have
we been performing?” you elicit a
rational response based on a forced
answer of what the client might expect
that you want to hear. However, if you
were to ask, “What could an innovative
law firm be doing, that a company like
yours may not yet have asked for?” you

he key to obtaining client insight
lies not in asking the predictable ques-
lions, bul in proposing questions thalt the
client would not have expected you to

raise. A lot of the problems with under-

standing clients resulls from the ques-

now engage your client’'s emotions and

feelings.

The key to obtaining client insight
lies not in asking the predictable
questions, but in proposing questions
that the client would not have expect-
ed you to raise. A lot of the problems
with understanding clients results
from the questions we ask and what
perspective we bring to the definition
of what we can do to improve or
deliver our services more innovative-
ly. Interviews can reveal problems
and needs that the client has, to
which your client team can develop

solutions.
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From what you learn interviewing your client, your team will now develop
its client strategy. Your client strategy is comprised of three elements and

will require a separate meeting to work through each of these action plans:

@ YOUR ‘VALUE-ADDED’ ACTION PLAN.
This plan has one or more of the following intentions:
a) to improve your position with the client;
b) to strengthen the value you add and thus increase your
differentiation;

¢) to satisfy the client's unmet and emerging needs.

@ YOUR ‘RELATIONSHIP ENHANCEMENT’ ACTION PLAN.
This plan specifies your goals for building and deepening key relationships
between your team members and the client’s organization. Your action plans
will usually focus on specific client executives and indicate what actions need
to be taken to enhance the existing relationships. This action plan can also
explore whether there are any actions that the team can take to “lock-in” this
particular client to your firm, such that there is a perceived cost associated

to switching.

(&) YOUR ‘BUSINESS DEVELOPMENT' ACTION PLAN.

This plan identifies the perceived client opportunities as presented by this

client in your interviews. Your plan is to anticipate the client’s future prob-
lems by identifying the most likely issues that will block the success of this

client achieving their stated objectives; and then identifying a course of

remedial action that the client team can propose.

Step Three: Value-Added Action
Plans

The creation of increased value for the
client must lie at the heart of any effective
client strategy. We encounter Client Teams
who talk about creating value, but what
they are really doing is trying to make the
client more valuable to the firm by cross-
selling them more services and increasing
their wallet share. While there is nothing

inherently wrong with creating more valu-
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able clients, it can only be accomplished
once your team has established a solid rela-
tionship with the client. And you can only
establish a solid relationship after you have
delivered more value than that client has
been accustomed to receiving from any of

your competitors.

We believe that this is the most critical step
in the process. The focus of your work at
this stage is not simply doing better than

what you are already doing. Your focus -

and true lasting competitive advantage -
comes in both having listened to the
client’s expectations, problems and needs
(from your interviews), and in doing for
this client what the competitors haven't yet
thought of doing. The objective is to
explore ways in which the client team can
mean more to the client than just being
another provider of legal services - to rise
above the role of a legal provider to become

a strategic partner in the creation of value.

Once a client has experienced the art of
the possible, it is difficult for them to settle

for less.

He who creates the most value has the com-
petitive advantage of contributing the most
lasting form of client satisfaction. If you can
get these things right, we are convinced that
your Client Team can become that client’s
preferred firm and steal business away from
nearly any competitor. And, to the degree
that we can create more value for this client,
we may be able to take their eye complete-
ly off fees to the point where they are quite

prepared to pay more.

Step Four: Relationship Enhance-
ment Action Plans

Many attorneys believe that they already
have relationships, but the client (if asked)
may disagree. A relationship is more than
the retention of the client or the client’s
propensity to keep using your firm. It is the
client who ultimately decides when a rela-
tionship has been formed, not your firm.
This is a discomforting revelation to many
attorneys who persist in the view that they
can decide with whom to have a relation-

ship, and on what terms.



We have learned that different contacts
within a client organization want quite
different types of relationships. And there
are many different types of client contacts
to be considered; from those that occupy
the Legal Department, to those in middle
or senior management, to even those who
might be considered the organization'’s
“rising stars” (an influential group that is

often overlooked by most law firms).

You need to help attorneys realize that
they cannot build relationships simply on
the strength of their personal expertise
and functional performance. You need to
develop a specific action plan that identi-
fies key decision-makers in the client
organization, the current status of existing
relationships, and what specifically needs
to happen in order to develop new key
contacts and deepen personal relation-

ships with existing contacts.

Step Five: Business Development
Action Plans

All of the preceding meetings lead up
and contribute to the final session
wherein the Client Team will now devel-
op your action plans for how you can
address this client’s higher level needs
and come to occupy a special place in

the client’s minds.

In many client teams, the emphasis is
limited to how you can cross-sell this
client to other areas of the firm and
increase your share of the client’s total
spending on outside legal services. What
is often missing is a thorough identifica-
tion of the client’s key issues (either

known or anticipated) and which are of
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the highest priority; and how you might
be able to address those issues and what
benefits any proposed course of action

will provide the client.

Therefore, your goal at this stage is to
conduct a thorough team assessment to
anticipate the client’s future problems by
identifying the most likely issues that
will block the success of this client
achieving their stated objectives; and / or
identify potential problems (that the
client has not considered) based on

experience with similar clients.
IN SUMMARY

To highlight our prescription for a suc-
cessful client team program, here are some

key principals that we consider critical.

(O Commit an enthusiastic team (3 to
5 lawyers) to an appropriate
amount of non-billable time (at
least 30 extra hours each) and a
sensible process focused only on
enhancing this client’s service. The

increased revenue will follow.

(O Form an exclusive club. Don't just
call it exclusive or your key client
program and then open it to any
client just based on their fee expen-

diture with your firm.

O Less is more. Less clients in the
club, less activities committed to
(but make them good), makes for

an initiative you can deliver on.

If you follow these few steps, we can easily

imagine that you will avoid the problems
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experienced by so many of your competi-
tors with realizing a return from their client
team efforts. The strength of your client
relationship is the extent to which your
firm is viewed by the client as a strategic
partner. The payback to your firm is repeat
business, higher share of wallet, more
longevity in the relationship, and a willing-

ness to refer others.

! Patrick J. McKenna
(www.patrickmckenna.com) is a
Principal with Edge International, and
since 1983 has worked exclusively
serving law firms in matters of strategy
and practice management. His hands-
on work with Client Teams has includ-
ed over twenty Fortune 500 companies,
from Pfizer and Unilever to Lehman
Brothers and ING.

Michael J. Anderson
is a Principal with Edge International
with more than thirty years experience
working with law firms throughout
North America. Michael serves firms
that range in size from 30 to over 2,000
attorneys. While providing a broad
spectrum of firm management expertise,
his primary focus has been on client,
industry and practice group develop-
ment and leadership, compensation

issues and profitability.
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