
Primerus Business Law Institute
May 5, 2016, New Orleans

Presented by Stephen “Pete” Peterson



 Forces shaping trends in the industry

 What is strategic planning?

 Key areas of planning focus

 Applying business concepts in a law firm 
setting

 Internal dynamics impacting strategy
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 Business model
 Invasive species
 Overcapacity
 Compensation structures
 Cost containment
 War for market share
 Succession 
 Law firm failures
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Source: Michael E. Porter

Other law firms

Clients

LegalZoom, Novus,
Axiom, too numerous 
to list

Laterals with 
“book”
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axiom
law redefined
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John Suh, CEO

“The busiest traditional trademark firm
in the U.S. filed 1,300 trademarks last year.  
We do 3,000 each month.”

“In many ways, we reduce the barriers to entry
for startups.”

$30 billion private equity fund; invested
$200 million in LegalZoom.
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~Peter Drucker
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BWDC LLP f/k/a Burleson LLP
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Peter Drucker
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Master of Professional Studies
and Graduate Certificate in Law Firm 
Management

Globalization, Lawyers and Emerging 
Economies (GLEE)

Associates Comprehensive Education (ACE) 
program
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Source: Thomson Reuters Peer Monitor
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Source: Thomson Reuters Peer Monitor
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 Future vision;
 Improving financial performance;
 Strengthening culture;
 Planning for leadership succession;
 Recruiting, retaining, and managing top 

talent;
 Developing merger and acquisition 

strategies;
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 Capturing greater market share;
 Partner succession/client retention;
 Aligning practice group strengths, industry 

penetration, pricing, branding, positioning, 
and internal and external communications 
with strategy;

 Distinction; building and communicating 
distinctive competitive advantages.
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Strategy is vital to creating sustainable 
competitive advantage.
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Code of tribal wisdom states best 
strategy is to dismount

 In law firms we try other 
strategies including:
◦ Buying a stronger whip
◦ Changing riders
◦ Saying things like “this is the way we 

have always ridden this horse”
◦ Appointing a committee to study the 

horse
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In law firms we try other 
strategies including:
◦ Arranging to visit other law firms 

to see how they ride dead horses
◦ Increasing the standards to ride 

dead horses
◦ Declaring that the horse is better, 

faster, and cheaper dead
◦ Finally, harnessing several dead 

horses together for increased 
speed

Judge Thomas Penfield Jackson
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“The essence of strategy is choosing to perform 
activities differently than rivals do.”

Michael E. Porter
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“But those were the choices we made, with the 
understanding that we couldn’t do everything well. 
And what we find is that, when you can’t do 
everything well, you want to continuously stay 
focused on doing the things you can do best and 
eliminate the others.”
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“We have 3 core values that never change:  a 
commitment to integrity, a commitment to 
performance, and a thirst for change. We believe 
that business results, performance, integrity, and 
commitment to change span every generation, 
they touch every person, and that can’t ever 
change.”
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The self assessment:
 SWOT analysis (one common method)

 Sometimes produces inadequate analysis—more 
opinion than fact

 Holistic approach
 Includes some aspects of SWOT
 Incorporates industry analysis
 Focuses on external signposts
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Strengths:

Deep technical expertise

Good reputation

Go to firm in selected areas

Opportunities:

Client expanding operations

Regulatory changes

Disruption at competing firm

Weaknesses:

Lack of business development leaders

Poor economics

Training and development

Threats:

Competition courting clients

Fee pressure

Succession/client retention
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 Financial health and benchmarks
 Effectiveness of current management and 

leadership
 Internal issues that need to be addressed
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External factors and assessments:
 Client input and feedback
 Assessing the competitive landscape
 Forecasting other outside forces
◦ Political, social, and economic trends

 Making educated guesses
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Create/revise 
firm plan 

Create tactical 
plans

Implementation 
efforts

Monitoring and 
evaluation
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 April 14, 2014 edition of Forbes
 “Can This Man Feed the World? Billionaire Harry 

Stine's Quest to Reinvent Agriculture -- Again”
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 Strategic vs. tactical
 Strategic
◦ Identifying additional client service needs
◦ Identifying new industries or segments to target
◦ Identifying new practice areas

 Tactical
◦ Cross-selling
◦ Seminars and client entertainment events
◦ Newsletters
◦ Branding/advertising
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Clean TechnologyClean Technology

High TechnologyHigh Technology

BiosciencesBiosciences

Advanced ManufacturingAdvanced Manufacturing

AG/Natural ResourcesAG/Natural Resources
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 Partner compensation systems
◦ “If your compensation plan is in conflict with your 

strategy, then your compensation plan is your 
strategy.”

 Succession and shortage of “up and comers”
◦ Client retention efforts

 Overly reliant on a few key rainmakers
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 “One of my fears is becoming this 
big, slow, constipated, 
bureaucratic company that's 
happy with its success.”

 Mark Parker, CEO Nike
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 “There’s no substitute for talking, for visiting 
clients to find out what we’re doing right, 
what we’re doing wrong, where the 
marketplace is going, and what their needs 
are going to be.”

 Debora de Hoyos
 Mayer Brown 
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