Page 7 of 7

[image: image1.jpg]



[image: image2.jpg]' Learning Consultancy Partnership

-Oq}w‘m{ ?"W 01273 707404

www.Icp.org.uk




“Leadership is almost the single most important factor for any firm.  Good or great leadership makes all the difference – ask any partner in a firm which is off pace and it is likely that leadership is the root cause”.
This was a comment we found posted on a blog about leaders in professional service firms (PSFs), which captures the critical nature of having the right leadership in place for success within knowledge-based industries, whether it be in accountancy, law, engineering, technologies or marketing.
Why are PSFs unique? 

Professional service firms rely heavily on the knowledge and skills of their employees which means they face different challenges from other organisations.  Their aim is to maximise business and employee performance to provide greater client value which results in improved reputation and increased profitability.

This focus on client satisfaction means that PSFs need to customise their offering which requires a flexible and responsive organisation.  As many of a firm’s assets are intangible, such as reputation, loyalty and capability of its employees, it is important that client and employee relationships remain top of the senior leadership team’s list.
In addition, PSFs are in a state of upheaval (DeLong, 2008) facing a number of significant challenges including:

· Increasingly cost-conscious clients
· A competitive recruitment market 
· Larger and more complex organisational structures as a result of growth, mergers and acquisitions
With these pressures there is always a danger for firms, and their leaders, to focus on short-term fixes at the expense of longer-term strategic goals; so communicating and embedding the right leadership behaviours is vital in achieving change and keeping up the momentum.
Management versus leadership
Historically, there has tended to be a greater emphasis on management rather than leadership in PSFs.  Although management activities such as planning, budgeting and controlling workloads are important there is a danger that leaders become heads of groups mainly undertaking clerical and administrative tasks.

Many (e.g. Smith, 2004), argue that it is leadership which is the essential ingredient for driving long-term change and leaders at all levels should be involved in setting and communicating the direction, aligning the efforts of the whole firm to the strategic goals and inspiring others by acting as agents of change within their own field of practice.
David Maister, (2003), believes that many PSFs are guilty of systematic ‘underdelegation’ mainly because professionals tend to like to do things themselves, knowing it will be done right, coupled with excessive pressures on personal billability.


To enable more junior employees to work to their full potential, senior partners need to find time for coaching as an investment in the future, because skills and knowledge depreciate over time and it is important to keep up to date in order to remain competitive.

Particular challenges associated with leading professionals

Leading professionals can be tougher than people realise; many leaders in PSFs have little power or authority by virtue of their position alone.  Leading smart professionals who enjoy autonomy and are often unenthusiastic about being managed can be a daunting prospect.

Invariably, leaders will also have to contend with their own technical work and personal development resulting in tension between fee-earning and non fee-earning activities.  As professionals themselves, they will have invested heavily in their own technical competence and be loath to lose out on their skills and knowledge as a result of increased leadership responsibility.  So line managers may not always allocate sufficient time and energy to coaching and developing their team members unless there is a clear incentive to do so.  As Delong (2008), so aptly put it “excellent professionals do not necessarily make excellent leaders”
In addition, the complex skills and abstract knowledge possessed by professionals can make it difficult for performance management; many line managers may not work directly with their team members meaning they are reliant on third party feedback and professional self-regulation.  If a team member contests the feedback this can result in an uncomfortable conversation for their line manager.
Sometimes, leaders in PSFs have to deal with the potential discord between professional and organisational values which can lead to team members resisting change initiatives as they are concerned about reduced autonomy and impaired professional objectivity.  Shafer et al, (2002), found from their research that higher levels of organisation and professional conflict were associated with lower levels of commitment and job satisfaction.

With these difficulties associated with leading in PSFs it shows the importance of providing the right support for those who are willing to take on line management responsibilities so they can succeed.  An article in Legalweek.com (2007) stated that almost three quarters of the City firms they surveyed (n=58) offered no formal training for their managing associates and that 71% admitted their line managers were not made to go on any compulsory management training.

This is surprising when another article in the same publication (2008) found that 96% (n=153) of law firm partners rated effective leadership as ‘important’ or ‘very important’ and 90% attributed their success to their management teams.

Lessons for the future

Leading in a professional service firm is challenging and leaders will need support from senior partners if they are to tackle the issues we have discussed.  There are a number of things that the senior team can do to build greater leadership capability within their firms:

1. Set and communicate the direction

Senior partners can spend more time providing direction on where the firm is going and why.  Professionals tend to have a high need for achievement and like to be included and involved.  Senior partners can discuss and clarify any confusion between short-term objectives and longer-term strategic goals, as well as build in incentive packages that reward both.

2. Acknowledge the importance of leadership within the firm

Excellent leadership is a business priority but professionals need help to develop their leadership skills and also know that their efforts are regarded as valuable by the senior partners.  Senior partners can allocate time to mentoring the next generation of leaders as well as providing stretch assignments that will help them to develop and grow.
Partners can also ensure leadership is seen as a valuable commodity by rewarding good practice and appropriate leadership behaviours.

3. Lead by example

Partners need to act as a positive role model by demonstrating an appropriate leadership style in all aspects of their work and by showing a commitment to coaching and developing more junior associates.
In summary

Successful leaders in PSFs have to manage and lead talented professionals who do not necessarily want to be told what to do.  They need to be able to inspire those they lead by articulating a compelling vision that others can buy into and they need to do this against a backdrop of increasingly demanding clients, fierce competition from other firms and ever increasing organisational complexity.
As Damien O’Brien (2009) states “Great companies will stand out from the good by their ability to attract, retain and develop key people”.
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“My research shows that, for the typical professional service firm, the firmwide average (for underdelegation) is frequently as high as 40 or 50 percent, and sometimes more… Obviously this is not a wonderful situation.”


(Maister, D. 2003 p41-42)
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