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YOUR PRACTICAL GUIDE TO PROFIT™

Can a Law Department Be
a Profit Center?

Law firm partners and corporate general counsel are
all lawyers, but they practice law in very different
worlds. Whether the issue is hourly rates, cost
cutting, governance, or other measures, corporate
culture is focused on organizational performance and
values. In many ways, GCs today are well positioned
to make organizational performance contributions.
They have a much larger budget for legal fees than
ever before and increasingly are wusing it to
"purchase" legal talent at wholesale (as an employee
of the legal department) rather than retail (law firm
associate or partner). In many cases, GCs are
increasing the internal emphasis on their legal
departments as one way to control legal costs and
impact organizational profitability. That gives them a
greater degree of respect within their own
organizations for cost decisions.

Such increased clout was the focus of a listserv
discussion in which | recently participated. European
legal consultant Jeffrey Forbes shared information on
his forthcoming study of how the legal department in
a U.S.-headquartered global company is generating
revenue for the company and actually is turning a
profit after paying for the entire overhead of the
global legal team, plus expenses for outside law firms.
By being proactive and uncovering ways to generate
revenue and create efficiencies in legal services and
other operations within the company in effect makes
this legal department a profit center and no longer a
cost center. Forbes added the telling comment that
he has found few major U.S. and European law firms
interested in this example; only firms in the still-
developing economies of Eastern Europe seemed
excited by it he asserts.

For my part, | replied that the concept of a lawyer
acting like a business person was indeed fascinating.
From my experience, if one percent of GCs in the
world can fit this bill, it would be a percentage higher
than I would expect. And, | think this scenario is rife
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Following the worst economic crisis
since the Great Depression, and facing
a sea change in clients' demands and
expectations, law firms must respond
and adapt quickly and effectively. Law
firms must choose the kind of law
practice they will be; the marketing
and business development tactics they
will use; the overhead that is critical to
their functioning; how to price, bill and
collect for services; and how to
manage the cash flow cycle.

Success lies in identifying and
capturing the right kinds of clients,
providing the services those clients
need in ways that add value, and
ensuring prompt payment and the
ability to grow profits. This book,
based on the experiences of Ed and
his clients over 20 years of coaching
and consulting, provides the keys to
successfully thriving in the new era.
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with potential internal conflict. The CEO and CFO
might like it, but I am not sure how many division
leaders would appreciate their lawyers pursuing
revenue enhancements rather than cost efficiencies.
On the other hand, preventive law practices, as in
suggesting to corporate leaders what they might do
to reduce risk, is a role that in-house lawyers with a
progressive attitude are very qualified to assume. And
to take the corporate savings/revenue enhancement
right to the bottom line benefits everyone - except
the company's outside law firms.

GCs have made it clear that they want more
professionalism about fees, better communication
between themselves and their law firms, and less
emphasis on increased profits per partner. Law firm
per-partner profits of $4 million and more, and billing
rates of over $1,000 an hour, may have created a
backlash from which there will be no escaping.
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Personal Commentary

I'm in a conference this week of like-minded, high-
powered consultants, addressing the topic of "thought
leadership." Among the select group of participants is
Marshall Goldsmith (author of MOJO, among others) and
Alan Weiss (author of Million Dollar Consulting, among
others). Both of these books are "must reads"” in my
opinion.

What are you doing in your practice that differentiates you
from the one million attorneys in our country? How can
you provide value to your clients that sets you apart? How
can you create an environment for yourself that enables
you to be both happy and meaningful? A simple question,
but not so simple to answer. The good part, though, is that
only you can answer this question. There is no outside
standard—it's all within you.

Best wishes,
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What Readers Are Saying...

"No matter how you slice it, there is no
substitute for wisdom and experience.
Ed Poll has demonstrated both in this
eyeopening book about the essential
elements of running a profitable law
practice. He provides practical wisdom
along with simple ways to adopt and
incorporate best practices for each.
After explaining the pros and cons of
every decision, he makes
recommendations and provides useful
guides disguised as key principles. Buy
the book so you too can access Ed's
wisdom and experience. It's worth much

more than the investment."
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