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The Art of Law Firm Sculpting

An ancient story tells of a student who sought to learn from his

master the secret of becoming a great sculptor.

ÒMaster,Óthe student said, ÒI want to make a great and beautiful
statue, but I do not know themethods of your great work.Ó

The master replied, ÒWhat exactly do you seek to make?Ó

The student paused, and then said, ÒI seek to sculpt a most beautiful
elephant.Ó

Themaster then pointed a few feet away to a largeblock of stoneand

a mallet and chisel. ÒThat is your marble and those are your tools. All
you have to do now is carve away everything that does not look like a

beautiful elephant.Ó

When I first read this story, I thought about how frustrating this
experience might have felt for this poor student. How would any of us

know what was not a beautiful elephant? How would we know, at first,

what to keep and what to carve away?
Only after many careful strokes of the chisel against the stone can

sculptors begin to see their visionstake form. Likewise, it requires great

effort and determination to match our visions to reality, so we must begin
by knowing both: not only what we wish to create, but also what exists

nowÑ what separates the vision from thereality.

Know Thy Law Firm

One way to begin sculpting a new firm is to picture your ideal firm in

your mindÕs eye. The goal, of course, is to carve that vision into existence
Ñt o chisel down to that beautiful elephant which, for the moment, is

hidden from your view. Firm sculpting is all about finding and articulating

what is hidden.



Creating a whole new culture cannot be done halfheartedly. You
wouldnÕt expect to reveal a beautiful elephant by making a few random

chips into thestonefrom time to time, hoping for thebest. Likewise, you

canÕt dabble or tinker your way to effecting firm-widechange. While the
chiseling begins on the exterior, what emerges from deep within the

firmÕs core are the inspired values of the firmÕs leadership. Firm

sculpting is the process of removing everything that is not your ideal
vision of the firm.

One partner I spoke with had approached the issue of change by

having the firmÕs stationery redesigned, hiring a few new lawyers and
buying new furniture for thestaff. He even changed thecolor of thewalls

and installed a speaker system that played music in thehallways.

Needless to say, while some at the firm enjoyed the new vibe, the
changes were superficial at best. This partner made thecommon mistake

of trying to effect changefrom the outside in rather than from the inside

out.
A ÒtinkeringÓapproach will not create lasting change; a profoundly

different approach isneeded.

Surprisingly, most partners I spoke with agreed with this notion
completely. A partner of a midsize San Francisco firm shared this

-observation:

Weall read the latest and greatest practicemanagement
books. They all talk about meaningful change. WeÕre not
na•ve. Weall want the samething. But after itÕsall said
and done, weÕre still doing thesame things in thesame
ways as before. . . .

Developing New Questions

The point here is to not focus on what you already know, but on what

you donÕt know. This is accomplished not by finding a new set of
answers to the same types of questions, but by finding different questions

that will lead to new insights and new ways of thinking. Conventional

questions generate conventional answers, which will lead to the same



place you are now.
In order to create fundamental change, you must move from the

familiar to the unfamiliar. New thinking requires a new mind-set and a

new context. New perspectives require new levels of questioning that
will encourage you to shake loose from old barriers and self-imposed

limits.

Said another way, we need to alter our inquiry by changing our mental
reference point, and this requires thinking abouthow we think. Again the

neurosciences offer usnew and valuable insights.

Our capacity for knowledge and variation is astonishing.
Neuroscientists believe that our minds have reached less than a third of

their evolutionary capacity and that they are developing at a faster rate

today than at any time in our history (see A UserÕs Guide to theBrain by
John Ratey, M.D.). There has never been a better time for us to embrace

new ways of thinking and relating to othersÑ our brainsareprimed for it.

Legal reasoning works best in closed systems, where there are
accepted rules and outcomes. But in our quest to build a firm that is

profoundly different, we cannot be constrained by such rules.

Responding successfully to change demandsthat we cultivate more than
logic if we want to thrive. We must encourage and foster intuition and

creativity to discover new ways of approaching problems and new rules

that will make it possible to adapt to theunexpected forces of change.
ItÕs true that rational thought works best within the boundaries of

rational systems like law, where we rely on a stable foundation of rules

and processes. Clearly, in this environment, it works to have rational,
logical structuresby which to model our thinking.

But our brains have the capacity for so much more. No matter how

accustomed we become to thinking within the closed system of a
particular domain, we are constantly engaged in dynamic mental

processes that maintain the remarkable agility of our minds.

If you doubt the capacity of even the most stolid, unimaginative
member of your firm to think in new ways, consider this:

In everyday speech, the number of different types of sentences an



ordinary person isable to produce isastounding. LetÕsassume aperson is
able to formulate a sentence made up of just twenty words, such as the

first sentence of this paragraph. The number of different types of

sentences a person could be expected to formulate with these cognitive
abilities can be expressed mathematically as 1020Ño r a hundred-million

trillion different sentence variations.

The limits of our memory are unknown. But we do know that the
mind of an average college graduate can process and store up to ten

thousand distinct pictures without any attempt to memorize themÑa nd

then, within a few days, recognize those pictures with more than 90
percent accuracy.

Compared to the commonplace feats of versatil ity your mind

exhibits every day, the challenge of developing new questions about
your firm seems much more manageable. And it is well within the

capacity of your firm if it is will ing to consider the possibil ities.

Consider what it might mean if you were able to reinvent your firm
from values that inspired you as well as your firmÕs- leadership.

The I llusion of theStatus Quo

Getting others to recognize their capacity for changeis not always easy.

Alan Perskin, a managing partner in a firm with more than seventy

lawyers, described his frustration with his partners: ÒWithout real change,
this firm is slowly heading for extinction. Most of our partners are in

denial. They ignore all thewarning signs and give only lip service when

theother partners come up with new ideas. They donÕt like change. They
are married to the old ways of doing things, even if it means the rest of

theprofession is passing usby.Ó

It is easier to resist change than to engage it. Unfortunately, most
people develop themselves around goals that lead to stagnation rather

than growth. People tend to first view changeas threatening rather than

empowering. This is especially truein larger firms, where people tend to
think job security is contingent on maintaining the status quo.

Both inside and outside the firm, people avoid rocking the boat.



Maintaining the status quo, however, is simply a way to avoid change
and justify stagnation. The reality is that changeis the only constant.

Nothing stands stillÑnot even law firms. You either move forward

toward your goals or give in to inertia and drift backward. Thebackward
movement may occur slowly. You may not be able to see it, but it is

takingplace.

Resisting change is normal for most people and, therefore, for most
organizations. It is a form of complacencyÑi t comes uponus like slow

death, and all too often we canÕt see its results until itÕs too late. Then all

wecan do is try to pick up thepieces.
If you embark on a mission to change your law firm, you must

understand the serious nature of change. You need to know the playing

fieldÑnot just at theorganizational level, but at a visceral and emotional
level.

Change, like time, cannot be suppressed or made to stand still. Often

our resistance to change is motivated by nothing more than our fear of
not knowing what the outcome will be. Yet change is as natural as

growing older. It happenswhether we like it or notand whether we know

it or not.
Whether or not an opportunity for change exists and, if such an

opportunity exists, whether it appears as a daunting barrier or an

appealing challenge, depends more upon the mind-set of the person
confronting it than on objective material conditions. What is needed,

therefore, isa keen senseof clarity in your approach to change.

Why WeNeed Clarity

The visions you create today will become your firmÕs traditions

tomorrow. Creating new traditions in the face of resistance and
stagnation takes a very clear sense of purpose.

You need not only to see where you are going, but also to know why

youÕre going there. And when you get there, you will need to know what
will happen next. Thus, clarity of purpose within your firm must be

aggressively managedÑ and it must reach every member of the firm.



Law firms, like any other enterprise confronted with the need to
change, are faced with the challengeof re-creating themselves or risking

being stuck in the dormancy of stagnationÑt rapped in the legacy of

someoneelseÕs firm, someoneelseÕs traditions, someone elseÕs dreams.
Intelligent and well--intentioned peopleÑ even those with great financial

wealthÑc an find themselves living their professional lives in quiet

desperation.
If this thoughtis not repulsive to you, then consider whether you have

become so resigned to theway your professional life is now that broader

issues no longer seem relevant, important or even possible. The fact is,
you are well into completing this book,which says more aboutyou than

you might realize. It demonstrates your openness and makes a bold

statement that you are not willing to settle for more of the same in a
profession that isscreaming out for a new, more vital form of leadership.

Steps to Achieving Change

You may be saying to yourself, ÒI canÕt do this alone. In fact, IÕm not

even sure IÕm in a sufficiently powerful position within the firm to

initiate this kind of change.ÓYou may be right. Changing the firmÕs
culture requires the enrollment of as many of the firmÕs influential

members as possible. Without a strong consensus among the firmÕs top

leadership that fundamental changeis necessary in order for the firm to
grow and prosper, thechances of effecting such changewill beextremely

slim.

A professional facilitator can serve as an objective outside observer
whose very presence is a validation of the idea that itÕs time for change.

Most members of your firmÕs leadership are probably too close to the

firmÕs problems to see them from new perspectives. A skilled facilitator
will have a strong background in the field of law and experience in

marketing and managementÑa nd will, ideally, be able to command the

respect of the firmÕs leaders and convince them that changeis necessary
for survival.

The facilitator is not embroiled in the firmÕs politics and,



consequently, does not get mired down in internal power plays; nor does
he or she allow personality differences among the leaders to affect the

process of change. The facilitatorÕs job is to make sure that the right

systems are in place, that the process is paced properly and that it runs
smoothly. The facilitator helps to identify the firmÕs blind spots while

never pronouncing judgment or assigning blame. A skilled, experienced

facilitator has only one agenda: to serve and support the leadership in
bringing about the changes they seek.

TheFiveStages Toward Reinvention

Each of these stages will be discussed in more depth, but for now, they

are summarized so that the contextual framework of the changeprocess

can bebetter understood.

1. A Search for Leadership

2. Forming Your Inner Team

3. Finding Your FirmÕs Vision

4.
Drafting Your FirmÕs Master Charter (and Creating Der ivative

Charters)

5. Br inging the Rest on Board (and Creating Strategic Action

Plans)

The first two stages are usually, but not always, under way before the
facilitator is invited into the process. Sometimes, though, the facilitator is

asked to consult early on to offer insight into theinitial stages of forming

the inner circle of people who will lead theprimary charge. Usually these
partners already know who they are and are prepared to move forward

with the process.

1. A Search for Leadership

True leaders have thecapacity to articulate a vision and inspire others to



pursue it with them. True leaders come from a place of honestyÑw ith
willingness to see what actually is and discover what could be through

community effort. They bring with them a confidence that gives others

the courageto strive for even the loftiest goals.
Your firmÕs potential for changelies in thehandsof such a trueleader.

Withouta strongindividual with theskill to push for change by enlisting

rather than alienating others, your firm may make important
improvements, but it is unlikely to reach its full potential.

Theall-important first step in initiating change is to find such a leader

within your ranks. Once you are committed to seeing thingschange, look
aroundand ask yourself who will lead. (The answer may be as close as

your own reflection in amirror.)

Once the leader is chosen, whether heÕs the partner with the most
power and seniority in thefirm or a more junior partner who is eager and

willing to support the process, his or her first step is to identify and enlist

the other key players in your firm.

2. Forming Your Inner Team(the Key Partners)
Thenext step is to identify theprincipal members of theteamÑt heinner

circle. Most of the time, the inner circle will becomposed of key partners

and, in some firms, top-level administrators. Without them on board, the
probability of creating profound change at the root level is seriously

diminished. Bring them on board as soon as possible.

But before the firm does this, it must address a very serious issue. It
must know whether the core power baseÑt he inner circleÑi ncludes

what is referred to as a ÒToxic Partner.ÓLike a drop of poison in a carafe,

a single ÒToxicÓcan be fatal to even themost brilliant and ambitiousof
plans. (More on dealing with Toxics can be found in Chapter 8.)

3. Finding Your FirmÕs Vision ÐTheHeart of Legal Marketing

Once the leader and the inner circle have been identified and any Toxics

have been dealt with, thenext step is for your leader to set up a series of
meetingsto determinewhat thefirmÕs values and challenges are and then

begin to articulate a vision for the firmÕs future. Ideally, a facilitator will



bebrought in at this point to help keep thingson track.
Uncovering your firmÕs values is no easier than confronting its

challenges. Your firmÕs values must inspire the partners if there is any

hopeof inspiring thefirm itself and its clients. When themembers of the
inner circle envision the firm, they should identify which values move

and inspire them. These inspired values must appeal to them at a visceral

level, not just soundgood.Left to their own devices, many partners (and
professional marketers) come up with meaningless phrases like ÒWe live

to serve.ÓYour firmÕs inspired values must be held to a higher standard

than this.
The values must be concrete and measurable; the first measure is

whether they elicit a positive emotional reaction that motivates action.

YouÕll know when the values defined by the inner circle are powerful
enoughÑendorphins will kick in, enthusiasm will rise and it will inspire

people to take action.

4. Drafting Your FirmÕs Master Charter (and Creating Derivative

Charters)
The inspiration and commitment achieved during the first seminal

meetings will soon be evidenced in the creation of your firmÕs master

charter. As will be discussed in much more detail in later chapters, it is
the inspired values and principles found in the master charter that will

guidewhat we call -derivative chartersÑ charters that belongto your key

departments, practice groupsand committees.
The master charter must be anchored in the leadershipÕs inspired

values. It is the first evidence of what has been a dynamic, proactive

process. Themaster charter must bereal, not contrived. It must berooted
in theleadershipÕs intentionsfor thefirm and theprinciples on which the

firm will begoverned from now on.

Themaster charter will become thefocal point of thefirmÕs identity. It
is the document that articulates the inspired values and priorities of the

firm. It will not be drafted in a dayÑc reating it takes introspection,

analysis, debate and thoughtful examination.But when it is finished, it is
the equivalent of a constitution for your firm. If it is done with



excellence, it will both guide and inspire every member of your firm to
actions that are congruent with the firmÕs identity.

Once a powerful firm culture is in place, the master charterÕs norms

and values will keep thefirm on thepath to following its inspired values
and will discourage individual or groupconduct that is inconsistent with

those values.

Once the master charter is completed, many law firms falter. The
leadership becomesexcited about the new charter and circulates it among

theother members of thefirm. A few memosgo out touting thepower of

vision and describing the bright future that lies ahead. A few of themore
ambitiouspartners try to rally the troops aroundthe cause, but soon the

inspiration beginsto pale and thecharter fades into thebackground,with

no moreappeal than the firmÕs letterhead and logo.
Resculpting is for naught unless thepeople below the leadership level

believe that the vision is relevant to their lives. I canÕt emphasize this

enough: The relevance cannotbe illusory; it must be as real to them as
their weekly paycheck. So your next step must be to give them both the

responsibility andthe authority to put changes into action.

In order to do this, I recommend that the firmÕs charter bea jumping-
off point from which each major department creates its own charter and

plan of action (more on these strategic action plans in number 5 below)

within the vision that the leadership has delineated. These derivative
charters and the strategic action plans will give themembers of the firm a

personal stake in their future.

The facilitator, with the support of top leadership, must ensure that
each of the firmÕs major departments, practice groupsand committees is

given time and support in crafting these all-important documents.

Otherwise the subordinates will perpetually feel that this is the
leadershipÕs vision, not theirs. Giving them theopportunity to participate

is the only way to make the vision relevant, and it will also make them

accountable for theresults.
Thechallengelies in getting theinspiration and enthusiasm evoked by

the creation of the new vision to truly motivate everyoneÑa ll the way



down to thepeople on the lowest rungsof the firmÕs ladder. Thesolution
is to empower everyone. Skipping this step will undermine all of the

firmÕs efforts.

In theend,every member of thefirm should beenrolled in thechange
process. Every member of the firm who comes into contact with clients,

vendors, other firmsÕattorneys, or anyoneelse should reflect the firmÕs

inspired values and identity. Every form of marketing, advertising and
promotion should be inseparably integrated with thepeople who make up

thefirm.

5. Bringing the Rest on Board (and Creating Strategic Action Plans)

This last step in reinventing thefirm happensonce themaster charter and
derivative chapters are written. To allow everyone in thefirm to take part

Ñt o take ownershipÑi n the changes the firm is making, the leaders of

each of thefirmÕs major departments, committees and practice groups, in
conjunction with each of their respective team members, will construct

detailed action plans that identify specific goals, specify time lines and

names of people accountable for bringing the goals to fruition. These
strategic action plans should be developed for each of the major

departments in the firm.

Strategic action plans are developed only after the firmÕs charter and
the derivative charters have been carved out by the leadership. These

charters are the basis for the strategic action plans, which are tangible

instructions for making decisions and taking action.
Strategic action plans can be thoughtof as logical extensions of the

firmÕs values and beliefs. They are, by nature, imbued with the firmÕs

culture. They can take on enormousmomentum, capable of pushing the
firm forward to new heightsand performance levels.

Strategic action plans bridgethegap between the firmÕs wordsand its

deeds. They provide specific task-driven objectives against which the
firmÕs leadership, including the managers, can test assumptions and

gaugethefirmÕs departmental performance.

The single most important characteristic of strategic action plans is
that they are task-specificÑt hey describe purposes, time lines and



responsibilities for the tasks the firm performs. These plans, as well as
the specific goals they are intended to achieve, must in the end be

measured against both thederivative and master charters.

¥¥¥

Although it is never easy to challenge the status quo or achieve

fundamental change within an organization, the personal and
professional rewards are boundless. Moving away from a firmÕs

preconceived notions frees it from existing limitations. The vision that

emerges from the process of sculpting your firm allows your firm to
create a new identity that will greatly increase client satisfaction and

propel the firmÕssuccess.
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