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Drafting Your Master Charter

Some people call it a mission statement, but I prefer to use the term

charter. Charter suggests a detailed approach. It implies a process rather
than a pronouncement and seems to describe something thatÕs more

methodical than rhetorical. A charter not only defines the firmÕs vision and

values, as a mission statement does, but also describes how the firm will
achieve their goals. A charter, moreso than amission statement, calls upon

your firmÕs inner circle to remain focused as it steers the firm toward its

goals.
A mission statement, however, may beused as a stepping-stoneon the

way to the creation of a charter. Used in that way, it can be an essential

element in theprocess of defining the firm. Its brevity is both a strength
and a limitationÑa strength in that it provides a succinct, broad,

inspiring summary of thefirmÕs commitment; a limitation in that it is too

brief to offer guidance on how to fulfill that commitment.
Consider the commitments evidenced in these mission statements:

We are committed to being a wor ld-class law firm.
We help our clients navigate complex legal, financial
and regulatory barr iers. We value integr ity,
leadership and teamwork. Our methods and
practicesare grounded in accountability, openness
and innovation.
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We providequality legal services that contr ibute to
the success of our clients by offer ing informed and
intelligent counsel backed by our commitment to be
our best at every stage in therepresentation of our
clients.
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We are completely accountable to our clients. We are
committed to our clientsÕgrowthÑ no matter where
they are in their evolution or what their objectives
might be. Whether our clients are buying, selling,
acquiring or being acquired, we will always be there
to serve them with our commitment to be our best.

Each pronouncement is a powerful statement. But without a process
for keeping the inspired values and goals alive and relevant, they will

fade into the firmÕs collective unconscious.

TheDeclarative Power of Language

Special attention must be given to drafting your firmÕs charter. It must

be carefully structured to reflect the reality the inner circle wishes to
create. The written word, when used masterfully, can evoke strong

emotional responses.

Thanks to modern psycholinguistics, we are beginning to understand
the ways in which language influences us. Words can trigger vivid

emotions and images in the brain. Words can motivate us to take action

and help us to feel a shared sense of purpose. This is especially true
when such wordsevoke in uswhat we feel to be true and right.

Your firmÕs charter can bethevehicle for that power if it expresses the

inspired values (such as integrity and honesty) of the firmÕs leadership. It
must express what the firm values most about its practice: its

commitment to its cl ients and the promises it will keep.

The charter must make the firmÕs intentions real and embody the
firmÕs vision of the future like colors painted on canvas. This vision must

inspire people to takeaction toward its fulfillment.



The condition precedent to the creation of any value-driven vision
must be inspiration. Inspiration is felt at a visceral level, and it canÕt be

faked. It moves the listener and invites actions that will fulfill the vision.

A bold vision that soundsgoodon paper may fail to evokeemotion. If
it does not ring true, it must bediscarded. DonÕt beseduced by clever tag

lines. Thesingle most important issue is whether thevision inspires your

core -leadership.
As you, thecore leadership, begin to draft the firmÕs charter, do not be

concerned about whether it will inspire others outside your group. We

will get to that next. A charter that fails to inspire the core leadership will
also fail to inspire others. And the converse standsÑi f the charter does
inspire the inner circle, it will be likely to inspire othersÑ those who

want to share the vision. Those in your firm who are inspired will be
energized and will feel that they have found a homeÑa place to spend

their future.

Once the inner circle presents the firmÕs new vision, it will beeasy to
identify employees who either donÕt share thevision or are not open to it

Ñt hey will be negative about the charter, and chances are they will not

have to be encouraged to leave the firm. People who donÕt fit at a
fundamental level tend to move on, and in the long run, this is to the

benefit of both firm and employee. DonÕt bediscouragedÑi t is said that

pruning actually makes the tree grow stronger.

Drafting Your Law Firm Charter Ð

There are many ways to write a charter. ItÕs a process that requires
looking inward at what you know while looking outwardÑ with your

imaginationÑ at what your firm might become.

Here isone approach that works well:

Imagine that your firm, after careful consideration, has been
selected by the state bar to accept its highest and most

prestigioushonor: recognition as themost successful law firm

in the state. The honor will be presented to your core



leadership by the state bar president at the annual meeting,
which will be attended not only by hundreds of your

colleagues, but also by recognized leaders in government and

education. The president of the bar will have five minutes to
articulate why your firm has been selected by your peers to

receive this great honor. The tribute will leave no doubtas to

why your firm isso admired and successful.

Here’s the challenging part: Your inner circle will be drafting
the five-minute tribute.

Take your time and consider the words you will choose in describing

your firm. What inspired values will you choose to emphasize? What

does your firm stand for? What is your firm committed to?Why, among
all the hundreds of firms that were considered for this honor, was your

firm chosen?

TheJefferson Test

Thomas Jefferson once said that when making important decisions, he

tried to imagine that all the people he most admired and respected were
in the room with him, watching and listening to what hesaid and did.

Your core leadership should think about JeffersonÕs technique as it

chooses inspired values to guidethefirmÕs future. Will these values hold
up to thescrutiny of people youadmireand respect? If those people were

in the room watching you debate the relative worth of your firmÕs

inspired values, would they be pleased by your choices, or would they
think you were not reaching high enough?

Your charter must embody the purpose and inspired values of the firm.

It must envision thefutureÑw hat thefirm will beÑ as a standard against
which everything else can bemeasured. It will betheset of fundamental

principles by which the firm will operate.

A charter begins with a declaration of clear intentionÑa statement of
identity that elicits both a picture of and a feeling about what the firm

stands for. It is a guide, explaining how people within the organization



will serve itspurpose.
The charter is also a collective commitment that everything the firm

does will be done in a certain way. It must articulate what clients and

others can expect from the firm. Most importantly, it must make clear the
firmÕs commitment to be accountable at every level, from the senior

partner to thereceptionist at the front desk.

Drafting your firmÕs charter is no simple task. It will require
imagining and thinking in ways that are not restricted by the firmÕs past,

but that allow the inner circle to envision what is possible for the firmÕs

future. An effective charter, authentically developed, can encourage
momentum in the firmÕs reinvention processÑe specially in times of

uncertainty.

TheDefining ProcessÐLaw Firm Marketing

Once the core leadership has identified the firmÕs inspired values, the

next step is to integrate them into a powerful statement of intentÑt he
firmÕsmaster charter. This process and theprocess that naturally follows

will be thewind that pushes thesailsof your vision forward.

People can forget thespoken word, and often do, but thewritten word
has staying power and can be communicated and referenced over and

over again. Think of the United States Constitution. The power of its

language comes from its clarity of purpose. It sets out a vision (where we
are going), an organizing structure (how it will work), and values and
principles (why we are doing what we are doing).

Developing a charter is vital to the firmÕs enterprise. It is the
organizing principle around which the firmÕs purpose can be

communicated and itsactionsmeasured.

Every partner and primary administrator must participate in some
meaningful way in the creation of thefirmÕs charter, because the creative

process is just as important as the final document.

One of themost significant aspects of my work with firms is to assist
them in developing their firmÕs master charter, after which we work on

derivative charters for every department and practice group in the



organization. It is theprocess of defining and redefining what we do and
what we are accountable for that drives the power of clarity into every

corner of theorganization.

The major components of the charter-creation process are defined
below and displayed in Figure 10.1.

Master Charter: The master charter is drafted by the core leadership

(inner circle) of the firm. It must clearly articulate the basic purpose of

the firm, including the firmÕsdeepest convictions and values.

Derivative Charters: Derivative charters are crafted by the major
organizational units of the firmÑ the executive committee as well as the

other major functional units and groups of the firm. Each unit must

define and makeclear itsown functional purpose, values and aimswithin
the specific context of fulfilling the broader purpose declared in the

master charter.

Strategic Action Plans: Strategic action plansare drafted by the major

organizational units of the firm and are task-specific with respect to
purpose, time and responsibility. These plans must be consistent with

both the derivative charters and themaster charter.



Begin with theEnvisioned Charter, Then Work Backward

Finding a vision and getting key people on board is thefirmÕs first major

hurdle in the reinvention process. The second is implementation.

Building a bridge to the firmÕs future requires both imagination and
creativityÑt he ability to see the firm as a complete expression of the

charterÕs fulfillment.

Over thirty years ago, Tom Watson, the founder of perhaps the
greatest service company ever builtÑI BMÑw as asked what he

attributed the companyÕs incredible success to. His response is relevant

to our discussion of how vision can translate into form.

I started with a very clear picture of what I thought was
the ideal service company. I wanted to see in my mind
what it would look like once it was done—once the
vision of what was in my mind was in place. I then
imagined how such a company would have to act to be
that way. From this I created a picture of how IBM
would have to act when it was finally done.
What I realized was that if I was ever to get our new

company to be and look a certain way, we would have to
start acting that way right now and keep on acting that
way.
I realized that for IBM to become a great company, it

would have to act like a great company long before it
ever became one. From the outset, IBM was fashioned
after my vision. At the end of each day, we asked
ourselves how well we had done, discovered the
disparity between where we were and where we had
committed ourselves to be, and at the start of the
following day, set out to make up for the difference.

By focusing on the completed picture, the inner circle will begin to

visualize which systems and processes are necessary to fulfill its vision.

This requires stepping back and connecting the dots. Themore dots you
connect, the more you can see of the whole picture. Knowing how to

think creatively really pays off during thisprocess.



Bridging theGaps with Str ategic Action Plans

Strategic action plans are specific, goal-oriented road mapsthat exist for

thesole purpose of turning thefirmÕs charter into a tangible reality. They

act as bridges. If the charter is the brain, these plans are the muscle and
nervous systems that channel the aims described by the charter into

specific, measurable action.

Strategic action plans are developed only after the firmÕs master
charter has been carved out by its core leadership and derivative charters

have been developed by the firmÕs departments. The master charter and

derivative charters are the foundation on which strategic decisions and
actionsare made.

Well-thought-out strategic action plansÑw hen they are logical

extensions of the firmÕs values and beliefsÑa re naturally imbued with
the firmÕs culture. They can take on enormous momentum that will be

capable of pushing the firm forward to new heights and performance

levels.
Moreover, when the firmÕs culture embraces the inspired norms and

values of thecharter, those norms and values actually make people in the

firm reject individual or group conduct that is inconsistent with the
charter. Like a bad germ, such conduct is sweated outÑ itÕs simply not

tolerated. People will recognize such conduct and will not be shy about

pointing it out and saying, ÒSorry, but thatÕs simply not how things are
donearoundhere.Ó

Strategic action plans map the course by which the firmÕs leadership

develops. The leaders then manage thenecessary talent and resources to
achieve the firmÕsbroader goals.

Putti ng I t All Together

Theultimate goal of writing a charter is to carve your beautiful elephant

Ñyour reinvented firmÑout of your block of marble. Ideally, the result
of this process will be a firm-wide map headed by the master charter,

with every derivative charter articulated and supported by clear and

concise strategic action plans that include time lines and performance



measures.
As members of the firm examine the big picture described by the

master charter, derivative charters and strategic action plans, they will

realizeÑperhapsfor thefirst timeÑw here thefirm is going and how and
when it will get there. From this point on, the process is really about

connecting thedotsand making sure everything gets done.

Since the derivative charters are expressed in terms of the master
charter and measured against it, there will finally be a tangible way to

ensure that the goals of the firm and the goals of its parts are in

alignment. If the inner circle has doneits job well, there will be a new
senseof clarity and purpose upon which everyonecan bemeasuredÑand

since the work is relevant to each member of the firm, the majority of

them will climb on board.
Once your charter is implemented, who you say you are will ring true.

The firm may need to fine-tune parts of its image, but this is a function of

grooming what thefirm is rather than the firm wishing to be something it
is not.

Many big firms want to see results of their charter-creation process

immediately. With the power of todayÕs technology and communications,
integration of the firmÕs parts can happen faster than ever before. E-mail

lists can correspondto goals and departmentsÑc ommunicationscan be

broughtto a whole new level. Despite this, firm-widetransformationwill
take time. I believe that a time lineof two to three years is very realistic,

though people will start to see many benefits in a matter of months as the

firm begins to experience greater levels of clarity and alignment of firm-
wide purpose, especially when the firm begins to experience the power

of teamwork. Henry Dahut
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