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Developing relationships with clients
and introducers of business is an
essential part of ensuring repeat

business. There are three parts to the
process, which can happen in any
sequence or, indeed, on their own, and
each has its own objectives.

The first is routine management of day-
to-day business – the person responsible
for managing the legal work and the team
providing the service reviewing and
reporting on the status of transactions, and
making recommendations for the direction

of a particular matter or transactions
(usually in conjunction with the client).

The second is the strategic review of
the account – someone outside that team
(either someone in-house with the right
experience or an experienced,
independent and objective third party, or
perhaps more usually, a combination of
both), evaluating the overall needs 
and experience of the client, referrer 
or introducer, and the opportunities 
these present for the firm in a number 
of areas.

The third is the actual relationship
development – the firm and the client
working together to ascertain and realise
what both want from the relationship, with
the firm focusing on creating profit and the
client on achieving added value.

This article looks at strategic reviews,
and how firms can tailor the client
satisfaction research process described in
the article ‘Satisfied customer’ in the May
edition of Managing for Success towards
key clients, using a face-to-face ‘client
listening’ technique.

Face value
In the second of a series of articles on customer feedback, Allan Carton and Darren
Francis look at how undertaking strategic client reviews through face-to-face interviews
can help you to improve relationships with key clients, and bring in more business

Making strategic client reviews work – an interviewer’s guide

Do:
● tell the client up front that you want to know how to get more of
their business;

● limit each meeting to approximately 45 minutes;

● compile an agreed set of questions as the framework for a
discussion with each client, but know when to stray from the 
list to explore opportunities (questions should aim both to satisfy
the firm’s objectives in relation to the client and give clients plenty
of opportunity to explain their own challenges and requirements);

● communicate positively – make sure that the participating clients
know you value their time and input, and clarify that the exercise is
part of your commitment to long-term engagement with valued key
clients and referrers, as part of an ongoing aim to develop and
improve your firm’s services;

● go into every meeting with an open mind and a willingness to
explore any options, however big the changes they could bring;

● make sure you are briefed on the current status of matters,
including issues, opportunities and threats to the business, 
but, in the meeting, do not get dragged into too much detail; 

● aim to start from a clean sheet to re-evaluate the relationship
without preconceptions, and ask incisive questions about the
nature, performance and objectives of the business and of the
individual being interviewed;

● do some background research to understand each client’s
business, but beware of making assumptions – demonstrate some
knowledge, but let clients talk about their business and be
prepared to explore where this can take you without boundaries; 

● listen very hard – don’t make assumptions;
● respond in a considered and coherent way when you have
identified a plan of action and decided on the account
management priorities for each client.

Don’t:
● appoint the partner in charge of the day-to-day business
relationship to lead the process – they will probably get bogged
down in too much detail about current matters to major on the
broader strategic discussion, and may try to turn it into a ‘back-
slapping’ exercise;

● be tempted to commit yourself or your business to new
initiatives or other actions until you have had the opportunity, as
part of a structured key account management process, to agree
actions with those who have to deliver, and to evaluate the relative
merits of competing initiatives with different clients;

● react on impulse – take time to think wider and bigger wherever
you can, using the results of the feedback to initiate key client
account planning with realistic (financial) objectives and make use
of the information gathered from the client to develop the strategy
by which these can be achieved;

● expect to be able to offer solutions by the time you walk out the
door – instead, listen hard, explore, consider options and take
them away to be developed and discussed further; and

● do nothing (or less than you have committed to) as a result 
of listening to your clients – this is worse than not listening in the
first place.

14-15 Carlton.qxd:Layout 1  16/7/10  10:28  Page 14



August 2010  Managing for Success

15

PRACTICALITIES
The strategic review process takes place
through face-to-face interviews. These are
as useful for small firms, which may only
want to do a few, as they are for bigger
ones, which will do more. Discussions in
such interviews are not necessarily rigidly
structured; they provide an opportunity to
dig beneath the surface. 

The process should be simple to
arrange; all the interviews require is getting
two people together for about 45 minutes.
Uptake from clients should be higher than
for other types of research, as most
commercial clients recognise the ability of
such a process to deliver benefits quickly
to them, whereas they tend to see other
types of research as solely for the benefit
of the researcher, at the expense of their
own time.

However, firms should bear in mind that
interviewers need more gravitas, empathy
and skill than they might for other forms 
of research. They can be exposed to just
about anything during the discussion, 
so they need to be able to grasp every
opportunity and lead a path through 
the discussion to make the most of the
opportunities that open up.

TIMING
If you want to make immediate and radical
changes focused on generating more
profit, showing positive feedback on your
proposals from decision-makers at key
clients will help secure partner buy-in and
initiate behavourial and cultural change, as
well as service improvement.

There are a number of scenarios – all
on the increase at the moment – where
you might want to secure such evidence
from clients. You might want to:
● merge with or acquire other firms, first
ensuring that the new venture is firmly
entrenched with key clients, and
forestalling any concerns they might
otherwise have had following the merger;
● evaluate a lateral hire (or new team) with
a portable client base, and ascertain
whether those clients have any concerns
about either the new staff member or the
firm itself (typically, but not exclusively,
around corporate support capabilities),
with a view to addressing those concerns
through the right level of strategic
engagement;
● make the most of client relationship
management systems, establishing a
sound base for developing effective key

account management;
● increase levels of client retention, by
designing service and relationship features
that are specific to key clients, so they are
less likely to respond to approaches from
other firms (crucial in the current market
where law firms are becoming increasingly
‘sales-aware’ and aggressive in their
marketing techniques);
● develop the personal skills of partners
responsible for managing client
relationships, where there are options to
train them to conduct these interviews;
● introduce client ‘centricity’ programmes,
utilising the material gleaned from strategic
reviews to enable your people to
understand better what clients value about
legal services, and how to improve the
client experience, and then ‘enthuse’ them
to deliver.

BENEFITS
Strategic reviews are under-used, and their
potential to initiate radical improvements
and opportunities to produce more profit
under-estimated in the legal profession,
because they are not fully understood. 
The benefits are two-fold: improving
relationships; and bringing in more money.
Conducting this type of exercise in the
right way identifies very specifically – often
by clients actually telling you themselves –
the risks that need to be addressed, and
the opportunities that are being missed
(both on a ‘client by client’ basis and on a
wider basis). Avoiding the risks helps
improve client relationships; identifying the
opportunities helps bring in more money.

The face-to-face feedback process
improves relationships by showing your
clients that they are valued by your firm,
that you care about their internal issues,
business objectives and priorities, and that
the firm’s approach is forward-thinking and
client-focused. Solicitors may be
concerned that clients will find requests 
for such feedback odd or unusual, but
commercial clients actually tend to be
more sophisticated when it comes to this
sort of thing, not least because they have
experienced it before, from other suppliers,
and will see it as a refreshing change that
their law firm is doing the same.

In the long term, all client relationships –
not just those with the specific clients
involved – can be strengthened through
undertaking strategic client reviews,
because the process can lead to
meaningful behavioural change among fee-

earners and partners, towards a more
client-focused approach. Not only does the
process itself encourage culture change,
but when specific changes are made as a
result of reviews, and those changes
receive positive feedback from clients, this
helps show the measurable benefit to the
firm of a client-focused approach. However,
this process takes time, and should not be
a one-off exercise; the firm will need to work
with clients to keep the momentum going.

But perhaps more importantly, the
process can bring in more money, by
helping you to identify both short-term
‘quick wins’ and longer-term opportunities
to develop new products and services 
for specific clients. There are many
examples of how firms can generate 
more fees as a direct result of listening to
their clients.

Firstly, firms can improve their client
retention. If clients are thinking about
switching to a different law firm, your
undertaking a strategic review might show
them their value to your firm, and the
resulting offer of tailor-made services might
persuade them to stay, or even expand the
range of services being used. Or, if clients
are managed by only one partner, the
relationship can be broadened, so the
departure of a key contact on either side of
the relationship (lawyer or client) would not
mean they would switch to a different firm.
(If this might be the case, the interviewer
should not be that partner.)

Secondly, firms can work out how to
provide added value to their clients,
through changes and additional services
which they can charge for and which work
for the client, but which could cost little or
nothing for the firm. It’s much easier to get
this right just by asking the client.

Thirdly, the process can help identify
gaps in a client’s knowledge about your
firm, particularly about the services it can
offer. If they are buying these elsewhere
now, you could show them they can buy
better with you. 

In fact, with the benefits of strategic
client reviews so many and so important to
your business, can you afford not to
undertake them? 

Allan Carton and Darren Francis
are consultants at Inpractice UK
(www.inpractice.co.uk), which 
advises legal practices on business
development. 
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