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FORTHE MARKETING PROFESSIONAL

We were recently invited to conduct a
mystery shopping project at a mid-sized
London firm (which prefers to remain
anonymous). The head of marketing was
concerned that there was a problem with
turning leads into instructions. ‘We wanted
someone to put themselves in the clients’
shoes and feed back to us on the impression
that we were making on potential clients’,
she says. ‘The outcome was an exciting
and innovative project covering the entire
firm, from partners and other fee earners,
to marketing, reception and out-of-hours
telephone services.’

Scenarios
The firm in question has a broad practice,
spanning corporate and private client
services across a range of sectors. In each
of these we had to devise plausible scenarios
for enquiries from potential clients.
Fortunately we had both worked for some
time at Chambers & Partners, between us
interviewing thousands of clients. This gave
us a clear idea of the issues that caused the
greatest concern when purchasing legal
services, and of what impressed and annoyed
clients most about their advisors’ behaviour.
Working closely with the chief executive
and head of marketing, we came up with a
number of plausible queries from potential
clients, backed up with credible websites,
e-mail addresses and telephone numbers to
ensure that our approaches to fee earners
were convincing. Our preparation included
inventing a start-up company, with detailed
products and a professional-looking website,
which we wrote and designed ourselves. Our
new company would need help in a range
of areas – including corporate, real estate,
intellectual property and employment advice.
Private client queries were obviously much
more straightforward, but still required
the right content and tone to be credible.

Measuring results
Another key stage in designing the project
involved agreeing our measurement criteria.
In consultation with the head of marketing
we came up with a list of criteria against
which to evaluate responses. These included:
• How long did they take to respond?
• Did they express interest/excitement in
the work?
• Did they ask relevant questions about
the business/circumstances?
• Did they provide clear guidance on
fees/fee structures where requested?
• Did they suggest a meeting or other
next step?
• Where appropriate did they enquire about
other services the client might require?
• Did they follow up – and if so when?
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As the head of marketing commented,
‘we wanted to ensure that we could assess
our responses to potential clients in relation
to internal good practice guidelines, such as
speed of response and next steps, as well
as gain an insight into more intangible but
important aspects like enthusiasm, sensitivity
to the client’s needs and commitment.’

Findings
The findings were fascinating. It was clear
that, in areas where the firm had already
explicitly agreed guidelines, it came across
well. These included the speed of response,
where almost all calls and e-mails were
returned within the stipulated 24 hours.
Fee earners were also good at expressing
interest – one particularly good response
stated “we would love to assist you” before
giving examples of similar work they had
successfully handled. Fee earners were
also excellent at providing clear, upfront
information about fees and fee structures,
and in suggesting next steps.
There were, however, some worrying
findings. For example, of those who received
e-mails from our invented company, not one
appeared to have looked at our carefully
written website providing further information
on the ‘business’, or done any background
research. This was a missed opportunity
to stand out from the competition by
demonstrating an interest in our specific
needs. We were also surprised that almost
no one asked where we had heard about the
firm, even when we dropped hints about
personal recommendations. Obviously
recommendations are the best way to win
business; if people are recommending you,
you should try to find out who they are.
Among other things, the research
also showed that, even where scenarios
involved death, insolvency, litigation and
other stressful situations, where common
politeness would suggest some expression
of sympathy was appropriate, fee earners
seemed happier diving straight into legal
technicalities. This could appear unfriendly,
remote and overly-formal – not the best
first impression.

Follow up
‘The results made for some lively debate at
the partners’ management conference in
May’, said the head of marketing, ‘and will
also be used going forward as the basis of
a comprehensive training programme to
ensure best practice is followed. All partners,
associates, assistants and trainees will take
the course and it will be made an integral
part of our induction programme to create
a positive culture across the firm.’
What will not happen is the ‘naming
and shaming’ of individuals who gave
questionable responses. The Market
Research Society has a strict code of ethics
governing mystery shopping. This states
that all employees should be “advised by
their employer that their service delivery

may be checked through mystery shopping”,
and that, where this cannot be done,
“Members must ensure that their identities
are not revealed”. Obviously, telling
everyone in a small firm about a project
of this sort would invalidate the results.
The only alternative is to conduct it
secretly but treat it as a way of identifying
good and bad practice at a firmwide level,
keeping individual results confidential.

Only connect...

but can they?
James Newberry examines how training and development
for marketing and business development can struggle in
the professions and what we can do about it.

Conclusion
People make buying decisions for various
reasons. In professional services the
key ones are cost, quality and service.
Competing on cost can be a damaging
strategy for firms that pride themselves
on offering high quality and first-class
standards of service. Competing on quality
is better. But since clients won’t always
have the technical knowledge to judge
your expertise, quality is often something
they infer from the impression that you
make. So that leaves service. However, to
compete on service standards you need to
be really, really good. Everything needs to
be polished – your culture must encourage
every team member to think their way
into their clients’ and potential clients’
heads, anticipating their needs before they
realise them themselves. Mystery shopping,
we believe, will increasingly play a key role
in ensuring that this happens.
Before setting up PanLegal Ltd in 2006,
Ross Cogan worked as UK then Global
editor at Chambers and Partners and
Suzanne Cawsey followed a research
position at Chambers with in-house
roles at Ashurst and Cripps Harris
Hall. They now advise national and
international law firms on a range of
marketing and business development
issues. E-mail: ross@panlegal.co.uk.
Website: www.panlegal.co.uk.
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s two vital support areas, marketing/
business development (MBD) and
HR/learning and development
(HRLD) should stick together. Over the
past 20 years of working with firms of many
shapes and sizes, the fact that they often
do not work in harmony has been a source
of personal concern to me. Why? Because
the problems caused reduce considerably
a firm’s business effectiveness and impact.
Professionals do not receive the personal
development that they need in order to
make a real commercial contribution.

What is striking about the two opinions
shown below is not that they offer mirror image
views of perceived inadequacy (although this
is a relevant factor); it is more the underlying
lack of mutual understanding.
A few months ago I was invited to do a
presentation on CRM to an audience of HR
personnel from different branches of the
professions. The audience was enthusiastically
interested, indeed positively curious and hungry
for knowledge. But on reflection, this prompted
a significantly worrying thought: why weren’t
they getting this information from their own
in-house specialists?

Symptoms of the problem

Business development
is an exciting, buzzy
place to be; however, my
colleagues there struggle when
it comes to setting meaningful
objectives and the follow-through
required for measurable
commercial achievement.
HR Director, UK law firm

If this relationship is less than optimal, how can
the resulting problems manifest themselves?
Here are two examples drawn from life.
Firm A’s BD team is at the exciting, buzzy
end of things. The team’s director has been
really impressed by a sales guru she met at an
awards event – he is a cold-calling ‘top gun’.
She believes this is exactly what the firm’s
professionals need to spark them into a better
selling life, so hires the guru to run a one-off
session for the partners, some of whom attend.
No training needs, objectives, or business-focused
outcomes are specified for the intervention,
which is run as a purely BD initiative. It has
no impact on the firm’s sales performance.
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Five key points for successful
mystery shopping
1. Think carefully about the criteria that
you want to measure in the context of
your values and strengths.
2. Consider how the results will be
communicated – for example by
linking them to a debate at your
management conference.
3. Make sure that the consultants you
employ have experience of conducting
mystery shopping in professional
services contexts, and understand
your culture.
4. Incorporate any findings into formal
and informal training sessions across
the firm.
5. Ensure that you adhere to the Market
Research Society’s ethical code for
mystery shopping.
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Case study: mystery shopping
at a mid-sized London law firm
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I have come across good HR
people who nevertheless lack
something. Often it’s because
they have got there almost entirely
through hands-on means.
They don’t have a knowledge
of best practice outside their
own limited experience of what
has worked for them.
Business Development Director,
UK law firm
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Amongst his other responsibilities,
firm B’s HR manager is tasked with
developing and running soft skills training
for its professionals. In response to
requests from some of the partners, he has
begun to develop and run training sessions
himself on specific topics of interest in
marketing and business development.
He has not involved his BD colleagues in
the process, believing that it is preferable
for the input to be ‘partner-led’ if it is to
succeed. Unfortunately, the first few
sessions are poorly attended and received.
The budget allocation for this activity is
cut midway through the year due to the
‘challenging’ business environment.
Were it a case of just sorting out two
parties here, we could generate sufficient
ideas quickly enough to help things along
positively. But there is a significant third
party involved that, as we see from the
two examples, complicates the issues
considerably – the firm’s professionals, the
people that MBD and HRLD exist to serve.

Three steps to success
Clearly, this is a complex issue. Different
firms will be at different stages in a
continuum between most and least
effective practice, and so success will
depend first upon an accurate diagnosis
of where the issues lie. Taking a position
somewhere near the least effective end
of things, there are three key stages
that represent a path to improvement.
Step 1: houses in order
At the beginning of this article, we saw
how MBD and HRLD staff can perceive
each others’ inadequacies. This must
be the start-point for a rigorous
examination of how the skill-sets of both
live up to the challenge of delivering
a more positive relationship. It is not
acceptable for MBD staff to stay in the
comfort of their departmental silos
amongst like-minded colleagues rather
than getting ‘out there’ and working with
those sometimes challenging individuals
called partners and fee earners. Yet many
still do. HRLD departments operating at
a tactical rather than strategic level are
simply not able to address the challenge
of creating an environment in which the
most advantageous connections between
MBD, HRLD and their professionals can
be achieved.
All this requires both assessment
objectively of strengths and weaknesses
and – if the need to improve is significant taking action to address them before Step 2.
This could be about a number of things
depending upon the individuals concerned
– training, coaching, recruitment, job
changes or re-alignment.
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Step 2: get aligned
Now we go to the business of getting on the
same wavelength together. This means
degrees of formal and informal change to
ensure that mutual understanding and
unity of purpose are achieved between
MBD and HRLD.
Joint planning and accountability –
responsibility for providing skills training
and development that works has to come
from both MBD and HRLD. So they must
be involved together in joint projects
for needs assessment, setting aims and
specifying/delivering on outcomes, ideally
tied together by the achievement of bonus
worthy objectives.
Communication and education –
part of this joint working must be about
achieving and maintaining mutual
understanding of job content and context sufficient to enable joint planning and
execution to work. This can be gained
via regular meetings, information
share presentations and other internal
communications, joint project work,
training and development, and even job
rotation or short/part-term placements.

Taking a position
somewhere near the
least effective end
of things, there are
three key stages
that represent a path
to improvement
Step 3: collaborate and target
Now we have the biggest hurdle.
Without the effective buy-in and
participation of sufficient professionals,
improved MBD/HRLD alignment
struggles to make an impact.
Again, there is a three-part challenge.
Influencing partner development partners are made not born, so getting
MBD skills on the agenda as part of the
professional growth process for fee earners
is crucial to ensure that more of them are
commercially minded and motivated by
the time they get to ‘make it’. Some larger
firms have gone a long way to formalising
this with detailed competency/skills
frameworks that have significant MBD
components, and meritocratic rather
than time-serving advancement through
the ranks. Let’s not go overboard here
though: we know also of professional
practices that are large, mid-sized or
below who still remain in the dark on
some or all of this.

Influencing partners in practice –
here’s the rub for those firms that have
their competencies defined. Look more
closely and you discover that exist they
do – but either partners are excepted
or implementation when it comes to
measuring them against the criteria is
ignored. So, in effect, partners are
divorced from any responsibility and
accountability for personal development
when it comes to MBD skills. This cannot
and is not allowed to happen in ‘best
practice’ environments.
Rewarding the right behaviours –
if such partner development and practice
are in place, then firms can deliver where
it matters to most: in the bonus and other
meritocratic reward systems that are
replacing the old time-serving ways.
Solving these issues are vital to the success
of any MBD training and development and therefore for the success of any of the
initiatives that your departments invest
much of the firm’s money in and work so
hard to realise. Because, nine times out of
10, they depend upon the professionals to
make them work.
By collaborating and targeting these
specific issues and working better together
as a team, MBD and HRLD personnel at
all levels can have a significant role to
play in:
• helping to drive a strategic and tactical
focus on MBD and people management
skills to ensure that partners are
developed, measured, and rewarded
against the right criteria; and
• working with their professionals to
deliver on these criteria, for example, by
being involved in appraisals and other
performance management activities as
the ‘trusted advisers’ to those who
aspire to be trusted advisers themselves.
I believe E. M. Forster’s maxim “Only connect the prose and the passion,
and both will be exalted” - applies totally
to the delivery of viable training and
development in the professions (whether
you see MBD as passion/HRLD as prose
or vice versa!). It is complex and requires
vision and considerable commitment,
but it can be done.

James Newberry is Managing Partner
of People Scope, a consultancy
specialising in providing training and
development and coaching services
for professional service firms that
facilitate behavioural change.
Visit www.peoplescope.com for
further information.
A more in-depth version of this article
is available on the PSMG website.
Visit www.psmg.co.uk.

So, what is

added value?
The last of three articles on adding value to client relationships.
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irst question - to whom do we want to
deliver this added value? The answer
is not ‘the client’. We need to be
specific and identify key individuals. The
bigger we make the list, the more difficult
we make the task and the more likely we
will fail to embark on execution. So keep
the list short and focused… then what?
Generally speaking, the answer is not in
a firm’s meeting room, it is in the client’s
head - which most of the time is on the
client’s premises. We have to engage in real
in-depth dialogue with the key people to
whom we wish to bring this added value.
The best place to do this is in a client service
review meeting. This is a meeting to review
the whole of the relationship between the
two businesses – past, present and future.
By really, really listening during a client
service review meeting we may well identify
situations where an appropriate response
may be “Given what you’ve told me to this
point, would you find it useful if we were
able to ……”

The soft stuff
Sometimes the factors that clients consider
added value are somewhat intangible.
We call this the ‘soft stuff’. Soft or not,
when it is important to a particular client
contact it can make a huge difference to their
perception of our overall delivery as a firm.
Examples of soft stuff are:
• “That you know and really understand
my industry and where our business fits
into this.”
• “That you make the effort to really know
the people in my team.”
• “That you understand the demands made
by my internal clients.”
• “That you spend time with us – even when
there is not fee-earning work to carry out
or supervise.”
• “That you provide me with information
that helps me to carry out my role more
easily or more effectively.”
• “That you help me to develop my own
capabilities and the capabilities of my
team, so that we can become demonstrably
more effective over time.”

There may be many more. In short,
help the client to be successful over time,
without demanding anything in return and
he/she will become the ally and advocate
who will really cement our relationship
with their organisation.

Sometimes the
factors that clients
consider added
value are somewhat
intangible. We call
this the ‘soft stuff’
Finally, don’t expect the client to
remember all of this added value next
time they review their advisers! They may
do, but then again they may not. It is
important that we find time (and the right
opportunities) to remind clients regularly
of the benefits and added value they are
receiving when they buy our services.
This is especially true if they have to
justify using our firm – at higher rates
than some competitors – to the dreaded
procurement department.
In summary, there are three golden rules
to delivering added value:
1 Understand what added value would mean
to each person in each client.
2 Find time to deliver this added value –
the client cannot read our intentions,
only our actions.
3 Measure, demonstrate and remind our
clients of this added value regularly.

Paul Denvir is a founding
partner of The PACE Partners,
the professional services business
development consultancy.
Visit www.thepacepartners.com.
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