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CEE IN-HOUSE COUNSEL SURVEY

HOW TO BEAT THE RECESSION
AND RETAIN CLIENTS

Drawing on a survey co-developed with LexisNexis Martindale-Hubbell, Jeffrey
Forbes outlines the principles of keeping clients in a tough economic climate

HE high-growth econo-

mies of Central & Eastern

Europe (CEE) have not
been immune to the global eco-
nomic slowdown, with projects
being put on hold or clients go
ing bankrupt. But the decline in
demand for business in the CEE
region 15 a relatively new phe
NOMENo.

In the past two decades there
have been many economic chal-
lenges in the CEE region, but
these were largely transitions or
rransformations which did not af-
fect the quantity of work for legal
firms. But this rime around, the
SConomic l:h:'lf'llL’:i.":\- Are 10 responsce
to the global ecconomic Environ
ment. Consequently, companics
are faced with a steady decline
in demand, and seem to have lit
tle choice but to cut costs and do
more with less.

Many in-house legal depart-
ments are responding by nego
tiating better rates with their
external counsel or moving more
work in-house. Law firms who
got used o growing in tandem
with the booming markets that
they served are now faced with
the question of how to keep their
Arm growing, or at least how to

prevent it from shrinking, Many

firms are now realizing that ic's

no longer enough just to be good
lawvers, with clients demanding
better service and past perform
ance no longer guarantees future
retention.

With competition toughening
up, young partners and senior as
sociate alike who used w rely on
good stewardship in order to win
more briefs, are now faced with
Anding new means o protect

their business.

“Legal heads at 79% of CEE companies
say law firms have never conducted a
formal client satisfaction survey”
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Indeed, the pendulum is now
swinging away from client stew-
ardship and back to client de
velopment, as it has done in the
past with previous generations
in more marure cconomies, In
rimes like these, the best remedy
for a recession is to get back w
the basics of client development,
which many lawyers are never
taught in law school,

But where do they stare? Whart
sort of tactics should a law Arm
employ? With less work to do and
maore spare time, suddenly every
one wants o write an article or
wive a speech, and marketing de-
partments in law Arms are now
busier than ever. Unfortunately,
this

client development is not

easy.




The starting point in retaining
business is for law firms really
to listen to their clients, and on
a regular basis, because good re-
lationships cannot be developed
unless a law firm really under-
stands what a client wants, But
getting feedback from clients in
a truly objective manner is some-
thing that most lawyers have dif-
ficulty with. This has heen con-
firmed by countless surveys in
the US and UK, and now for the
first time in CEE by a new study:
How in-hosse cosnsel in Central

on how the individual law firm is
performing, surveys also demon
stratc some surprising fAndings
that law firms might not have
considered,

For instance, LexisMexis Mar-
tindale-Hubbells survey demon-
strated that cost was not the most
important consideration, despite
this economic climate. In fact,
one of the most important criteria
for gerting repeat business is hav-
ing pood knowledge of a client’s
industry and business. Rated on a
scale of 1-10, this point scored as

“Delivering timely results and knowing
clients’ businesses are among the
most important selection criteria”

Eastern Esrape select and redain their
excterial comnsel.

According to the survey, an as-
tounding 79% of the heads of le-
gal departments ar major compa-
nies in CEE said that their exter-
nal counsel have never conducred
a formal client satisfaction survey
with them. Even worse, only 3%
of those surveyed said their ex-
ternal law firms do this regularly
and are very professional at it

Managing partners
firms in the region say they don't

of law
conduct. client satsfaction sur-
vevs because they feel they would
not work in this market, and thart
their clicnts are too busy to com-
plete surveys. If this is what their
clients said then who can argue
with this? Bur aceording to the
survey, the clients in the CEE
region say quite the opposite. As
many as 93% would be willing w
participare in a client satisfaction
survey. In fact, only 7% consid-
ered survevs as a waste of their
time.

Apart from providing feedback

highly as 8.3. Knowledge in these
three areas, respondents  felr,
would mean lawyers would be
more efficient at working within
the legal framework and achieve
better results in less time.

The quality of client experi
ence largely determines if a firm
gers repear business or not. The
waorst culprit is poor communi-
cation (8.3}, Clients need to be
informed of developments and
progress, and Failure o do this
— sometimes in spite of good
results — can damage a client re-
lationship bevond repair.

Onee law firms have made sure
that their existing clients are se
cure then they can turn their
arrention o new client develop-
ment. There is a lot of competi-
tion to get noticed, but knowing
what in-house counsel look for
when selecting a law firm — and
acting upon this knowledge —
can give law firms a comperitive
edge.

The ability to deliver results on
time was the most important se-
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lection criteria. On a scale of 1-5,
this point scored as highly as 4.7,
closely followed by the ability to
understand a firm’s business and
their needs. Surprisingly, a firm’s
cxpertise and reputation was
only the eighth most important
criteria for getting hired. And vet
this seems to be where most law
firms concentrate much of their
marketing communications ef-
forts,

Lastly, review vour billing mod-
el. The business model of many law
firms, which is to bill more hours
at higher rates, is diamertrically op-
posed to the operating methods of
many of the companies they serve,
which is often to achieve more
with less. Therefore, if the market
demand is overwhelmingly to-
ward more predictability with ex-
ternal legal costs, which will only
intensify during a recession, then
law firms should be building this
into their business model. Be-
cause all things considered, it will
increasingly become a key hiring
factor, W

THE REPORT
in-house

(4 4 I l['Ni'
counsel in Central

& Eastern Europe select
and retain their exrernal
counsel” surveyed over 160
in-house legal teams in ma-
jor local and multinational
companies from more than
14 jurisdictions in the re-
gion. The survey was com-
missioned by LexisNexis
Martindale-Hubbell  and
conducted by The Forbes
Institute, which provides
consulting and information
SErvices to  international
business lawvers and their
firms on continental Eu-
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