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When partners face the crucial vote

Elections decide fhe top jobs at many law firms,
and the campaigns can be gladiatorial.
Neil Rose asks if the best candidates triumph

“Every second before the election, you
hate the idea of doing it. Every second
after the election, you're grateful as it's
given you so much more authority.
And you need the mandate to do things
and sometimes unpleasant things.” So
said, no, not Gordon Brown, but Leslie
Perrin, a former senior partner of the
Bristol-based law firm Osborne Clarke
about the way that many big law firms
choose their leaders.

Few who have gone through the pro-
cess found it enjoyable. Tony Williams,
a former managing partner of Clifford
Chance, described it as “pretty traumat-
ic”. But if nothing else, said his one-
time colleague Stuart Popham, senior
partner of Clifford Chance, “it tests
whether you really want the job”.

Mr Perrin was initially appointed
and reappointed senior partner with-
outan election, and then chose to intro-
duce aballot. He thinks that clients like
to see the open process and rational
procedure of a vote, even though no-
body would consider electing a com-
pany’s chief executive. “Clients realise
that law firms aren't quite like them,”
he said. It is also important for the firm,
believes Mr Popham: “The ideal situa-
tion is for those who have a firm-wide
role to feel that they have a mandate
from, are representative of, and are
leading the whole partnership.”

The legal press loves a law firm elect-
ion and rarely a week goes by without
speculation over who will win a senior
or managing partner poll — the senior
partner job at Freshfields is at present
up for grabs. Meanwhile Monica Burch
is about to take over as chairman of
Addleshaw Goddard, having won a
three-way contest. Eversheds' new
chairman, John Heaps, won a four-way
election, and Olswang has a new man-
agement team after its recent elections.

There are various models for select-
ing a firm'’s leaders depending on its
size, culture and partnership deed.
Theseincludean open election, a nomi-
nations committee that vets candidates
and what Peter Garry calls “annoint-
ment by consensus”. Mr Garry, head of
the partnership and professional prac-
tices team at the Kent law firm Cripps
Harries Hall, said that this involved a
senior figure consulting the other part-
ners to identify a favoured candidate.

Interestingly, Clifford Chance is re-

placing polls for senior regional or de-
partmental positions with a nomina-
tions committee, which will take sound-

. ingsand then produce, usually, one can-

didate to be put to a confirmatory vote.
“We have come to the conclusion that
engaging in gladiatorial combat is not

the best way of encouraging partners -

to become involved in the manage-
ment of the firm,” Mr Popham said.
“[The new approach] ensures partners
feel that they have been part of the pro-
cess and have been consulted.”

The fact is that elections can be divi-
sive. “You can find that hitherto not so
obvious factions come to the fore that
represent distinctly opposite views on
how things should go in the future,” Mr

Garry said, although equally they can *

be a good opportunity for an open de-
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bate on a firm’s future direction. But
they can also cause bitterness, bruised
egos and drive losing candidates —
who by definition are heavyweight part-
ners — to consider quitting.

“It can be destructive,” acknowl-
edged Mr Perrin, “but at least an elect-
ion ensures that the partners are aware
of the appointment process.” But Ron-
nie Fox, a partnership expert and head
of Fox Solicitors, is not keen. “The best-
run organisations don't have anything
that pretends to be democratic,” he said.
He believes it is better to have a candi-
date emerge unopposed, given the im-
portance of the role. “What you want is
asenior partner who sets the tone.”

This is particularly important given
the state of the economy and other big
challenges facing practices. Paul Gil-
bert, who runs the legal management
consultancy LBC Wise Counsel, said:
“We've had a period where the person
put up for election was not an arch-
strategist but a safe pair of hands. That
was perfectly legitimate but now the
need is for arch-strategists. There is
much more at stake.”

But a danger of elections is that “you
end up getting people who have upset

the fewest partners”, rather than the
person needed to push the firm for-
wards, said Mike Jones, managing
director of the business development
consultancy Intrinsic Values.”Another
risk is the “technocracy trap”, where
the best lawyer gets the top job irrespec-
tive of he or her management ability.

Mr Williams agrees. “In most law
firms, your whole worth and credibility
come from how good a lawyer you are,
so people need to be capable of looking
at the other skills you have.” This is per-
haps why firms employ classic elec-
toral devices such as manifestos and
hustings — the Electoral Reform
Society is even called in to ensure votes
are scrupulously handled.

However, Patricia Wheatley Burt,
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Law firm elections, while not fights to the death, are not for the faint-hearted

director of the HR consultancy Trafal-
gar, believes that firms need a fresh ap-
proach — they should look at what the
practice needs and then choose the
best leader, perhaps having groomed a
group of potential candidates. “You
need a structured approach,” she said.
Time was when a chap (because it
was always a chap) had his turn to be-
come senior partner and was expected
to do little more than glad-hand key
clients and lower his golf handicap.
Those days are gone, but amid election
fever, firms need to remember the pur-
pose of holding a vote. “It is not,” em-
phasised Mr Gilbert, “about bringing
democracy to your law firm.”
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