Case study:
Designing and implementing a new
management and governance
structure at a top 100 UK law firm

Background: Refreshing leadership structures to become more agile and responsive to change
The Management Board at our client, a top 100 UK law firm, realised that many disruptive factors
were changing their external market. The fallout from external shocks such as Brexit and the
‘Panama papers’ scandal took up significant management time and attention, technology was
creating fundamental changes in how legal services were being delivered in the firm, and a new
generation of lawyers entering the profession were demanding different things from their future
careers.
To thrive against this backdrop of change, the firm wanted to review its management and
governance structures to ensure they were fit-for-purpose. It wanted to ensure that its decisionmaking processes would enable the firm’s leaders to make decisive choices about its future
effectively and efficiently, without compromising its collegiate culture and unique brand.
The firm commissioned Meridian West to undertake an independent review of its current
management and governance structures and make recommendations for change. The leadership
were aware that many other law firms have moved to a more “corporate” style of management,
and wanted to ensure that they weren’t falling behind competitors. It was important that as a result
of the process there was consensus about any proposal for change and that everybody viewed
changes as fair in the collective interest, not just the interest of a few individuals within the firm.

Assessing current strengths and weaknesses and understanding appetite for change
Meridian West started by assessing what worked well with the existing management and
governance arrangements and where points of friction arose. We spent time interviewing senior
managers about their experiences and captured the views of other stakeholders in the firm. We
found that there was significant appetite for change, particularly among the generation of newer
partners in the firm. In addition the firm benefited from strong business services leaders who had a
good relationship with other members of the leadership team.
However, these initial conversations diagnosed a number of areas where improvement was
required. These included:
 Increasing the amount of dedicated management time given to fee-earners, who were also
expected to meet significant chargeable hours targets;
 Confusion over some roles, responsibilities and decision-making authority of mid-level
management roles;
 A conflation of management and oversight, strategic-thinking and implementation roles so
that the purpose of senior leadership roles was not clearly defined; and
 Lack of robust, easily-accessible management information from which to make quick
decisions on issues.

Creating a strawman and gaining buy-in
With a clear sense of what the firm wanted from a refreshed management structure and an
understanding of improvements needed to the status quo, Meridian West created a series of
options for our client to consider. These were initially presented to the Management Board for

refinement before being consulted on more widely within the firm. Meridian West ran small
workshops with equity partners at the firm and other stakeholders to capture their views on the
strawmen options, how they saw them working in practice, and to understand what they thought
would deliver the best solution for the firm.
Following this consultation phase, we presented our findings back to the equity partners
collectively, with a clear recommendation, based on our experience and judgement, of what
management structure would best for the firm and gain the greatest support internally.

Results: The impression of being a well-managed firm with an agile management structure
The recommendations put forward by Meridian West were formally endorsed by members of the
equity partnership. We put together a clear timetable for change and an implementation plan to
guide the firm’s leadership over the next 18 month period, during which changes would be
introduced using a phased approach.
Key elements of the new structure include:
 New positions on the leadership team with more focused responsibility for strategy,
business development, and operational issues;
 Revised chargeable hours targets for people holding certain leadership and management
positions;
 Greater clarity of roles and responsibilities for mid-level management to avoid duplication
of effort;
 Dedicated training and coaching for managers and leaders to boost their confidence and
hone their leadership capabilities; and
 A more productive Management Board as a result of changes in management information
systems, preparation and agenda for Board meetings, and greater focus of Board-level
roles and responsibilities.
Although many of the changes have taken place “behind the scenes”, clients also have benefited
from many of the changes. Senior leaders now have more time built into their hours allocation for
meeting with the firm’s key clients and being the externally-facing voice of the firm in the market.
Management changes at the mid-level in the firm have given senior associates and partners greater
responsibility for championing and overseeing specific client segments, allowing the firm to get
closer to the needs and issues impacting specific groups of clients. Mid-level managers also feel
better supported as business services resources (such as marketing and business development, and
learning and development) are now more closely aligned with their areas of focus than previously.

