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R o l e  o f  M a n a g i n g  P a r t n e r  ( c o n t . ) s 

to the firm. Remsen added 	
the following admonition to the 
attendees: “Get the day-to-day 
stuff off your desk so you can 
focus on what you say is most 
important to your firm.”

S u c c e s s i o n  P l a n n i n g

Participants were represen-
tative of many age groups 

both in terms of chronological 
age and tenure as a managing 
partner. How attendees were 
thinking about their futures 
was next probed in two ques-

tions concerning succession. 
Fifty-four percent of managing 
partners were contemplating a 
return to practice. The expert 
panelists, however, cautioned 
that this is often a difficult 	
transition. An additional 9% 

thought that a lesser practice 
role, something like “of counsel” 	
status, would be appropriate. 	
In all, 63% anticipated returning 
to a greater or lesser extent 	
to the practice of law. Twenty 
percent contemplated retirement, 
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and 17% indicated that they 
had no idea what they would 
do next. None of the attendees 
anticipated going in-house.  

But when asked if their prefer-
ences had been formalized by 	
an agreed-upon exit strategy with 
their partners, 86% indicated 	
that no exit strategy was in 
place. Something less formal 	

than a written exit strategy was 
understood at 10% of the re-
spondents’ firms. Only 4% of 
respondents’ firms knew when 
and how their managing partner 
would step down. Paul Clifford 
advised that “every firm leader 
should groom a successor.” 
John Smock broadened the 
inquiry saying that managing 
partner succession should be 

part of a larger effort to develop 
leaders within the firm. The lack 
of leadership development 	
programs Smock characterized 	
as “a huge unplayed card for 
law firms.” Darryl Cross brought 
the discussion home with the 
comment that with respect to 
managing partner succession, 	
he would prefer to see “a bull 
pen” of several qualified 	
successors from which partners 
might better make the most 	
appropriate selection for 	
the circumstances.  

86% of managing 
partners have NO  
exit strategy.

“�Every firm leader 

should groom �

a successor.”



15							                                   www.ManagingPartnerForum.org

Compensation formulae for 
managing partners were 

assessed by John Remsen 	
as “all over the map.” Survey 
participants confirmed his 	
observation. Twenty-seven 	
percent said they received a 
fixed sum plus a bonus based 
on firm performance. Another 
27% responded “other,” rejecting 
the five most common schemes 
the survey allowed as answers. 
Most surprising was the fact 
that 20% of respondents said 
they received no direct reward 
associated with their managing 
partner duties. Sixteen percent 	
replied that their principal 
benefit was a reduction in their 
billable hour obligations, and 
compensation based on a fixed 
amount determined by time and 
a flexible amount based solely on 	
firm performance each garnered 
a 5% response.  

In short, managing partner 
compensation schemes did not 
replace the income that the MP 
earned as a full-time practitioner. 
The panelists, as a result, stated 
a preference for a compensation 
system that provides a realistic 
fixed amount and an up-side 
based on firm performance. 
However, it is not that simple 
according to Darryl Cross who 
closed the discussion of com-
pensation with the observation 
that “compensation should be 
based on what you want to 	
encourage.” He agreed that a 
mixed compensation system for 
MPs was best, but cautioned 
that the discretionary bonus 
aspect of the system should 

focus on those firm-wide 	
objectives that the firm has 
agreed are its short- and 	
long-term goals and not 	
just on the firm’s overall 	
profitability at year end.

C o m pe  n s a t i o n  f o r  t he   M a n a g i n g  P a r t n e r

pie chart  277 pt  x 258 pt
Shear -26  and Angle 69%
O�set shadow
5pt White Rule

20% of managing  
partners said they  
received no direct  
reward associated  
with their duties.

“�Compensation�

should be based �

on what you want �

to encourage.”
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Since their introduction in 
2003, MPIEs have been 

consistently rated as the most 
valuable portion of the MPF by 
those who participate. They 
offer a highly interactive format 
during which managing partners 
share ideas and practical 	
solutions to the challenges of 
leading a successful law firm.

Each MPIE consists of 15-18 
managing partners grouped 	
by firm size. The sessions are 
facilitated by a professionally 
trained discussion leader with 
participation by some of the 
country’s leading law firm 

management consultants. 	
Discussions are not recorded 
and remain confidential. 

Topics are determined in 	
advance based on input from 
the Forum Faculty and Forum 
Advisory Board. The three 	
discussion topics addressed 	
by each MPIE in 2010 were:

•  �Your Role as Managing Partner ... 
and Getting Paid for It,

•  �Building a Collaborative Firm  
First Culture, and

•  �Tackling the Tough Issues.

The Managing Partner Idea 	
Exchanges provide an opportu-	
nity for peers to learn from each 	
other best management practices, 	
acquire critical benchmarking 
information, and establish 	
collaborative relations with 
other law firm leaders from 
firms similar to their own. 

Confidential Managing Partner Idea Exchanges (MPIEs)
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Since 2001, more than 675 
firm leaders from 475 law 	

firms have participated in fifteen 
Managing Partner Forums. After 	
concluding this 16th iteration 	
of Managing Partner Forum®, 	
Remsen has developed the fol-	
lowing proven recommendations 	
which have led his numerous 
clients to continued growth 
and success in the ever more 
competitive legal arena. Remsen 
notes as the key backbone to 	
any successful law firm strategic 	
plan the concept of law firm 
as a business entity, requiring 
institutional goals and planning 
to foster a successful business 
enterprise. Remsen’s specific 
recommendations to firm leaders 	
to accomplish this goal are 	
as follows:

Get a Firm-wide 
Strategic Plan
Given the highly competitive 
nature of the legal services 
industry in terms of client service, 	
business development and 
marketing, and technology, 
Remsen cannot over-emphasize 
the need for firms to create and 	
follow a strategic plan. Generally, 
law firms do not like to lead, but 
firms with plans do emerge as 
leaders, and those that fail to 
plan, do plan to fail in the long 
run. In creating the process for 	
developing and implementing 	
the plan, Remsen often cites the 	
book Leading Change, by John 	
P. Kotter. The book outlines an 	
actionable 8-step process to 	
initiate and sustain organizational 
change...even in a law firm 
environment. Following are 
some paraphrased highlights 
from the steps which Remsen 
suggests to law firm leaders:

Establish a sense of urgency at 
your firm about the need for a 	
plan. The profession has changed 	
dramatically in the last twenty 
years and it’s time for law firms 
to incorporate better business 
practices into firm operations. 
Present facts and statistics to 
make your argument.

Create a guiding coalition for 	
the plan with a critical mass 
of 70%-80% of the equity 
partnership included. You need 
not get everybody on board 	
for the train to leave the station. 
Don’t let one or two partners 
hold you back.

Develop a vision and strategy  
for change. In most cases, it 	
is helpful to partner with a 
consultant during this process 
in order to limit the impact of 
divisive issues which may come 
up during the creation of the 
plan. It is best to create a 5-year 
strategy, listing 3 or 4 one-year 
priorities which are achievable 	
in the short-term.

Communicate the vision for  
change often—through firm 
retreats, on the intranet, in 	
the newsletter, with a branding 
campaign. Also, be sure to 
share the vision with all levels 
of employees from Associates 
to support staff in order to 
gain further buy-in for the 
implementation. Fight the 	
ear that sharing will endanger 
your firm secrets, and lead by 
example of the guiding coalition.

The    Re  m se  n  G r o u p ’ s  Re  c o m m e n d at i o n s

“�Law firms with �

plans do emerge �

as leaders in the�

marketplace for �

legal services.”
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Empower employees for broad-
based action. Team members 
- both lawyers and staff - highly 
affect the client experience. 
Remsen often sites the example 
of AT&T versus AmEx, where 
at AT&T you are told that your 
call is important, but you must 
please hold, but at AmEx you 
are greeted by a live person.  
Each interaction leaves the 
client with a positive, neutral or 
negative impression. You must 
empower your entire team to 
create positive change.

Generate short-term wins. Start 
with low-hanging fruit and use 
some of your one-year goals 
to institute projects where 
immediate positive results will 
be seen. These should be 	
highly visible symbolic wins 
which can be showcased 	
either internally, externally or 
both, as appropriate.

Consolidate gains and produce 
more change. Schedule regular 
meetings to review the plan 
throughout the year and use a 
one-page summary of the plan 
as a starting point for discussion	
of the vision. Make appropriate 
changes to points no longer 
relevant to the vision. Build upon 
projects which have successfully 
furthered the vision and “moved 
the needle.”

Anchor new approaches into firm 
culture. Show clear connections 
between the new behaviors 	
and organizational successes. 
Develop processes to ensure 
leadership development and 
succession. Remember that 
standing still equates to losing 
ground. There must be an 
ingrained process of continuous 
improvement.

Implement the 
Strategic Plan
Furthermore, Remsen offers 
the following keys to successful 
implementation.

Keep the plan simple. Determine 
three or four one-year priority 
items and dedicate sufficient 
resources and time for 
accomplishing them. 

Establish specific and measurable 
objectives. Do not draft the plan 
noting mere generic goals such 
as “enhance client service.” Drill 
down to concrete, measurable 
vehicles to accomplish the 
goal such as holding one client 
appreciation event per quarter, 
or creating a schedule and 
actually making regular client 
visits each month.

Assign accountability. Designate 
specific individuals to take 	
on responsibility to accomplish 
these important initiatives. 
Appoint partners who will be 	
accountable for the accomplish-	
ment of each goal and empower 	
them to act with a genuine 
commitment from firm leadership.

The    Re  m se  n  G r o u p ’ s  Re  c o m m e n d at i o n s – Cont inued

“�Remember that standing still equates to 

losing ground. There must be an ingrained 

process of continuous improvement.”
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Monitor progress. Monitor and 
report progress in a regular 
basis. A plan should live 	
and breathe. It should guide 	
firm decisions. Don’t let it 	
collect dust.

Reward desired results. 
Importantly, reward those 	
who step up and achieve 	
the desired results as 
articulated in the plan. 

Create Job Descriptions 
for the Managing Partner 
and Other Firm Leaders
We strongly encourage 
Managing Partners to develop 
a written agreement with their 
fellow partners clearly outlining 
a job description for the roles 
of the MP role and other firm 
leaders to include:

• Responsibilities of the 
   MP position, 

•	Amount of time in the role,

•	Pay structure, and

•	Exit strategy.

A key responsibility for the 	
MP should be to groom future 
firm leaders.  

Empower a Competent  
and Trusted Firm  
Administrator 
This role should ideally be 
held by a non-lawyer who 
can serve as Chief Operating 
Officer, Executive Director or 
Director of Administration and 
bring business discipline to 
the firm. The MP needs to be 
able to trust, and not micro-
manage this person. The 
individual in this role needs to 
be considered an integral part 
of the leadership team by all of 
the equity partners, and a key 
part of the strategy for keeping 
the strategic plan on track. As 
multiple RemsenGroup clients 
whom we have assisted to 	
find top notch COOs will attest, 
finding the right person for 	
this role pays back the firm	
in spades as far as monetary 
and productivity returns 	
are concerned.

 

    

Consistently Maintain  
the Investment in your  
Firm’s Future
Once you create the plan, use it. 
Put the resources behind it in 
order to implement necessary 
investments in:

•	Associate development 
    and training,

•	Marketing and business 
    development initiatives, and

•	Technology upgrades.

Although law firms are not 
known for being on the cutting 
edge in these areas, you need 
to keep up—or get left behind, 
especially now.  Do not let a 
shaky economy be an excuse 
for reckless budget slashing 
which will leave you with no 
quality Associates once things 
start looking up. Think long-term 
for firm longevity. 
	
   

The    Re  m se  n  G r o u p ’ s  Re  c o m m e n d at i o n s – Cont inued

“�Although law firms are not known for �

being on the cutting edge in these areas, 

you need to keep up – or get left behind.”



20							                                   www.ManagingPartnerForum.org

Charles F. Huxsaw
Charlie Huxsaw is Editor of 	
Legal Publications for the 	
Institute of Management 	
and Administration (IOMA), 	
a publisher of management 	
advisory newsletters for law 
firms and other professional 
service organizations. Its 	
newsletters include Law Office 
Management & Administration  
Report, Compensation and 
Benefits for Law Firms, and 
Partner’s Report. He may be 
reached at chuxsaw@ioma.com.

John Remsen, Jr.
John Remsen, Jr. is widely 	
recognized as one of the coun-
try’s leading authorities on law 	
firm marketing and business 	
development. After serving as 
in-house marketing director 
at two major law firms, John 
formed TheRemsenGroup, a 
marketing consulting firm that 
works exclusively with law 	
firms to help them develop 	
long-term marketing strategies 
and implement proven, cost-	
effective business development 

programs. Since 2001, 	
TheRemsenGroup has 	
organized and presented 	
Managing Partner Forum®, 	
an unsurpassed networking 	
and learning opportunity for 	
law firm managing partners. 	
He may be contacted at 	
jremsen@theremsengroup.com.

A B O U T  T H E  A U T H O R S

Charles F. Huxsaw John Remsen, Jr.
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After more than a decade of 
work as in-house marketing 	
director with two major law firms, 	
John Remsen, Jr. founded 
TheRemsenGroup, an Atlanta-
based consulting firm, in 1997 	
to bring effective and cost-
efficient marketing and business 
development programs to 	
commercial law firms of all 	
types and sizes. Based in 	
Atlanta, we work mostly with 	
mid-size, commercial firms, 	
tailoring our programs and 	
recommendations to their 
unique requirements.

Although we assist clients with 
a full range of marketing and 
business concerns, we focus 
our consulting services in three 
primary areas:

Firm-wide Strategic and 
Marketing Plans
We have worked with many 
firms of all sizes to help them 
develop and implement their 
first firm-wide marketing plans. 
And we have worked with 	
many others to help them 	
refine and enhance their 	
current marketing efforts.

Firm Retreats
Firm Retreats are one of the 
things we do best. You can 	
hire us to present a variety 	
of topics on marketing and 	
business development (most 	
are CLE-approved) or you can 
hire us to arrange the entire 	
affair. Either way, we can help 
you stage the best retreat 	
your firm has ever had.

COO and Marketing  
Director Searches
Over the last three years, 	
we have successfully recruited 
marketing staff for numerous 	
law firms. In some cases, they 
want to hire their first marketing 
director. In other situations, 	
they want to upgrade the 	
position. If your firm has 30 	
lawyers or more, it’s time to 	
consider hiring an in-house 	
marketing professional.

Contact us today for more 	
information about how The	
RemsenGroup can help your 	
law firm implement powerful 	
and dignified marketing 	
programs that work.

Founded in 1997, 	
TheRemsenGroup is one 	
of the country’s leading 	

consulting firms in law firm 	
marketing and business 	

development.

404.885.9100
www.TheRemsenGroup.com

ABOUT      T H E  Re  m se  n  G r o u p

This white paper was designed by  
Marbury Creative Group, a presenter  

and sponsor of Managing Partner Forum®.  
Marbury Creative Group is a marketing firm  

with a decade of experience serving  
the legal industry. 

www.marburycreativegroup.com

678.336.8513
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