
Despite the ability of lawyers to use tech-
nology to work long distance, law firm lead-
ers know that even the latest and flashiest 
high-tech communication tools can’t replace 
the value of face-to-face client meetings. 

Consequently, many firms target one of 
their top-priority goals in their strategic plans 
with this language: “Expand our geographic 
reach.” That means, of course, open offices 
in new markets.

Law firm expansion has been occurring in 
many cities over the last year or so, according 

data reported in the 2016–2017 Of Counsel 
700 Annual Survey of the Nation’s Largest 
Law Firms. For example, consider the moves 
made by two Kansas City firms, as Of Counsel 
reported in the survey released in September. 
Spencer Fane Britt & Brown recently opened 
in Oklahoma City and Dallas, and Polsinelli 
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moved into Houston, Boston, and the Silicon 
Valley. (The OC 700 Survey is the profession’s 
most extensive study of growth, or shrink-
age, and other aspects of the nation’s top 700 
partnerships. It also ranks firms by size and 
serves as a reference compendium for the 
profession.)

While several other firms branched into 
many different markets, both here and 
abroad, more than a few decided they needed 
a boots-on-the-ground presence in New 
York City and opened new, and most likely 

expensively priced, offices in Manhattan. 
They made these moves for a variety of rea-
sons: The New York area’s emergence as a 
high-tech center, as a way to follow clients 
who do business in the city, expansion of a 
niche practice area, and because, well, as one 
candid law firm leader said, it looks good to 
be in New York.

That firm leader is Roger Quillen, chairman 
of Atlanta’s Fisher Phillips, the national labor 
and employment partnership. “It’s important 
for our clients that we have resources in New 
York, and then there’s the image factor,” he 
says. “New York is viewed as the financial 
capital of the world, and we want the world 
to see that we’re there.”

Fisher Phillips opened in July with four 
attorneys, two partners and two associ-
ates, all of whom came from the New York 
office of the firm’s L&E competitor, Ogletree 
Deakins, which is also headquartered in 
Atlanta. Quillen acknowledges that it’s not 
easy to elbow one’s way into the New York 
legal market, but he’s confident the firm is 
positioned to do well there and grow.

“While New York may be the most impor-
tant market, it’s also the most competitive 
market, and the hardest to put a dent in,” he 

Farewell
Of Counsel mourns the passing of 
Ed  Wesemann who died in August. A 
partner in Edge International, he was 
a consultants’ consultant—a globally-
minded, no-nonsense professional who 
approached his clients’ challenges as if  
they were his own. We were most for-
tunate as, for many years, Ed favored 
this publication with his great articles 
and insights on strategic planning and 
cultural transformation. He was simply 
a terrific guy, and he’ll be sorely missed.
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Taylor’s Perspective …

InnovAction Award-Winning Law Firms Innovate 
to Better Serve Clients

We’ve all heard the expression, and perhaps 
uttered it, or something like it, ourselves: The 
legal profession is slow to embrace technol-
ogy; law firms lag behind their clients when it 
comes to high-tech innovation. 

While that sentiment has a lot of truth to 
it, maybe things are changing; maybe law 
firms are catching up with their clients on 
the high-tech front, at least at some firms. In 
talking with scores of attorneys over the last 
few years and following trends and develop-
ments online, I think I’ve seen many law firms 
evolve and, in some ways, lead the way when 
it comes to innovation.

Of course, those forward-thinking partner-
ships are usually prompted by clients to devise 
and implement new tech-oriented tools to 
better meet their needs, but sometimes firms 
anticipate the needs before hearing anything 
from clients. Either way, it doesn’t really mat-
ter. What does matter are the results. And, 
two firms in particular are achieving big-time 
results and are being recognized for those 
technological achievements.

Norton Rose Fulbright Canada and 
Atlanta’s Ogletree, Deakins, Nash, Smoak & 
Stewart are the winners of  the 2016 
InnovAction Awards. Every year the College 
of Law Practice Management honors “out-
standing innovation in the delivery of legal 
services,” according to the COLPM announce-
ment of this year’s winners, “demonstrating to 
the legal community what can happen when 

passionate professionals with big ideas and 
strong convictions, resolve to create effective 
change.” (Well, make that almost every year; 
there were no winners last year. Perhaps inno-
vation took 12 months off.)

It’s worth noting that an all-star cast of legal 
profession experts served as the award judges. 
Tim Corcoran of the Corcoran Consulting 
Group chaired the InnovAction committee, 
and the judges included law firm consultants 
Ida Abbott, Tom Clay, Tony Williams, and 
Merrilyn Astin Tarlton (who’s both a consul-
tant and a co-founder of Attorney at Work) 
as well as Patrick Lamb of the cutting-edge 
Valorem Law Group. That’s an impressive 
lineup. 

Easier Access = Happier Clients

Norton won for its Client Innovation Portal, 
a new platform that allows clients easier and 
more efficient ways to tap into information 
about the content of their matters, legal fees, 
and other information, conduct faster and 
deeper analysis of due diligence data, and 
offer employees and business partners online 
compliance training whenever they want to. 
“You can have access to this any time, whether 
it’s 3:00 in the morning or 3:00 in the after-
noon,” says Sukesh Kamra, the firm’s national 
director of knowledge management.

While Norton had been thinking about 
doing something to give clients better access 
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to important documents and provide train-
ing innovations, they decided to take action 
because of a client’s comment. 

“We had created a typical extranet, a tra-
ditional share-point system that was pretty 
basic,” Kamra says, when asked if  there was a 
tipping point that triggered a move. “One of 
our key clients came to us and said, ‘I can’t 
get access to the content on this. I’m having 
difficulty.’ That’s when we said enough is 
enough. We need to invest in technology and 
innovation to address some of these everyday 
challenges that our clients are facing.”

Kamra and his team rolled out the first 
iteration of the portal about a year and a 
half  ago. And so, how are clients responding 
to the innovation? “The reaction has been 
overwhelmingly positive,” Kamra says. “This 
is affordable, scalable, and customizable, and 
is something we can put together very quickly 
to meet clients’ needs.”

A Culmination of the Best

Ogletree earned InnovAction honors for 
its Ogletree Deakins Advantage, “a service 
delivery model that leverages technology to 
streamline the handling of day-to-day legal 
issues,” as the COLMP announcement states. 
This innovation draws from many of the 
things the labor and employment firm had 
been doing for several years, pulling together 
elements of knowledge management, legal 
project management, other technology and 
training. 

“We were doing some neat stuff  over here 
and some neat stuff  over there, but it wasn’t 
particularly coordinated and collaborated,” 
says Charles Baldwin, partner and manag-
ing director, who, with Brian McDermott 
and the knowledge management depart-
ment, led the efforts to create and launch 
Advantage. “So, we formed a task force to 
take the best of  everything we do and look 
at how we could help a large company be 
more efficient and innovative and help them 
avoid claims and lawsuits, in addition to 

being more efficient in how we handle a cli-
ent’s legal work.”

The important word there is “avoid.” I 
think the most promising element of this sys-
tem is that it’s prophylactic in nature, and as 
at Norton, the innovation came about to sat-
isfy client needs. “A lot of our clients are big 
Fortune 500 companies and more and more 
they were saying that they wanted to reduce 
the time it takes to handle matters and the 
number of matters that they have to handle,” 
Baldwin says.

Baldwin mentioned that the firm rolled 
out the innovative product two years ago and 
that 18 months ago the partnership gained 
a new client. That begs the question: Was 
Ogletree Deakins Advantage a key reason the 
client retained the firm? 

“Yes, I think we got the work because 
of this product,” Baldwin says. “They were 
using a regional general practice firm, which 
was fine except that these lawyers approached 
the work in the old-fashioned way. No one 
was thinking about training. No one was 
thinking strategically about what the clients’ 
issues were and how they might be resolved 
or why the client was having such an increase 
in litigation. It was definitely a more reactive 
environment. They didn’t act as a partner 
to show [the client] that, if  they did certain 
things, they can drive down the number 
claims they have.”

Clearly, the client is very happy with 
Ogletree’s efforts, as are other clients. After 
all, what’s not to like about a new method 
that effectively and efficiently deals with legal 
issues before they become legal claims?

A Few Words about COLPM

While hats are off  to the people at both 
Norton and Ogletree who created these 
inventive service-delivery advancements, it’s 
important to give a little credit to COLPM. 
The college, a nonprofit group, does a 
lot of good work for the profession. The 
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organization states that it works to help 
the profession evolve and grow by “honor-
ing extraordinary achievement, developing, 
exchanging and disseminating knowledge, 
and stimulating innovation in the delivery of 
legal services.”

Simply put, it helps inspire creativity. And 
the InnovAction Awards are a clear mani-
festation of that inspiration. Kudos to the 
college. !

—Steven T. Taylor
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Beyond Boilerplate:

Bringing Your Strategy Process Back to Life

Given the need in today’s competitive 
environment to examine carefully our 
directions for the future, I submit that the 
state of  most law firms’ formal strategic 
planning tends to be too structured (read: 
boilerplated). It is too unimaginative, too 
backward-looking, too conformist (to 
precedent and what has gone before), too 
data- and numbers-oriented (a budget is 
not a strategy), too analytical, and far too 
similar to plans developed by  competitive 
firms. 

In a recent discussion with the manage-
ment committee members of a firm that 
had just completed a rather lengthy strategic 
planning process, I asserted, “Let me see if  I 
can guess the six primary elements that com-
prise your strategic plan. I’ll bet your plan 
includes the following:

• We will engage in more lateral hiring of 
good candidates with portable books;

• We will enhance the level of value and 
service we provide our clients;

• We will find more ways to improve the 
efficiency of the services we deliver;

• We will become more proficient in mak-
ing our AFA arrangements profitable;

• We will organize our efforts to get more 
work from our key clients; and

• We will have our practice groups work at 
implementing the firm’s strategies.” 

The committee members all laughted and 
asked which individual leaked a copy of their 
plan for me to review. In the final analysis, far 
too many strategic plans appear to result only 
in massive paper, solemnly clad in three-ring 
binders, gathering dust, and their specific 
prognostications long forgotten. They have 
been of little help to firms in developing truly 
innovative and differentiated strategies, or 
achieving above-average revenue per lawyer 
results.

I often joke with managing partners when 
we talk about strategy and ask them if  they 
suffer the affliction of seeing S.P.O.T.S.—
Strategic Plan On The Shelf.

With a declining demand for legal services, 
you must be able to challenge conventional 
thinking in order to grow. Conventional 
thinking only leads to mediocrity, being stuck 
in the middle of the pack. To grow, you have 
to be willing to break the rules. You can’t 
grow by following in the footsteps of compet-
itors. You have to break away from the pack. 

Unfortunately, some firms tend to drift 
along with everyone else, reacting to changes 
in the tide, hoping that maybe things will 
start coming their way. From these firms, I 
continue to hear that “Strategy is the easy 
part, it’s the implementation that is hard.”

Implementation is indeed challenging, but 
the notion that strategy is easy rests on the 
mistaken assumption that conventional strate-
gic planning has anything to do with strategy-
making. Of course, strategy appears easy when 
the conventional planning process narrowly 
limits the scope of discovery, the breadth of 
involvement, and the amount of intellectual 
effort expended, and when the goal is some-
thing far short of growth, differentiation, 
and revenue generation. Little wonder that, 
at many firms, the whole notion of strategic 
planning has been so devalued. How often has 
it produced any real strategic innovation?

What is your measure of success in the 
development of strategy? A lengthy written 
document that finds its eventual resting place 
on the shelf  of your bookcase, or a process 
that leads to competitive differentiation and 
wealth creation?

What I’ve learned is that the best perform-
ers are taking an entirely divergent tact. The 
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recipe they are utilizing to approach the strat-
egy process is based on some fundamentally 
different ingredients.

Ingredient #1: Get to the Future 
First

Forget focusing time and attention on hav-
ing your partners develop some elusive firm 
mission or exotic vision statement. Your part-
ners’ time would be far better spent in doing 
some deep thinking about the trends that are 
currently shaping the profession. 

Have we even thought about how the 
future of our profession may unfold over the 
foreseeable next few years, assuming a pro-
longed decline in demand for legal services; 
assuming the continuing emergence of legal 
tech companies attacking every segment of 
the market; or assuming how the advent of 
artificial intelligence and big data are going 
to impact your practice? 

Now, what would be required of us as a 
firm to get to the real future first?

Consider: What has been the most pro-
found change in the profession over the last 
three years? How long did it take your firm to 
figure it out and adapt accordingly? 

Now, taking that forward, if  we knew today 
what we will know at the dawn of 2020 (only 
a few foreseeable years into the future), how 
would we change our attitudes, actions, and 
the way in which we practice law—the services 
we offer, the clients we target, and the ways in 
which we choose to deliver our services?

The greatest handicap with the conven-
tional planning process is that it works from 
today forward and implicitly assumes, what-
ever wise assertions to the contrary we may 
hear, that the future will be more or less like 
the present. Leading minds know that the 
future will not be an echo of the present. 

Getting to the future first requires that you 
be deliberately farsighted. Make no mistake, 

I’m not talking about navel-gazing or trying 
to predict the future. Rather, what I have 
learned is that crafting effective strategy is 
really more a question of identifying the por-
tents of changes that are already occurring—
be they in other markets, other professions, 
or other industries. 

Some of the best rule-breaking ideas are 
out there already, in someone else’s profes-
sion or industry. Look at what they have done 
and see how it might be applied to your own 
situation. Seeing the future has nothing to do 
with speculating about what might happen. 
Rather, you must understand the potential of 
what is already happening. My fundamental 
belief  is that, if  we want to see the future, 
80 percent of what you are going to have to 
learn will be from outside our profession, or 
at least at its margins.

How many of you, as you are reading these 
words, understand the potential influence of 
Blockchain or Genomics or IofT, and how 
any one of these will profundly affect many 
of your largest client companies?

Work from the future back. Make your 
aim-point the future you want to create, not 
the future you’re forced to accept. Then work 
backwards to the present to build the glide 
path to get there. 

Ingredient #2: Identify Innovation 
As Your Top Strategic Initiative

The elected boards and management com-
mittees of most law firms just naturally focus 
their attention on that which is presented to 
them. And what is presented to them is most 
often internal problems: partner performance 
that falls below standard, laterals that are not 
achieving according to promised expectation, 
and perhaps clients that are not being fully 
serviced. 

Firm leaders are usually given written 
reports on many of these issues. They will 
often receive a computer printout giving 
quantitative evidence of  the performance 
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shortfall. Then, at meetings of the manage-
ment committee, everyone sets to work on 
reviewing and suggesting remedial action 
steps to address the problems. 

While these problems may consume the 
agenda time of firm boards and manage-
ment committee meetings, they should not 
be on the agenda of any session concerned 
with crafting strategy. Your strategy sessions 
should only be concerned with looking exter-
nally, looking to the future, and looking for 
growth opportunities. To do anything less 
allows growth opportunities to slowly die 
from neglect.

It is not sufficient for you to simply say, 
“Okay, I think it is time that we developed a 
(new) strategic plan for our firm.” Your firm 
must be made receptive to the very concepts 
of strategy, innovation, and made comfort-
able with perceiving change as an opportu-
nity, rather than a threat. 

“But, how can we overcome the resistance 
of certain of our partners to the idea of 
innovation?” That question is commonly 
asked. Yet, even if  I knew the correct answer 
for your unique culture, it would still be the 
wrong question. The better question to be 
considered is, “How can we make our firm 
more receptive so that individual partners 
embrace innovation and are prepared to 
devote some of their precious non-billable 
time to working for it?”

When strategic innovation is perceived by 
partners as just the flavor of the month, the 
very concept goes against the grain and there 
will be no innovation. Innovation must be 
part and parcel of the ordinary, the norm, 
the routine. The concept must be communi-
cated in such a way as to be made attractive 
and beneficial to partners. 

Leading performers will use every opportu-
nity to create a sense of urgency from which 
to direct their partners’ attention toward tak-
ing advantage of change. The management 
of these firms is telling their partners, “We 
see some potential trends on the horizon 

that may either present an opportunity for us 
or, if  left unattended. could have an adverse 
effect on both our collective and personal 
fortunes. Here is what we are seeing … What 
do you think we should do and what actions 
might we initiate that could have the poten-
tial to transform these changes in our favor?”

Still, some partners may say, “Why should 
we do anything?Things are going sufficiently 
well without our messing around.” High per-
formers recognize this objection as the open-
ing for them to educate their partners as to 
what those competitors who are a little more 
alert might do if  we wait and miss the window 
of opportunity. These firms work to create a 
clear understanding throughout the firm that 
innovation is the best means to preserve and 
perpetuate the firm’s wealth and individual 
partners’ continued personal success.

Turn innovation into Job One. Identify and 
articulate, with a sense of urgency, all of the 
various reasons why your professionals need 
to come up with new ways to:

— Get outside the confines of their current 
practices into new areas;

— Offer clients entirely new services that 
provide unexpected value;

— Apply new technologies in ways to 
deliver services that clients have not yet 
asked for;

— Target new market segments and domi-
nate niches; and

— Develop new-to-the-firm ideas and new-
to-the-profession innovations.

My fundamental question to any managing 
partner is, “How much of your last strategic 
planning effort was spent in actually creating 
new-to-the-firm and new-to-the-profession 
competitive strategy options?”

One managing partner expressed it this 
way: “I used to spend most of my time wor-
rying about the how—how we did things, 
how we operated, how efficient we were (the 
internal). Now I’ve learned to spend more 
of my time worrying about the what—what 
opportunities to pursue, what alliances to 
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form, what technologies to back, what exper-
iments to start (the external).”

Ingredient #3: Ascertain 
the “Needs” of Both Clients 

and Prospects

When we are looking to the future, many 
tend only to think in terms of improving 
what they currently do. As lawyers, we tend 
to look at our current ways of doing things 
and how we can improve our methodologies, 
rather than taking a step back and thinking 
about what it is that our clients may actu-
ally want. If  we are concerned for our future 
profitability, we have to increasingly think 
about what is it that we do as lawyers that 
adds value or better manages the risks that 
our clients face.

That sounds like a line from a typical screed 
on “getting close to your clients,” doesn’t 
it? Well, the sermon on knowing thy client 
is a good and worthy one. And it has been 
delivered so loudly and so often for the past 
several decades that many firms have taken 
it to heart. The firms that are the stellar per-
formers know quite a bit about their clients. 

But I’m talking about something else that 
they do. 

Creating new wealth requires more than 
simply responding to market demand. I’m 
talking about crafting a competitive strategy 
based on being innovative in recognizing cli-
ent needs, preferably even before the client 
knows that they have those needs.

When we say we need to be client-focused, 
what we are trying to do is to better under-
stand the articulated needs of existing clients. 
Your future-oriented challenge is to under-
stand their unarticulated needs (the “what 
could be”), especially when it involves new 
kinds of clients. 

Seeing the future first is very seldom about 
responding to articulated needs. It’s about 

understanding deep-down frustrations and 
anxieties that people have, and then creating 
new alternatives for them. I call it finding the 
“opportunity space” in which you have no 
competitors. Or, as one firm leader recently 
confided, “With our strategy we are shift-
ing from drarmatic expansion to pockets of 
greatness.”

Thus, the question is not, “How might we 
better serve our clients?” That is an example 
of working from what is. To work from 
what could be, the central question becomes, 
“What service might we provide that clients 
are not yet asking for?” Your challenge is to 
encourage your people to continually ask: 
Whom do we serve? How do we do it? With 
what emerging service offering that clients 
haven’t even thought to ask for yet can we 
surprise and delight them?

Some partners may think that’s the 
proper role of your marketing department. 
Unfortunately, the marketing function is 
about the worst possible conduit for bringing 
insight into this process, because market-
ing, particularly through the use of market 
research, tends to be a prisoner of existing 
concepts. The only solution here is to put 
your partners right up against current and 
prospective clients, to live with them, breathe 
their air, understand their frustrations. Only 
then you have the chance of developing 
deeper insights. You have to take off  the 
blinders. 

The problem with most of us in the pro-
fession is that we are all too often blind. The 
deepest reason for that is our inability to look 
outside of current experiences. If  we think 
about it, most firms converge around how 
they perceive what business they’re in and 
what clients they want to serve. Think about 
the dulling effects of everyone going to the 
same legal seminars and conferences, hearing 
from the same pundits, reading the same gos-
sip blogs, and trading lateral partners back 
and forth. 

Is it any wonder that, as a result, firms 
obsess and spend their time focused on what 



Of Counsel, October 201610

every other firm is doing, watching to see 
what Skadden or Latham is up to, rather 
than sharpening their own views of  the 
world? Dealing with this blindness involves 
looking deeply within the client to find hid-
den knowledge. 

Ingredient #4: Obsess About 
Differentiation

Let’s think for a minute. How different is 
what you are doing right now, the strategies 
that you are employing now, from the four 
or five key competitors in your marketplace? 

If  your answer is “not much,” then how are 
you ever expecting to surpass their market 
performance? We all know instinctively that 
doing the same thing and expecting different 
results is futile. But that is pretty much the 
result that conventional strategic planning 
has provided.

Have you ever noticed how firms of all 
sizes continue to proffer themselves as a 
“leading full-service law firm.” If  you take a 
moment and Google that term, you will get 
no fewer than 295,000 results. Does any firm 
really think that using this phrase has any 
strategic meaning?

In my strategy sessions with groups of 
partners, I have often posed a simple question 
to the entire group, which, I believe, is reflec-
tive of the primary concern that occupies 
most prospective clients’ minds. What I have 
come to think of as the defining question 
goes like this: “Tell me please, as a prospec-
tive client, why should I choose you (your 
practice group/your firm); what makes you 
distinctive and what added value can you 
bring to my business matters … that I can-
not get anywhere else?” (Notice those last six 
words.)

Simply continuing to improve utilization 
(working a bit harder) or thinking that you 
can ratchet up your hourly rates every year, 
may have been most law firms’ primary 
strategy in the past. But I submit that it is 

long past being a hopeful recipe for success. 
And here’s a shocker: simply focusing efforts 
on operating efficiencies (like learning how 
to project-manage commodity legal work), 
offering fee discounts, and improving your 
ability to deliver alternative fee arrangements 
will not do it for you either. All that has now 
become expected behavior; table stakes, if  
you will. 

The root of all successful strategy, going 
forward, lies in being differentiated. Your 
firm, your individual practice groups must 
all work at making themselves meaningfully 
distinctive and intrinsically more valuable to 
their preferred clients. A firm simply cannot 
be all things to all people and do a very good 
job of it. Strategy requires choices. 

It’s not good enough just to be different. 
You have to be different in ways that involve 
a trade-off  with other ways of being dif-
ferent. In other words, if  you want to serve 
a particular target group with a particular 
definition of value, by definition your mis-
sion will be inconsistent with delivering other 
types of value to other clients. Firms that end 
up competing for the same set of clients using 
the same set of inducements will find that it 
is a loser’s game. 

The trouble is that firms hate making 
choices because doing so always seems dan-
gerous and limiting. They always want the 
best of all worlds. It is psychologically risky 
to narrow your range of services, to narrow 
the range of prospects you are targeting. And 
it’s this unwillingness to make choices that is 
one of the biggest obstacles to creating an 
effective strategy.

Ingredient #5: Articulate 
“Stretch” Targets

“Make no small goals,” the old saw goes, 
“for they lack the power to stir our souls.” 

Subscribe to radical goals. Imagine what 
might occur if  you were to declare to your 
partners that you wanted to achieve a 
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30 percent growth in firm revenue derived 
from services you were not doing just two 
years ago—and then ask them to come 
forward with ideas as to how each practice 
group can contribute to making that happen.

Sound ridiculous? After all, didn’t some-
body recently author a book entitled, Growth 
Is Dead: Law Firms On The Brink?

Well, here’s some outrageous news from 
the accounting profession. You might remem-
ber these folks who are slowly working their 
way back in to competing intensely with law 
firms across numerous countries. From Peter 
Williams at Deloitte: “We have the target that 
30 percent of revenue comes from stuff that 
we weren’t doing two years before, and that is 
a hefty target. But right now [September 2014] 
we are running somewhere between 24 and 28 
percent. That is a real innovation machine!”

I had an interesting experience at one 
firm where the managing partner decided 
that he wanted to survey every member of 
the elected executive committee prior to an 
important meeting. Using a questionnaire, 
he asked each of them as to their views of 
what might constitute a reasonable expecta-
tion for the firm’s future growth prospects. In 
the questionnaire that he distributed, he told 
these partners that “our profits per partner 
have increased during the past three years 
at an average rate of around 3.5 percent per 
year. What do you think would be an accept-
able annual rate of growth in profitability 
over the next two years?”

Now what he did not disclose was that 3.5 
percent was not the real number, nor did he 
inform them how much less it was than what 
the firm had actually been averaging. Quite 
predictably, based on the information this 
managing partner provided, nearly all of his 
partners responded that it would be reason-
able to achieve the same level of 3.5 percent 
growth over the next two years.

The lesson here is very clear. No organiza-
tion ever outperforms its aspirations. Our 
beliefs set the upper limit on what is possible. 

Ingredient #6: Make Practice 
Groups Your Building Blocks

It’s a disastrous development when firm 
leaders or a select committee of power part-
ners take it upon themselves to develop the 
firm’s plan and then make their pitch to 
“sell” the plan to the rest of the partnership.

That lesson was really driven home when 
I observed the strategic planning process 
unfold at a prominent Washington, DC firm. 
This firm desperately needed to develop 
a new direction and, as a result, the firm 
leader, COO, and a retired McKinsey partner 
decided to create a strategic plan. The plan 
was completed and the general partnership 
meeting was convened. That was over two 
years ago. To this date, the firm still does not 
have an agreed-upon strategic plan.

There are a number of inherent problems 
with developing a strategy from a top-down 
perspective.

First, it assumes that all wisdom reposes 
within the firm leadership. Now, that is not 
meant to be at all disparaging. Centering 
the process around the thinking of the firm’s 
elected executive may certainly involve some 
of your best and brightest, but unfortunately 
it serves to harness only a portion of the 
firm’s creative potential. 

Look at any emerging development under-
taken by any law firm anywhere, and ask 
yourself: Did that initiative develop at the 
executive committee? Or, did some mono-
maniac in some practice group fortunately 
perceive an unmet client need and then make 
it his or her personal mission to initiate an 
innovative course of action? I can report, 
hand on heart, that in most every case, I have 
observed the latter as the better basis for 
going forward.

At the very least, I find that, at the best-
performing firms, management is looking 
to the practice groups to make a meaningful 
contribution from their particular vantage 
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points. They are especially looking to prac-
tice groups that are already doing things 
better and doing things differently. They 
single them out, celebrate their achieve-
ments, and consistently ask, “What are you 
doing or not doing that the rest of  us could 
learn from?”

They are also asking individual profes-
sionals for their personal ideas on how 
things could be done better and differently. 
They tell these professionals, “I want to 
hear from you as to what your personal 
career aspirations are. I want to hear where 
you see the greatest opportunities for our 
group and for the firm. And, I want your 
ideas on what you would like to see us try 
that is new, that would develop new service 
offerings, and provide new ways of  reaching 
clients.”

I can report that there’s nothing more 
exciting than to observe lawyers enthusi-
astically devote their limited and precious 
non-billable time into developing new and 
potentially lucrative practice niches like 
mobile wallet and crypto-currency; geneti-
cally altered agricultural produce; additive 
manufacturing and 3D printing; services-
on-demand work; personalized DNA-based 
medicine; biometric recognition; shale play 
resturcturings; and a myriad of other excit-
ing new legal niches. I can assure you that 
“Growth Is Dead” only for those with no 
imagination or ambition.

Secondly, if  one of your goals is to dif-
ferentiate your firm in a meaningful way that 
attracts clients (as should be your goals), you 
will find it difficult to project a differentiated 
position for the entire firm unless you are 
a boutique practice. Most clients will talk 
about the dominant strengths of a particular 
practice group, but rarely about the entire 
firm, no matter how much we invest in those 
silly “branding” programs. 

Therefore, any attempt to develop strategy 
without looking to the practice group as the 
primary building block is likely to very seri-
ously miss the mark.

Ingredient #7: Develop 
Strategy in Action

When it comes to executing a strategy, the 
end target may be clearly visible—“I want to 
climb that mountain over there”—but much 
of the route ahead may be invisible from the 
starting point. The only way you’re going to 
see the path is to start moving. As such, while 
your strategy begins with foresight, it evolves 
through experimentation. 

The most successful strategies launch as 
small, inexpensive, limited-risk field trials. 
It is often far more effective than protracted 
analysis or market research, and always more 
reliable because your market will tell you 
when you get it right. Craft strategy as you 
go along, mixing thought and implementa-
tion into the process. True partner commit-
ment can only be expressed in actions.

At many law firms, the quest to follow 
precedent and achieve perfection drives out 
experimentation. One question I often ask 
firm leaders: “Can you point to a few small 
experiments going on right now that you 
believe could fundamentally remake your 
firm?” In most cases, the answer is no, there 
is nothing to point to. 

The more experimentation, the faster a 
firm can understand precisely which strate-
gies are likely to work. The goal is not to 
develop perfect strategies, but rather strate-
gies that take us in the right direction, and 
then progressively refine them through rapid 
experimentation and adjustment. 

For much of this decade, many firms 
have been busy following conventional prac-
tices. They have been wringing every penny 
they can out of annual billable hour rate 
increases and de-equitizing underproduc-
tive partners to increase their profitability. 
What first began in the gut of firm leaders, 
as a legitimate means to improve their firms’ 
profitability, then became obsessive. Yet most 
firms’ primary strategy ultimately now result 
in their hitting the wall in terms of how many 
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more across-the-board rate increases and 
equity cuts they can achieve. 

So what does that leave you with as a via-
ble means for increasing your firm’s growth 
and profitability into the future? 

Strategy innovation is about rethinking 
the basis of competition. Strategy innova-
tion does not depend on past success or 
established ways of practicing, deep pockets, 
or even having certain types of practice. A 
strategy steeped in innovation should make 
every decision a consequence of imagination, 
not precedent.

I once heard an entertaining speaker 
describe the situation in this way: “Dakota 
tribal wisdom says that, when you discover 
you’re on a dead horse, the best strategy is to 
dismount. Of  course, there are other strate-
gies. You can change riders (hire a lateral). 
You can get a committee to study the dead 
horse. You can benchmark (copy) how other 
firms ride dead horses. You can declare that 
it’s cheaper to feed a dead horse. You can 
harness several dead horses together and 

project-manage their movement. But after 
you’ve tried all these things, you’re still 
going to have to dismount. The temptation 
to stay on a dead horse can be overwhelm-
ing, but the time to begin searching for 
new strategies is long before your horse 
stumbles.” !

—Patrick J. McKenna

Patrick J. McKenna (patrickmckenna.com) 
is an internationally recognized authority on 
law practice management and strategy. Since 
1983, he has worked with the top management 
of premier law firms around the globe to dis-
cuss, challenge and escalate their thinking on 
how to manage and compete effectively. He is 
co-author of business bestseller First Among 
Equals and Serving At The Pleasure of My 
Partners: Advice To The NEW Firm Leader 
published by Thomson Reuters in 2011. He 
advises executive committees and boards on 
leadership selection and succession issues and 
co-leads a program entitled “First 100 Days” 
(first100daysmasterclass.com) usually held 
at the University of Chicago. Reach him at 
 patrick@patrickmckenna.com.
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A Strategic Assessment:

Putting Your Practice Groups to the Test

Organizing a new practice group is like 
starting a new business. Champions of the 
group should treat the opportunity in the 
same manner as entrepreneurs, ensuring that 
they evaluate all key considerations before 
making a proposal. At the same time, senior 
leadership should act like bankers or venture 
capitalists, holding aspirants to high standards 
before allowing new groups to be formed. 

Assessing the viability and vitality of your 
current practice groups is of equal or greater 
importance—and the same standards should 
apply. 

Law firms of all sizes too often have ineffec-
tive practice groups in terms of organization, 
operations, and market brand. Many firms list 
dozens of practice groups on their Web sites 
that in reality don’t do much beyond possibly 
establishing a marketing profile for the firm. 

Having too many groups degrades a firm’s 
overall practice group structure and effective-
ness. Senior leadership does not focus as it 
could or should on those groups that truly 
drive the firm’s business and brand. In addi-
tion, firms that allow partners to be members 
of multiple groups, sometimes six, seven, 
or more, likewise dilute the effectiveness of 
those partners and their groups. 

Instead, your goal should be threefold:

1. To add groups only when a compelling 
business case can be made

2. To weed out groups that don’t meet the 
standards set forth below

3. To focus the firm’s energies on improving 
the performance of essential groups that 
serve your clients, support your brand, 
and drive profitability.

Below are issues that should be considered 
when organizing a new practice group or 

re-evaluating your current groups for focus 
and effectiveness. 

Business Purpose Statement

Each group should have a business purpose 
statement that includes a clear articulation of 
the clients or type of clients the group wants to 
serve; the specific services that the group will 
render; and the geographic scope. Investors in 
a business are most interested in what the busi-
ness intends to do, who its customers will be, 
how it will differentiate itself from competi-
tors, and where it will conduct commerce. The 
same can be said of a practice group. 

A clear business purpose statement might 
read, “The group will provide regulatory, 
general corporate, financing, and litigation 
services to health care and health care-related 
entities doing business in the Northeast.” 

A group can then elaborate briefly on its 
focus and value proposition (e.g., expertise, 
industry focus, or client group focus). The 
group can also describe in some detail the 
type(s) of clients it aspires to serve, including 
a list of current clients or targeted new clients.

Strategic Alignment

There should be a short but clear statement 
about why this practice group is aligned with, 
and facilitates, the firm’s overall strategic 
focus. Some practice groups are inconsistent 
with that strategic focus or simply occupy 
a neutral position. Neither instance is ben-
eficial to the firm long-term and should be 
rigorously screened. 

For example, one firm’s strategic aspiration 
is to be the clearly dominant business firm 
in a tri-state region. The region’s economy is 
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fast-growing, attracting both domestic and 
foreign business investment. The firm has 
few relationships or ties with state govern-
ments, something that can benefit businesses 
looking to develop operations in the area. A 
group in the firm that can pull together law-
yers with government ties and recruit others, 
forming a powerful lobbying and legislative 
affairs unit, that will directly support the 
overall mission by adding fresh capabilities.

Competition

The group should identify its major com-
petitors including law firms, practice groups 
at other firms, and any alternative service 
providers. Competitive information, such as 
practice styles, composition of professionals, 
clients, etc., should be likewise articulated. 

Many groups fail to develop or consider 
this kind of business intelligence, making 
it difficult to determine how and where the 
group is competitively positioned and what 
its longer-term prospects are.

Social, Economic, 
or Legislative Data

Groups may come into existence in 
response to external factors representing a 
significant opportunity. In these cases, a new 
group should indicate whether it is in the 
first wave of movers or lagging behind other 
competitors. 

It is not necessary, however, to be the first 
mover in order to be successful. Practice 
groups, by and large, are successful because 
of their superior leadership and execution. 
Just because the firm is the first to organize a 
group in a particular area by no means gives 
it a sustainable competitive advantage. 

Leadership

The group should clearly identify a leader-
ship cadre—those partners who pledge to make 

a significant investment of time and effort in 
the group’s success. It should include more 
than just the practice group leader. Indeed, if  
a group does not have at least three or four 
partners willing to make real personal invest-
ments in the development and maintenance of 
the group, it is unlikely to be highly effective. 

In addition to its leaders, the group should 
identify other members of the firm, both 
partners and associates, who are or would 
be its members, identifying them also as full-
time or part-time members. The greater the 
commitment to full-time participation, the 
greater the likelihood of success. By the same 
token, groups organized with too many part-
time members tend to implement and execute 
in a hit-or-miss fashion.

Competitive Advantage

Each group should clearly set forth its 
differentiators and how they create competi-
tive advantage. It should articulate how it is 
positioned to better serve or attract clients. 
The litany could include greater depth and 
breadth than competitors, better lawyering 
(but be careful here, as this is difficult to mea-
sure), extraordinary client service, greater 
expertise in the market segment, demonstra-
bly better efficiency in service delivery, better 
value (cost of services versus what is deliv-
ered), and so forth. 

Some indication of why the group can do 
better than competitors in such areas is neces-
sary to ensure that it has thoroughly evaluated 
its position, to define what it needs to do to rise 
in the ranks of competitors, and, ultimately, to 
ensure that it will be externally viable.

Investment Needs

Groups should set forth investment needs 
such as business development/marketing dol-
lars, technology support, management assis-
tance, and the like. Although pro forma 
budgets are seldom totally accurate, they are 
necessary to understand at the get-go what 
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sort of investment will really be needed over 
a 12- or 24-month period. 

Groups that underestimate their invest-
ment needs may find themselves unable to 
pursue market opportunities because of 
undercapitalization. 

Internal Interdependencies

The group should set forth any interdepen-
dencies with the firm’s other practice groups. 
Ideally, practice groups will share clients, 
knowledge, business development/marketing 
efforts, and the like. The group should articu-
late where it can exploit such interdependen-
cies as well as where it will expect to draw 
upon the resources of the other groups. Joint 
marketing efforts and sharing of professional 
resources should be outlined.

By rigorously following these guidelines 
at the outset, a firm can ensure that all of 
its practice groups have the best chance 
of attaining a high degree of performance 
that’s sustainable over time. By “testing” 
your current groups against these standards, 
leadership can affect rational changes cal-
culated to improve their groups’ overall 
 competitiveness. !

—Thomas S. Clay

Thomas S. Clay is a principal of Altman Weil 
and a thought leader on the critical issue of 
law firm practice group strategy and leader-
ship. With 30 years’ experience consulting to 
the legal profession, he is an acknowledged 
expert on law firm management principles and 
a trusted advisor to law firms throughout the 
United States and Canada. He can be reached 
at (610) 886-2000 or tsclay@altmanweil.com.
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says. “But we believe we have two outstand-
ing, very smart, entrepreneurial partners in 
that office. So the way we’ll make a dent is to 
start with two guys who are exactly right for 
that market.” 

Quillen says he likes where both the part-
ners and the associates got their professional 
footing as young attorneys. “All of the people 
in our New York office have training from 
the Proskauer firm,” he says. “I have a great 
respect for the way Proskauer prepares law-
yers, and I believe we’ll benefit from that. Our 
people are outstanding, and they will attract 
other outstanding people.”

Don’t Be an Ass

Of course, Quillen’s right about New York 
being a tough market to crack, and over the 
last couple of decades several firms have 
opened in Manhattan, with Broadway-show 
type fanfare, only to shutter its doors after 
a few years. “It’s obviously a very competi-
tive market,” says Jonathan Lindsey, a New 
York-based principal of the legal recruiting 
powerhouse Major, Lindsey & Africa.

So what’s the key to making it in New 
York? Lindsey says firms need to find the 
right attorney to lead the office, and that 
doesn’t necessarily mean one who has a thick 
book of business and a big-time reputation. 
That is, you don’t want a jerk running the 
branch. 

“It’s important to have the right person as 
your tent pole,” he says. “If  you have some-
one who is viewed as difficult, someone you 
wouldn’t want to be partners with, it becomes 
much harder to attract other people. We’ve 
seen firms come into town with someone who 
has a big reputation but is also notorious for 

being difficult. We’ve talked to people [later-
als as part of a recruitment effort] and asked 
if  they want to join a firm with that type 
lawyer running the office, and they say, ‘Nah, 
I don’t think so.’ ”

Nation’s Second-Best Tech 
Corridor

Because the New York market can be chal-
lenging, and costly, it pays to do your home-
work, follow the city’s business trends, and take 
your time. That’s exactly what Silicon Valley-
based Fenwick & West did before opening in 
June with “eight to 10 full-time-equivalent 
lawyers,” according to Mark Stevens, the 
Fenwick partner who, along with partner 
Scott Joachim, is leading the launch of that 
branch. 

For several reasons, the Manhattan move 
made sense to the partners of the West Coast 
firm that’s known for its tech-centric and 
start-up-business legal expertise. For one 
thing, Fenwick already had a lot of work in 
New York and the Northeast with lawyers 
racking up a lot of air miles to get to and 
from client meetings. 

“We’ve been covering New York by being 
on airplanes the last 10 to 20 years,” Stevens 
says. “There’s always been a demand, within 
the growing technology and emerging- 
company community, in New York for expe-
rienced counsel, and we get more than our 
fair share of those deals.”

But just in the last few years, New York has 
increasingly emerged as a breeding ground 
for high-tech start-ups, and Fenwick wants 
to be closer to the action. “We strongly 
believe that New York is the number two 
market, surpassing Boston, in terms of the 
emerging-tech-company industry,” Steven’s 
says. “It’s grown to the point where compa-
nies can find, recruit their team, raise their 
angel money, raise their venture funds and 
their growth money, and do a multimillion-
dollar exit all without tapping the Silicon 
Valley.” 

Continued from page 2

Growth Metrics
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Stevens and his colleagues see this devel-
opment as both “an opportunity and a 
threat,” he says. “We’re obviously major 
players in the Silicon Valley market, but we 
saw that over the next 10 years there’d be a 
developing independence in the ecosystem 
in New York, which was currently under-
served from a legal perspective. But that 
wouldn’t last long. There are a lot of  good 
lawyers in New York, and they’d figure out 
how to work with young companies. So we’d 
be disadvantaged by being a three-hour 
time zone away and not as plugged into the 
community.” 

What’s more, technology is also chang-
ing traditional industries in the New York 
metro region, those outside of the high-tech 
economic sectors. That constitutes another 
reason for Fenwick’s decision to open in 
Manhattan. “Probably half  or more of the 
work is counseling established companies as 
they transform themselves through technol-
ogy,” Stevens adds.

Launch with a Specific Plan

Boston’s Foley Hoag is another firm that 
recently expanded to New York, opening in 
May 2015 with five attorneys and growing 
the office significantly in the last year and a 
half; it now has 14 attorneys. Like Fenwick, 
Foley had kept its eye on this market for quite 
a while before making its move with a very 
clear and pointed strategic plan.

“Our initial focus,” says co-managing part-
ner Adam Kahn, was on our areas of exper-
tise, where we thought the market in New 
York was underserved: intellectual property, 
international litigation and arbitration, and 
emerging-company/venture-capital business. 
“We thought that we had something special 
to offer in the market that the existing firms 
in New York didn’t have in those areas.”

Clearly, Kahn and his partners recognized 
the same type of strong growth in the tech-
related economies that Stevens and others 
saw. “In our view there has been a significant 

transformation in the New York City legal 
market over the last few years where emerg-
ing-companies, and many are tech and life 
sciences companies, are starting to prosper 
and grow,” Kahn says.

When firms have the kind of sharp focus 
that Foley had in entering New York, they 
position themselves quite well for success, 
Lindsey says. “It’s helpful to have a clear 
reason to be here,” he says. “Don’t come here 
just because everyone else is doing it. Have 
a specific plan. Don’t just go to New York 
because you can charge higher rates and that 
will help your numbers.” 

Following Where the Work Leads

Los Angeles-based Liner landed in New 
York for entirely different reasons. It opened 
in March to expand the reach of its nation-
ally known insurance recovery practice that 
grew substantially in 2015 when several for-
mer Dickstein Shapiro lawyers, including 
rainmaker Kirk Pasich, joined Liner. The 
insurance recovery group had been doing 
a lot of litigation work on the East Coast, 
“probably more than we had in California,” 
Pasich says. 

“We planned to launch the New York 
office with a couple of partners,” he adds, 
“and we’re looking to expand that office 
because we have so much work on the east-
ern seaboard with litigation in New York, 
Connecticut, Delaware, Maryland, as well 
as in Bermuda. We also hope to expand the 
practice in that office into other areas of law.”

Pasich acknowledges that it may seem 
“strange” for an 80-lawyer LA firm to set 
up shop in New York but that the success 
of  the insurance recovery practice, and its 
revenue-generating capabilities, made the 
move possible. “Many consider it to be a 
niche practice, but we have national rates; 
mine is $1,250 an hour,” he says. “We’ve 
handled some of  the largest cases ever in this 
country. In the last few years, we’ve helped 
our clients recover more than $5 billion. 
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This puts us in a high-demand position. 
We’re elite at what we do.”

Naturally, many law firms open in a 
particular city to satisfy client workloads 
in that market, and that was certainly the 
reason for the New York expansion by 
Columbia, SC-based Nelson Mullins Riley & 
Scarborough. “We were following the needs 
and demands of our clients,” says managing 
partner James Lehman, adding that the firm 
launched its Manhattan permanent branch 
in May after opening in a temporary office a 
year ago with four lawyers. It now has seven 
attorneys in the new digs, and they do finan-
cial services and IP work.

Like other leaders interviewed for this 
article, Lehman says the partnership deliber-
ated cautiously and strategically in making 

its move in the Big Apple and that he and 
his management team talked to several pro-
spective laterals who didn’t turn out to be 
the right fit. “We were very patient,” he says. 
“We had been looking at the New York mar-
ket for five years. We wanted to insure that 
we started with the right people. I think that 
patience paid off  and has made this one of 
our most successful new offices that we’ve 
opened in the last decade.”

So what accounts for the smooth and 
profit-generating operations? “The secret is 
to have more work than the lawyers can do,” 
Lehman says, noting that some clients’ work 
originated in New York while other clients in 
Atlanta and Charlotte needed New York sup-
port. “That’s the perfect recipe for success.” !

—Steven T. Taylor
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call litigation common sense, developed as 
result of spending a number of years on 
very sophisticated litigation for very savvy 
clients.”

Recently Of Counsel spoke with Nannis 
about her career, her commitment in rep-
resenting the Davids against the Goliaths, 
some of her most noteworthy cases, the traits 
she likes to see when she helps hire young 
attorneys, and other topics. What follows is 
that excerpted interview.

Of Counsel: Veronica, what was it that led 
you down your career path? Why did you 
become a lawyer?

Veronica Nannis: I didn’t know I wanted to 
be a lawyer at first. I had a degree in psychol-
ogy and was working in that field for about 
a year. I was planning to go get my Master’s 
and maybe my PsyD or PhD. But then I just 
so happened to be talking to the uncle of my 
future husband, who worked for the govern-
ment as a psychologist and his wife did as 
well. He strongly encouraged me to take a 
look at law school, which I’d never consid-
ered before. So I started thinking about it 
and was lucky enough to get a scholarship 
to Catholic University for both its Master’s 
program in psychology and its JD program. 
While I was giving law school a try I was still 
focused on psychology. 

But then I just loved law school. I contin-
ued to get my Master’s, but my first year I 
was drawn intellectually more to the law side. 
I enjoyed it more. I was one of those people 
who felt I could make more of a difference 
from the legal side as opposed to working 
one-on-one with a patient. I’m happy I got 
my Master’s in psychology but once I got 
a taste of  the law, I was immediately drawn 
to it.

OC: What was it that your husband’s 
uncle saw in you that made him press you to 
explore law school?

VN: We had been talking about the frus-
trations that I was feeling at the time in 
working with patients, like trying to get 
coverage or various issues with Medicare 
and insurance companies. So I was venting 
about the hurdles patients were facing. He 
said, “You’re a natural advocate. You should 
consider law school and work from the other 
side and delve into the issues and help more 
than one patient at a time. You might be able 
to be more of an agent of change.”

OC: So you got your dual degree and 
graduated with honors in 2002. Where did 
you go after you graduated?

VN: I was with this law firm before I grad-
uated. I did an internship here and was hired 
in my second year of law school to be a law 
clerk serving the civil litigation department. 
I’ve stayed ever since.

Responsibility and Teamwork

OC: What do you like about the litigation 
practice at Joseph, Greenwald & Laake?

VN: When I first joined the firm we didn’t 
have a whistleblower practice. But we did 
have a robust civil litigation department. I 
stayed and I still stay mainly for two reasons: 
One, the work that we do and the responsi-
bility we get, especially our younger folks, is 
really unparalleled. So we get a lot of respon-
sibility and that’s what I wanted. I got it and 
I felt like I was making change from day one. 
I was given that opportunity. 

Secondly, it’s about the team—it’s truly a 
team environment here. This practice can be 
solitary and very competitive, but from the 
top down we have a different mindset here. 
Hearing from colleagues [at other firms] and 
friends, I know that’s not the case every-
where. So I know this is a unique place to 
work.

Continued from page 24
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OC: Clearly, with your skills, you could 
do a lot of different types of litigation, but 
you’ve chosen to focus on whistleblowers and 
civil rights matters and employment law and 
health care fraud. What was it that attracted 
you to these areas?

VN: I guess it’s a sense of naturally siding 
with the little guy, representing the victim.

OC: I thought you were going to say some-
thing like that.

VN: They all tend to be similar. Whether 
it’s civil rights or whistleblowers or almost 
any of the work I’ve done in employment 
law, I’ve been on the plaintiff ’s side, the vic-
tim’s side. I end up representing the whistle-
blowers themselves but because I focus on 
the health care arena there tends to be quite 
a number of cases that involve patient harm 
as well. So it all ties into something I’m pas-
sionate about. 

OC: You’ve handled so many cases, and 
many of them are in the health care field. 
Have you seen an increase in the cases you 
handle with the advent of health care reform?

VN: That’s interesting. Well, fraud’s been 
around forever. The act that we bring these 
cases under is called Lincoln’s Law [also 
known as the False Claims Act] for a reason. 
It’s been around for more than 150 years 
[since President Lincoln signed it in 1863]. 
But it hasn’t been enforced as much nor had 
as many advocates on the whistleblowers’ 
side as we have now. There’s no question that 
that’s gone up in the last 20 years, and even 
the last 10. With the advent of the new law …

OC: Sorry for interrupting, but you’re 
talking specifically about the Affordable 
Care Act, right?

VN: Yes, that’s right. Anytime the govern-
ment is going to issue a new set of rules and 
regulations, there’s obviously going to be 
people out there trying to game the system. 
So in that regard we can surmise a correla-
tion. It was certainly there before but with 

the new rules in the Affordable Care Act 
there might be some new and different types 
of fraud. So we can say there’s a correlation 
there.

Standout Cases

OC: You’ve handled and been successful 
in a lot of very complex, difficult cases. What 
are one or two that come to mind as being 
particularly important or satisfying? I don’t 
want to prompt you, but the case involving 
Wells Fargo and the $16 million settlement 
to the class members is quite interesting and 
recent.

VN: Yes, and that’s still going on. That’s 
probably top of mind because it’s continuing. 
There are, there were, 10 different big banks. 
Wells was the first to settle with us, but there 
are others that we have preliminarily settled 
with and others that have not settled yet. 
That was a classic but very brazen kickback 
scheme between the now-defunct title insur-
ance company and some of the major banks. 
So, that one ranks up there for me. 

The other one that sticks out and is promi-
nent for me is the civil rights case that we 
tried in 2011 for the Espina family.

OC: That was Espina v. Prince George’s 
County case, right? [In this litigation, Nannis 
and the firm’s legal team represented the 
family of an innocent man who was beaten 
and killed by an off-duty police officer in the 
man’s apartment. They won an $11.5 million 
verdict for the estate, spouse, and son of the 
victim.]

VN: Yes, at that time we had the highest 
jury verdict ever returned, but it was reduced 
immediately by the trial court down to the 
statutory cap for the county. We took that 
up on appeal on constitutional grounds and 
unfortunately lost. But within two months of 
losing, my partner, our client, and I were tes-
tifying in Annapolis, and we were able, in a 
short session of the legislature, to get the cap 
doubled, which hadn’t been touched since 
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1987. We also got the statutory notice period 
lengthened from 180 days to 365 days. 

So that was one that was certainly a roller 
coaster in terms of wins and losses. But it 
was satisfying, ultimately, to be able to effect 
change that way, so that all of the civil rights 
cases that come after that—and we certainly 
have our fair share in Maryland—all of 
those victims are able now to have a longer 
notice period before their claims are cut off  
and have double the statutory cap that Mrs. 
Espina and her family had. 

OC: That won you and your colleagues the 
2011 Maryland Association for Justice Trial 
Lawyers of the Year award. Nicely done. To 
shift gears here a little. How do you market 
your practice? I see that you write a lot. Do 
you do other things to generate interest and, 
ideally, clients?

VN: I’ve begun to do that more in the last 
year or so. I’m behind the curve in terms of 
really targeting on the micro level. But one of 
the things I start with is looking at who are 
my normal clients and who are my best cli-
ents. Who do I want to try to attract? For the 
health care work, which I’m focusing more 
and more of my practice on, I really concen-
trate on two or three of my clients who I have 
now or had in the recent past. I look at who 
they are and what kind of responsibility do 
they have, and how could I get eyeballs on 
similar types of folks. 

I need to think about them. What associa-
tions do they belong to? What annual meet-
ings are they going to? What publications are 
they reading? I notice that my colleagues [at 
other firms] don’t really seem to be marketing 
down to that micro level. There aren’t many 
lawyers advertising [their practices in these 
various venues]. So in the last year, I have 
started targeting the audience I want to be in 
front of. I want to have them see our names 
and know who we are. 

My clients usually struggle with whether 
or not to report and how to report and they 
need to protect themselves as well. So as they 

think about these things and they keep seeing 
our names, I hope that when they’re having 
one of these crisis moments they will remem-
ber us. This is a growth area. I’m not seeing 
a lot of lawyers, or any lawyers, in some 
of these publications. So this is a slightly 
different way to think about it as opposed 
to just blasting out to the world: “Joseph, 
Greenwald & Laake.” I’m coming at market-
ing in a different way now. 

OC: So you are targeting people you think 
need your help but also trying to attract the 
types of cases you find intellectually stimu-
lating. Is that a fair characterization?

VN: Yes, exactly.

Hiring the Energetic

OC: You mentioned that you serve on the 
hiring committee. What do you look for in 
a young candidate for your firm? Of course 
you want someone who is smart, with good 
writing and communication skills, and seems 
like he or she can collaborate. Is there any 
other trait that’s perhaps different?

VN: All things being equal, with all the 
things you mentioned, I look for somebody 
who wants to immediately get their hands 
dirty, and immediately jump in with signifi-
cant responsibility. Because we don’t have a 
big firm and a lot of layers of hierarchy, we 
count on our younger and junior law clerks 
and associates to take a lot of responsibility 
and become an integral part of the team right 
away. So we want someone who’s chomping 
at the bit to get substantive experience and 
do good work. There’s a quality that you can 
sometimes see during an interview. They’re 
very eager, really ambitious, and you get a 
sense that they are incredibly energetic. I 
would lean toward hiring somebody who’s 
more energetic and ambitious than I would 
to even the more polished candidate.

OC: Thank you, that’s a good answer. To 
what extent do you run into subtle or maybe 
not-so-subtle gender discrimination within 
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the legal profession? Of course, I don’t mean 
at your law firm but in the profession in 
general.

VN: I think probably all women run into 
subtle or not-so-subtle gender discrimination 
across the board, whether it’s in the legal pro-
fession or not. For me personally, I’ve seen 
it less now than I have in the past. And, that 
might just be a function of me getting older 
and more experienced. Or it could be a func-
tion of the changing times, or maybe a little 
bit of both. Starting out, there were certainly 
times when I and others were frequently mis-
taken for administrative assistants, almost on 
a weekly basis.

OC: “Could you get me a cup of coffee, 
honey?”

VN: Yes, exactly. It certainly wasn’t just in 
the legal profession. Part of it could be that 
I was young and female, and it was at a time 
when there weren’t as many of us around as 
there are now. I certainly have stories and I 
know my peers do as well.

OC: I’m sure there were plenty of times 
when you were discriminated against and/or 
stereotyped.

VN: Yes, but you know what? I always 
liked being underestimated. [laughter] It’s a 
good place to be coming from when you’re 
litigating.

OC: When you litigate cases do you often 
go up against lawyers from big, deep-pocketed 
law firms? And when you beat a megafirm in 
court do you get a little extra satisfaction?

VN: We are a small, suburban firm, but 
more and more we’re going up against 
attorneys at major firms with national and 

international offices. Some of it is because of 
the work we do with the class actions in the 
civil rights cases. It seems we’re either going 
up against the government, with its resources, 
or a major firm that seems to have all the 
resources in the world.

It’s certainly satisfying to all of us when 
we’re able to not only hold our own but come 
away with victories, with solid resolutions in 
those cases.

OC: Veronica, how do you see your back-
ground in psychology, the knowledge that 
you gained in that field, manifest in your 
legal practice?

VN: I think I see it in two ways. One, that 
background has helped give me the ability 
to communicate with people, to listen and 
understand people. In some ways, I think 
that’s a lost art. But it was emphasized very 
much in my education and then the work that 
I did in the psychology field before I became 
a lawyer: psychology is based very much on 
listening and communication. This easily 
translates to working with clients of all dif-
ferent backgrounds with all types of different 
needs. That’s also important when I speak to 
a jury and a judge.

Another way I see it is on the analytical 
side—in the way that we as psychologists 
were educated and trained and the way we 
read studies, think about the facts, look for 
the data to back up the facts, and then add 
the analysis. Whether I’m speaking to a judge 
in oral argument or to a jury in laying out 
an argument it sometimes resembles the way 
that I would analyze a study. It’s a way of 
approaching problems that I think translates 
from psychology to law. !

—Steven T. Taylor
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In most law firms, especially small and 
midsized ones, the lawyers need to take on 
a few different roles to make the partnership 
work. You can’t just shut your door and stick 
to the nuts and bolts of whatever legal matter 
is in front of you.

At 38-attorney Joseph, Greenwald & 
Laake, based in Greenbelt, MD, partner 
Veronica Nannis seems to do it all, as if  
she’s some kind of 21st century Renaissance 
woman. “Veronica’s a combination of traffic 
cop, ethics advisor, sounding board, editor, 
litigator and den mother, all rolled into one,” 
says Timothy Maloney, a partner and some-
one Nannis identifies as her mentor. “She 
performs a lot of roles at our firm, and she 
does them all seemingly effortlessly.”

But it’s the litigator role that the outside 
world sees most often, including oppos-
ing counsel, who probably wish they’d see 
someone else fighting against them. After 
all, Nannis has an impressive track record 

of taking on difficult cases, making creative 
arguments and working to achieve justice for 
her clients. In short, she wins a lot.

For more than 10 years, Nannis has repre-
sented clients in civil matters involving civil 
rights, employment law, and commercial 
disputes. She’s also a leader in the firm’s qui 
tam practice, representing whistleblowers 
who report misuse of  government health 
care funds under the federal False Claims 
Act—an area of  particular focus for her 
these days. 

Her partners recognize and appreciate 
that Nannis can be tenacious in court but 
always reasoned and in control. “The most 
important thing that Veronica brings to her 
practice is that she has excellent judgment—
about people, litigation issues, about what 
will fly with the court, or what will fly with 
the client,” Maloney says. “She has what I 
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