
1 of 8                                                                    How healthy are your legal services?                                                        Codexx Associates Ltd 

value

CODEXX WHITEPAPER  

 

 

Are your legal services healthy 
- and why does it matter? 

 

 
 

 

Monday 20th November 2017  

 

 

Alastair Ross 

Director 

Codexx Associates Ltd 

 

 

Codexx Associates Ltd 
3-4 Eastwood Court 
Broadwater Road 
Romsey, SO51 8JJ 
United Kingdom 
 
Company Registration 
 No. 04481932      
 
Tel +44-(0)7766-525433 
www.codexx.com 

 

 

 

 

http://www.codexx.com/


2 of 8                                                                    How healthy are your legal services?                                                        Codexx Associates Ltd 

Business challenges are driving services thinking 
 

Today law firms must compete on the basis of their legal services – not just their lawyers.  Clients 

buy legal services to get problems solved and these services are typically delivered by lawyers – but 

with increasing competition, the impact of IT and the internet and deregulation in some markets, 

this is changing. With the aim of meeting client demands of ‘more for less’ and doing so profitably, 

progressive firms are giving increased focus to improving the value of their services and the 

efficiency with which they are delivered.  

 

The legal service paradigm has changed 
 

Twenty years ago ‘legal services’ were simply the aggregate outcome of the work of a number of 

lawyers with a specific set of skills. The way the work was performed and delivered varied by office, 

by partner, by fee earner and over time. There was little consistency in how the service was 

performed or delivered. Not that this was seen to matter much as it was simply the paradigm of law 

at the time and accepted as such by lawyers and their clients. Law firms could provide good service 

to clients on a profitable basis by ‘papering over’ the cracks in their services through much checking 

and rework. Firms could get by with wasteful practices in their service delivery – as clients would 

pick up the tab anyway on an hourly-rate charging basis. 

 

Fast forward to today and there are still firms that work in this way. But the forces of competition 

and technology are rapidly changing this. Today’s clients are much more capable buyers of legal 

services and since the 2008 financial crash they have enjoyed increased buying power. These clients 

want more value, they want consistency and quality and they want these things for less money. To 

meet these demands law firms are having to increasingly think about their expertise delivered as 

‘services’ and how these services can be better designed and managed in ways that keep clients 

happy whilst allowing firms to make an adequate profit. Progressive in-house legal teams are also 

beginning to look at more formal approaches to performing services – which will naturally influence 

their expectations of the law firms supplying services to them1. 

 

Another driver for services thinking is the opportunity to apply Information Technology. Once 

expertise is effectively codified into a service, there is the opportunity to automate the repetitive 

elements using solutions such as Workflow, Case Management, Portals and Artificial Intelligence 

(AI). These technologies enable services (or portions of services) to be delivered digitally – e.g. via 

the internet on a 24x7 basis to clients anywhere across the world. Such digital services can provide 

clients with ‘always on’ expertise and allow firms to be best leverage their expertise globally at high 

transaction margins. 

 

 

 

                                                           
1
 A good example of this is in the non-profit organisation ‘Corporate Legal Operations Consortium’ (CLOC) in the USA. 
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What are the symptoms of an unhealthy service? 
 

Most law firms have operated for years with sub-optimum services, but in a ‘kinder’ business 

environment, these service weaknesses did not create an issue for either clients or law firms. 

However the tougher business environment of the last decade has exposed such services – due to 

client-driven price-down pressures and service requirements. Client requirements for defined 

pricing and fixed fees have exacerbated these issues. The typical symptoms of inherent service 

weaknesses include: 

 

 High levels of chargeable time write-off to meet client price expectations 

 Regular need for rework following review by Partner or Senior Lawyer 

 Quality escapes to client – leading to complaints and claims 

 Late completion of work 

 Unable to meet profitability targets on fixed fee work 

 High levels of stress and sickness amongst lawyers 

 

Law firm culture resists service and process thinking 
 

Despite such evidence of problems in services, it can be challenging to get support within firms to 

fix them by addressing the root cause issues in the service. There are two major inhibitors to the 

development of effective systemised services in law firms: 

 

1. Process thinking is not well-established in law firms – unlike in industry – and it is a concept 

that is alien to many lawyers when thinking about providing a service to clients. 

 

2. The expert culture prevalent within professional service firms means that the ‘process view’ 

of services is often seen by professionals as simply a way of commoditising work into a 

series of steps that can be performed by a lower-skilled fee earner or automated. In a fee 

earning culture where a professional’s billable time is their key success metric – anything 

that threatens this workload is naturally to be resisted.  

 

Effectively addressing these challenges requires change leaders to engage with partners and 

lawyers to help them see the benefits of systemising services. The use of process thinking, service 

mapping and Lean analysis helps fee earners understand the wastes present in their existing 

working methods – and thus the potential for improvement. Using a collaborative improvement 

approach with fee earners is highly effective for enabling the effective redesign and deployment of 

significantly improved services and working methods. 

 

To help ensure effective buy-in to the new working methods, law firm management must ensure 

that fee earners are not penalised by any short term reduction in workload resulting from efficiency 

improvement. They must also put in place appropriate new fee earner performance metrics – for 
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example to cover the performance of fixed fee services – where conventional utilisation metrics do 

not encourage the required new behaviours of working within the target cost and making on-going 

efficiency improvements.  

 

High performing services are built on strong practices 
 
 

“A bad system will defeat a good person every time.” 

 

So said W. Edwards Deming, the renowned American quality expert who helped Japanese 

companies forge their world class practices in the 1960s and 70s. In all too many law firms there are 

lawyers getting over-stressed and ‘burnt out’ trying to deliver value to clients working with poorly 

designed and operated business processes and support systems.  

 

Common legal services that are bought in relatively high volume and thus have a high level of 

repetition such as Commercial Due Diligence, Property Purchase, Probate, Claims Management and 

Inquest, offer significant opportunities for systemisation and optimisation. Indeed if clients are 

demanding that they be delivered at a fixed fee – an increasing trend – then firms must be able to 

deliver them to a defined ‘target cost’ to make a predictable margin. This can only be done if the 

service is optimised and codified and effectively deployed within the firm.  

 

One of the key benefits of the systemisation of work is enabling lower skilled personnel to take over 

work from more experienced fee earners and perform it effectively (and at lower cost) – through 

the use of procedures and templates to codify expertise. More experienced lawyers are then freed 

up for more complex, profitable and indeed rewarding, work. Even services which are inherently 

more variable in their makeup, such as Litigation, still have common work elements in their 

preparation, data gathering, analysis and administration which can be codified. This then provides 

‘star’ litigators with predictable and consistent support allowing them to perform to their best 

whilst reducing service cost. 

 

What makes services healthy? 
 

There are a number of key practices in the design and operation of knowledge-intensive services – 

such as legal services – that can be reviewed to determine the ‘health’ of a service and identify 

improvement needs. Codexx has created and used a professional services maturity model to assess 

the state of services in a number of law firms, quantify the service maturity and identify 

improvement needs. The key practices in an effective legal service are: 

 Service ownership 
Is there a defined senior owner within the firm for the service? This is needed to provide focus on 
performance and client service needs and to ensure improvements are made in a controlled way. 
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 Documented methods of work 
Is the operation of the service and its enabling documents and templates defined? This is 
fundamental to enable consistency in service delivery. 

 

 Trained fee earners 
Are fee earners trained to the documented working methods? This is needed to ensure the methods 
are effectively deployed across the firm. 

 

 Mapped and optimised services  
Has the service been mapped & optimised to reduce waste and provide the ‘one best way’ to perform 
the service and at the appropriate skill level? This is key to a more competitive and profitable service. 

 

 Effective use of IT 
Has the use of IT solutions such as Workflow, Case Management, Portals and AI tools been fully 
exploited – to enable further service and cost improvements? 

 

 Performance metrics 
Are financial and operational metrics defined to show the target performance of the service? It is 
critical to have performance targets for service and cost in place. 

 

 Monitoring & Improvement  
Are these metrics regularly reviewed and deviations from target used to trigger improvement 
actions? This fact-based discipline is key to on-going service improvement. 

 

At a higher level than each individual service, a progressive services firm will have in place an over-

arching system of Services Management to manage and control services firm-wide in the design – 

operate – improve lifecycle. This governance system is akin to the ‘Process Management’ applied in 

other sectors. It provides the required processes, tools and organisation to ensure that services are 

developed, operated and improved in effective and efficient ways. This brings the disciplines of 

product development & management from the industrial sector into professional services. 

 

What are the benefits of improving service health? 
 

There are significant benefits gained from improving the design and delivery of legal services. 

Codexx has been working with law firms in this area since 2005 and has supported the assessment 

and redesign of over 20 legal services. In our experience, when legal services are redesigned, there 

are a number of major resulting benefits: 

 

 Improved value to clients 
o Through innovation in the service functionality (e.g. enhanced deliverables). 
o A more responsive and consistent service. 
o Higher quality and an improved client experience. 

 Reduced delivery cost 
o In Codexx projects with law firms we have seen reductions of 25-75% of direct cost.  
o This cost reduction can be used to lower the service price or improve margin. 

 Revenue growth 
o Through increased bid success due to more competitive services. 
o By reducing capacity bottlenecks due to limited skills. 
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o By enabling service automation and new digital services. 

 Less write-off 
o This is a particular challenge for services which have moved to fixed fee. 
o Removal of waste and design optimisation enables much write-off to be eliminated. 

 Reduced risk 
o Improved service specification reduces the risk of non-compliance. 
o Also reduces risk of quality escapes. 

 Enabling growth in higher margin work 
o By freeing up fee earners from low value activities for more complex work. 

 Provides a core work structure for temporary fee earners 
o With the increased use of contract/’on demand’ professionals, defined work structures and 

deliverables are key to ensuring service quality. 

 Improved environment for fee earners 
o Less stress and absenteeism due to overwork and ‘fire-fighting’. 
o More fulfilling legal work for professionals. 

 

These examples show the high level of potential improvement in law firms. It is important to realise 

that legal services can be improved to both increase client value and reduce cost. Unfortunately it is 

still all too common for lawyers to believe that reducing the cost of a service will in turn reduce its 

quality and value to clients. This is simply not the case. The reason for this is that so much time 

typically spent in the delivery of legal services is actually waste (e.g. checking, rework and over-

skilling of work) – and thus can be eliminated without reducing client value using Lean approaches. 

 

Service health is going to be critical to long term survival 
 

This is a strong statement to make, but there are four key trends that support this conclusion: 
 

1. In the crowded legal supply market, firms need to stand out from rivals – differentiated 

service value is a key way of doing this, whether it is through enhanced deliverables, high 

quality or a good service experience. To do this, services need to be designed and managed. 

2. Ongoing price-down pressures mean that firms need to ensure services are streamlined to 

remove unnecessary cost and managed to ensure profitable delivery. Defined and fixed fee 

pricing means that increasingly firms have to cover any excess costs themselves.  

3. Increasing use of a variable workforce – based on the ‘gig economy – requires a strong 

services platform to control working methods to ensure consistency of delivery and quality. 

4. And lastly, to enable digital services and to fully exploit new technologies such as AI, a 

defined and optimised process for delivering the service is a key foundation.  

 

Taking action 

 

So how can law firm management best respond to these trends? Basically firms need to increase 

their capabilities for systematic services design and management. However a major challenge for 

firms to do this is the lack of an existing system and organisation for services governance in law 



7 of 8                                                                    How healthy are your legal services?                                                        Codexx Associates Ltd 

firms. Simply put: there is no integrated system or any clearly defined ownership. So putting such a 

system in place will potentially require a major change programme.  

 

To help firms in starting this journey a first valuable step is to assess the state of existing services 

within the firm. This helps identify and size the service issues to be addressed and the benefits of 

fixing them. At best this builds support from the partnership to implementing a formal services 

governance system. At worst the firm can make improvements in the design and operation of key 

and ‘unhealthy’ services (using a prioritisation approach shown in Figure 1 for example) based on 

this assessment and drive benefits in both client service and profitability.  

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 1: Example of service 

analysis and prioritisation for re-

engineering 

 

(Source: Codexx) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Over time law firms will need to build an effective services governance system to respond to the 

aforementioned trends. In doing so they can benefit by tailoring and applying the practices of 

Process and Product Management proven in the industrial sector. This would bring the required 

focus and rigour for service (and support process) design, operation and improvement2. In addition, 

firms can accelerate adoption of these new practices by bringing in non-legal skills in process 

management and improvement. 

 

As major professional service firms move more to an industrial business model – away from the 

existing less formal craft model – we can expect to see more practices applied from the industrial 

sector to help drive improved business performance through more systematic working. This will 

require a significant change in culture and organisation within law firms – a major challenge in 

itself. 

 

                                                           
2 Such an approach, termed ‘Services Management and Optimisation’, is discussed in detail in Chapter 19 ‘Knowledge-intensive 

services – from informal to systematic working’ in the book ‘Sowing the seeds of business transformation’ by Alastair Ross. The book 
is available in paperback on Amazon. 
 

https://www.amazon.co.uk/Sowing-seeds-business-transformation-Alastair/dp/1542539463/
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law firm competitiveness can be found in ‘Sowing the seeds of business transformation’ by Alastair Ross. 
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‘Sowing the seeds of business transformation’ is available on Amazon. 
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