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RESEARCH SNAPSHOT 
TIRED OF SPINNING YOUR WHEELS?   

The context: unlocking resistance to change in elite 

partnerships 

Something strange is happening in elite professional service 
firms. Most senior partners recognize that changing economic 
conditions and client demands will mean that partners need to change 
how they work to survive in the hugely competitive professional service 
environment. We all know that past success is no guarantee of survival 
– Dewey LeBoeuf and Monitor Consulting are recent reminders of this. 
However, talk to the partners on a confidential basis and an alarming 
story emerges: because short term performance is central to success 
and survival at a firm, what partners are actually doing is frequently in 
conflict with what the senior management team think they are up to. 

Resistance to change is endemic in professional 
service partnerships 

This resistance to change is not a new phenomenon - the 
Altman Weil survey of 2014 highlighted that the vast majority of senior 
partners in large law firms expected significant changes to be 
necessary to their business in the short to medium term but virtually no 
senior partner thought that their individual partners were ready to 
embrace change. The interesting question is: “why, if the need for 
change is so obvious, has individual partner’s behaviour become so 
disconnected from their firm’s strategic objectives?”. 

The reason that there is a disconnect between the need for 
change and the willingness of individuals to support change is because 
we have all assumed that the interests of the firm and the individual 
partners are aligned and it is, rationally at least, change will ultimately  
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be in everyone’s interests. The recurring flaw in this approach is that we end up ignoring unspoken 
truths and vital lies – that the interests of the firm and individual partners are not aligned but actually in 
direct conflict. 

Look under the surface to expose the hidden conflicts: Minding the Gap…. 

In interviews with 40 professionals at elite firms it became very clear that what people thought 
was good for the firm and what was good for the individual had become seriously out of line. The 
further I got from senior management, the bigger the gap between perception and reality became. (see 
the example graphs on page 3). 

If senior management believe that partners and employees are working to long term horizons 
and for a collective good but the individuals are focused on their own or their team’s short term 
interests, there is a clear and present problem in getting change to stick. 

Step one: recognizing that this disconnect is a feature of many current partnerships – what we 
say and what we do are in conflict. However, in each firm I visited, the story was always subtly different: 
in some firms, trust came across as the biggest issue, in another firm it was the constant pressure of 
short term targets. Although the themes were constant, their blend and impact was always different.  

Step two: surfacing the specific conflicts within a particular group or firm and understanding 
where realignment is necessary to stop individual behaviour acting as a brake on change. 

Step three: design and, most importantly, support a clear programme to deliver and incentivize 
individuals to deliver the desired aligned behaviours. By exposing/ aligning behaviour change will 
follow. 

What is stopping this happening? 

Looking under the surface of partnership dynamics requires a willingness to expose unspoken 
truths and vital lies. For many, they may not even be consciously aware that they putting their self-
interest or personal financial success ahead of the future business interests of the firm. It is as though 
individuals can hold and operate with two conflicting realities – the assumed and the actual – as long as 
they keep their eyes on the surface they will not recognise that they could be accidently acting as a 
brake to change. 
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So what? Unspoken truths derail change and destroy value: can you really afford 
the risk? 

The post 2008 world has created a “new normal” – downward pressure on fees; changing client 
demands; professional career security being re-homed in a museum. Every lawyer and law firm knows 
these truths but most know that due to their particular “specialness”, they and their firm does not need 
to change. Sadly this is simply not true and maintaining partner profits by cutting costs and sweating 
the associates and partners may be lucrative in the short term but is ultimately a ticking financial and 
talent time bomb. 
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The gap between perception and 
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The gap between perception and 
reality: Managers and associates 
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Surfacing unspoken truths and vital lies is at the heart of delivering effective change that will 
allow firms to grow and flourish.  My research and work is focused on helping senior leadership teams 
to fully understand behaviours that are stalling change. With this knowledge, partnerships can start the 
real journey to building a toolkit for change that Elite PSR’s can apply to help them on their own path 
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ABOUT CLAIRE POINTING 

Claire Pointing is an organisational consultant and executive coach who draws on over 20 years 
experience as a senior City lawyer, strategy consultant and senior public sector. Claire has had 
extensive international experience, living and working in London, Paris, New York and Athens and 
working in many EMEA countries, the USA, Singapore and Hong Kong. Claire’s specific sector 
experience covers financial services and insurance; telecoms and media; transport; public sector 
change initiatives as well as experience of working with blue chip retail clients.  

Claire’s consulting work focuses on working with organisations and individuals to identify and resolve 
business effectiveness issues relating to organisational dynamics. Examples of Claire’s recent work 
include: working with senior leadership teams to expose and resolve hidden conflicts and resistance to 
change; and working with individuals who are experiencing transition in their roles due to the changing 
global economic landscape. She is also a frequent speaker and panel moderator at events. 

Claire is a co-founder, co-owner and currently senior non-executive director of DebtXplained – a cutting 
edge legal information product that is the European market leader in market data in its sectors.  

In working with clients, she combines her extensive business experience and her training in clinical 
psychodynamics including a masters in organizational consulting from INSEAD and is part of the 
professional Doctoral programme in organisational consulting at the Tavistock Institute. She sits on the 
steering committee for the Oxford Women in Law network and is a key driver behind her College’s 
professional women’s network.  

Claire has degrees, professional and finance qualifications from a variety of institutions including Oxford 
University, London Business School and INSEAD. Claire is a qualified Solicitor and has been ranked in 
the Legal 500 and Chambers directories of leading professionals in finance law.  

 

Join the conversation… 

Twitter: @clairepointing 

Linkedin: https://www.linkedin.com/profile/view?id=2732733  


