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Culture club
Antony smith explains how cultivating a project-based mindset 
throughout a firm can boost productivity and profitability

L egal Project Management refers 
to the application of project 
management techniques to 

the delivery of legal services. Applied 
effectively, project management can help 
solicitors improve business performance 
including things such as:
•	 improved fee-earner realisation rates.
•	 ensuring that Alternative Fee 

Arrangements (AFAs), including fixed 
fees, work properly.

•	 more effective management of internal 
costs and overheads.

Space does not allow for a detailed 
explanation of legal project management 
here, so I will outline a few key 
concepts, illustrating how legal project 
management can improve productivity, 
cost management, profitability and 
client satisfaction.

Legal project management puts clients 
at the heart of the process. Successful 
projects require good management of 
scope, schedule and resources. Scope 
does not refer to just an assessment 
of the technical work required to 
complete matters. There is another, 
more important, aspect of scoping: 
understanding what clients really want to 
achieve and agreeing this with them.

You may say that solicitors already 
do this as part of their routine. But do 
they? Arguably, because it is easier to 
assess the technical aspects of legal 
service delivery this is where scoping 
and estimation effort goes. To focus 
better on client needs, it helps having 
a method or protocol for scoping new 
matter engagements which refers to 
client objectives and requires recording 

outcomes. It is not rocket science, but 
having an explicit process ensures the 
task gets done and having to record 
outcomes improves the quality of 
information gathered.

Next step
Once a matter has been scoped properly, 
attention then switches to execution and 
delivery. It has been estimated that, for 
some senior fee-earners in professional 
service firms, up to 50 per cent of 
their chargeable work could be done 
by someone more junior. That figure 
sounds rather high, but few doubt that 
a misallocation of resources during a 
matter, affecting all grades of fee-earners, 
is not an uncommon occurrence.

This inevitably leads to time being 
written-off, rather than billed. If matters 
are run as tightly defined projects, 
decomposed into tasks with work 
allocated to the most appropriate staff 
from inception, there is less justification 
for writing-off time.

Increasingly solicitors are being asked 
to quote for work on some kind of 
AFA basis, most commonly fixed fees. 
Running matters as projects can help 
with this by scoping properly at the outset 
(see above), breaking matters down into 
stages (with delivery and payment for 
each completed stage) and utilising a 
change request process. If something 
unforeseen arises, or the client asks for 
an additional service, these events are 
out of scope of the work covered by the 
original fixed fee quote. A change request 

formally captures the change and triggers 
a renegotiation of the fee, either for that 
particular stage or the matter as a whole. 

Running matters as well-defined 
projects keeps things under control and 
reduces the prospect of uncertainty 
and unwelcome surprises, especially in 
connection with billing.

Effective risk management 
Project management is most often 
thought of as primarily a means of 
containing costs which is, of course, vital 
to the success of any business. According 
to The Law Society’s Financial Benchmark 
Survey (April 2011), Professional 
Indemnity Insurance (PII) premiums can 
cost between two and six per cent of a 
firm’s total fee income. Generally over 
the past few years PII premiums have 
increased, but it is well known that some 
firms have bucked this trend.

Many factors need to be aligned to 
secure PII premium reduction, and the 
most important factor will always be 
a firm’s claim history. Nevertheless 
there is widespread agreement that an 
effective risk-management strategy is 
one of the more significant factors to 
be taken into account when assessing 
premiums. Creating a project with the 
specific objective of reducing premiums 
can result in considerable savings if 
executed properly.

Successful solicitors must already do 
some project management (even though it 
may not be referred to as such) as part of 
their daily practice management activity. 
Adopting a slightly more formal legal 
project management approach makes 
these activities more explicit and can 
improve individual solicitor productivity.

Cultivating a project-based mindset 
throughout a firm can result in exponential 
increases in productivity. Clients recognise 
and value services which are delivered 
effectively, enabling them to achieve their 
objectives. Ultimately it is this that allows 
solicitors to increase profitability.  

Antony smith is a solicitor 
(non-practising) and 
owner of Legal Project 
Management (www.
legalprojectmanagement.
co.uk)
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Our Complex Claims and Technical Departments work in partnership with 
some of the largest insurance brands in the UK. We are trusted with providing 
excellent client care for their EL, PL and RTA claimants and work alongside 
them to deliver client expectations. Following the success and growth of the 
relationships with our insurance partners, we are now looking to strengthen 
our EL/PL offering with high calibre solicitors and fee earners. Our new teams 
represent further expansion for Minster Law and will provide excellent career 
development opportunities for anyone joining our business. 

Minster Law offers a competitive salary, contributory pension scheme,  
25-30 days holiday, life assurance, health insurance and many other 
benefits. For more information or a confidential discussion please contact 
Amy Thirtle on 01924 241189 or email Recruitment@Minsterlaw.co.uk

Senior Manager - Personal Injury
Salary: £50,000 - £70,000 + Bonus (Wakefield or York) 
As a Senior Manager you will be responsible for the operational performance 
of four personal injury teams. As well as driving the financial and quality 
performance, you will be responsible for managing risk and dealing with 
technical issues and complaints. Working with our leading insurance partners 
you will be responsible for championing outstanding client care and promoting 
this within your teams. 

This role provides an excellent opportunity to contribute to the strategic 
planning and development projects within the business. You should be 
competent presenting management information, performing as part of the 
senior management team and managing stakeholders. In addition we look for 
a positive, honest and open management style. REF: LYL041

Team Manager - EL/PL
Salary: £40,000 - £60,000 + Bonus (Wakefield)
Following the expansion of the EL/ PL department we are looking for an 
additional Team Manager. With previous experience in a managerial role and 
a strong EL/PL injury background, you will be responsible for driving team 
performance and ensuring high client care standards. People management is 
central to this role, so experience in supervising, managing and developing a 
team are essential. REF: LYL043

Team Manager - Multi Track
Salary: £45,000 - £65,000 + Bonus (Wakefield)
As well as demonstrating experience managing high value multi track 
personal injury claims, applicants for this role must have strong management 
skills. This should specifically include driving team performance, managing 
key performance indicators, auditing files, creating case plans, and managing 
risk. You should be confident communicating with employees at all levels 
within Minster Law and our insurance partners to ensure that client care is 
central to our business delivery. REF: LYL044

EL/PL Solicitor/ Fee Earner
Salary: c.£30,000 - £45,000 + Bonus (Wakefield)
We are currently seeking qualified solicitors and experienced fee earners 
for our expanding EL/PL department. You should have previous experience 
managing your own caseload of EL/PL files from initial instruction through to 
conclusion. Solid litigation skills are essential and client care is paramount 
for success in this role. You can expect an excellent quality of work and 
opportunities for career progression. REF: LYL042

We have a number of career opportunities across a range of disciplines and are always looking for 
qualified solicitors and fee earners, for more information visit www.minsterlaw.co.uk/careers
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