
also allows people to discuss these issues 
openly and helps them better understand 
each other and what is important to them. 
This is particularly important at the moment 
when so many professionals feel threatened 
with what they see as a sinister shift towards 
“commercialisation” of legal services. 

It is important to keep using and 
reinforcing these agreed values in all 
important decisions that are made by the 
firm. If for example, the firm has a value of “independence”, a 
strategic decision to merge with another firm is likely to cause 
problems and a loss of trust in the leadership. If one of the core 
values of “excellence”, a decision to increase volume of work 
through “commoditisation” may well result in some people feeling 
that the quality of their work is being diluted. If one is “accessible”, 
then closing branch offices will result in clients feeling misled.

Trust
Trust is fragile and can be easily lost, particularly where 
professionals often hold absolute ideas about honesty and integrity. 
Most professionals can cope with bad news but they do not like 
being kept in the dark about decisions that affect them. It is essential 
that senior managers are open and honest about the firm and its 
future plans. Seeing partners in a lot of meetings behind closed 
doors will naturally make people assume the 
worse. It is vital that all partners support these 
decisions and do not undermine or contradict 
them. It is also important to talk to people 
individually as increased stress is a natural 
result of the current situation. This all takes 
time and effort from senior people but it is 
an important element of building trust and 
commitment.

For leaders to maintain morale and 
motivation, they must:

●● Identify and deliver the core values of the firm.
●● Act with integrity and honesty.
●● Be open and honest about the firm’s future direction.
●● Have an agreed, clear plan to tackle the current market 

conditions.
●● Ensure that all the partners and senior people overtly support 

this. 
●● Treat people fairly and consistently. 

Change is Learning From Mistakes 
My work with a wide range of professional service firms has allowed 
me to develop my Model for Success based on direct observation 
of what makes these firms successful. Many of them use the 
strengths of partnership to harness the collegiality, consensus and 
commitment associated with working with people we trust and 
respect. As outlined above, the starting point is effective leadership, 
supported by well managed resources and a commitment to 
professionalism. Successful implementation of any strategy is 
crucial and requires a commitment to change from everyone. 
Knowing what clients value allows the business to concentrate 
on service delivery in a way that is both cost effective and builds 
long-term relationships. It is essential to match the shape and skill 
base of the business to its chosen strategy. Incremental change 

builds confidence in and a willingness to 
learn and adapt, both in the firm and in 
individuals. 

Learning is an essential element of 
change. Getting the best out of people 
requires that leaders create an environment 
where people feel they are able to learn and 
adapt, and on the way make mistakes. A lot 
of management books have been written 
about learning organisations. The essence 

of all of these is that there must be a culture that supports people 
sharing their knowledge, helping other people, trying out new skills 
and when mistakes are made, not turn these into a witch hunt. 
As outlined above, there is a risk that redundancies and cutbacks 
have resulted in the opposite culture developing – where people are 
afraid to share what they know in case that results in them no longer 
being needed and/or if they admit to a mistake, they will become 
vulnerable. It is not an easy task to create a supportive and learning 
culture in the current economic climate, as people will view any 
proposed change with suspicion. 

Learning is an inherent part of change, for both the business and 
its people. To achieve successful change requires:

●● A culture that supports learning.
●● Valuing people who share their knowledge and skills.
●● Matching the shape and skills to the strategy being adopted.

●● Allowing people to try out new skills and make mistakes.
●● Demonstrating ongoing and daily investment made in work-

based learning. 

Conclusions
It seems likely that the legal market is going to experience rapid 
change. Quite apart from the economic conditions and the trend 
towards commoditisation, the proposed alternative business 
structures will result in a very different service delivery options in 
a number of areas of legal practice. Research into successful firms 
indicates that they are lean, fit and adaptable, so firms will need to 
take their people along a journey of rapid change. They must be able 
to do two things at the same time. On a daily basis they will require 
to continue to deliver a quality professional service and at the same 
time re-position themselves to meet the future marketplace. 

Leadership must concentrate on maintaining morale and 
motivation and creating a change culture that supports learning 
and people adapting their knowledge and skills. People continue to 
be the key to success for professional service organisations.

The above suggestions are more fully developed in my book, 
Accelerated Best Practice – Implementing Success In Professional Firms. 
To order, please contact me direct on faw@westwood-associates.com. 
Westwood Associates see www.westwood-associates.com. 

Cultivating a Supportive 
Culture

●● Speak openly about the business’s 
plans for the future

●● Does not operate a blame culture
●● Promote the ongoing and daily 

investment that is made through 
people doing their jobs

Incremental change builds 
confidence in and a willingness to 
learn and adapt, both in the firm 
and in individuals

C
ontinuing talk of economic downturn may be 
depressing, yet it seems likely that life will remain 
tough for most companies over the coming months. 
However, not all will see their business contract 

as recession bites. Success will not simply be because they 
operate in recession-proof sectors, it will be because they are 
able to grow market share at the expense of less well set-up 
competitors. In short, for legal firms as with other businesses, 
it is the best that survive and thrive, not the cheapest. 
Strategically, rather than a myopic focus on cost control, what 
is required is a broad exploration of how the firm as a whole can 

win and retain business and implications for both the practice, 
individual partners and other employees.

This is no easy task. Behaviours throughout the firm will 
almost certainly have to change in order to impact significantly 
on results. In the first instance, the client-facing business 
development team require the right skills and attitude to win 
business; equally, the rest of the firm must understand how 
their behaviours can affect the bottom line. 

This is much more than just providing good client service. 
It is about getting “under the skin” of clients and anticipating 
their needs. It is about creating rather than simply adding value.

When the going 

Tough economic times require strong 
company-wide action. Peter Fleming 
discusses how, by putting client 
acquisition and sales at the forefront 
of your firm, you and your practice 
can survive and thrive in a recession.

gets tough
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Prioritise Client Support
At a time of unprecedented economic slowdown, it has become 
an almost unchallenged truism that, if “the client is king”, then 
client service must be the overriding servant of that master.

This was firmly borne out in a recent HuthwaiteFleming-
sponsored survey of senior executives across UK professional 
services and manufacturing businesses, which highlighted the 
common problems of selling into more competitive markets. 
The survey found that less than one in five respondents 
emphasised client acquisition, with the overwhelming majority 
either focusing on both goals equally or more strongly on 
holding onto existing clients.

The fact that firms are visibly putting emphasis on client 
retention through service should come as no surprise, 
especially as the cost of developing additional business with 
an existing client is demonstrably cheaper than generating 
new business. The logic of this approach appears to be 
underlined by the fact that, as clients, 90% 
of respondents confirmed that they would 
buy more from a supplier as a direct result 
of receiving high-quality service beyond 
their expectations.

Unfortunately, the survey showed that 
this is not feeding through to the client 
and so is failing to deliver the desired 
results. Many service providers are falling 
at the first hurdle by not delivering even an 
adequate level of service, as 39% of those 
questioned cited “poor client support” 
as the principal source of frustration with their professional 
advisers.

Tune into Client Needs
This lack of awareness of the importance of getting close to the 
client was reinforced in other areas. The survey found that soft 
issues including “lack of understanding of my business” and 
“lack of responsiveness” also featured much more highly than 
“lack of real product differentiation” and “lack of creativity” as 
reasons for client dissatisfaction and switching supplier.

This shows that vendors’ best intentions to improve the 
client experience are not being realised at the point of contact. 
Equally importantly, it reflects a lack of recognition that a 
strong business development or sales focus is more important 
than ever in an economic downturn. 

There is another irony here. In 2001, a study by BTI 
Consulting Group showed that 70% of clients switched lawyers 

because they felt “unloved”. Not because their lawyers were 
too expensive, but because they were purely reactive and too 
remote. In short, solicitors were failing to manage their client 
relationships. It would seem that, eight years on and in even 
tougher times, too many lessons remain unlearned.

Business development focus
Whether or not a legal firm’s client retention strategy is poorly 
executed, there is a strong argument for saying that a recession 
is precisely the time when the practice should be increasingly 
focused on client acquisition as the foundation for future 
success.

Although it is easy to see the total market as shrinking 
during an economic downturn, this ignores the greater 
opportunities to sell to a more promiscuous and demanding 
client base willing to shop around for the best combination 
of advocacy and service support. In recognising the harsh 

commercial realities, opportunities will similarly arise as less 
able competitors fail to survive the current economic pressures.

Could this be easier to say than it is to achieve? Perhaps, but 
by moving business development out of its typically narrow 
departmental silo and putting it at the very heart of the practice 
– in what HuthwaiteFleming has characterised as a Living 
Business Development™ approach – this offers both a practical 
and achievable way of creating credible differentiation, in 
meeting the identified needs of both existing clients and 
prospects.

Of equal importance is that it not only creates greater 
commercial opportunities for the firm overall but also for 
the personal development of individual partners and other 
employees. 

Creating value
It is easy to think that in the current market everything comes 

down to price. 
As products and 
services have become 
more commoditised and buyers 
better informed as a result of 
technology, these changing dynamics 
have undoubtedly become valuable 
bargaining tools in driving down fees 
at a time when the buyer seems to be 
holding most, if not all, the cards.

Yet if price is the only issue, only the 
cheapest suppliers would survive: yet, 
time after time, organisations charging a 
premium for their products and services 
continue to win business through even 
the most difficult conditions. Successful 
vendors focus on other aspects of 
service support and delivery, looking for 
innovative and creative ways to create 
the necessary differentiation to stand 
out from the crowd.

For example, research shows that in 
difficult times clients are extremely risk-
averse and are more likely to opt for the 
safest, rather than the cheapest, option. 
Commercial buyers and individual 
consumers alike cannot afford to make 
mistakes so they play it safe, often 
willing to pay a premium for a low-risk 
option. Therefore, to be successful, 
partners and other client-facing staff 
within the practice require the skills to 
convince the client they have the best and safest solution. 

In order to put together an all-round proposition that best 
meets the individual client’s requirements, it is essential to 
understand – and, better still, agree – what their challenges 
and demands are. Technologies such as client relations 
management software tools can go some way to helping here 
by making client information available in real time at the point 
of contact in order to improve the quality of decision-making. 
However, two further elements are necessary to get fully inside 
the client or prospect in identifying their needs. 

Sales and Service
The individual business developer requires an especially high 
level of interpersonal sales and negotiating skill to cope with 
the additional commercial pressures faced by the practice 
during a recession. In addition, the concept of “selling” has 
to sit at the heart of the practice, creating a commercial 
philosophy in which every employee recognises the role 
they can play in positively influencing the client acquisition, 
retention and development process. 

This underlines the strong link between sales and service 
quality in attracting and keeping clients. How can good service 
be defined and judged? The answer lies in a recognition 
that clients’ demands continue to rise at the same time as 
their willingness to accept any shortfall in delivery quality 
diminishes. 

Client acquisition and loyalty is hard-won today and requires 

something more than simply 
meeting expectations. It 

requires a deeper level of 
client awareness that enables 

the seller to both recognise and 
anticipate their needs – perhaps even 
before the client themselves are aware – 
and in delivering exactly the right solution 
give them what they haven’t asked for. This 
is the real differentiator in creating value. 

The importance of training
With vendors looking to cut spending 
throughout the organisation, the axe 
often falls on staff training. This may look 
attractive as a simple way to reduce costs, 
yet is likely to prove a false economy. 

As the UK Commission for Employment 
and Skills recently stated:

“Good skills form the bedrock of 
success … experience shows that firms 
which continue to invest in their staff do 
better in recessions and emerge stronger in 
the long term”.

For the business development team 
there are a number of key skills critical in a 
recessionary environment.

Develop Client Needs
The most important skill needed in a 

recession is that of exploring, identifying and developing 
client needs. Independent research revealed that training the 
use of selling skills can actually increase fee income, even in 
a recession. In one study, fee income increased by 17% in a 
trained group, while their untrained counterparts experienced 
a concurrent fall of 13%.

If a survival strategy is to win more new client business, 
then training business development partners and associates to 
adopt established sales improvement techniques might prove a 
sound investment. In the same client study, sales to new clients 
increased by 63% at the same time increasing the average value 
of each transaction.

Develop Competitive Advantage
In tough times, there is a greater need to win business at the 
expense of the competition. At a practice and individual level, 
they need to understand the strengths and weaknesses of their 
offerings, develop client needs where they are strong, and build 
the skills to deliver a competitive edge.

Developing stronger perceptions of value
Clients are more concerned about costs during a recession so 
firms need to demonstrate the value of the solutions they bring. 
Too often, they do this by telling the client about the benefits 
they can deliver. A more effective strategy is to help the client 
think through the savings and benefits that will accrue from 
adopting the solution. Helping the client to explore the savings 

Only 17% of respondents 
put more emphasis on client 
acquisition than client retention.

Ninety per cent would buy more 
from a supplier as a direct result 
of receiving high quality service 
beyond their expectations.

The highest proportion of 
respondents (39%) cited “poor 
client support” as the principal 
source of frustration with 
suppliers.

Only 27% confirmed that staff 
outside the sales/business 
development team see 
themselves as contributing to 
the sales process.

17% 90% 39% 27%

HuthwaiteFleming survey results:

Top Tips for Recession Proof 
Working:
Emphasise the importance of training the 
business development team to: 

●● Identify, develop and agree needs 
with the client.

●● Increase competitive advantage, 
by developing client needs in areas 
where the practice is especially 
strong.

●● Develop stronger perceptions of 
value, by helping clients think through 
the benefits of the proposed solution.

●● Handle client concerns regarding risk.
●● Enhance negotiating skills.

All other staff throughout the company 
must also: 

●● Understand the impact they have on 
developing client business.

●● Recognise, learn and constantly apply 
those behaviours which will impact 
most positively on client acquisition 
and development.

A recession is precisely the time 
when the practice should be 
increasingly focused on client 
acquisition as the foundation for 
future success.
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Prioritise Client Support
At a time of unprecedented economic slowdown, it has become 
an almost unchallenged truism that, if “the client is king”, then 
client service must be the overriding servant of that master.

This was firmly borne out in a recent HuthwaiteFleming-
sponsored survey of senior executives across UK professional 
services and manufacturing businesses, which highlighted the 
common problems of selling into more competitive markets. 
The survey found that less than one in five respondents 
emphasised client acquisition, with the overwhelming majority 
either focusing on both goals equally or more strongly on 
holding onto existing clients.

The fact that firms are visibly putting emphasis on client 
retention through service should come as no surprise, 
especially as the cost of developing additional business with 
an existing client is demonstrably cheaper than generating 
new business. The logic of this approach appears to be 
underlined by the fact that, as clients, 90% 
of respondents confirmed that they would 
buy more from a supplier as a direct result 
of receiving high-quality service beyond 
their expectations.

Unfortunately, the survey showed that 
this is not feeding through to the client 
and so is failing to deliver the desired 
results. Many service providers are falling 
at the first hurdle by not delivering even an 
adequate level of service, as 39% of those 
questioned cited “poor client support” 
as the principal source of frustration with their professional 
advisers.

Tune into Client Needs
This lack of awareness of the importance of getting close to the 
client was reinforced in other areas. The survey found that soft 
issues including “lack of understanding of my business” and 
“lack of responsiveness” also featured much more highly than 
“lack of real product differentiation” and “lack of creativity” as 
reasons for client dissatisfaction and switching supplier.

This shows that vendors’ best intentions to improve the 
client experience are not being realised at the point of contact. 
Equally importantly, it reflects a lack of recognition that a 
strong business development or sales focus is more important 
than ever in an economic downturn. 

There is another irony here. In 2001, a study by BTI 
Consulting Group showed that 70% of clients switched lawyers 

because they felt “unloved”. Not because their lawyers were 
too expensive, but because they were purely reactive and too 
remote. In short, solicitors were failing to manage their client 
relationships. It would seem that, eight years on and in even 
tougher times, too many lessons remain unlearned.

Business development focus
Whether or not a legal firm’s client retention strategy is poorly 
executed, there is a strong argument for saying that a recession 
is precisely the time when the practice should be increasingly 
focused on client acquisition as the foundation for future 
success.

Although it is easy to see the total market as shrinking 
during an economic downturn, this ignores the greater 
opportunities to sell to a more promiscuous and demanding 
client base willing to shop around for the best combination 
of advocacy and service support. In recognising the harsh 

commercial realities, opportunities will similarly arise as less 
able competitors fail to survive the current economic pressures.

Could this be easier to say than it is to achieve? Perhaps, but 
by moving business development out of its typically narrow 
departmental silo and putting it at the very heart of the practice 
– in what HuthwaiteFleming has characterised as a Living 
Business Development™ approach – this offers both a practical 
and achievable way of creating credible differentiation, in 
meeting the identified needs of both existing clients and 
prospects.

Of equal importance is that it not only creates greater 
commercial opportunities for the firm overall but also for 
the personal development of individual partners and other 
employees. 

Creating value
It is easy to think that in the current market everything comes 

down to price. 
As products and 
services have become 
more commoditised and buyers 
better informed as a result of 
technology, these changing dynamics 
have undoubtedly become valuable 
bargaining tools in driving down fees 
at a time when the buyer seems to be 
holding most, if not all, the cards.

Yet if price is the only issue, only the 
cheapest suppliers would survive: yet, 
time after time, organisations charging a 
premium for their products and services 
continue to win business through even 
the most difficult conditions. Successful 
vendors focus on other aspects of 
service support and delivery, looking for 
innovative and creative ways to create 
the necessary differentiation to stand 
out from the crowd.

For example, research shows that in 
difficult times clients are extremely risk-
averse and are more likely to opt for the 
safest, rather than the cheapest, option. 
Commercial buyers and individual 
consumers alike cannot afford to make 
mistakes so they play it safe, often 
willing to pay a premium for a low-risk 
option. Therefore, to be successful, 
partners and other client-facing staff 
within the practice require the skills to 
convince the client they have the best and safest solution. 

In order to put together an all-round proposition that best 
meets the individual client’s requirements, it is essential to 
understand – and, better still, agree – what their challenges 
and demands are. Technologies such as client relations 
management software tools can go some way to helping here 
by making client information available in real time at the point 
of contact in order to improve the quality of decision-making. 
However, two further elements are necessary to get fully inside 
the client or prospect in identifying their needs. 

Sales and Service
The individual business developer requires an especially high 
level of interpersonal sales and negotiating skill to cope with 
the additional commercial pressures faced by the practice 
during a recession. In addition, the concept of “selling” has 
to sit at the heart of the practice, creating a commercial 
philosophy in which every employee recognises the role 
they can play in positively influencing the client acquisition, 
retention and development process. 

This underlines the strong link between sales and service 
quality in attracting and keeping clients. How can good service 
be defined and judged? The answer lies in a recognition 
that clients’ demands continue to rise at the same time as 
their willingness to accept any shortfall in delivery quality 
diminishes. 

Client acquisition and loyalty is hard-won today and requires 

something more than simply 
meeting expectations. It 

requires a deeper level of 
client awareness that enables 

the seller to both recognise and 
anticipate their needs – perhaps even 
before the client themselves are aware – 
and in delivering exactly the right solution 
give them what they haven’t asked for. This 
is the real differentiator in creating value. 

The importance of training
With vendors looking to cut spending 
throughout the organisation, the axe 
often falls on staff training. This may look 
attractive as a simple way to reduce costs, 
yet is likely to prove a false economy. 

As the UK Commission for Employment 
and Skills recently stated:

“Good skills form the bedrock of 
success … experience shows that firms 
which continue to invest in their staff do 
better in recessions and emerge stronger in 
the long term”.

For the business development team 
there are a number of key skills critical in a 
recessionary environment.

Develop Client Needs
The most important skill needed in a 

recession is that of exploring, identifying and developing 
client needs. Independent research revealed that training the 
use of selling skills can actually increase fee income, even in 
a recession. In one study, fee income increased by 17% in a 
trained group, while their untrained counterparts experienced 
a concurrent fall of 13%.

If a survival strategy is to win more new client business, 
then training business development partners and associates to 
adopt established sales improvement techniques might prove a 
sound investment. In the same client study, sales to new clients 
increased by 63% at the same time increasing the average value 
of each transaction.

Develop Competitive Advantage
In tough times, there is a greater need to win business at the 
expense of the competition. At a practice and individual level, 
they need to understand the strengths and weaknesses of their 
offerings, develop client needs where they are strong, and build 
the skills to deliver a competitive edge.

Developing stronger perceptions of value
Clients are more concerned about costs during a recession so 
firms need to demonstrate the value of the solutions they bring. 
Too often, they do this by telling the client about the benefits 
they can deliver. A more effective strategy is to help the client 
think through the savings and benefits that will accrue from 
adopting the solution. Helping the client to explore the savings 

Only 17% of respondents 
put more emphasis on client 
acquisition than client retention.

Ninety per cent would buy more 
from a supplier as a direct result 
of receiving high quality service 
beyond their expectations.

The highest proportion of 
respondents (39%) cited “poor 
client support” as the principal 
source of frustration with 
suppliers.

Only 27% confirmed that staff 
outside the sales/business 
development team see 
themselves as contributing to 
the sales process.

17% 90% 39% 27%

HuthwaiteFleming survey results:

Top Tips for Recession Proof 
Working:
Emphasise the importance of training the 
business development team to: 

●● Identify, develop and agree needs 
with the client.

●● Increase competitive advantage, 
by developing client needs in areas 
where the practice is especially 
strong.

●● Develop stronger perceptions of 
value, by helping clients think through 
the benefits of the proposed solution.

●● Handle client concerns regarding risk.
●● Enhance negotiating skills.

All other staff throughout the company 
must also: 

●● Understand the impact they have on 
developing client business.

●● Recognise, learn and constantly apply 
those behaviours which will impact 
most positively on client acquisition 
and development.

A recession is precisely the time 
when the practice should be 
increasingly focused on client 
acquisition as the foundation for 
future success.
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D
o you consider yourself to be a clever, hard-working, 
and ambitious young lawyer – successfully meeting 
your billable targets (in so far as the economy will 
allow) while neatly progressing through the levels of 

your firm? If so, you’ve probably had to make personal sacrifices, 
at least occasionally and possibly even much of the time. It’s 
also possible that you’ve neglected your marketing and business 
development skills thinking that immediate client tasks must 
take precedence. If so, you may in fact be undermining yourself 
without even realizing it. 

Every lawyer knows that at some point bringing in business 
will be necessary. Many put off developing this side of their 
practice, believing that it will somehow take care of itself. 
In the past, lawyers were able to rely upon their technical 
abilities, credentials, and track record of strong billable hours to 
achieve partnership with the expectation that, once a partner, 
they would develop their business. But this model has proved 
to be unsustainable since too many partners have failed as 
business providers. Unable to make the transition into revenue-
generators they continue to rely upon others – in some cases 
this entails nothing more than sporadic overflow from fellow 
partners. 

Once their stream of work has dried up, so too their billable 
hours and they find themselves in what I call “the Valley of 
Death” – a stressful abyss where technically accomplished 
partners without sufficient abilities to generate business can 
wind up, struggling to escape.

Underperforming partners
The underperforming partner in the Valley of Death is costly 
to firms in terms of revenue and also to the individual lawyer 
in terms of stress, and sometimes even his or her career, yet it 
remains a common syndrome. 

Before looking at what steps are required to escape the 
situation, it is necessary to consider the reasons why this state of 
events came about.

Economic uncertainty
In the past partners might have been permitted to linger in the 
Valley of Death while they get their acts in gear and hopefully 
develop their skill set. However, in the current economy 
firms cannot tolerate the cost implications. We’ve all seen the 
unprecedented amount of partners being let go over the past 
months – presumably because they lack enough business to 
support their positions. 

Further, the criteria for making partner in the first place has 
never been tougher – lawyers are increasingly being asked to 
prove their business before being considered for partnership. 
Gone are the days when you can blithely make partner and then 
hope to attract clients. 

Nor is it partners alone who are expected to bring in 
business. Associates are currently being made redundant in 
abundance, and business development skills factor heavily into 
the termination decisions. Being merely a conscientious worker 
no longer rates star quality.

Developing 

Business development skills for 
lawyers are not a given and if you 
fail to prepare for the day when 
generating business is your 
primary target as a partner, your 
career could stall. 
Jennifer Overhaus advises how 
to avoid the “Valley of Death”.

business skills

and benefits themselves means they’re more likely to identify 
the full value of the solution.

Handling client concerns about risk
As clients are more risk-averse when times are hard, they are 
more likely to buy safe solutions they can trust. It is important 
to identify potential areas of risk for the customer and help to 
eliminate them. Research shows the ability to handle client 
concerns is a key skill in winning high value sales.

Developing sellers’ negotiating skills
Fee pressure is inevitable in a recession, often leading to those 
responsible for business development making unilateral 
concessions to try to win or retain business. Where margins 
are already tight, this can mean taking on business on an 
unprofitable basis. In response, they need the skills to trade 
concessions for adding value and seek ways of expanding the 
deal to create a mutually beneficial agreement. 

Firm-wide approach
Firms that survive and thrive are those that develop a wholly 
sales-centric culture, by embracing and championing sales. 
They implement the necessary skill sets as a core requirement – 
not just for those involved directly in selling but for employees 
such as front desk and business support staff, at every client 
touch point. 

This requires recognition that sales-oriented behaviours 
must be ingrained at all levels, as an enterprise-wide 
philosophy and not just a department. The business 
development team needs the support of their colleagues. The 
objective therefore is not to turn all staff into sellers: that 
would be unrealistic and indeed counter-productive. Instead, 
although business development remains the domain of the 
professional team, every member of staff learns to appreciate 
the impact their behaviour can have on the business’ bottom 
line.

Learned Behaviour
To achieve this, training is vital as behaviours have to be 
learned, retained and applied throughout the business – from 
improving negotiation skills within the business development 
team, through the way in-coming calls are handled to 
accounting, technical support and even the post-room. 

Armed in this way, the business should be well-equipped 
to compete for sales and even grow at the expense of the 
competition. One thing is for sure: doing nothing is an effective 
strategy for becoming a victim of the recession rather than a 
survivor. 

Peter Fleming is a director of HuthwaiteFleming

Rather than 
a myopic 
focus on 
cost control, 
what is 
required 
is a broad 
exploration 
of how 
the firm 
as a whole 
can win 
and retain 
business

I can’t believe we are not putting 
client acquisition and sales at 
the forefront of our business
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