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Developing Strategic 
Client Relationships 
The strategic development of client 
relationships offers law firms an opportunity 
to create a truly distinctive and differentiated 
position in the minds of their clients.  Successful 
strategies are dependent on the embedding of 
new skills, the overcoming of outdated business 
practices and the confronting of the deeply 
held norms of behaviour that have historically 
driven the lawyer and influenced the way in 
which law firms have been structured.

Putting in place an appropriately 
designed approach to the management of 
client relationships will become increasingly 
important as firms grow, sophisticated clients 
become more demanding and competitive 
pressures mount. As relationships broaden 
and deepen, the imperative for professionals 
to manage client interactions by adopting an 
integrated and managed approach increases.

In many markets the requirement for 
effective client relationship management 
solutions that embrace systems, processes 
and cultural dimensions has moved from 
creating a source of competitive advantage 
to representing a necessity for survival.  
This pressure will be increased by further 
deregulation of the professions together 
with the competitive pressures created by 
new entrants to traditional markets and 
substitute services.

A client relationship management 
programme is a means by which a firm 
can create and implement a multi-faceted, 
measured and systematic approach to 
the management and development of 
client relationships.

In itself, the term client relationship 
management has a panoply of meanings 

depending on the perspective of the audience 
and the intent of the speaker. These range from 
taking a strategic perspective, creating a firm 
which orientates and organises itself to excel 
in relationship management to, at the process 
end of the spectrum, investing in technology to 
help with the delivery of marketing collateral. 
This report focuses on the strategic end of this 
spectrum and the development of appropriate 
and effective frameworks for action.

It begins with a definition of what we 
mean by client relationship management, a 
perspective on the importance of retained 
relationships for the future health of the 
business and an overview of the strategic 
options available to firms.

Law firms can be idiosyncratic places 
to work and difficult businesses to lead and 
manage. Tactics to better understand and 
overcome the challenges posed by the unique 
characteristics of lawyers and law firms are 
outlined. With this foundation in place, the 
report moves on to consider the development 
of relationships from three distinct but 
interrelated perspectives – those of the client, 
the firm and the competitive context.

The ability to stand in the shoes of the 
client is crucial if law firms are to be effective 
relationship developers. Understanding how 
clients choose between firms, and what matters 
most to clients in terms of different aspects of 
service in order to invest selectively, are two 
key areas that are explored in some detail.

Hedley Consulting’s model for client 
development provides an umbrella framework 
around which management teams can 
build a holistic approach to relationship 
management and this is explained in detail.

With all client interactions, the importance 
of the many touch points that the client has 
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with the firm cannot be underestimated. 
Understanding where these touch points 
occur, how experiences are shaped and 
how to manage them more effectively are 
outlined. Importantly, the report considers the 
question of value, what it is and how it can 
be managed.

An effective system for client feedback 
is essential for top-flight relationship 
management. This can be achieved in various 
ways (ranging from using in-house resources 
or outsourcing to specialist agencies) with the 
spectrum being outlined in the text.

Using best practice frameworks, the report 
sets out a basis by which a management 
team can assess its current services, identify 
how these are contributing to relationship 
management and pinpoint which gaps exist 
between client expectations and perceptions 
and the actual performance of the firm.

The practicalities of putting in place 
systems and processes to ensure that clients 
receive the right levels of attention and 
appropriate service can be made simpler 
by the adoption of a tiered approach to 
client management. The report outlines 
an approach which provides clarity, 
accountability and simplicity in dealing with 
large numbers of clients in a consistent way.

A more focused methodology is 
needed when considering key client 
management and the development of these 
high-importance strategic relationships. 
From selection, to the holistic nature of the 
approach, through to the creation of a key 
client plan, the report paints a picture of the 
most important elements to get right when 
instigating a key client programme.

An important part of this process is an 
assessment of decision making groups, 
influencers within the client organisation 
(and how they are inclined towards the 
firm) and the strength of relationships that 
exist between individuals in the firm and the 

client. Models are presented that enable 
straightforward analysis of these important 
aspects of client development.

Teamwork is essential to effective client 
relationship management. It is vital that 
team members understand their role, that 
objectives are clear and that the team is 
balanced. With an outline of the range of 
roles needed to create a balanced team, 
the report provides law firm managers with 
the tools to understand the composition of 
client service teams and identify where gaps 
may be present in skills which may then lead 
to underperformance.

Without the ability to change, any 
strategy will fail. Indeed it could be argued 
that the ability to effect change within 
short timescales is the most important 
competencies that a firm possesses in a 
fast-changing and increasingly demanding 
business environment. The principles of 
putting in place and leading effective change 
programmes are therefore an important 
aspect of a successful client relationship 
management programme.

In Part 2 of the report, case studies from 
leading firms, clients and key agencies are 
provided to illuminate the text and provide 
insights into leading edge practices. By 
interleaving theory, best practice and the 
experiences of those who have succeeded ‘in 
the field’, the reader is given a comprehensive 
view of current best practice in the area of 
client relationship management.

This report takes a broad and 
strategic view of the subject area. It has 
been written to provide the leadership teams 
of law firms – whether managing partners, 
CEOs, practice group heads or business 
development directors – with a comprehensive 
overview of the key components of a client 
relationship programme.
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