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John Remsen, Jr., President 
    

 
John Remsen, Jr. is widely recognized as one of the country’s leading authorities on law firm 
leadership, management, marketing and business development. After serving as in-house marketing 
director at two major law firms, John formed TheRemsenGroup, a consulting firm that works 
exclusively with law firms to help them develop and implement long-term strategic objectives to 
improve cohesiveness, performance and profitability. Since 1997, he has worked with over 300 law 
firms and thousands of lawyers. Most of his clients are mid-size commercial law firms, ranging in size 
from 15 to 200 lawyers.      
 
John is a frequent speaker and author on law firm leadership and marketing topics. He has spoken at 
national and regional conferences of the Legal Marketing Association, the Association of Legal 
Administrators, American Bar Association and numerous state and local bar associations. His articles 
have appeared in such well-respected publications as ABA Journal, Asian Lawyer, Florida Bar News, 
For the Defense, Law Practice Management, Law Practice Today, Lawyers Weekly, Legal 
Management, Marketing for Lawyers, Marketing the Law Firm, Managing Partner, New York Law 
Journal, Rainmaker’s Review and Wisconsin Lawyer. 
 
In the late 1990’s, John served on the national Board of Directors of the Legal Marketing Association 
(LMA) and was President of its Southeastern chapter for three years. Under his leadership, the chapter 
was recognized as LMA’s Chapter of the Year in 2001. In addition, he was Executive Editor of 
Strategies, LMA’s monthly newsletter. He also served on The Florida Bar’s Standing Committee on 
Advertising for six years and was the only non-lawyer appointed to serve on its 2004 Advertising Task 
Force. 
 
In 2001, TheRemsenGroup launched The Managing Partner Forum, the nation’s richest source of 
information and the most highly acclaimed conference series for leaders of mid-size law firms. More 
than 900 managing partners from 750 law firms in 42 states have participated in 23 leadership 
conferences. Designed exclusively for law firm managing partners, the MPF has expanded from its 
original geographic base in Florida to present programs in Atlanta, Boston, Chicago, Dallas, Denver, 
Houston, Philadelphia, St. Louis and San Diego. 
 
In 2007, John was appointed to serve as a core member of the ABA’s Law Practice Management 
Section. In 2008, he was appointed to serve on the ABA’s Education Board. Since then, he has 
contributed numerous articles to various ABA publications and has been a featured speaker at ABA 
meetings and conferences throughout the country. 
 
In 2013, John was elected as a Fellow of the prestigious College of Law Practice Management in 
recognition of his twenty five years of demonstrated expertise in law firm leadership and management. 
Founded in 1994, the College honors those who “inspire excellence and innovation in law practice 
management.” Membership is by invitation only and includes just 200 individuals.  
 
A native of West Palm Beach, Florida, John holds an MBA degree from The University of Virginia 
(1985) and a Bachelor’s degree in Business Administration from the University of Florida (1980).  Prior 
to attending graduate school, John was Executive Director of The Florida Council of 100, an 
organization consisting of Florida’s top CEOs and business leaders.   
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Audience Polling Results
The MPF 2014 Leadership Conference 
May 8, 2014  - Atlanta, Georgia

85 managing partners from smaller and mid-size law firms
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The MPF 2014 Leadership Conference 
Thursday, May 8, 2014 
Capital City Club – Atlanta, Georgia 
 
 
Keynote Presentation 
 
 
Decoding the New Normal:  
Turning Adversity into Competitive Advantage 
 
Timothy B. Corcoran 
President, Legal Marketing Association 
Principal, Corcoran Consulting Group 
 
 
This section includes the polling results included in our opening session, a thought-provoking presentation about how you can 
lead your firm to a competitive edge by applying sound business practices to support the practice of law discussing how to 
simultaneously improve client satisfaction, work product quality and financial performance by embracing the marketplace 
changes rather than running from them. A veteran among law firm thought leaders, Tim has served in leadership positions at 
White & Case, Thomson Reuters and LexisNexis before founding Corcoran Consulting Group. A frequent speaker and writer, 
he currently serves as President of the Legal Marketing Association. 
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The MPF 2014 Leadership Conference 
Thursday, May 8, 2014 
Capital City Club – Atlanta, Georgia 
 
 
Audience Polling Results 
A Panel Discussion Featuring Audience Polling Technology 
 
This section contains the polling results created during the panel session featuring Audience Polling Technology (APT).  
The session featured a panel discussion consisting of six of the country's top law firm management consultants. Eight-five 
managing partners and firm leaders participated, representing firms ranging in size from 10-500 lawyers. 
 
Moderator: 
 

John Remsen, Jr. 
President & CEO, The Managing Partner Forum 
President, TheRemsenGroup 
 
Panelists: 
 

Terry M. Isner      Dr. Larry Richard 
Managing Director, Jaffe      Principal Consultant, LawyerBrain LLC 

 
Karen MacKay      Mitchell S. Roth, Esq. 
President, Phoenix Legal, Inc.     Managing Partner, Much Shelist, PC 

 
John J. Michalik       Brent Turner 
Former Ex. Director, Association of Legal Administrators  Consultant-Peer Monitor, Thomson Reuters 
Principal, J Jay Em Consulting, LLC     
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The MPF 2014 Leadership Conference 
Thursday, May 8, 2014 
Capital City Club – Atlanta, Georgia 
 
 
 
Questions Provided by Managing Partners 
 
 
During lunch, we presented several questions provided by the managing partners themselves. We received 22 questions and 
featured five of them. This section contains the results. 
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Practical stePs iN marketiNg, maNagemeNt aND fiNaNce

LPBusiNess

By JohN remsen Jr.
 jremsen@managingpartnerforum.org

By John remsen Jr.

7 strategies to succeed at law fi rm leadership 

managing Partner has become 
such a term. When a managing partner is named, is 
the law firm really appointing a manager in the corporate sense? 
A manager, after all, is a caretaker responsible for oversight of a 
unit or department.

A recent survey on the topic of law firm management 
and leadership asked those polled to distinguish between a 
“manager” and a “leader.” Insights that the survey respondents 

offered included, “Management is mechanical, while leader-
ship is inspirational,” and “The leader sets the direction and 
the plan, while the manager implements the plan.”

Another survey respondent was more pointed: “Managers 
implement what leaders want them to do. Most law firm man-
agers want to be loved and not to lead.” Saying that managers 
want most to be loved may overstate the case. But it does sum 
up the problem. If a law firm needs vision, inspiration, motiva-
tion, cohesion, consensus, direction-setting and the establish-
ing of firmwide goals, it needs strong leadership committed to 
that work.

LeaDing LaWYers
The hard realities of law firm leadership are apparent. Among 
them:
•	 The authority of lawyer management (or leadership) is 

derived from the willingness of the firm’s partners to be 
managed (or led).

•	 Partners perceive themselves as being owners of the firm, 
having certain prerogatives and independence, not as 
employees to be managed.

•	 Each firm has its own personality and culture, and the man-
agement techniques effective in one firm may or may not be 
successful in another.
In the face of these hard realities, many managing partners 

retreat into the noncontroversial confines of day-to-day man-

agement, putting aside attempts to exercise true leadership. 
What is needed instead is a well-thought-out plan to lead your 
firm forward into the 21st century.

seVen stePs to successFuL 
LeaDershiP

1 create Job Descriptions for Yourself, Your 
successor and other Firm Leaders. 
Remember, you’re drafting a job description for a CEO, 

not a manager. Think of your job description as a contract 
with your partners. At a minimum, it should delineate the 
amount of time you will devote to management responsi-
bilities. A CEO’s primary responsibilities should include 
strategic planning, setting the future direction of the firm, 
cultivating relationships with major clients, and identifying 
and grooming future firm leaders. To compensate for time 
lost from your personal practice, the job description should 
define your pay structure. John Remsen Jr. is president and CEO of the Managing Partner Forum, a resource for 

managing partners and law firm leaders. He is also president of TheRemsenGroup, a 
consulting firm for midsize law firms. 

managing  career steps  marketing  finance  practice management advice  taking the lead

2 redefine the role of Practice group chair. 
Practice group chairs are too often treated as lions 
among their prides. Often they are appointed because 

they are the senior member of the group or the most effec-
tive rainmaker. This does not mean they are the most effec-
tive manager, the best mentor or the most committed to the 
success of the firm. Practice group chairs should be elevated to 
the level of senior management. They should be given the full 
authority to manage their groups. Practice group leaders need 
to be chosen based on the ability and the commitment to lead.

3 get to Know the Firm’s client base 
Personally. 
No partner should “own” a key institutional client. 

Managing partners should reach out to client contacts and 
underscore the message that the firm—not only the client’s 
chosen counsel—is pleased to be of service. Ask the client 
for feedback, learn the client’s business and the industry, and 
strategize to help the client reach its goals. Do more for the 
firm’s clients than simply putting out fires.

4 identify and hire a strong chief operating 
officer. 
If you are going to be an effective leader or CEO, you 

have to get the minutiae off your desk. Delegate day-to-day 
administrative responsibility to a strong, competent executive 
director or COO. This person should head up a team of busi-
ness professionals and serve as your trusted “second hand” on 
the leadership team.

5 offer reforms to “time and money” 
matters. 
You will be asking senior management to take on a more 

extensive and defined role in the operations of the firm. Adjust 
the time demands on the executive committee and the practice 
group leaders to allow for sufficient nonbillable time for them 

to fulfill their management responsibilities. 
Likewise, adjust the compensation criteria for 

senior managers to acknowledge the time they must devote to 
management matters and for the firm-benefitting results that 
they achieve.

6 start (or reenergize) the strategic 
Planning Process. 
A strategic plan is a living document that requires 

modification and fine-tuning from the first day it is imple-
mented. If you have been selected as the firm’s managing 
partner, presumably you have a vision of what you want the 
firm to become, what you want it to achieve. Sell this vision 
and muster a supporting coalition among the equity part-
ners. You don’t need to win them all over, but you will need an 
effective critical mass and working majority. With this group 
at your back, start small and keep the initial goals simple. 
Suggest three or four one-year priority items with sufficient 
low-hanging fruit to show short-term wins. Consolidate your 
gains and move forward.

7 maintain Your Firm’s investment in its Future. 
The challenges of launching new initiatives, creating 
consensus and moving your firm forward can some-

times cause a firm leader to forget about the little things that, 
in the end, may prove to be just as important as greater goals. 
Don’t forget to implement a first-rate training and associate 
development program. Here lies the future of your firm. Don’t 
forget about marketing and business development initiatives. 
These provide the growth that will finance your firm’s future. 
Don’t forget about technology upgrades. These are the essential 
tools that keep your firm on the cutting edge and ahead of the 
pack. And don’t ignore your successor. Heirs apparent need the 
opportunity to learn the principles of law firm management.

The old Chinese proverb says that a journey of 1,000 miles 
begins with a single step. Becoming a leader of a law firm is 
similar. A CEO must, step by step, patiently bring along the 
uninterested, the doubters and the curmudgeons to join the 
advocates and the reformers. Bold vision and small steps are 
the stuff of leadership. LP

t he title “managing partner” falls short of the mark in describing the work of a law 
firm leader. “Chief executive officer,” in my opinion, is more accurate. Terminology 
evolves so that some titles no longer reflect their original meaning. 

a ceo’s primary responsibilities should 
include strategic planning, setting the future direction 

of the firm, cultivating relationships with major clients, 
and identifying and grooming future firm leaders.













Where Leaders Stumble

by Patrick J. McKenna

I’m currently collaborating with a
colleague who is doing a lengthy research
project attempting to identify the
characteristics, traits and behaviors of the
most effective law firm managing
partners.  In our most recent discussions
he posed this question: “In firms you've
observed where the managing partner
isn't doing well or leadership is weak or
dysfunctional, what one or two things do
you find are the biggest or most common
causes of failure?”

To provide a meaningful response, I went back through a decade worth of notes from
training practice group leaders, scrutinized the results from the psychometric data that I have
had over 50 new managing partners complete as part of the First 100 Days Program, and
reflected upon what I’d observed in working with hundreds of law firms over a couple of
decades.  Here are some of the more common warning signs that I’ve observed in working
with leaders at all levels:

• Displaying Arrogance.

These are those leaders who just naturally expect to be admired, praised, indulged, and
obeyed.  They anticipate that they will be successful in everything they do, believe in their
own legacy, and when their expectations are frustrated, they explode with "narcissistic rage."
From my observer’s perspective, what is most distinctive about these leaders is their self-
assurance which often gives them a certain presence—they are the first to speak in a group,
and they do so with great confidence . . . even when they are wrong.

If you think you have all the answers and that your role as leader is basically to direct your
peers as to what each should be doing; to assign each a specific project and dictate who will
work on which, you may just be in for some critical push back.  This leader stumbles
whenever they begin to think that their colleagues need to serve them, as apposed to the
leader serving his/her people.  You need always to be willing to work along-side your
people to get the job done.   In other words there should be nothing in your practice group
or firm that anyone else does, that you would not be willing to do yourself.

The very best leaders recognize that their role is to help those in their groups/firm, become
even more successful in their careers than they would have had that leader not been in the
picture.



• Suffering A Lack of Focus

This lack of focus can occur in several ways.  Oftentimes, the leader unconsciously allows
the urgent to crowd out the important and then eventually loses sight of what they are trying
to accomplish that will advance the firm.  Even more debilitating, the leader ends up trying to
do too much or too many things at the same time, appearing to start one project, quickly
losing interest, and then gravitating to the next ‘flavor-of-the-month.’

Suffering a lack of focus then disorients a leader and sets the stage for poor
communication.  These leaders delude themselves into believing that their colleagues can
sense their goals and carry out their wishes without being told.  When misunderstandings
arise, they blame others for a lack of effort (or commitment) rather than recognizing their
own negligence.

At the present moment, what is your primary focus?  If you can't write it in a couple of
short, pithy paragraphs, then your leadership suffers from a lack of clarity.  Take the
requisite time to center your focus on what's most important.

• Putting Paper Before People.

Often leaders become so task orientated, that they forget to be people orientated.  As a
leader you can quickly become so consumed by the day-to-day requirements that all too
often you make the mistake of seeing your partners more as interruptions than
opportunities.  As a leader your colleagues will always be seeking your attention, and that’s
what you’ve got to give them.

Leadership is basically a people business.  You can’t let paperwork and deadlines create a
barrier between you and the opportunity to touch your colleague’s lives.  So here’s the key:
Never see your people as interruptions, because those kind of interruptions is your work.  If
your partners conclude that your day-to-day tasks are more important, they come to the
conclusion that you don’t care about them.  And there is a very old cliché that no leader
should ever lose sight of . . . ‘People will never care how much you know, until they know
how much you care.’

• Being Risk Adverse

The overly cautious leader is careful, conservative, and worried about making mistakes.
Even positive feedback can be distorted or discounted.  These individuals cannot seem to
tolerate the unpleasant feelings associated with making a mistake; and as a result, they seek
to avoid the unpredictable events related to decision-making.  At their best, they are prudent
and careful about evaluating risk; they rarely make rash or ill-advised moves, and they
provide sound advice about intended courses of action.  At their worst, however, they avoid
innovation, resist change, stall, and drag their feet, even when it is apparent that something
needs to be done.

These kinds of leaders fear failure far more than they desire success.  Past success creates
pressure: "Will I be able to sustain my past practicing performance in this new role?"
When driven by the fear of failure, these leaders are unable to take reasonable risks.  They



limit themselves to tried and proven pathways.  Any thoughts of trying to be innovative
diminish and eventually disappear.

No progress has ever been made without new ideas being accepted and implemented.   
Leaders need to continually ask themselves: “Which is more important, the journey or the
destination?”  Are you still taking reasonable risks?   Prudent leadership avoids reckless
risk, but neither is it paralyzed by fear.

Poor leadership in good times can be hidden, but poor leadership in bad times is a recipe for
disaster.  The warning signs in life — from speed limits to prescription labels — are
intended to protect us from disaster.  As you consider these warnings of leadership failure,
don't neglect taking an honest look at your situation.

© 2010 Patrick J. McKenna

Patrick J. McKenna (www.patrickmckenna.com) has worked with the top management
of premier law firms internationally to discuss, challenge and escalate their thinking on how
to manage and compete effectively. He is co-author of business bestseller First Among
Equals and current co-leads an annual program entitled, First 100 Days: The New
Managing Partner’s Master Class, held at the University of Chicago.

This article first appeared on www.Slaw.ca
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