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At Wiggin and Dana, Growing with the Client

Managing partner Paul Hughes discusses his firm's competitive advantage, and its future.

By Lizzy McLellan

Firm Name:  Wiggin and Dana
Firm Leader:  Paul Hughes,
Managing partner
Head Count:  140-150
Locations: Connecticut; New

York; Philadelphia; Washington, D.C.;
Palm Beach, Florida

Practice Areas: Full-service, with a
particular focus on government and
business, and sophisticated corporate
transactions

Governance structure: Executive
committee chaired by managing partner
Compensation model: Subjective,
transparent system led by six-person
compensation committee. Partner
compensation is considered every two
years.

Do you offer alternative fee
arrangements?

Yes... the majority of clients are ask-
ing and talking about it, but ultimately
they themselves aren’t as comfortable
with it.

*The responses below were provided
by Hughes, and edited lightly for length
and clarity.*

What do you view as the two
biggest opportunities for your
firm, and what are the two big-
gest threats?

Our main threats are the industry-
wide threats that will continue to be
long term trends not just in our industry
but in many service industries gener-
ally... [including] the competition that's
driven by the access to information out
there [and] more lawyers having more

expertise than they used to... as well as
competing with nonlawyers.

We view friction and change as oppor-
tunity. What | would say in that regard
is we've done a couple things. We're
fortunate to have great clients. Our clients
tend to be some of the most sophisticated
and large institutions and entities in the
world. We're also fortunate to have a lot
of Fortune 1000-sized clients for whom
we do many things. Our first opportunity
is to grow with those clients. We've been
very fortunate to get more of those clients
over the past 10 years, but also to expand
our relationships with those clients.

The other thing we’ve done [is] we've
tried to focus on providing services
that require specialized knowledge, the
application of judgment.

After the recession hit, the
prevailing theory was that
midsize firms would start to
see more work come their way
from large clients who could
no longer justify paying Big
Law rates. What has been your
experience?

That's part of why | talked about
growing with our clients. We've had the
benefit and good experience with that
phenomenon. | think there was the pre-
diction of the demise of big law 10 years
ago. That hasn’t happened obviously.
But to be fair about it, clients have gotten
much more choosy about how they seg-
ment their work, and we've benefited.

| think there’s a price component... but
we think of ourselves as competing on
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value, and that sort of change of focus
for the clients has allowed us to show
that value. | think about the rise of the
RFP. The way that change has been
implemented is by multiple RFPs.

That's been good for us in two ways.
Existing clients [were] saying we have
100 law firms, and we want to trim that...
those have been opportunities for us to
show an existing client more things we
can do.

By the same token, that turmoil in the
market has allowed us introductions to
other clients in the market.

There is much debate around
how law firms can foster the
next generation of legal tal-
ent. What advantages and dis-
advantages do midsize firms
have in attracting and retain-
ing young lawyers, particularly
millennials?

Predominantly advantages. | can't
speak for all midsize firms, but ... |
think people want meaningful work that's
appreciated, and has some meaningful
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impact they can touch and see. And |
think we’re uniquely positioned to provide
all of that.

We're lucky to have clients who are
sophisticated... and who turn to us
for sophisticated work. They also want
value, and part of that value model
we're selling to them includes a great
deal of their service and work com-
ing from highly-educated, highly-trained
associates. Because our clients expect
associates to work with them directly...
our partners take it as their respon-
sibility to train the next generation of
lawyers.

[As for] disadvantages, histori-
cally, midsize firms have paid less,
and that's something we’ve had to sell
around. It's interesting with the latest
increases in salaries with the New York
firms... we've actually seen an uptick
in resumes from Big Law associates.
To a person, they’re telling us they're
coming because they want hands-on
experience, both as to the work and
as to the clients. And they’re willing to
trade pay for that.

Does your firm employ any
nonlawyer professionals in
high-level positions (e.g. COO,
business development officer,
chief strategy officer, etc.)? If
so, why is it advantageous to
have a nonlawyer in that role?
If not, have you considered hir-
ing any?

We have a chief operating officer
who’s not a lawyer, never was a lawyer,
didn’t work in a law firm before coming
to us. He's a Harvard Business School
grad... both with a background as a
CFO and a COO, so he has experi-
ence in finance and process. When we
brought him on those were two things
we wanted to bring to the firm... We

recognized that we needed to reinvent
ourselves or reform ourselves, and
we thought we needed a nonlawyer
to do it.

Our chief marketing officer has a
law degree but she’s been a marketing
executive and business development
coach for 18 years. Similarly, our direc-
tor of research services, she also has a
law degree, but her expertise is informa-
tion resources, online resources, and
research tools, as opposed to just legal
research.

What if any technology
advancements have you made
in your firm in recent years?
What are the challenges in
implementing tech changes?

A few years ago we started the prac-
tice of using client portals. That's been
a change for us and has been well
received by the clients.

The other, which is a reaction to
challenges, is we've been moving to
the cloud. The increase in technology
over the years has coincided with the
increased sophistication of hackers.
We work with companies that have
some of the most sensitive data in
the world... the cloud has been ter-
rific because we can get Department
of Defense-level security systems. At
the same time, we have a lot of people
on the road a lot of the time. We don't
have an office in every city of the world,
but we have clients all over the world.
Being in the cloud gives us seamless
access from wherever we are to every-
thing we have.

What would you say is the
most innovative thing your firm
has done recently, whether it
be internal operations, how you
work with clients, etc.?

| would point to the way we've
expanded our geographic reach with-
out building new offices. We've essen-
tially leveraged our relationships both
with clients and with other law firms
nationally and internationally to bring
networks with local expertise. Some of
that are homegrown networks and his-
torical relationships we’ve made.

We've [also] leveraged Terralex,
one of these global law firm networks.
In the last decade we decided to get
very active in Terralex, to get active in
their national and international meet-
ings... and that’s been really success-
ful for us. In RFPs, we can really say
yes, we can represent you in all of
these places

Does your firm have a suc-
cession plan in place? If so,
what challenges do you face in
trying to execute that plan? If
you don’t currently have a plan,
is it an issue your firm is think-
ing about?

Each partner has a succession plan.
Each practice group has a succession
plan and we also do it for governance.
Part of the question and answer in
our compensation questionnaire is for
partners to talk about their succession
plan.

Succession is never easy to talk about
or implement. Separating from the pro-
fession is a hard thing for people gener-
ally, and especially for lawyers... but by
starting early we try to head that off, and
by having it be a part of the culture of
the firm.

Lizzy McLellan writes about the
Pennsylvania legal community and the
business of law at firms of all sizes.
Contact her at Imclellan@alm.com. On
Twitter: @LizzyMcLell
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