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The Case for Coaching 
Describes the increased use being made of coaching by law firms, with a list of bullet points noting 
advantages of coaching to them. Includes three brief case studies  
 

The sceptical, highly pressured legal profession needs coaching more than it realises – and while the 
jury may still be out for many law firms, the verdict is looking more and more positive  
 
West solutions director at coast woo-woo” is how the legal sector has traditionally perceived coaching, 
according to Richard Bentley, coaching Results Coaching Systems. “One partner summed it up when he said: 
‘As lawyers, we are taught to take the emotion out of everything, and here you are telling us to put it back in,’” 
he explains. 
 
But attitudes are catching up with other sectors, too. The Law Gazette reports that the top 100 law firms are 
now spending an estimated £4.5 million on coaching annually. More and more provincial firms are jumping on 
the bandwagon and, while partners are the most likely to have a coach, growing numbers of associates and 
assistants are receiving coaching and indeed mentoring. Meanwhile, business coach Hannah McNamara 
reports that barristers are also turning to coaching and mentoring. 
 
Initially, lawyers saw coaches privately – and often secretly for fear of it being seen as remedial – but an 
increasing number are now assigned coaches and mentors by employers.  

The evidence 
 
“There is still a long way to go, but I think there is much more understanding generally that it can accelerate the 
effectiveness of law firms,” says Mairi Eastwood, managing partner at executive coaching firm Praesta. “This is 
partly because HR directors in law firms are seen as high-quality people and can therefore get buy-in. Also, I 
think there is much more knowledge and talk about what coaching is achieving in other sectors.”  
 
Law firms are also beginning to recognise that coaching may be particularly beneficial in their sector. “It is often 
the highest billers and the lawyers who are most effective in their market who are promoted into leadership 
roles, but more often than not they have no prior experience of leadership or management,” explains 
Eastwood. 
 
Potential ramifications of this are a lack of appropriate delegation – which can stop the team leader 
concentrating on the issues required to help them progress further – and a culture of expecting team members 
to be mini-clones and copy their style rather than encouraging people to find ways of achieving results that 
might work better for them. “Coaching is ideal in helping leaders to get round these problems,” Eastwood says. 
 
She adds that many roles in law firms are notoriously lonely. “Having somewhere to reflect and talk through 
strategies and challenges in a supportive way is important,” she says, pointing out that in professional services 
firms there can be a lot of criticism and not much gratitude. “This can be very wearing, so it’s useful to have 
some support from someone without an agenda – like a coach.”  
Gladeana McMahon, head of coaching for consultancy Fairplace, says that when lawyers are made partners, 
they are often expected to schmooze with clients – no mean feat for someone who has been promoted for their 
technical ability, rather than their networking skills. “A lot of lawyers are fundamentally introverted. Coaching 
can help them find ways to make small talk right through to building and maintaining relationships,” she says. 
 
The typical culture at a law firm has a number of key features, notably high levels of pressure and low levels of 
work-life balance. Robin Johnson, managing director of OvationXL, which offers law firms business 
performance coaching, believes these are the best starting point for bringing about constructive change in 
lawyers’ working lives. 
 
“We’ve been working for the past two years with individuals that work 80-100 hours a week, often seven days a 
week. When we start to dissect what’s going on, we generally find there is a huge amount of wasted, 
unfocused, disorganised time. By tackling these things through coaching, we have enabled lawyers to work 
fewer hours and achieve higher results.”  
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Even where the long-hours, high-pressure culture itself can’t be changed, Anne Scoular, managing director of 
business coach trainers Meyler Campbell, believes coaching can help. Despite what some in the profession will 
tell you, if you want to succeed in one of the UK’s leading law firms, you work hard and you work long hours,” 
she says. “This hard fact affects different people in different ways, and coaching can enable people to face it. It 
can be useful simply to talk it through. Even if their decision to trade off personal time for large earnings has 
been implicit to date, it becomes explicit: they recommit to the choice they’ve made.”  
 
Occasionally, she points out, the decision goes the other way: “People decide: ‘I don’t want to have this 
marriage break up the way the first one did; I want to see my kids grow up; I don’t want to get ill – or worse.’”  
 
This doesn’t necessarily mean they want to leave, says Scoular. “Everyone’s solution is different – which is why 
this issue can only be tackled individually. Some people resolve to get home early two nights a week or commit 
to exercise; others come up with different strategies for reducing the impact the job is having on their personal 
life.”  

The proof  
 
The need for an understanding of cultural issues in legal firms is one of the reasons that the sector prefers to 
use coaches and mentors with a proven understanding of the area, believes Scoular. 
  
“You don’t even get through the door unless you can name a few big law firms you’ve already worked with,” 
says Aparna Uberoy, coaching practice head at Blue Edge Consulting. 
 
Also, while there are some differences between types of lawyers, they are a unique breed, with characteristics 
that can be testing for coaches and mentors who are unfamiliar with them. Lawyers can be highly sceptical and 
are trained to grill people, for example. Even coaches and mentors well used to the sector report that they have 
to work extra hard, especially in the early stages of the relationship, to gain credibility. 
 
Russell Hobby, associate director at the Hay Group, says that another personality trait of lawyers is a 
reluctance to disclose problems. “There is this belief among high-flyers that they should be perfect,” he 
explains. “They’ve built their career on being the perfect performer, and the idea that they might have 
weaknesses as well as strengths is not an easy one to acknowledge.” 
 
William Garnett, head of employment law Bates Wells & Braithwaite, adds: “The difficulty with all lawyers is that 
they never admit there’s anything they don’t know. Also, there’s quite often a feeling that they went through hell 
to get from the bottom to the top and that everyone else should go through that as well if they want to succeed.” 
 
For Deborah Simmons, a coach for London Coaching Associates, the fact that she previously worked in the city 
as a banking and finance lawyer – latterly with Allen & Overy – earns her kudos. “It not only means I can 
analyse well myself, but I have an inbuilt understanding of these issues. Above all, when lawyers are 
dismissive of certain elements of coaching, I can say: ‘I’ve been there and done which helps to gain their trust.” 
 
Like most coaches and mentors who work in law firms, Uberoy doesn’t believe there is any single psychological 
theory or model that should take priority. “But I do find that motivational theories are very helpful at the 
beginning of the intervention,” she says. “It’s about working out what drives people to do the work they do and 
put up with the hours. This has a twofold benefit. First, having this knowledge helps both the coach and lawyer 
to develop goals for the future. Second, it means you can adjust the style of the coaching to suit the person.” 

Judge and jury 
 
For Gil Schwenk, principal consultant at the Bath Consultancy Group and an executive coach with Lifetrek, one 
of the unique things about law firms is that they tend to be partnerships. “This has a unique political aspect to it, 
compared with a more typical management structure in corporate organisation. It means that consensus 
decision-making is a key feature, and I find that this comes up in the coaching conversation on a fairly regular 
basis.” 
 
Chris Howe, chief executive of performance improvement specialists ChangeMaker, adds that the billability 
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aspect makes law firms stand out too. “Any moment not spent on billable work is a moment wasted. It means 
coaches have to work hard to persuade them that coaching isn’t time wasted.” 
 
Nevertheless, he believes growing competition in the legal market is driving a need to increase skills in areas 
such as customer management and the development of lawyers. This, in turn, making coaching more attractive 
to legal firms. 
 
“I’ve also found that law firms use coaching help retain high-quality young talent,” Howe says. “They spend a 
huge amount of time and money recruiting the best of the best, but of the younger ones are thinking: ‘Staying 
will mean sacrificing my life for 14 years, being treated relatively badly, working all hours I’m lucky, I’ll be made 
a partner.’” 
 
In particular, generations X and Y are being more forthright about wanting better work-balance, he says. “This 
group of people have become used to getting positive reinforcement during their education, which they don’t 
.the more traditional law firms.”  

Summing up 
 
Among the legal firms leading the way with coaching are Allen & Overy, Wragge & Co and Cameron McKenna. 
It is more difficult, according to Howe and many other coaches the field, to pinpoint the main coaching and 
mentoring providers. “It’s such a diverse market and it is still very much evolving,” he says. 
 
Weedie Sisson, HR director at Sacker & Partners, an 85-strong city law firm specialising in pension’s law, 
decided to introduce coaching when the firm hit rapid growth. “As everyone got busier, the first thing to go was 
day-to-support and interaction. I felt coaching would be a tailored, effective and long-term solution to filling that 
gap.”  
 
Sisson put herself on a business coaching course with Meyler Campbell and then coached few partners. She 
then brought in two external coaches to work with the most senior partners. We’ve since been able to 
implement a wider programme not only for the partners, but for associates and assistants as well,” she says.  
 
Like many legal firms, Sacker & Partners measures the results on an ad hoc basis. “We it’s too early to 
measure against the bottom but one partner I’ve been coaching has been promoted and women back from 
maternity leave say they have new zest. Meanwhile, many clients say they have more courage to tackle difficult 
issues in a more constructive way.”  

Just the facts 
 

• The top 100 law firms now spend an estimated £4.5 million on coaching annually (Law Gazette)   
• 87 per cent of law firms have four or fewer partners   
• There are currently 131,347 solicitors and 1,476 barristers practising in the UK   
• 80,575 of these work in 8,926 private-practice law firms The remainder work mainly in commerce, 

industry or the public sector   
• 35.7 per cent of private firms are registered as partners or sole practitioners 

Source: The Law Scoiety/Bar Council 

Why should law firms be using coaches? 
 

• Many younger recruits are demanding greater work-life balance   
• The increase in non-solicitor based businesses setting up in the legal market means that many 

clients are looking for a more business-focused, less traditional approach from firms in this 
sector   




