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or some time now law firms 
have been looking to implement 
a more sector-based approach. 

Some have even taken the plunge, with 
varying levels of success. Others have 
used it as a promotional platform, but 
still misguidedly maintain the myriad of 
sub-headings behind their ‘specialisms’, 
which would suggest they are still very 
much a full-service firm. 

Of course, this rather loose 
interpretation of sector strategy totally 
dilutes the impact the specialisms firms 
have chosen to promote.

Showcasing expertise
The traditional model for a sector-
based approach is to develop a 
cross-functional team capable of meeting 
the particular demands of healthcare, 
manufacturing, retail or some other 
industry sector. The benefit is that it 
allows you to showcase your expertise 
(and, more importantly, your success) in 
a particular field, and communicate that 
expertise in the language your chosen 
markets understand. Bound together 
by testimonials, case studies and white 
papers, your focus should create a 
higher level of credibility and serve to 
differentiate your firm from the full-
service firms trying to gain traction in 
the same markets.

But, aside from just helping you 
win new clients, the additional financial 
benefit is that recognised niche expertise 
allows you to stiffen your hourly rates 
and even charge a premium rate for  
your services. 

The problem from a private client 
perspective is that historically a sector-
based approach has been the preserve of 
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Firms that adopt an 
effective sector-based 
approach will reap 
the rewards, says 
Douglas McPherson

the commercial department. My question 
is, why? Why are your colleagues in 
employment, commercial property or 
corporate and commercial taking all of 
the rewards from their sector strategy 
when the theory is equally applicable to 
marketing private services?

One thing that increasingly drives me 
to despair when talking to firms about 
who they target is when they reply with 
certainty and even pride with “high-net-
worth individuals”. OK, I say, and how 
are you going to identify/meet/engage 
with those high-net-worth individuals? 
This is met with much less certainty, 
quite often remaining unanswered until 
the resultant awkwardness dissolves. 

The truth is that, in the same way 
as simply marketing to business owners, 
company secretaries or finance directors 
without applying any focus is a costly 
and unproductive exercise, choosing to 
market to an amorphous and anonymous 

target group like ‘high-net-worth 
individuals’ will produce little more than 
generous bills for advertising, sponsorship 
and printing that will never generate any 
tangible financial results.

But that’s the bad news out of the 
way. If you are willing to entertain the 
idea of a more focused approach to 
marketing your private client services, all 
you need to do is sit down and look at 
three things: 
 • the individual expertise offered by 

the members of your private client 
team;

 • the groups of individuals with whom 
you have had had most success in the 
past; and

 • the potential opportunities offered by 
local demographics. 

Comprehensive coverage
So what kind of sectors are you looking 
to uncover? First off, you’re not looking 
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to uncover legal sectors. If you end up 
with a shortlist that includes tax, wills, 
probate, trusts and family, you’re on the 
wrong track. 

The types of groups that firms have 
successfully focused their efforts on 
include the elderly, the severely disabled, 
foreign national groups and the autistic. 
Additionally, ‘luxury’ services for the 
well-heeled have also yielded success. 
This could include help with overseas 
property transactions, equine and other 
blood-stock transactions, fine art and 
specialist expat tax advice.

Whichever sectors you choose, 
the overarching principle is to provide 
comprehensive legal coverage for your 
prospective clients. To do that your team 
needs to be exactly that – a team. The 
members need to work together, offering 
advice on trusts (particularly important 
when it comes to working with the 
disabled or autistic), tax, wills, probate, 
residential property and family issues. 

The benefit for the firm is that 
working together opens up the 
opportunity to cross-sell your services 
via holistic legal solutions designed 
specifically for the sectors you are 
talking to. Over time this will generate 
a markedly higher level of fee income 
than the traditional matter-by-matter 
approach (especially when you factor in 
some colleagues’ reluctance to make the 
all-important introductions required to 
cross-sell). 

So now you’ve got your sectors and 
your teams, what do you need to do 
to take your sector groups to market? 
Because of the definition and focus 
sector-strategy affords, this becomes the 
easy bit. Having hard and fast target 
groups means you already know what 
they read, where they meet, which 
associations they’re affiliated to, which 
websites they use and which events 
they’ll attend. You just need to make 
sure all of the relevant avenues are 
covered by your marketing plan and 
that the responsibility for utilising those 
avenues has been distributed to named 
individuals in your teams.

The ability to create high levels 
of visibility using the right events, 
publications, affiliations and online 
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vehicles will have a positive effect 
on your top line because, in simple 
terms, it helps you bring in more fees. 
However, looking at profitability, sector-
based marketing will also affect your 
bottom line. You will be able to reduce 
your marketing spend by cutting out 
expensive advertising and sponsorship 
‘opportunities’; you should be invited 
to write for relevant publications rather 
than having to pay for editorials; you 
will be invited to speak at the right 
events; you will send out less direct 
mail pieces; you will spend less time 
attending generalist networking events. 

Better still, because your marketing 
will be focused on less but more effective 
activities, you’ll spend less time on 
business development, which means 
more time to do the work, which, in 
turn, will have a positive effect on your 
personal contribution. 

Once your marketing kicks in and 
the word gets out locally (and indeed 
nationally if you have chosen a real 
niche) that you are the experts in your 
field, personal referral will kick in. 

There is no doubt this is the most 
effective (and most cost-effective) form 
of marketing. Why? Because it’s cheap, 
it’s easy and, because your name will be 
passed on by someone the client trusts, 
your conversion rate will go through  
the roof. 

Individual merit
Aside from marketing specific legal 
services to specific groups within 
the population, there is a second 
application. If you consider businesses 
that are anchored around an individual 
– like dentists, GPs, farms, even family 
businesses – they require a slightly 
different type of legal advice to a more 
traditional business structured around 
directors, managers and employees. 

While there will be a need for 
standard commercial property help, 
employment and corporate requirements 
are very different as shareholdings are 
centred around family or loose long-
standing partnerships. Farmers often 
have issues around succession or division 
of assets, while dentists and GPs need 
advice on improving their tax situation 
or help to sell their practices as they lead 
up to retirement.

If you have experience in helping 
these types of business, again, all 
you need to do is recognise the 
commonalities, highlight your successes 
and package it up for marketing. Our 
experience in marketing law firms shows 
these types of businesses will actively 
seek out firms that understand their 
nuances and have a demonstrable record 
of success in exploiting those nuances 
to their clients’ benefit. Better still, as 
the majority of these professions interact 
closely, the potential of referral is huge. 

Hopefully, I’ve been able to convince 
you of the merit in taking a more sector-
based approach to the way you market 
your private client services. If not, I trust 
I have at least proved sectors are not  
the preserve of the commercial 
department. However, if you are still 
more comfortable with the idea of 
commercial sectors, could I leave you 
with a final suggestion? 

If you are planning on launching 
commercial sector teams, make sure you 
have representatives from the private 
client teams within your sector groups. 
All companies are run by people and 
they have personal legal requirements. 
If these directors have bought into your 
firm and are willing to have you look 
after their business affairs, extending that 
trust to inviting you to look at their 
wills, their personal tax position and their 
families shouldn’t be a difficult job. 

The idea of any sector group is 
to maximise level of fees generated 
from each client and that objective 
should never be hampered by 
compartmentalising your commercial  
and private client practices. n 

Douglas McPherson is director of 
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 The 
overarching 

principle is to provide 
comprehensive legal 
coverage for your 
prospective clients 
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