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U.S. LAW FIRMS ARE LOCKED IN A FIERCE BATTLE OVER 
market share. It is a new and unfamiliar dynamic that is 
causing you and other law firm leaders to worry whether 
your firm will be among the survivors. Thus you are look-
ing for the best possible strategy and the requisite leader-
ship skills to communicate that vision to your partnership. 

I am going to tell you about the greatest market share 
story in modern business history. Remarkably, the primary 
operating principles were revealed in advance of the mirac-
ulous feat. Then I’ll discuss those principles in the context 
of the U.S. law firm looking to take market share.

FOCUS IS ABOUT SAYING NO
The most impressive market share story in modern times—
and one that gives realistic hope to all underdogs—is what 
happened at Apple Computer after Steve Jobs returned to 
the company in 1997. The key elements of Jobs’ strategy 
are contained in a grainy 71-minute YouTube video filmed 
at the moment when most industry insiders were getting 
ready to write Apple off. 

I encourage all law firm leaders to watch this video, at 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qyd0tP0SK6o, because 
it’s a time capsule of the mindset and mental discipline 
needed to conquer formidable odds.

In 1997, Microsoft was running away with the personal 
and business computing market. In part, this is because Mi-
crosoft adopted features such as the mouse and graphic inter-

face (i.e., Windows) that 
had been popularized by 
the Mac desktop com-
puter, essentially beating 
Apple at its own game.  

A second reason for 
Microsoft’s ascendancy 
was the rise of network 
c o m p u t i n g .  B e f o r e 
the days of the Inter-
net, computers in the 

workplace talked to each other through local area networks 
(LAN). Microsoft had worked with companies such as No-
vell to effectively sell to large corporations. Having been in-
troduced to Windows at work, the nascent consumer market 
was primed for Microsoft at home. At that time, product fa-
miliarity was the linchpin to purchasing decisions. This was 
an enormous competitive advantage.

Jobs wasn’t to blame for these market developments be-
cause in 1985 the Apple board had fired him. In the inter-
vening 12 years, Jobs became the majority shareholder in 
Pixar (now part of Disney) and the founder of Next, a com-
puter company targeted at the massive education sector. 

His return to Apple began with Apple’s purchase of Next 
in early 1997. At the time, Apple had less than 10 percent of 
industry market share. Jobs’ return was akin to a “Hail Mary” 
pass in football—a last chance to get back into the game.  

The video is Jobs’ appearance at Apple’s 1997 World-
wide Developer Conference in San Jose, California. The 
1,000 or so tech workers were expecting Jobs to give a 
speech. But instead he spent the whole time taking un-
scripted questions from the audience. At the time, Jobs was 
serving as an adviser to Apple’s CEO, Gil Amelio. Within a 
few months, Amelio would be gone and Jobs would be run-
ning the company.

Although Jobs is confident and plainspoken, there is a 
palpable restlessness among the engineers and software de-
velopers. They hitched their careers to Apple, and Apple 
appeared to be headed south.  

The first question, which comes 4:53 minutes into the 
video, was about OpenDocs, a technology in development 
since the early 1990s that Jobs had helped kill a few months 
earlier. Here are his words: 

“I know that some of you spent a lot of time working on 
stuff that we put a bullet in the head of. I apologize. I feel 
your pain. …  

For several years [Apple suffered] from lousy engineer-
ing management—I have to say it. There were people 

going off in 18 different directions doing arguably inter-
esting things in each one of them. Good engineers, lousy 
management.

And what happened was, you look at the farm that was 
created with all these different animals going in different 
directions, and it does not add up. The total is less than the 
sum of the parts. 

So we had to decide what are the fundamental direc-
tions we are going in, and what made sense and what 
doesn’t.  And there were a bunch of things that didn’t.”

Now imagine that you’re part of that audience. Jobs 
helped create the Apple I in a garage in 1976 and took the 
company public in 1980—at the time, the biggest IPO since 
Ford Motor Co. in the late 1950s. He was then fired in 1985 
and for the next 12 years had a track record of mixed success.  

Some might conclude that Jobs was a one-hit wonder 
whose best days were behind him. If we think this, we don’t 
have to take his analysis seriously. For many successful law-

yers, an imperfect track record is a reason not to listen. But 
perhaps Jobs was learning and adapting; in the early days of 
the computing industry, batting .400 was akin to perfection. 
If that’s the case, engineers in the audience are likely listen-
ing and deciding whether they want to be led by Jobs.

What makes this video so fascinating is that Steve Jobs 
is staking out a clear point of view and getting others to 
sign on. As history shows, his workforce did sign on; and 
Jobs did indeed have the right vision.

According to Jobs, what is called for is focus. “When you 
think about focus, you think, ‘Focusing is about saying yes.’

“No. …  Focusing is about saying no. … You have got to 
say no, no, no. And when you say no, you piss off people.”  

A simple mantra of focus does not help law firms take 
market share. Yet, according to my own viewing of this vid-
eo (a few dozen times), it is Jobs’ answer to the third audi-
ence question that reveals the key operating principle that 
powered Apple’s comeback. 

Here’s a paraphrase of the exchange between Jobs and an 
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Apple developer, at roughly the 9:20 timestamp: 
DEVELOPER: Apple needs to regain the courage to be different.
JOBS: I disagree. I don’t care about being different. To be 
successful, we need to be much better.
DEVELOPER: If we were different, we’d be better. 

A back-and-forth exchange ensues.
JOBS: OK, we agree. If we were a whole lot better, that 
would make us different. 

Better is a useful starting point. Yet it raises the ques-
tion, “Better from whose perspective?”  

At the 50:25 time mark, the question is answered directly. 
Jobs is responding to another engineer who is convinced that 
the technology that his team had built—and that Jobs and 
Apple had decided to kill—was phenomenally good technol-
ogy. In front of 1,000 colleagues, the engineer insults Jobs 

and tells him that he doesn’t know what he’s talking about. 
Jobs pauses for a long time and acknowledges that one 

of the hardest things about driving change is that your crit-
ics will be right in some areas. Yet, Jobs says that disparate 
pieces of brilliant technology are not enough unless they all 
fit together into “a cohesive, larger vision that is going to 
allow you to sell $8 billion, $10 billion of product per year.”

 “You have got to start with the customer experience 
and work backward to the technology,” he says. “You can’t 
start with the technology and try to figure out where you 
are going to try to sell it. I have made this mistake more 
than anybody in this room. And I have got the scar tissue 
to prove it.”

Ultimately, key decisions about Apple product and ser-
vices were run through the customer experience filter. The 
market data says that Apple got it right—and in ways we 
understand because so many of us remember the decision 
to buy our first iPod, iPhone, iPad, or MacBook. Sure, Ap-
ple products cost more, but they seemed more than worth 
it, as the products were so easy to use and were so elegant 
and trouble-free. They were just so much better.

WORKING HARD DOESN’T MEAN WORKING SMART
I know many big-firm lawyers who work tirelessly in service 
of their clients. Their work ethic is tremendous. Further, I 
have seldom met a managing partner who did not preach 
the paramount value of client focus. I don’t doubt their 
sincerity. But is this combination of effort and attitude the 
same thing as starting from the client experience and work-
ing backward to figure out how to best design legal products 
and services that will surprise and delight the end user?  

The answer to this question is clearly no. Most law firms 
resemble the farm that Job discovered upon his return to 
Apple. Partners and practice group tend to set their own 
agendas, particularly if they have their own client follow-

ing. To keep them generating revenues and in the fold, 
firm leaders tend to say yes rather than no. In return, each 
fiscal year profits are maximized and distributed to the 
partnership. So, despite the intensity of partner efforts,  
the firm is less than the sum of the parts.  

Such enterprises are not well positioned to take market 
share. Yet, there is evidence that this partner-centric busi-
ness model describes a large proportion of the large law 
firm sector. Research by ALM, BTI and Lexis shows that 
in-house capacity is growing and that outside legal spend-
ing, at least on traditional law firms, is declining.  

General counsel are choosing to build rather than buy 
because so few firms are truly working backward to satisfy 
their needs. Instead, partners are working overtime trying 
to find the shrinking number of buyers for the package 

of services that the partner wants to 
sell—premium quality artisan work 
priced at a premium rate. Internally, 
this is at best a zero sum game, as the 
lawyers who are least successful are 
labeled unproductive partners and are 
pushed out.

These are good lawyers operating under lousy manage-
ment and a set of preferences created by a multidecade Big 
Law boom. If your firm wants the satisfaction of taking large 
chunks of the market, these preferences must change.

Perhaps the most useful lesson that can be drawn from 
the Jobs video is his unflinching acceptance that the path 
forward requires direct, honest and difficult conversations 
with peers and subordinates.  

To stand in a room with 1,000 engineers and developers, 
many of whom are angry, to invite them to ask any ques-
tion and to openly acknowledge disagreement and dissent 
is a remarkably courageous act. More significantly, it com-
municates respect: the mutual respect that must be in place 
for hundreds of professionals to work with one another in 
the service of a larger, cohesive vision in which the end-user 
client is made paramount.

Today’s law firms need the type of visionary leadership that 
has been missing since the name partners were at the helm 
two or three generations ago. The last several decades of law 
firm prosperity brings to mind the proverb “Smooth seas 
make poor sailors.” Recognizing that rough waters are ahead, 
it is time to stake out a vision that focuses relentlessly on the 
identified and unidentified needs of the client. No doubt this 
will required shared risk and experimentation. Many of your 
partners may not support you. But many just might.  

Taking market share is not an intellectually fuzzy con-
cept. In a highly competitive market, we never have to 
wonder if we are getting it right. We are taking market 
share, losing market share or retaining market share. In 10 
years, we will know the winning strategies and leaders who 
got their organizations to the other side of a massive indus-
try consolidation.

William Henderson is a professor at Indiana University Maurer 
School of Law and a principal with Lawyer Metrics LLC.

Who will be the leaders who get their firms to the
     other side of today’s massive industry consolidation? 
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