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1 Stewart McKelvey – Teaching Note 

________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Conor Vibert developed this teaching note to guide the use of the multimedia case entitled Modern Media for instructional purposes.  

It is not the purpose of this material to serve as an illustration of how to effectively or ineffectively address a managerial situation.   

 
Copyright @ 2014, Acadia International Executive Insight Series  

______________________________________________________________________ 
 

SUMMARY  
 
John Rogers, CEO (ret.) of Stewart McKelvey, a successful mid-size law partnership spanning Atlantic 
Canada’s four provinces is aware of the winds of change blowing in legal profession.  He realizes that at 
some point, the firm will need to alter its organizational form. The alteration will not necessarily be a 
simple one as the firm is in reality, a partnership of partnerships. Advice is being sought as to how to 
proceed in resolving this real life issue. Students are offered access to a set of transcribed video clips that 
outline the issue and its cause along with providing context for the issue.  In order to arrive at alternative 
solutions and justify their choice of a solution, students are expected to use sources of information not 
found in the case. 
 
 

KEYWORDS  
 

• Professional Services Firm, Organizational Transformation, Organizational Structure 
 
 

CASENET VIDEOS 

 

Each video in this multimedia case features a segment of an interview with one of the organization’s key 
decision makers. The videos describe: 

1. the Issue facing the individual or organization 
2. the Cause of the issue 
3. Background information for the individual, organization and industry 
4. Alternatives for addressing the issue 
5. A suggested Solution and justification 

 
Transcriptions for each video are also available.  Students may not access the Alternatives and Solution 
videos or transcripts. 
 
 
OBJECTIVES FOR TEACHING 

 

There are a number of instructional objectives for this case.  
 

• To enhance the decision making skills of students by having them address a real life issue faced 
by managers of Canadian or international companies.       

• To provide students with a brief introduction to the management of a professional service firm 

• To offer students an opportunity to analyze a situation using concepts that illustrate an 
organizational transformation 

 
1 The Author wishes to thank John Rogers for his/her support of this project. At Acadia University, thanks are in order for Dave 

Sheehan.   
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POSSIBLE TEACHING STRATEGY 

 

This case is ideal for in-class case analysis or as an assignment. Assuming an 80 minute class, here is an 
approximate class schedule: 
 

Time 

(minutes) 

Task 

5 Introduce case and divide students into groups. 
15 Students view Background case videos and make notes. 

5 Instructor plays the Issue and Cause clip(s). 
25 Students identify alternatives, a solution and rationale. 

20 Instructor guides a discussion around alternatives, solution and rationale. 

10 Instructor plays the Alternatives and Solution clips.  
 
If the case is used as an assignment, the instructor may want to focus assessment on: 

1) Decision-making process. The instructor would evaluate writing style, appropriateness of 
information sources, alternatives, solution and rationale. This approach recognizes that the 
alternatives and solutions offered in the case are not necessarily optimal, and other choices may 
be equally effective. Students can be rewarded for their selection of decision making approaches, 
analytical frameworks and cited reference material. 

2) Outcomes. The instructor would evaluate how closely student responses match those offered in 
the Alternatives and Solution video clips. Or, the instructor could use the insight of an existing 
research paper or analytical framework as the basis for judging outcomes. 

3) A combination of process and outcome. The instructor may apportion the grade between 
process and outcomes.       

  

 

POSSIBLE QUESTIONS FOR ASSIGNMENTS 

 

Students can be asked to identify a set of alternatives to address the issue outlined in the case, a solution 
and rationale. Other questions that will help students prepare for their case analysis include:   
 

• What are some different ways of organizing a law firm? 
• What are some advantages of partnerships as a means of organizing? 

 
CASE ANALYSIS 

Issue:   The Issue and Cause video clips outline the problem or challenge of the case.  

• I am John Rogers, Chief Executive Office of Stewart McKelvey a law firm in Atlantic 
Canada which carries on business in four provinces. We are a partnership of partnerships 
and we need to decide whether we make significant change to prosper in the future. At 

present, Stewart McKelvey has a partnership of partnerships. We have four separate 
profit pools. We were the first multi-jurisdictional firm in the country. That has given us 

a real market advantage.  We are the leading player in our market at this point. We need 
to determine whether we take some steps to prepare for the future.  At present, things are 
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functioning well.  At a regional level we have finance and marketing that we do. The rest 
is largely done at an individual office or profit pool level.  Some of the challenges that we 

see with this is that the governance model in terms of funding that from the four units 
sometimes the consensus required reduces the chances of getting the required funding to 

do what we need to do on a collaborative basis.   Our clients are demanding that more be 
done on a co-operative level where the firm from an exterior perspective shows that it 
functions as one unit.  We have largely been able to hide that from the market place.  I 

would say as well in terms of some of the areas that are critically important to the future 
we think of training and development of lawyers, developing skills and succession among 

our managerial staff, and training and development and engagement of our staff.  We are 
spending significant amount of money in each of the units and question where there is an 
opportunity to benefit by putting them all in one unit. 

 

Analysis: 

To start their analysis of the case, students should view the Background video clips.  These clips should 
help students grasp the following points or case facts.   

• The firm is a partnership run by a partnership board. 

• The board sets policy and direction and the CEO executes the plan. 

• The firm was formed by a merger of four Atlantic Canadian law firms in the 1990s. 
• The firm is the largest in Canada without an office in Toronto 

• It has 230 lawyers and over 500 staff in Atlantic Canada 

• Their clients are all range of businesses operating in Atlantic Canada 

With this information in hand students can be challenged to identify an analytic framework that will help 
them organize their thoughts.   

• PUT ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK HERE 

Effort focused on research coupled with analysis should enable students to present a series of options.  
These can be compared to the options offered by the interviewee which are also summarized below and 
found in the Alternatives video clip. 

• We are looking at four alternatives. The first is to stand pat. We are in a market leading 
position and have been for some time and certainly think that will continue to be the case 
for the foreseeable future.  The second one would be to tinker. We have done that in the 

past. Do we add a particular function to our centralized activities? For now we are doing 
finance and marketing,   Do we add human resources? Do we add in our litigation 

support?  There are a number of other areas like that we could do on one offs and could 
continue to do that into the future on an incremental basis. The third one is to contract out 
some of the functions being done in four provinces to a third party. You can take some of 

the back office stuff and contract it out.  For example our finance activities, we do a 
significant amount of document creation.   Our IT function. We have a large I.T. 

department that is still largely decentralized. We could contract that out to a third party. 
So that is the third option. The fourth option would involve significant change.  That 
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would be to move to a single profit pool to a centralized governance structure to a 
centralized management structure and a complete revamping of how we deliver our 

service to our clients.  So, less simply at an office on a provincial level and more on a 
regional level.  

 
The Solutions video clip offers the interviewees’ solution to the issue along with a rationale.  Highlighted 
below, this can be compared to the student response and explanation. 
 

• In terms of our solution, what did we rule out?  Standing pat was going to be moving 
behind. And with the pace of change going on that was going to happen at a faster level 
than we anticipated after we reflected on it.  Second in terms of the tinkering. Our 
assessment was that was going to simply be nipping away at the edges.  That was not 

going to be the Launchpad for the next major change. The firm had showed in the past 
that through innovation it could leapfrog ahead of competition and it was not just going 

to be a marginal difference, it was going to be a significant difference. So our view was 
that incremental change was not going to be the right choice.  In terms of contracting out, 
I think we were intrigued by it not as an overall solution but as part of something else 

when we were looking at the last option.  Our view was that was largely operational and 
not strategic in nature.   And where did we get to?  It was an interesting exercise to get 

there. In a partnership it takes some time to get there and lawyers tend to be adverse to 
change. So that was a big step. Our choice was literally to change how we do business. 
We were rebuilding our entire organization as we were carrying on business.  We were 

merging four different organizations. Completely revamping our governance structure, 
our management structure and how we deliver services to clients.  We could not do that 

in any way to the detriment of delivery of service to our clients and we really did not 
want our lawyers who were delivering that service to be affected by this.   So that was the 
choice that we adopted and it has been an interesting and challenging experience. We 

worked hard at developing timelines for the change and meeting those guidelines. The 
effort to undertake it was more than we anticipated.  

.  
 

SUGGESTED COURSES 

 
We suggest that this case would be suitable for a number of courses. These courses include: 
 

• Organization Theory 

• Change Management 
 
 

ADDITIONAL RESEARCH 

 
The case offers students opportunities to undertake interesting additional research.  
 
Students may want to delve deeper into how managers make decisions. Classic approaches to decision 
making include works by Cyert and March (1963) and Tversky and Kahnemann (1974).     
 
Students interested in learning more about industries in general might make use of numerous online 
information sources some of which are noted below.  
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High Beam Business, http://business.highbeam.com/industry-reports,   Industry Overviews 
Plunkett Research, http://www.plunkettresearch.com/,   Industry Overview 
Value Line, http://www.valueline.com/Stocks/Industries.aspx,   Industry Overviews 
 

Other important sources include: 
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