
Law Firm Marketing

Finding Your FirmÕs Vision

In the initial meetings of your inner circle, before you start describing

the firmÕs vision, the group must first determine whether the law your

firm practices and the clients it serves are compatible with its real
interests and values. Wanting to change practice areas is not unusual

among law firms, and changing them is not as big an obstacle as you

might think. Many firms choose to find new practice areas and new types
of clients that actually inspire them while slowly phasing out those that

donÕt. Changing what you do and whom you do it for may seem like

unrealistic luxuries, but if you are committed to transforming your firm to
the highest level possible, the initial meetingsof the inner circle are the

place to address these very fundamental issues.

Some firms acknowledge that their existing base of clients is too
valuable to phase out, so they keep that client base while developing

new -practice areas that are more consistent with their interests and

values. The members of the inner circle must be brutally honest with
themselves about whether something like this could work for them.

Otherwise, why spend the time, money and emotional investment of

redefining your firm only to recognize that youÕre stil l working in the
wrong area and serving thewrongpeople?

OneSan Diego family lawyer expressed it like this:

IÕve been practicing family law for over twenty years. I
canÕt tell you how much I dislike family law. Divorce
bringsout the worst in people. Most of my clients
become miserable and vindictive. You never hear a
positive word out of their mouths. All I do is fight the
traffic to get to court to argue motions that, quite
frankly, are ridiculous. I wasat a crossroads when I
finally decided to move into a practice area that I found



much more interesting and satisfying. IÕm doing estate
planning now. While I still have my share of family law
clients, I no longer feel chained to them. I have found a
niche that really works for me, and my billings are still
where I need themto be.

For now, letÕsassume that the inner circlehas decided that your firm is
already working in its chosen area of law. The next order of business is

to begin theprocessof reinventing your firm from the inside out.

Learning how to shape your firm to its fullest potential isno easy task.
It takes both commitment and leadership. To take this journey, you must

first have a road map that will take you step by step. DonÕt even think

about cutting corners. Every step must be completed, as it will lay the
foundation for the next.

This reshaping process has worked for others, and if you are

committed to it, it will work for you. First, you need to identify the
specific challenges facing your firm. They may not be obvious at first.

Challenges are areas in which you really want to see constructive and

measurable qualitative change. They can be in the areas of service,
revenuebuilding, morale, quality and quantity of work product, or profit

levels per partnerÑ the list is yours for themaking.

Law Firm Marketing Ð

Where IsYour Firm Now?
What AreYour Current Challenges?

Finding your firmÕs challenges requires an honest assessment of your
firmÕscurrent state, and it isa time to have your eyes wideopen.

You may be feeling vitalized at this pointÑe ager to get started

rebuilding your firm. If so, take a deep breath and consider this
statement:

You cannot begin the rebuilding process without first
-examining your existing challengesand problem
areas.



Some of you will respondby asking, ÒWhatÕs to examine? Everything
here needs changing.ÓPerhaps, but to get where you want to go, you first

need to really understand where youÕve been. This means taking a hard

and honest look at your existing firm. Most lawyers are inclined to skip
this process. They would rather not open up old wounds, and looking in

the mirror can be painful. So they take the path of least resistance

instead: They try to write a great-sounding firm mission statement and
hope that it reflects what they really want to -accomplish.

This type of reasoning will sink the ship before it ever sets sail. The

process does not work this way! ItÕs like trying to changeyour hairstyle
without the benefit of a mirrorÑor worse, like taking on a new client

without ever having met or communicated with her! (Remember how

many times you have told new clients that you need to know everything,
both the good parts and the bad!)

You canÕt possibly know what you want without also looking at what

you donÕt want. They are opposite sides of thesame coin. Thebenefit of
such an examination of the firm lies in discovering what you werenÕt

aware of before.

Challenges? What Challenges?

If you canÕt think of any major challenges facing your firm, answering
the questions in Figure 9.1 will bring them bubbling up. Notice how

many of thechallenges addressed are multidimensional and can apply to

more than one aspect of the firm.

FIGURE 9.1: IDENTIFYING YOUR FIRMÕSCHALLENGES

LAW FIRM CULTURE

How would you describe your firmÕs culture?

How is your firm perceived by your associates?

How is your firm perceived by your partners?

What does the firmÕs physical presence communicate?

Is firm management committed to the growth and development of its people?

Is there complacency among your lawyers?

Is there complacency among your staff and administration?



Does your firm tolerate politics?

How does your firm handle gossip?

Do you encourage team performance rather than individual competitiveness?

LAW FIRM PERFORMANCE

How is the firm perceived by your competition?

What is your firm best known for in your legal community?

Is your firmÕs compensation system tied to performance?

How do you define attorney performance?

What percentage of your lawyers know the firmÕs goals?

What is your firmÕspolicy toward growth?

How many hours per week do your associates devote to business development?

In what ways is your firm innovative?

How would you rate your firmÕs technological competence?

Do associates push themselves to learn new skills?

Do partners push themselves to improve their management skills?

How does the firm encourage teams versus individual performance?

How does leadership reward the firmÕs support staff for quality performance?

LAW CLIENT SERVICE

How is your firm perceived by your clients?

How do you measure client satisfaction?

What are your firmÕs top three inspired values in client service?

How responsive is your staff to clientsÕneeds?

Are you meeting or exceeding your clientsÕexpectations?

What is your firmÕsdefinition of service?

What can your clients count on when they do business with your firm?

Do your clients rave about the quality of your service?

What percentage of new business is from existing clients?

ADMINISTRATIVE AND SUPPORT SYSTEMS

What is your firmÕspolicy toward recruiting talent?

Do you offer your lawyers and staff development training?

What is your secretarial staff accountable for?



Do your associates and staff perceive the firm as fair?

In what ways are you supportive of your attorneys?

In what ways are you supportive of your staff?

Do you encourage your lawyers and staff to stretch their skills?

DEDICATION AND LEADERSHIP

Do you offer lawyers effective leadership training?

Do you encourage lawyers and staff to be independent thinkers?

Are you committed to mentoring associates?

Do the lawyers and staff feel they have a future at your firm?

Do your associates genuinely aspire to become partners?

Do you regularly provide constructive review and performance tips?

Does your firm work as a team?

Discover ing theBig Challenges: Going to theSource

In my work with firms, I ask partners to identify the areas they believe

will be the most difficult to changeÑpr oblems they consider
insurmountable. Although sometimes it takesa little prodding, eventually

the partners reveal not mere challenges, but areas of deep concern that

they have given up on. Not surprisingly, these challenges are frequently
the very issues that mean themost to the partners, and not being able to

achieve them is often the source of their deepest frustration and

cynicism.
Ironically, I find that most partners, once they are able to identify and

confront what they believe to be unchangeable problems, also realize

how much their cynicism has prevented them from solving these
problems. After honest discussions, most are willing to take on these

ÒinsurmountableÓchallenges rather than sweep them back under the rug.

In doing so, they acquire a renewed sense of urgencyÑa need to break
through old barriers and bury their demons once and for all. Indeed,

acknowledging the problems means that they have won their first big

battle.
Bringing big challenges to the surface brings partners together and



puts them back into the gameof reinventing their firms.

Finding MoreChallenges: Speaking with Your Clients

Another way to find more of your firmÕs challenges is to speak with your
clientsÑt he people who actually use your services. While this must be

doneskillfully, and must be doneby the most senior partnersÑnot by

administrative or marketing staffÑi t can be the most productive path to
finding new ways of serving your clients.

In fact, some of the most successful firms make such client meetings

mandatory at theconclusion of an engagement with a client. After a case
ends, the most senior partner in the group meets with the client and

discusses the firmÕs performance. The goal of this discussion is to

discover ways in which thefirm can providecontinually higher levels of
service.

These Òcompletion meetingsÓmust be donewith the right intentions.

Just coming in and asking if there were any problems can alienate the
client. Thepartner holding themeeting is there to learn abouttheclientÕs

experiences during the engagement. The goal is to bring added value to

therelationship.
Thechallengeof this typeof meeting, if you are theperson holding it,

is to be able to hear clientsÕconcerns without letting your own

personality and feelings get in the way. Not all clients will open up. They
must first believe that your intentions are genuine and not part of a

strategy to generate additional business for the firm.

To make it easy for your client to speak candidly, you must speak
candidly. Explain to clients that finding out more about how the

engagement went from their perspective is essential to being able to offer

more useful ways of serving them. They will appreciate your time, and
your interest in their opinions will demonstrate the firmÕs integrity and

commitment to service. Doing this will also allow you to tie up loose

ends and makesure you complete theengagement on apositive note.
During this meeting,acknowledgeclients for putting their trust in you

and your firm, and make sure that nothing was left undone. Specifically



ask whether the firm kept the client informed and was accessible and
responsive. Then widen thescope and find out as much as possible about

what worked for clients and what didnÕt. Keeping the discussion open-

ended will encourage your client to express a full rangeof issues, some
of which might not otherwise beexplored.

Being successful at holding completion meetings is an art form that

separates true professionals from the rest. Unlike the initial meetings
leading up to your first engagement with theclient, completion meetings

will add immediate value to your relationship and providecritical insight

for your firm.
A few tips for successat completion meetings are worth mentioning:

¥ Never use a completion meeting as an occasion for soliciting

additional business from theclient. This will appear manipulative and

-insincere.

¥ Never become defensive or attempt to explain problems away. It is the
clientÕs experiences that matter here. Remember, you asked for the

meeting. If things need to be made right, make them right without

making the client wrong. The goal is to listen, not to judge.

¥ Allocate adequate time for themeeting and remember to turn off your
cell phoneor pager. Make sure the client is not billed for the meeting.

¥ DonÕt beput off if clients are initially suspicious or surprised by your

questions. At first, they might bereluctant to tell you what they really

think. Be persistent and, above all, be honest with them. Tell them that
your firm is committed to providing a higher level of service to its

clients and, to that end, you are seeking their honest and candid input.

¥ Lead with a simple question: ÒWhat service could we provide that

would make our firm really extraordinary in your eyes?ÓMost clients
will start giving you clues. Keep listening and keep asking questions;

their insights will almost always enlighten you.



TheFour-Step Inquiry ÐOneApproach to Law Firm Marketing

Once you have identified themajor challenges facing your firm and have

fully articulated them in writing, the next job is to prioritize them. One

firm I worked with came up with more than fifty challenges before
refining the list to those that were the most compelling!

One way of prioritizing your challenges is to perform a four-step

inquiry for each one. This process will help you to identify areas that
need immediate work and attention, but more importantly, the inquiry

will lay the groundwork for developing your firmÕs charter, and in the

end, will shape your firmÕs unique brand of service.
For each of your major challenges, ask the following questions:

1. WhatÕsabsent?

2. What if what is absent were present? How would this

changethings?

3. What types of inspired valuesdrive this type of change?

4. What specific actionscome from such inspired values?

Examplesof the Four-Step Inquiry

The first step is to look at whatÕs absent in the challenged area, the
presence of which, if it were there, would profoundly and positively

change this area for the better. From this you can identify what specific

values drive such a change. Finding your inspired values is like finding
precious stones. Values once discovered form the basis on which the

firmÕs actions can later be measured. Moreover, inspired values like

these, because they embody truth, have the potential to motivate and
inspire in powerful ways.

LetÕs look at two examples of how the four-step inquiry works.

EXAMPLE 1

Describe the challenge: We need to treat our clients better,

especially when they visit our office. How we receive clients

is so ordinary. Clients sit down and wait for thelawyer to pick



them up from the reception area. They read through boring
magazines. Maybe they get a cup of watered-down coffee

while they wait. Lawyers and staff walk past them and donÕt

even acknowledge their presence. The atmosphere is sterile
and artificial and -impersonal.

1.

WhatÕs absent? The clientsÕexperience of feeling genuinely

welcomed and respected at thefirm.

2.
What if what is absent were present? How would this change

things? Clients would view the firm in a more positive light.

Associates would begin to develop a personal sensitivity
toward the firmÕs clients. This would be uplifting for the

clients aswell as for the firm.

3.

What types of inspired values drive this type of change?
Honoring clients as guests. Caring for their comfort.

Respecting their -presence.

4.

What specific actionscome from such inspired values? Every
guest is greeted respectfully and cordially. The reception area

is filled with clippings of the firmÕs major clients and their

accomplishments, including stories about how the firm was
able to help clients reach their goals. The reception area

includes a copy of the firmÕs charter, listing the firmÕs goals

and its commitments to clients. The firm encourages a culture
that makes lawyers and staff feel comfortable acknowledging

guests. The firm offers its clients quality beverages in

interesting serving cups.

If this example rings true to youÑi f it inspires youÑt hen you have
just hit uponsome inspired values that have thepower to transform your



firm. In fact, they might be the beginning of your firmÕs charter and
might sound like this: ÒWe respect, care about and honor our clients.Ó

What makes these words so powerful is that they are backed by your

inspired values and are translated into your firmÕs behavior, which
demonstrates your commitment in real and tangible terms. This is what

firm character building is all about. ItÕs the truemeasure of a firm being

what it says it is.
LetÕs consider another example.

EXAMPLE 2

Describe the challenge: Associates need to work at higher

levels and take on more responsibility. Most are not
motivated. They seem to work hard, but they donÕt go the

extra distance. They rarely show personal initiative. They

donÕt seem to be team players. Their goal is to bill two
hundred hours and go home. They have the type of paycheck

mentality that produces mediocre work. The partners donÕt

really know much about them outside of their work product.

1.
WhatÕs absent? Associates feeling that they share in thefirmÕs

future. Associates seeing their role as part of a larger team

effort. Partners being committed to management and leading.

2.
What if what is absent were present? How would this change

things? Associates would know in a tangibleway that the firmÕs

success is tied directly to their own personal and professional
goals. Associates would have pride in their work product and

know that the quality of their colleaguesÕwork actually impacts

them.

3.
What types of inspired values drive this type of change?

Commitment to associatesÕ professional and personal



development. A shared purpose in which the success of the
firm is directly tied to thesuccess of theassociates. Trust and

respect for associates so that they will respondin kind to new

levels of opportunity and growth.

4.
What specific actions come from such inspired values?

Partners and management are given time to get to know the

associates and learn about their personal and professional
goals. Management communicates clearly to associates about

how reaching thefirmÕs goals will also result in theassociates

reaching their own goals. Promotions and compensation are
tied to performance and firm contribution as well as to team

performance levels. A strong mentoring system, designed to

prepare associates for assuming greater levels of responsibility
commensurate with tangible financial incentives, is instituted.

A firm-wide policy of zero-tolerance for gossip and firm

politics isestablished.

Facilitating the Four-Step Process
The firm can facilitate the four-step process on its own or bring in an

expert. The idea of hiring an outside expert isnew to law firms, and most

partners feel uncomfortable with the prospect. Nevertheless, use of an
outsideexpert ishighly recommended.

In the business world, itÕs quite common to use experts to facilitate

operational change and find new ways of managing objectives. Such
people, if they have the proper skills, can be of tremendousvalue in

holding up a mirror to the firm while maintaining the perspective and

objectivity theprocess requires.
It is highly advantageous to use a facilitator who is also a lawyer with

management and operational experienceÑf irst, because such a facilitator

will beable to learn aboutand understand your firm quickly, and second,
because the partners will feel confident and comfortable in the

knowledge that the facilitator has personally experienced the unique



demands of the practice and management side of law.
The disadvantage of trying to bring in an outside facilitator is that it

may be difficult to find one. Organizational experts who understand the

unique dynamics of the legal profession, especially in the context of
practice development, are rare. Most business consultants are used to

working with businessexecutivesÑ not with a roomful of law partners.

Facilitating the process in-house is very difficult and is not
recommended, because theprocess of lookingat theoverall picture while

being part of it can be mind-boggling. It can seem as if there are more

questionsthan answers. The truth is, thepeople involved are too close to
be completely objective. This is why lawyers donÕt represent themselves

in court and why doctors donÕt operate on family membersÑ the

emotions are too powerful and thereÕs too much risk of losing your cool
in such situations.

When the firm attempts to address the problems on its own, itÕs easy

to get trapped in trying to solve the problem in the same old ways that
have prevented effecting meaningful change in the past. The goal is to

break away from the past and theold ways of thinking about your firm.

A skilled and experienced facilitator can help you reach this goal most
effectively.
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