99 TIPS  -  SOLO AND SMALL FIRM DAY 2003

Presented by the American Bar Association General Practice, 

Solo and Small Firm Section
1. Your law firm staff is fundamental to your well being and profitability. Your staff should be commended and rewarded on a constant and continuous basis in order for you and your staff to maintain a good and harmonious working relationship, which translates into not only a better quality of work, but a better working environment.

2. Take the local paper and send congratulatory notes to clients on successful ventures and recognitions that they receive through the newspaper or other local media.  This is an excellent way to market yourself inexpensively.  

3. Develop a relationship with other solo and small firm practitioners so that in the event of work overload, illness, holidays, vacations, or some other work interruption, you can refer cases to the other individuals and/or look to them to help you in the event of an emergency.  As this is a two-way street, you will also need to be available to help other attorneys in your network when they have an emergency.

4. Develop a network of other solo and small firms in order to purchase office supply, equipment, software, and hardware in order to achieve volume discounts and to entice vendors to your locale should there be a great distance between you and the supplier.

5. To provide your client a fee reduction, discount from your bill, not your time sheet.  The client will never know that you reduced his or her bill unless you show the discount on the bill that is submitted to your client.  Hopefully, this will eliminate your client’s attempt to reduce your bill further. 

6. Provide detailed billing to your client that describes the actual work performed.  The  more specifically the billing statement describes the work performed, the more likely the client is to pay the bill.

7. Bills should be sent on a regular basis, preferably the same day each month if they are not sent out on weekly or bi-weekly basis.  

8. There are two primary goals to billing, getting paid and leaving a positive impression of your services with your client.

9. A personalized note, or a file closing letter, are very effective marketing efforts.

10. You do not need every client.  Balance your desire to serve a potential client with your professional and personal goals. 

11. If you represent corporate clients, visit them at their business location.  Your client will appreciate your interest, and you will have a better understanding of your clients’ business needs.

12. Do everything ethically and professionally possible to produce satisfied former clients that will serve as ambassadors and marketeers for your law firm for years into the future.

13. When you have a task that you would rather not complete, do not defer completing the task.  Instead, make a list of the task that needs to be completed, and complete one of these deferred tasks each day.  

14. When doing business development planning for your firm, keep it simple.  If your planning is to complicated, you may become discouraged, and may defer completing complicated tasks.

15. Set deadlines for yourself.  You should have daily, weekly, and monthly tasks to complete. At the end of each day, make a list of what needs to be completed the following day.  For a sense of accomplishment as you complete each item, mark that item off of your list. 

16. When a project is complicated, break the project down into smaller parts that can be more easily accomplished.  This will make the project more manageable.

17. Learn to say “no” to potential clients, if the project or case is not appealing to you.  

18. If you are having difficulty asking a client for a large retainer, set a picture of your favorite activity, and/or family on your desk.  Look at this picture prior to quoting your potential client a retainer fee.  This should help you to set your priorities, and only take cases that are profitable to you, so that you can spend more time enjoying your favorite activity.

19. Maintain school contacts for work referral, non-threatening advice givers, and/or for social relationships.

20. Bill at the highest curve of gratitude.  This usually occurs immediately after the case is over, or when you have obtained a favorable result.  

21. Do not make promises to clients that you know you can not keep.  For example, if you know you are overwhelmed with case matters, do not hesitate to inform the client of a realistic time frame within which you will be able to begin work on their matter.

22. Use your marginal minutes for greater productivity.  When you a driving back from court, dictate the order. When you are driving to work, use your cell phone for non-sensitive client contact.  Be careful with the use of your cell phone while driving.  

23. Use some form of document assembly, such as merge in Word, or macro in WordPerfect to automate as many of your standardized documents as possible.  Some documents that may be automated include retainer letters and fee agreements, file closing letters, transmittal letters, incorporation documents, and house closing documents.

24. Each law firm should have multiple retainer letters and fee agreements to represent the various kinds of billing options that the firm uses.  

25. Copy your client with all incoming and outgoing correspondence, pleadings, or other matters.  This lets your client know that you are working on their case, as well as keeping them informed about his or her case.

26. Work smarter, not harder.  Streamline your office and take advantage of para-professionals. 

27. A lawyer is only as good as his or her staff.  

28. Proper training of your legal staff will maximize the efficiency of your office.

29. Utilize a paralegal to complete documents summaries, research, and many trial preparation tasks.  This will greatly reduce your client’s overall costs for legal services.

30. When the message pops up on a website as “page not found”, the deleted information may be found at http://www.archive.org.  

31. Another location for finding deleted webpages, is http://www.google.com .  Click on to the “cached link” in your result list to help you in this search.

32. Send non-engagement letters to any potential client that you do not take.  

33. When a case is lost, be simple, direct, and honest as to the outcome.  Tell the client by telephone or in person, and follow up with a letter. 

34. In your office, dress the way that you would expect your lawyer to dress if you were a client paying a fee.  

35. Be sure your reception area contains periodicals, plaques, and other information indicative of the type of subject matter in which you practice. This is an excellent marketing tool for your law firm.

36. Always discuss fees and a payment schedule during your first meeting with client.

37. Always introduce your potential client to your staff.

38. If a potential client has a number of complaints about their former lawyer or lawyers, be weary of handling the case.  The chances of you being the next lawyer that the client complains about are very high.

39. When a client comes to your office, NEVER make the client wait longer than five minutes to see you.  The client’s time is just as valuable as your time.

40. Always ask your client his or her preference as to where they wish their mail to be sent.  This can be particularly important in handling family law cases when there may be domestic abuse.

41. Call potential clients back immediately.  Availability is the single most important factor in your being selected as the attorney to represent the potential client.  

42. When the client’s case is complete, send a letter to the client thanking them for the opportunity to represent them.  This letter can also serve as a letter telling the client that you are closing the file, and are not expecting to do anymore work on the case.  

43. Excellent computer search engines include: Google, ( http://www.google.com ), alltheweb.com(http://www.alltheweb.com),and FirstGov.gov (http://www.firstgov.gov). 

44. A people finder site is: http://www.mvvl.net/~rcthomas/trickem.html.  A website that charges a small fee for finding people, their relatives, their associates and property records is http://www.accurinte.com.  

45. Thirty-five states have criminal records on file at http://www.rapsheets.com.  

46. Two websites that offer sample briefs are http://www.briefsreporter.com. and http://www.briefserbe.com/home.asp.  

47. If you need to find a lawyer anywhere in the world, the website is http://www.martindale.com.  

48. Billing can be viewed as a multiple activity. First, bills are a means to collect money.  They are also an excellent communication tool between you and the client, as most of the work you do is done outside their presence.

49. One of the few ways for the client to know what you are doing for them, is an informational bill each month that gives the client assurance that you are continuing to work on his or her case.  

50. Make a list of all of your office equipment serial numbers.  Keep a copy of this documentation either at home, or in a safe deposit box. Use your ticker system to keep this documentation current.

51. When interviewing a new client, make sure that you receive complete intake data so that you may complete a conflict’s check.  The data should include maiden name, and any other names that the potential client has used.

52. A short cut when using Internet Explorer rather than typing in the entire URL, is to type in the name of the site and then press CTRL + Enter and the software will automatically fill in the www. com entry for you.

53. If you are a solo practitioner, it is a good to develop a “back up buddy”.  To do this, you and your buddy need to purchase the same back up hardware, back up media, and software system. If one of you suffers a computer meltdown, the other can come to your rescue. 

54. Use a different color paper in your fax machine so that you can distinguish between letters and faxes quickly.

55. Minimize your accounts receivable by charging a larger retainer, or use an “evergreen retainer”.  What that means is that you treat the retainer as a security deposit.  The “evergreen” retainer is not billed against, but retained until the case is completed.  You can either take your last bill from it and/or return the funds to the client after the last bill is paid.

56. One of the quickest ways to be viewed as an “expert” in your field, is to be the person that reporters contact for a quote.  You can contact a reporter at your local newspaper and let him or her know that you are available for comments.  Please note, if you receive a call from a reporter, the reporter is on a very tight deadline.  It is critical to contact them as soon as possible, even if you do not want to comment.  If you wish to continue to be a resource, you must respond quickly.

57. When you are setting your fee as a solo practitioner, make sure you factor in the costs of paying your own taxes, medical insurance, and supply/equipment costs.

58. To determine the total hours that you must bill each year, decide what your desired income level is. Then, multiple this level by three (3) in order to provide a rough estimate of what you will need to bill to meet operating expenses, such as marketing, overhead, taxes, benefits, etc.  For example, if you wish to earn $100,000.00 per year, you will need to bill about $300,000.00 per year.

59. Write and speak to client in “lay terms”.  

60. In your initial interview with a potential client, ask the client what he or she wants from you.  This is helpful in determining whether you will actually accept the client and in setting your fee, if you decide to accept the client.

61. Advise your client to keep copies of the pleadings and other items that you send to the client in a 3-ring binder or folder.  As an added service to your client, you may wish to provide the notebook.

62. When a staff member comes to you with a complaint, ask them to list at least one or two solutions to each problem.

63.  To maximize your marketing effort, belong to at least one bar association.  You should also belong to at least one committee/section of the association.  We recommend the General Practice, Solo and Small Firm Section!

64. To make clients or other individuals feel special, you may wish to allow them access to your cell and/or home phone number.  To do this, do not have those numbers printed on your business card.  Instead, hand write the numbers on the card.  This should make the individual feel more special as they were getting “extra service”.

65. In order to eliminate mistakes between your law firm account and your trust account, have different colored checks for the two accounts.

66. After the initial interview with a potential client, if you decide that you do not wish to represent him or her, take a few minutes to send a “I am not your lawyer letter.”  It is not necessary that you explain why you have chosen not to take a client.  The primary purpose of the letter is to let the potential client know that you are not working on his or her matter.

67. A way to improve your negotiation skills is to define the objectives of your client as well as the objectives of each of the other parties.  Consider the interests, needs, and wants of each party by including the monetary, emotional, psychological, and legal requirements.

68. In negotiations, balance the need to “anchor” your proposal with calculations that will favor your numbers against the possibility that your proposal would be offensive or insulting to the other side.  

69. In negotiations, be patient while bargaining.  You should expect numerous proposals and counter-proposals as the procedural game is played.

70. If you know that the matter that you will be representing the client on will cost more than the initial retainer, you may wish to insist upon a co-signer.  

71. There appears to be a direct relationship between when a bill is mailed and how much money is collected for the month.  Try different billing patterns in your office to determine what is the best scenario for your billing cycle.  For example if you cut the billing off on the 25th of the month, the bills can be sent before the first of the following month, which historically appears to be a way to maximize the accounts receivable.  

72. If a bill exceeds the retainer, ask the client to provide collateral of sufficient value to pay the balance of the bill.

73. Always provide your client with a signed copy of any fee arrangement.  If you have co-signers, they should also receive a copy of the document.

74. Collections ignored are revenues forgone.  If you have accounts receivable, develop a system to monitor your accounts on a regular basis.  

75. If a potential client comes to your office and balks at paying a consultation fee, this should be a red flag as it relates to you providing services for this client.

76. In order to minimize your accounts receivable, your law firm may wish to allow the client to pay by credit card.  

77. In order to minimize the time spent with potential clients that you do not represent, tell the potential client your fee schedule during the initial telephone contact.  This will discourage clients that can not afford your services.

78. If you have voice mail, change the voice mail greeting regularly.  Add a personal touch to the voice mail to reflect your schedule so callers will know whether you will receive their message in ten minutes, ten hours, or ten days!

79. When you wish to eliminate the formatting of text that you are copying from other documents, use the “Paste Special”.  To perform this procedure, use the key stroke combination of “Edit, Paste Special, and then Unformatted Text.”  

80. A good negotiation skill that can be used in virtually any situation is to communicate first by listening and then by responding. Seek first to understand, and by showing you understand the opposing side, it is more likely that your position will be understood.

81. During negotiations, always keep the door open even if you reach an impasse.

82. Do not abuse mass e-mailing for marketing.  If you do, your messages will be ignored when you need the client to read your e-mail for a specific purpose.  

83. A marketing tool is to contact local police officers who often seek public minded lawyers to do seminars for police members, or other individuals associated with police.

84. Learn to say, “No.” (This may seem like a repeat, but it is critically important.)

85. Blast faxes during off hours are a cheap, non-intrusive way, of marketing.

86. If you do not have the work load to hire a paralegal full, or even part-time, you may contract with a freelance paralegal on an as needed basis.

87. A good practice is to allow your paralegal to sit in with the attorney on the initial meeting with the client to gather information to open the new case file.   

88. An experienced paralegal can be used for case planning, legal research, cite checking, information gathering, and drafting certain legal documents.  

89. Effective utilization of a qualified paralegal will give an attorney the ability to generate additional revenue.

90. An excellent resource for handling client’s trust funds is the “Handbook on Client Trust for California Attorneys,” published by the state bar of California in November 1992.  

91. In California, the minium trust record requirements is summarized by the “ Rule of Five.”  The “Rule of Five” includes a written ledger for each client, a written journal for each client’s trust account, copies of all bank statements and canceled checks, monthly reconciliation, and a journal of other properties.  

92. Client trust accounting is a non-delegable personal responsibility of the attorney.

93. Client funds held in a trust account are a liability of the law firm to the client.

94. When funds are received into a trust account, information that should be recorded is date of the receipt, name of the deposit source, deposit amount, and a brief memo as to the significance of the trust funds received.

95. QuickBooks is an excellent accounting software program to use for trust accounting.

96. NEVER EVER, EVER, place a client’s trust funds in your regular operating account until you have actually earned the funds that you are placing in the operating account.

97. When you have a corporate client, you may wish to offer a complimentary service of training in areas in which you have the expertise.  This is an excellent marketing tool.

98. Client satisfaction surveys can provide valuable insight into the operation of your law firm.

99. Each lawyer has a different personality. When marketing, understand your strengths and weaknesses and focus on your strengths.  

100. And I repeat Tip Number 84 - Learn to say, “No”.  (Unless the General Practice, Solo and Small Firm Section calls for your help!)

