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The law firm today has many of the same challenges as other businesses—competitive forces, cost 

increases, security in its IT systems, and the like. In most thriving businesses, service and manufacturing 

alike, all aspects of operations are dedicated to putting out an end product. At the end of the year, costs 

have to be justified and the proverbial business development cost line shows up—often without much 

business to show for the expense. Today the pressure to justify costs is greater than ever. 

  

Capable marketers want to know how to influence what services sell as well as to respond to the signals 

of the market for legal services. Business development should be included in the marketing budget with 

an explicit plan to evaluate these costs and schedule time to carry out the plans. This time would be 

excluded from billable hours. 

  

The law firm convention is to transfer business development to the attorneys in a practice group and let 

them carry out projects on their own. But without budgeting, business development is not encouraged. 

Lawyers shy away from incurring business development expense and allocating time for these important 

efforts, because they cannot allocate billable hours. Perhaps this is too important an area to give to the 

lawyers alone, as they also are responsible for the product that goes to market. The product here, of 

course, is the unique legal work product. Put into a little more perspective, if a company that 

manufactured widgets depended for customers on its design engineers, the marketplace might never see 

these goods. The answer is to budget for the business development activity and provide the assistance and 

time to make it cost effective.  

  

Increased competition among law firms, often for the same core business, along with the resistance of 

clients to billing for line-item costs with no visible benefit, forces firms to struggle, first, with creativity in 

pricing, and then again, with justifying costs. Creativity should be market directed if the firm is to grow in 

this highly pressured atmosphere. But to grow should mean an increase in revenues not an increase in the 

number of attorneys on the letterhead, even though this is the convention. The best firms are not those 

with the largest number of attorneys. They are firms which understand the market for legal services. They 

remain open to learning about the marketplace, regularly survey the needs of existing clients, gain new 

clients within that market, and create long-term clients through quality service. The best firms are 

dedicated to client retention.  They develop clients by anticipating needs and staying armed with 

resolutions to problems they uncover. Quality service and continuous assessment of client needs will 

generate loyalty. 

  

All firms are interested in cost reduction. This is a topic for another discussion. Cost reduction exercises 

serve as one important incentive for change, but alone such exercises often cause firms to skimp on 

valuable resources in favor of penny-wise, but thoughtless, policies. Firms need to seek cost-effectiveness 
in operations and limit cost reduction to areas where clients will benefit. These are the areas in which 

clients receive bills for line-item charges, such as computerized legal research, overnight shipping, and 

record storage. 

  

Every law firm can combine cost reduction and business development to focus on more and better client 

services. While management handles the evaluation of long-term vendor contracts, for example, 

individual practice groups can take charge of business development. Delivering legal services is the 

business of the firm. Attorneys can assess the competitive marketplace. That is how they learn. They also 

can understand that a client’s motivation rests on the value derived from the firm’s legal services and how 

well that firm justifies factors of cost and efficiency, or practice and procedure. 

  



Among potentially cost-effective policies would be to separate and remove to the extent possible costs 

that do not contribute to client service from those activities that do.  Client service is rarely a wasted 

expense, although business development resources can easily be squandered.  Bringing in the firm 

librarian can reduce the time to discover resources and time to understand the practice.  Often 

practitioners, even in a well-functioning practice group, do not have the technical expertise to go after 

opportunities that are spelled out clearly in news items and resource pages. 

  

Research and reference experience can go a long way to serve and rationalize business development 

activities. The librarian can coordinate the marketing function, serve as a liaison with the practice groups, 

and help analyze the market research results. To assist the librarian in performing the dual role, non-client 

directed library activities such as loose-leaf filing can be outsourced to an independent company that 

specializes in this work. 

  

Business or client development actually begins with academic skills: research, observation, analogy, and 

organization. Librarians with these skills are invaluable to a law firm. Their capabilities can be attached to 

individual practice groups who, themselves, can work together to elect a representative to work with the 

librarian. The librarian thus becomes both reference professional and business development assistant. 

  

One of the first barriers to business development is the lack of clear direction and formal budgeting. 

Another barrier is the fear of the line-item costs associated with the research. However, there is no greater 

reason for a firm to absorb additional costs than in seeking additional sources of revenue. This is 

particularly true if a client relationship is formed. Cost reduction in legal research should be a 

priority.  Often an outside expert can help here, with the savings in research expense far exceeding 

anything spent on an expert’s services.  

  

Using conventional legal research tools, a firm that is in control of its legal research expense can 

substantially discount its own online legal research costs. Further, an effective reference librarian can use 

multiple resources that reduce or eliminate some of these costs altogether. 

  

So where does a practice group begin? The first step is to select a practice group representative to work 

with the librarian. This can be anyone comfortable in the role. It can be a senior partner or a paralegal. 

The important knowledge this person should have is an understanding of the group’s current specialties 

and current clients. The most important personal qualities are commitment, persistence, and enthusiasm 

over information gathering. 

  

An effective business development project should begin with a brief discussion or survey of current 

clients that meet particular criteria and end with a practice plan.  There should first be a plan for the 

group; then one for each individual lawyer. To improve the chances of implementation, these should be 

narrowly-focused short-term plans.  An example of a single entry might be:  Schedule a Wednesday 

dinner talk with the Rotary Club about the difference between conventional and Roth IRAs. 

  

Practice plans can turn research into clear direction and direction into implementation. The on-line 

research costs attributable to business development can be reported periodically to the group. Each 

research task can be connected to a business development activity and the group can vote to pursue the 

client or not. This will help the group stay on track. They can use reported information to determine the 

effectiveness of its methods or test its ability to turn plans into practice. Assigning tasks to members of 

the practice groups according to interests and abilities often works. Some lawyers love to evaluate the 

research; others love to make contact by phone. 

  

Step two is practice planning itself. In a large practice group spread across multiple offices, planning 

might be confined to attorneys specializing in the same type of work or serving the same type of clients. 



In an Intellectual Property group, for instance, trademark attorneys working on domain names and 

Internet security may direct their attention in a similar way. They might meet with the librarian to come 

up with a general list of client characteristics. They might indicate their personal preferences in contacting 

potential clients. Some may prefer to create a brochure, others to gather an interest group to give a lecture, 

others may be to network to find a luncheon date. These factors are important in the business 

development planning process and no method is superior to another. The more methods used, the better 

the penetration of the marketplace. 

  

Firms often overlook their own client base as a resource for new business. Asking which of existing 

clients might be candidates for their services is an important client-centered device. Finding a number of 

potential clients would lead to contacting the client’s primary attorney and covering the subject of 

existing and, subsequently, prospective services. This also can foster collegiality, something missing in 

contemporary firms. The ability to serve one client with different practice groups is the reason lawyers 

formed larger firms in the first place.  It defines a firm and distinguishes it from a hotel for lawyers.  

  

From this stage, a list may be generated of all external and internal candidates for additional services. It 

may only be three. But from this three, the librarian can compile a list of competitors and similar 

businesses, creating a potential client list for both the original practice group seeking to provide expertise 

in domain names and Internet security, and also for the attorneys with the internal client candidates. 

  

Organized business development thus can generate a chain reaction. A librarian who tracks the use of 

resources is in a position to organize the activity, quantify its results, and help the attorneys gain as much 

knowledge about the potential client as they wish to absorb. The representative of the practice group and 

the librarian can create a quarterly or annual report to the practice group to aid in creating practice group 

plans and individual business plans. Records of successful implementation, a prospect list, and an 

enrollment of one or two new clients can prove a vital aspect of justifying costs and reporting to the full 

partnership at the end of the year.  
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