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Creating a business development culture

when communicating with the public.”
So how do lawyer-managers polish their 

presentation skills for the office setting? One 
handy trick, experts say, is to first record a 
presentation and then listen to it before deliv-
ering the real thing. While reviewing the 
recording, the speaker should put himself or 
herself in the position of the target audience, 
and try to gauge whether the presentation is 
relatable and hits the right notes.

To get more practice, lawyers can volun-
teer to introduce another speaker at a local 
event, or join an industry or community 
organization that provides ample occa-
sions to speak in front of a crowd, Omland 
says. Another option is to join a legal edu-
cation panel.

In Lerek’s eyes, lawyers already possess the 
tools to deliver essential truths with “glim-
mers of fearless insight” — hence, simply being 
a lawyer is preparation enough for giving 
presentations in a higher management role.

“You don’t have to learn all these fancy pres-
entation gimmicks, you don’t have to do act-
ing classes, you don’t have to participate in 
humiliating re-invention workshops…Instead, 
I say you’ve got to go back to core values,” 
Lerek says. “Review what it was that brought 
you to becoming a lawyer in the first place.” 

Many lawyers may not even realize all 
the skills they’ve developed when it 
comes to delivering effective presenta-
tions, she adds.

And certainly, a lawyer who can deliver a 
polished presentation in both the court-
room and the boardroom will be more suc-
cessful not only at climbing the firm’s lad-
der, but at winning future speaking 
engagements and greater exposure for 
their practice. In that sense, it can be an 
ideal marketing tool, Omland says. 

“Effective communicators are…perceived 
as natural leaders,” Vijaya says. “Such indi-
viduals are highly in demand and are com-
pensated accordingly.” 
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Speech: Use right phrases in right places

There is more than enough proof out 
there that most firms need to do better 

at business development. With the economy 
being the way it is — more competition, less 
demand, fee wrangling — what is there to 
do? One option is to change the way your 
firm develops new clients. 

Instead of leaving it up to one or two 
rainmakers, what would it look like if you 
created a culture where everyone from 
your receptionist to your lawyers were 
engaged in some form of business develop-
ment? How would you look compared to 
your competition then? This column serves 
as a road map in creating a business 
development culture for your firm. Admit-
tedly, this column is focused more on small 
and boutique firms. 

It won’t happen overnight and it won’t be 
easy. There will be some tough decisions. But 
what is your alternative? Let your firm 
slowly fade away? What follows is your most 
likely path to success in creating such a cul-
ture. This isn’t for the faint of heart. And 
most of you will ignore it. But this is aimed 
at the minority of you who have the courage 
to lead positive change.

Where and how you start will have to do 
with the current state of your firm, and it 
might not go in exactly this order, but 
your evolution will include: identifying 
your winners; creating incentives for 
staff, management and lawyers; holding 
contests; providing support to your win-
ners through coaching, training and men-
toring; rewarding them when they suc-
ceed, and making them an example of the 
“new way”; cutting the dead wood; and 
recruiting more business developers.

Identify your winners

This should include not only your lawyers, 
but also your law clerks, paralegals, assist-
ants, receptionists — all of the people who 
come in contact with your clients on a daily 
basis. They know your clients first hand, 
and they know what to look for in new cli-
ents. They have great attitudes and care 
about the success of your firm. A little tip: 
Start with the willing, even if that means 
law clerks first. Let them shame your law-
yers into getting more engaged with busi-
ness development.

Incentives

Offer commissions or bonuses on referrals 
and new clients and work coming into the 
firm. Nothing works quite as well as mon-
etary motivation. This should include any 
and all willing participants, from your 
receptionist to your lawyers. Firms are 
already doing this so it’s not as much of a 
stretch as you might think.

Hold contests

Capitalize on the competitive nature (espe-
cially with lawyers), and offer prizes for new 
leads, new clients, most revenues brought 
in — and not just for themselves, but include 
the work they bring in for other lawyers too. 
Do this on a monthly basis to keep the 
momentum going. At your yearly retreat 
give away the big prizes in front of the rest of 
the firm.

Provide support

Ensure your people succeed by providing 
them support in the way of coaching, train-
ing and mentoring. Of course, I am a coach, 
so I am going to suggest this because I know 
it works. I have actually worked with law 
clerks and they have proven to be as effective 
if not more effective as lawyers at business 
development when they are given the proper 
support. Hold regular training sessions and 

include more senior, successful business 
developers within your firm to mentor your 
people once the coaching and training is 
finished. This will keep them accountable to 
continue doing what they learned from the 
coach or trainer and increase your results.

Make them examples

When they succeed, make sure everyone in 
the firm knows about it. Reward them in 
such a way that it obvious to other mem-
bers of your firm that this is the “new way” 
of doing business, the new “norm,” and 
what you expect most if not all of your staff 
and lawyers to live up to.

Cut the deadwood

This stage might happen sooner than later 
as a result of people not wanting to get on 
board with this new way. That’s OK. The 
sooner you get rid of the people not sup-
porting your initiative, the better. There are 
enough lawyers and staff out there who get it 
that you don’t need to worry about filling the 
seats, which leads to the next stage.

Recruit business developers

With very few exceptions, look to recruit 
only staff and lawyers who will engage in 
business development. It’s not that hard to 
weed them out in the interview by asking 
questions like, for example: 
n	“What are you currently doing to attract 
clients?”
n	“What associations do you belong to?”
n	“Tell us how you got your last client.”
n	“Are you published?”
n	“Where have you spoken this past year?”
n	“What percentage of your practice rev-
enues is self-generated?” and so on.

These steps are necessary in creating a 
business development culture at your firm. 
The sooner you get started the better. This 
is not a time to wait and see what your 
competition does. Get out there first. 

Gary Mitchell works with lawyers and law firms 
helping them to attract more clients and grow 
their business. He is the author of ‘Raindance: The 
Business Development Guidebook for Lawyers,’ 
and can be reached at gary@ontraccoach.com or 
604-669-5235.
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