
R
ight up front, can we agree that
for most firms to be successful,
their lawyers must sell? Despite
being in a “profession,” the 

brutal reality is that we must constantly
keep the pipeline filled with new and exist-
ing clients.

The sorry truth, however, is that many
lawyers are not very good at building a 
successful practice. Few receive any real
training or guidance in how to do it.

Within this gap lives a tremendous op-
portunity for those firms that choose to be
proactive in developing a sales management
process utilizing practice group leaders.

Why is sales management so important?
Most industries would never allow those

directly responsible for bringing in business
to be untrained, unfocused, and unac-
countable. Why has it been tolerated for so
long in the legal profession? Simply put,
when times were good and clients plentiful,
firms did not tinker much with their man-
agement systems since they were achieving
satisfactory financial results. 

For many firms, that luxury no longer
exists. Now that the game has changed and
firms are facing reduced profits and greater
competition, they must take a closer look
at how their businesses are run. And one of
the glaring weaknesses is the generally low
standard around managing the process of
finding and keeping clients. 

A lot of new business is left on the table
due to a lack of focus, systems, and dis-
cipline. With better sales management 
systems comes better results. The good
news for early sales management adopters
who get it right is that they can achieve a
tremendous competitive advantage.

Implementing a System

A unified process that manages the busi-
ness development activities of lawyers has
the potential to reap significant benefits by:

• Developing accountability. Of all the
activities within a law firm, marketing is
one of the least watched. The lack of over-
sight means marketing activities take a
back seat to that which is more visible. The
number one factor for increasing marketing

activity is holding people accountable to
their commitments; one of the most impor-
tant tasks a sales manager performs.

• Increasing focus on the client. There is
absolutely nothing more important than
serving the needs of clients. A sales man-
agement system, by definition, is all about
adding an additional level of focus on 
this population.

• Aligning firm-wide activities. A sales
management process breaks down barriers
and builds relationships between practice
groups. A well-designed program can actual-
ly cascade through to the individual level,
thereby allowing everyone to understand
their role in achieving overall strategy. “If
the antitrust people and the IP people are on
the same page, you have a law firm, not a col-
lection of individual practices,” asserts Larry
Smith, director of strategy at Levick Strate-
gic Communications in Washington, D.C.

• Capturing opportunities that might
otherwise have been lost. On a daily basis,
millions of dollars of potential business flies
by a law firm. If the radar is not up, those
dollars cannot be caught. A sales manage-
ment process helps lawyers become more
aware, more proactive, and more skilled at
identifying and landing a greater number of
these opportunities.

• Increasing the competitive advantage.
Significant differentiators are rare, and sales
management is one of them. In this shrink-
ing market, firms with better systems, 
superior skills, and disciplined performance
will be the ones to thrive.

The ‘Right Stuff’

Why should a practice group leader be
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made responsible for all this? Because to get
lawyers to behave in a new manner, leaders
must be found who have their respect, who
thoroughly understand the business, who
are in regular contact with them, and who
can relate to what they are going through.
Who better for the job than the practice
group leader?

There are seven elements of a successful
sales management process:

1. Senior leadership support.
Without buy-in at the most senior levels,

most major initiatives shrivel and die. A
sales management program must be intro-
duced by senior leadership (the managing
partner or management committee mem-
bers) to ensure that action will be taken.
These leaders must walk the talk — in the
case of training initiatives, by rolling it out
and attending the initial session — and
prove through their continued actions its
importance to the firm. Their support can
come in other forms as well, like agreeing
to have a portion of compensation tied to
business development activities, or even
just requiring a minimum number of hours
per week of sales management from the
practice leaders.

2. Buy-in by the partners.
To get the partnership to accept a sales

management process, they must truly
understand the reasons for it, and should
have a hand in creating it. A collaborative
process that includes the partners in the
design can provide the necessary edu-
cation, while building a sense of ownership
and accountability for achieving the
desired results. 

3. A custom fit for the firm and the
individual lawyers.

No off-the-shelf program can handle all
the specific issues facing a firm. Every firm,
as well as every department and practice
group leader within it, has unique strategies
and opportunities, and each leader is at a
different point in development as a manag-
er. For a program to be highly effective, it
must fit each of those particular needs.

4. Training.
Leaders need the right sales management

skills to get the desired results. Important
skills include:

• Establishing client focused strategies;
• Defining and communicating firm

wide, department, and group strategy;

• Facilitating the development of indi-
vidual business development plans;

• Setting goals and measures;
• Providing coaching and feedback;
• Imposing accountability and driving

implementation;
• Maintaining focus and enthusiasm;
• Running effective marketing meetings;

and 
• Maximizing cross-group effectiveness.
5. Incentives.
Many firms provide no incentives for

engaging in this type of behavior, which is
why for the most part it is not occurring. If
a firm truly understands the importance of
helping their lawyers find and retain
clients, it should provide the right incen-
tives to motivate desired actions. One
approach can be found in the “Balanced
Scorecard,” a management system devel-
oped by Harvard University’s Robert
Kaplan and David Norton and reportedly

used by half the companies in the Fortune
500 and Global 1000. The “balanced 
scorecard” is a compensation system that 
recognizes and rewards the varied activities
that contribute to achieving overall strate-
gies. Another method for stimulating
desired behaviors is reducing billable hour
requirements so more time can be devoted
to becoming an effective leader.

6. Time to log billable hours.
Most practice group leaders still must

bill a significant number of hours to
receive their desired compensation. What
limited energy they have remaining to
devote to managing their groups must be
the highest and best use of their time.
Helping others bring in more business
should be at the top of their list. Leaders,
therefore, need to clearly distinguish
between essential and non-essential activ-
ities, and must delegate the non-essentials

to support staff and others lawyers in the
group (What better way to train the next
generation of leaders?). 

7. Momentum.
Getting off to a fast start is crucial. The

first few months of any new initiative can
make or break its success. Lawyers will be
carefully watching the actions of the lead-
ers during the honeymoon period. Send the
right message up front, and others will be
motivated to jump on board. Send the
wrong message, however, and they will
jump ship. Sustained, consistent action
demonstrates the firm’s resolve to follow
through on its promises. Ongoing support is
another critical factor that can sustain the
success of this initiative. “Some level of
coordination among lawyers is essential,
and marketing and business development
staff can provide a ‘glue’ function,” says
Matthew Beckerman, director of practice
development at Dallas-based Akin, Gump,
Strauss, Hauer & Feld. Assistance from the
firm’s marketing professionals can come in
many forms, such as providing research,
conducting training, tracking progress, for-
mulating strategies, developing support
materials, or creating seminars. Another
effective support tool is communicating the
ongoing successes that occur.

The Time Is Ripe

In the final analysis, success will come 
to those firms that do a superior job of find-
ing and keeping desirable clients over the
long term.

Those who master the art and science of
sales management will own that elusive
“differentiator” that so many law firms are
desperately searching for. For many firms
this might require a transformation from a
small business mentality to operating like a
professional organization.

Currently, the field is wide open, and
tomorrow’s winners will be the forerunners
who make sales management a top priori-
ty today.
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Those who master
the art and science 

of sales management
will own that elusive
‘differentiator’ that 

so many law firms are
desperately searching for..
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