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n the March, 1995 issue of The
Bottom Line (Vol. 16, No. 3), an arti-
cle appeared entitled “Rainmaking.”

The article included 10 suggestions in
the form of practice tips for improving a
lawyer’s ability to attract business.
Times have changed substantially since
March of 1995 both for lawyers and for
clients. This article is an update of that
“Rainmaking” article to express the
author’s observations about how the
practice tips made in 1995 have
changed in the past 10 years.

Attracting business is a part of prac-
tice development. It goes without say-
ing that practice development is not
only necessary day in and day out, but
also must follow a strategy that has
been thought out and reduced to a
definable plan. This concept is much
the same today as it was in 1995.

It also goes without saying that the
number one suggestion in 1995 remains
the number one suggestion in 2005, i.e.,
“Be good at what you are going to do for
your clients.” That said, in the past 10
years the legal profession has become
even more concentrated. Most law firms
of any size have now established con-
centrated practice areas.  Similarly, con-
centration caused firms to identify what
business areas they will practice in and

what business areas will be referred to
other firms or lawyers. Still, the premise
that you must be good at your specialty
is at the very core of attracting business.
Word-of-mouth satisfaction expressed to
other potential clients by the clients you
serve reflects that your skill level is high.
Whether your skill level is maintained by
membership in concentrated groups
within the state bar, national bar, by
attending CLE courses or extensive read-
ing of focused materials in your practice
area, matters little so long as the result is
a high skill level. With a high skill level
as a starting point, you are ready to
attract business.

The Second suggested practice tip in
1995 was to be visible to prospective
clients. Visibility has changed a great
deal since then. Telephone books from
many areas of the state are covered
with photos of lawyers, as are internal
yellow page sections. While this type of
visibility is not appropriate for all areas
of law, it is illustrative of the change
that has occurred. Visibility today is
much more advertising oriented.
Appropriate placement of your name or
the firm name in publications that reach
your potential clients has become much
more widely accepted and is now the
norm rather than the exception. This
means that advertising as a means of
achieving visibility is a must for consid-
eration in this day and age.

The third, fourth and fifth practice
tips suggested in the original
“Rainmaking” article continue to be as
important today as they were then.
They bear repeating in full as follows:

Third: Be focused on your specialty
or the limited areas in which you have
substantial experience and ability. Be
careful not to sell yourself as having
substantial experience in all areas. Have
current topics in your area to introduce
into the conversation. Relate current
techniques that can be utilized to avoid
problems or structure action or conduct
that relate to your areas. By being pre-

pared with specific subject matter, it is
easier to make conversation.

Fourth: Take an interest in people.
Get them to talk about their experi-
ence or contact with your area of the
practice. Additionally, if asked, let
people know you would be willing,
where qualified, to offer a second
opinion on an existing legal problem
they have as well as informing them,
when applicable, that you are able to
take on new engagements. It isn’t nec-
essary to be pushy or aggressive to
offer help. It is easy to tell them, that
after they have addressed their con-
cerns with their lawyer, if a present
matter is not working out to their satis-
faction, you would be willing to take a
look at it. Your interest in helping has
to be expressed verbally to let them
know you are available.

Fifth: Develop the ability to listen
into an art. When you ask what is new
with, or in their business, be prepared
to identify legal issues that are rele-
vant, and if you don’t have sufficient
knowledge on the subject(s) at that
time, make a mental note to get more
knowledge on the issues and be pre-
pared for subsequent contact should
the question of your availability to ren-
der services arise. Really hear what
your prospective or existing client is
saying. Probe gently with open ended
questions. If the occasion calls for it,
suggest that you have substantial expe-
rience in furthering the positions of
others similarly situated. Remember,
clients and prospective clients will rec-
ognize that you are knowledgeable
based on your discussion of specific
legal issues. In many cases they are
ready to have your assistance.

The original Sixth practice tip
described the effective use of business
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cards. The strategy for using business
cards to attract business has changed
somewhat; however, business cards will
always be a part of any defined plan for
attracting business. The difference
between what 1995 business cards
looked like and their appearance today
can be described in a single word,
“information.” Today’s business cards
include an e-mail address, a firm Web
site address, and often the cellular tele-
phone number of the lawyer.
Computerization is widespread in our
culture today. E-mail is becoming a uni-
versal communication technique. While
there was always a tendency to provide
a return business card when a prospec-
tive client received a card, the tendency
is even greater today. When the recipient
is told that the card contains your e-mail
address, the urge to reciprocate with the
e-mail address of the recipient is often
overwhelming so that business cards are
exchanged. This accomplishes a double
benefit. Not only has the lawyer created
an indelible impression on the brain of
the recipient of the card, he has also
received contact information for future
use. All of this has been accomplished
for the nominal cost of a business card.

The remaining four practice tips from
1995 need to be supplanted by new tips
for this information-intensive decade.
These new practice tips have been
spawned by fax, e-mail and cellular
technology that had far less use in 1995.

The new Seventh is the need for
lawyers to be responsive. This is illus-
trated by the person who says, “My
lawyer is so important that I can’t reach
him/her by telephone.” How responsive
is that important lawyer? Clients think
that if the lawyer receives a call, fax, or
an e-mail, that the client communica-
tion will receive immediate attention.
Clients fail to recognize that the recipi-
ent lawyer may be in court when the
call, fax or e-mail arrives. The percep-
tion that lawyers are chained to their
desks and should be immediately
responsive is widespread. Lawyers need
to have a system that causes the client
to receive acknowledgement of the
communication and lets the client
know that the lawyer is going to
respond, and when the response can be
expected. How that system is devel-
oped and implemented is susceptible of
many solutions, and is dependent on
factors applicable to each specific
lawyer. The fact remains, responsive-
ness is equated with competence, and
some form of response is a must.

The new Eighth is structured avail-

ability. Lawyers need to schedule
client responses sooner rather than
later. The return call needs to be by
appointment at a specific time as
scheduled by a secretary, receptionist,
or paralegal. The fax responses and e-
mail responses similarly need to be
scheduled. All of these go hand in
hand with the structured availability
concept. Do not see walk-ins.
Structured availability is the only way
lawyers are able to work efficiently.
Interruptions can only be avoided with
planning and with the superhighway
of information bringing one interrup-
tion on top of the next, both lawyers
and clients must use discipline to
achieve timely output of work.

The new Ninth is data control. In
1995 the computer database availabil-
ity was a fraction of what it is today.
Microsoft Access and similar programs
permit lawyers to assemble informa-
tion like never before. Frequently-
needed information needs to be put
into an organized format and be avail-
able on computer. It also needs to be
available in printed form. It then needs
to be used. Lawyers need to consult
the information in the data base
before entering the conference room
with the client. Frequent viewing of
the information makes it possible for
lawyers to impress clients with their
knowledge of the facts. Clients equate
lawyers’ good memories with compe-
tence, and that is the aura that lawyers
are striving to create at all times.

Finally, the new Tenth is to orga-
nize. This may well be the most impor-
tant practice tip lawyers will ever
receive. Disorganized lawyers could
survive in the 20th Century. They can-
not survive in the 21st Century.

Organization is the single most
important trait a lawyer can have with
electronic court dockets being transmit-
ted weekly and in some case daily.
Lawyers’ responsibilities are growing
exponentially. Electronic mail, faxes,
and voicemail must all be organized and
separately filed for retention or attention.

Dockets, schedules, appointments
and similar data are highly susceptible
to organization. Having the finely
tuned organization of that data permits
survival. It makes it possible to have
sleep uninterrupted by that cold-sweat
terror that occurs when a lawyer won-
ders where he is supposed to be the
next morning, when the brief is due,
or whether he has missed his sched-
uled court appearance.

Conclusion
If you have read this far you will

have noticed that Attracting Business
101 is more about getting and keeping
business with more emphasis on com-
petence than on marketing. Marketing
is important. Competence is more
important. The telephones of compe-
tent lawyers ring more often and have
more important callers than tele-
phones of lesser skilled lawyers.
Clients are better educated and more
astute than ever. Their expectations
are higher than ever. Observing the
suggestions in this article will attract
business beyond belief and help in the
rendition of services to satisfy that
business demand. Good luck.
_______________

Donald E. Weihl practices in the St.
Louis-Belleville firm of Greensfelder,
Hemker & Gale, P.C. and is a past chair of
the ISBA Law Office Economic Section
Council, dew@greensfelder.com
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nything that prevents you from
effectively achieving your daily
goals makes you not only ineffi-

cient but robs you of billable time. For
those of you who complete each day
satisfied that you are well organized and
productive, read no further. For the rest
of us, here are some tips to eliminate
common productivity drains.

1. Start Each Day with a
Game Plan

It sounds too simple, but how many
times have you started your workday
without writing down a to-do list or pri-
oritizing your major tasks or projects for
that day? Your calendar or docket sys-
tem provides you with longer-term
deadlines. This big picture information
is essential, but does not help you pin-
point priorities for the day.  

If you are averse to creating a formal
to-do list that is frequently updated, at
least prepare a daily reminder/task list at
the start of each day. This list should
focus on those matters or tasks that must
be finished over the next few days or
need to be completed that day. Use the
list throughout the day to keep you from
being sidetracked by less important tasks.
As matters are completed, cross them off
the list, and add new items as needed. 

2. Prioritize Big Tasks over
Small Ones

Use your to-do list to organize tasks in
order of importance. Master the tough
tasks during the time of the day you are

most productive. Your productively cycle
during the day varies. Find the times dur-
ing the day you are most productive and
tackle the big projects when you have
the most energy. The easier or less
important tasks should be accomplished
during your lower energy periods.

3. Avoid Interruptions
E-mails and unexpected phone calls

can interrupt your productivity. Both
convey a sense of urgency, which more
often does not exist. When working on
projects that require your uninterrupted
focus, place your phone on “do not dis-
turb mode” so that all calls transfer
directly to your voicemail or have your
calls answered by an assistant. Set a time
every few hours to return calls, review
faxes or answer important e-mails. If a
call must be taken, tell the caller up front
you only have a moment to speak and
that you will call them back later to dis-
cuss the matter in greater detail.  

After regular business hours, let the
phone ring unless you are expecting
the call. Most incoming callers after 5
or 6 p.m. are expecting to leave a mes-
sage anyway, and answering the call
will draw you away from why you are
working late in the first place.    

Don’t set your computer to automati-
cally check e-mail and notify you every
five minutes. You will most assuredly
have difficulty resisting the temptation
to open each new message. Set your
computer to check e-mail every two or
three hours and review e-mail twice a
day instead of five times an hour.

Respond only to urgent messages. The
remainder can be answered later.

4. Get Organized
Can’t find that important document

because your (pick one or more that
apply) desk, office, files are a mess?
Disorganized files and messy office
practices make you and your staff work
needlessly harder. Clutter and disorder
are just polite terms for chaos. How
many files in your office can be stored
elsewhere? How many files on your
office floor can be placed in a file draw-
er? Don’t let finding information take
away from time spend during the day on
billable matters. Office procedures and
file management are issues well beyond
the scope of this article, but the bottom
line is your time, don’t waste it.  

5. End Your Day
The number of hours you spend in the

office does not equate to your productivi-
ty. At some point you become less pro-
ductive and your workday should end.
There will always be exceptions due to
emergencies or exceptional matters, but
on most days you should set a time when
your workday will end. Avoid abruptly
stopping all work at an arbitrary time and
leaving the office without winding down
your workday. Spend the last portion of
the workday prior to your pre-set end
time to check over your to-do list and
calendar and plan for the next day. Use
this time to return essential telephone
calls or e-mails, review non-urgent mail
and finish entering billable time.

The organizational life blood for law firm profitability:
Active coordinated communication 
By Dr. Thomas J. Venardos 

A viable way to address 
profits in your law firm

new generation of law firm
lawyers need new tools to
maximize profitability. These

tools combine the marketing of the law
firm services, reinventing the law prac-
tice, promoting business-to-business
practices, having improved public rela-
tions, creating a new law firm struc-
ture, and developing goals that can be

very powerful and profitable. The tool
that can accomplish this is active coor-
dinated communication.

The problems that exist for
law firms

What kind of information should be
shared with internal and external
clients? Who should receive different
levels of information? Should you pro-
vide both negative and positive infor-

mation to clients? Should you tell
clients what they want to hear, or
should you tell them what they need to
hear? These are the basic questions
facing management leadership in
today’s law firms. This is why there is a
need for consistent, up and down the
chain of command, simple, active
coordinated communication that can
help improve profitability.

Basically all communication is
“human communication.” This means

A

Back to basics: Tips to stay organized and productive
throughout your work day
By Christopher D. Oakes; Cox, Oakes & Associates, Ltd.; Northbrook, IL.

A
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communication speaks not only to the
political structure of the law firm but to
the personal and professional side as
well. Listen to any conversation
between two co-workers or two senior
partners and you will hear comments
that relate to law firm morale problems,
fairness issues, exclusion from decision
making, loyalty to the company, profit
margins, as well as problems in using
current technology.

Minimal communication, miscommu-
nication, and no communication are the
main factors that can cause law firms to
stagnate. When these factors prevail,
effective communication loses its influ-
ence. Communication is unable to be
coordinated across and between practice
group lines or to the clients outside the
law firm. This essentially means effective
communication is muffled and distorted at
all levels. The best solution is to make
communication a major priority so that it
can be managed effectively and coordi-
nated internally and externally. This takes
leadership that is objective and not
involved with rumors, willing to grow
from mistakes made, and uses personal
and professional incentives rather than
threats or innuendo attempts to obtain
desirable workplace results.

Reinventing the Law Firm
Culture

Positive change occurs when small
steps are taken even though the big goal of
reinventing the law firm culture is at stake.
It begins with small successes that can be
observed and measured and proceeds to a
larger feeling of oneness, filled with
accomplishments. It builds on itself and
becomes important to everyone. Below is
the sequence for positive change:
1. Sharing all information, data, and

goals with everyone—both internally
and externally.

2. Being available to answer any ques-
tions asked by others.

3. Informing others, in a totally honest
way, that your answers and possible
solutions to problems are based on
facts and not biases.

4. Building human trust using your repu-
tation by making ethical decisions.

5. Using face-to-face communication as
your primary communication method.

6. Correcting mistaken assumptions
quickly.

7. Overriding mistakes with positive
solutions.

8. Creating a legitimate and visible
position for a communicator role at
the highest level with total support
from senior partners and staff.

The case for coordinated 
internal/external 
communication

In reality, lack of communication or
confusing communication is a basic
problem faced by most staff and profes-
sionals. It is the major issue to over-
come. Therefore, it would seem natural
to assume that the way to correct this is
by having the communication
enhanced by a member or team of
members of the staff while giving it the
highest priority in the firm.

Those responsible for communica-
tion would in turn be expected to
assume the powerful role of sharing all
the important and critical information
that flows through and out the law firm.
In essence they need to have:
• The authority to do their job.
• The proper professional training to

communicate in diverse ways.
• A unique and supportive relationship

with senior partners and all employees.
• A commitment to be a good neigh-

bor within the law firm and with the
community.

• A new set of professional standards
that go beyond being a communicator.

• a proper balance of using accurate
facts as they relate to others.

Professional traits necessary for
enhancing this kind of role
In the eyes of those in the law firm, a

communication department of this
stature must have many of the following
professional traits: be credible with the
public, be believable, have accurate
information to share, be timely, have
good professional judgment and wisdom,
be sensitive to everyone they come in
contact with, be accessible, and promote
confidentiality. This is a tall order for any
one person or group of people. But the
result that it yields is greater than the sum
of its parts. The point is this: whenever
you communicate law firm information,
it concerns human elements. So it is
important to represent the issues fairly
with people in mind. There needs to be a
separation of issues from personalities.
Both positive and negative feelings
should be taken into account. Finally,
there should be the realization that there
are supporting and opposing opinions
and perceptions that create innate con-
flict and must be dealt with by overcom-
ing any potential human conflict. Further,
when coordinating sensitive information
it becomes necessary to speak with one
voice, simplify the message, and use a
variety of communication tools. Every
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aspect of human relations should pre-
vail.

Communication tools for
the 21st Century

Like newspaper, radio and televi-
sion were communication tools for the
Twentieth Century, so it is that com-
puter technology is the newest tool for
the Twenty-First Century. Herein lies
the potential success of the communi-
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cator. Computer technology can be used
for both internal and external communi-
cation. It is an efficient tool that has mul-
tiple uses: word processing, verbal, visu-
al and auditory e-mail, information
gathering and disseminating capabilities,
monetary transaction ability, global
influence and positioning, business-to-
business relationships, record keeping
materials production, creative materials
development, distance education and
career enhancement potential. In turn,
this technology can be used as a mobile
office, which works best for those pro-
fessionals on the go and who need to
keep in contact with their office and
clients. Therefore, active coordinated
communication can be implemented
nearly all of the time.

The Powerful Effects of Active
Coordinated

Communications 
The list below reflects how active

coordinated communications can cre-
ate more profits for law firms provided
it is established in a professionally
sound manner. It will take creative
risks, planned directives, monetary
support, time investments, a high
learning curve, and innovative adopted
business practices.

Creating a New Law Firm Structure:
By creating this new active communi-
cations structure that oversees both
internal and external activities, your
law firm should generate a more con-
sistent, meaningful and effective means
of generating greater business. This
kind of structure could in turn create
the loyalty, security and growth your
employees are looking for. 

Law Firm Objectives: These need to
be established by all employees of the
law firm, and should attempt to promote
personal productivity, monetary aspira-
tions, profit sharing, compensation
issues, cost cutting measures, marketing
strategies, and business practice skills.
These shared objectives can then be
communicated by everyone.

Marketing Law Firm Services: This is
a distinct plan for everyone to be
involved in because marketing is such
an important priority today. Active coor-
dinated communications can enhance
this practice via different activities:
speaking engagements, newsletters,
advertisements, a Web site, television
appearances, brochures, newspaper and
magazine articles and Internet business-
to-business practices. 

Reinventing the Law Firm and Law
Practice: There needs to be a focus

actively changing the way the law firm
does business by establishing flat fees,
using non-billable hours to work pro-
ductively, offering ways to help clients
keep costs down and expanding prac-
tices by having other professionals
make referrals.

Business to Business Practices: Begin
to use legal resources on the Internet
that deal with business-to-business
issues like finding your law firm clients,
putting out bids, allowing them to bill
and collect for your firm, and marketing
your firm on the Internet.

Improved Public Relations: Your
active communications can lead to bet-
ter public relations if you control what is
said and how it is delivered to others.
Your image can become valuable if you
work on making it positive and more
acceptable to others in the community.

Document, Document, Document:
There is a critical need to measure
what you are doing so that you can see
any progress. This can be done by
counting the number of activities each
person performs in the law firm, count-
ing increased client contacts and
inquiries, reviewing accounts receiv-
able and collections and, identifying
cost cutting measures.

Can You Answer These Eight
Questions in the Affirmative? 
• Do we agree that we have excellent

communications within our law firm?
• Do we agree that we have excellent

communications with our current
clients?

• Do we agree that we have excellent
communications with our commu-
nity and potential clients?

• Do we have common law firm
objectives that everyone is in agree-
ment with?

• Does everyone in our law firm
know how to effectively market our
services?

• Does everyone in our law firm
know how to cut expenses via
sound business practices?

• Does everyone in our law firm know
how to profit from business-to-busi-
ness practices on the Internet?

• Do we use the most current tools of
the 21st century for promoting our
services?
Unless you can answer at least six of

these eight questions in the affirmative,
there is room for improvement of law
firm operations. Positive change begins
with admission of the problems and pro-
ceeds with workable solutions that are
openly discussed among everyone.

Where to Begin: 
1. Find someone in the firm, or hire

someone, who is very comfortable
with expressing themselves in writ-
ten and spoken fashion.

2. They should demonstrate clear,
effective writing skills.

3. They should be competent on the
computer and with the Internet.

4. Your clients and others in the firm
should think highly of them.

5. Involve a person who is very famil-
iar with new technology and who is
good at learning and using it,
because they will have a different
way of thinking that can benefit
your law firm.

6. They must be assertive and speak
up when they are challenged.

7. They need to be able to measure all
the results of active communication
in the law firm.

Active Coordinated
Communication and
Profitability Increase 

The relationship between active
coordinated communication and
increased profits becomes clearer
when hard data is gathered and ana-
lyzed. Examples where you may want
to gather data are listed below: 
• Number of retained clients and

accounts that report satisfaction
with law firm communications.

• Number of referrals by established
clients because of law firm commu-
nications.

• Number of referrals by outside busi-
ness contacts as a result of effective
law firm communications.

• Number of marketing strategies that
are a direct result of active coordi-
nated communications.

• Number of referrals from other
lawyers or law firms as a result of
effective law firm communications.
The lifeblood of a law firm is how it

effectively communicates from within.
The sooner this is realized and made a
reality, the quicker you will start to
generate the results you want.
_______________

Dr. Thomas J. Venardos is an adjunct
management consultant with Olmstead &
Associates, Legal Management Consultants,
St. Louis, MO, and President of Venardos
Management Group, Organizational
Performance Consultants, located in Las
Vegas, Nevada. Dr. Venardos may be con-
tacted by e-mail at tvenardos@
olmsteadassoc.com.
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Law firm planning & design: Part 1

By Daniel G. Jay, AIA; Christner, Inc.; St. Louis

Introduction
uring the course of 20 years of
planning law offices, patterns
are identified and analyzed.

These patterns turn into valuable lessons
for firms considering a relocation or ren-
ovation of their law offices. Like the best
patterns, there are constant variations,
and we have yet to find two firms that
we can truly consider similar. 

Our first conversations with law firms
have their own pattern. We want to
upgrade, but we don’t know how. We
want to modernize and integrate tech-
nology. We want to recalibrate. We
want to know what other firms are
doing. And, because we are a law firm,
we will have to accomplish this all by
committee. 

While this may all be true, all too fre-
quently the process is governed by the
need to negotiate the best real-estate
lease. Out of this process a design firm is
identified that may or may not have the
capability of leading the firm through
this self-evaluation. If the design firm is
offered as part of the landlord package,
then almost certainly the firm will have
to look elsewhere to define the opportu-
nities presented by the renovation or
relocation. Effective planning can, ulti-
mately, bring far greater benefit to the
firm than effective lease negotiation. 

The effective planner brings process:
a sequence of analysis and review that
enlightens the client and leads them to
the most appropriate strategies. The
effective planner also brings content: the
knowledge of how law is practiced in
the firm environment, and what innova-
tions and features can best support that
practice.

This document is not a substitute for
that kind of experience, yet it does pro-
vide a general overview of the issues
and patterns that we have observed. It is
specifically written for lawyers and
administrators who wish to be more
informed buyers of planning and design
services.

1. The Power of Process
While we might spend years waiting

for the opportunity to re-design and
“fix” our office space, when the time
comes, forming consensus about office

space in a law firm is a daunting task.
Opinions are everywhere, informed by
the needs and convenience of “number
one,” and consensus is nowhere. The
only strategy that can win consensus is a
process-driven one. Process takes con-
fusion and complexity and organizes it
into a series of deliberate steps.  

At its worst, law firm planning is
diminished to an outcome of the “tenant
design services” provided as part of the
agreement between the landlord and
tenant. With the landlord paying, the
price is at a minimum and success is
measured in terms of schedule and bud-
get. At its best the law firm tenant
understands the full influence that the
office design has on its culture and
operations. This recognition triggers a
careful selection of planners and archi-
tects capable of leading the firm through
a deliberate process of goal definition,
planning and design. The process chal-
lenges culture, operations, image and
practice philosophy to purposefully cre-
ate a space that supports the competi-
tive position of the firm.

The process can be accomplished
quickly, but it cannot be cut short. We
believe that it should include the follow-
ing elements:
1. Sequential, defining the desired oper-

ational and cultural outcomes before
investigating the existing or proposed
alternative locations.

2. Integrated, incorporating specific col-
laboration with technology, human
resources, and marketing directors.

3. Representative, involving leadership
from different critical constituent
groups within the firm.

Forming the Committees
We were once asked to work with a

decorating committee on the design of
the new law firm. The committee was
composed of attorneys with demonstrat-
ed skill, or interest, in decorating. The
process deteriorated to attorneys spend-
ing hours at the architect’s offices look-
ing at wall covering. The professionals
were left powerless to plan, design, or
execute the project.

Most design firms claim to have
demonstrated skill in design, but they
can only do their best work if given the
responsibility. We dissolved the deco-
rating committee and formed a planning
committee which included lawyers rep-
resenting the dominant practice groups,
a new young recruit, the executive
director, and a support staff representa-
tive. The group was quickly directed to
focus on the future of the firm, its tech-
nology, recruitment, and marketing
challenges. Some of this was already in
the works, but the committee was able
to integrate it and explore entirely new
models for space use and operations. 

In our experience this committee
usually does not include the firm’s
“rainmakers.” While this individual, or
individuals, can have tremendous influ-
ence, they do not have the time for
committee work. We recommend that
the planners interview them individually
early in the process, and recognize that
significant variation from their agenda is
risky. The process can then be designed
to bring the critical decision options to
them in a limited number of reviews
and presentations.

The Planning Agenda
The term “Planning Agenda” refers to

a sequence of meetings and decisions
that allow the plan to develop in
response to strategic directives. It is the

D
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planner’s responsibility to establish the
planning agenda and facilitate the pro-
cess of planning and design.

Our suggested process benchmarks
include the following:

Such a process includes the senior
stakeholders in initial interviews and
presentation reviews during the course
of the planning and design process. It is
assumed that the planning committee is
more fully engaged in the step-by-step
preparation work.

The American Institute of Architects
promotes a standard sequence that can
be adapted to this process, and many
design firms will use these phases as the
critical benchmarks:

Schematic Design: Includes concept
plan and preliminary image/finish con-
cepts.

Design Development:  Includes fully
developed plan, documentation of all
user requirements, proposed finishes
and overall scope of work.

Construction Documents: Includes
all architectural drawings and specifica-
tions.

Bidding and Construction
Administration:  Includes usual services
in selecting a contractor and participat-
ing as a design consultant through the
construction phases.  

Goal Setting
Our process starts with identifying

the basic elements of the business
model: 
1. What is the distinguishing competi-

tive position of the firm?
2. What is the “cultural” workplace

character of the firm?
3. What is the professional staff mix,

including expectations for growth?
These three questions provide the

foundation for addressing a broad range
of tactical issues, from the appropriate-
ness of universal office size to the com-
position of practice neighborhoods. The
planning agenda quickly progresses to
the issues of visitor accommodation, file
management, and library conversions.

Future Thinking
Future thinking requires the planners

and planning committee to place them-
selves four to six years in the future,
understanding the full impact of current
market and technology trends. An office
space designed to accommodate the

practice over ten to fifteen years should,
above all, accommodate change. While
the seeds of future thinking might lie in
a business plan, the opportunity to
replace existing office facilities frees us
of the behaviors that are shaped by our
existing offices.

As law office planners, the first ques-
tion that we are asked regards the trends
in law firm design. We attempt to
answer this question as comprehensive-
ly as possible, but our real goal is to
encourage future thinking. While tech-
nology is the primary driver, it is not the
only one. It affects how we store and
access resources, prepare documents,
and communicate. 

Other factors include the mix of ser-
vices that the firm provides, the broader
range of professionals that will work in
the firm, the effect of market pressures
on fees, the effect of regulatory changes,
and the need to change the presentation
of the firm to clients and visitors. 

These trends manifest themselves in
planning strategies relative to confer-

Goal Definition: Process

Committee
Formation

Competitive
Advantage

Fin./Oper. Goals

Model Search

Future Search

Human Resources

Technology

Space

Programming of Functional Requirements

First Presentation: Goals and Program
Review

Preparation: Interviews
Surveys
Goal Setting: Image, Culture,
Budget, Work Flow
Visual Tours
Industry Model Searches
Program Documentation:
Quantitative and Qualitative

Second Presentation: Concept Plan/
Options

Preparation: Concept Planning
Options Exploration (test fits)
Concept Design
Documentation
Comparison to Goals

Third Presentation:  Design
Development

Preparation: Detailed Plan 
Preliminary Finishes
Probable Construction Cost
Technology Integration
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ence centers, libraries, technology hubs,
and even private office design.

Programming
The space program is, on the most

basic level, the list of spaces required by
the law firm. This “list” usually takes the
form of a spreadsheet, and includes the
quantity and size of offices, the confer-
ence rooms, the support spaces, and a
grossing factor that estimates the
amount of corridors required. This same
spreadsheet should provide an estimate
of total usable space required, which
will be a critical first step in assessing
real estate options.

While frequently represented as
being the program, this spreadsheet is
about as useful as the list of ingredients
at the beginning of a complex recipe.
Without the additional process and per-
formance information, the plan will not
function effectively. Corridors, for exam-
ple, shape our experience and the basic
functionality of the firm. The space the
corridors occupy is a critical “active
ingredient” to the experience of the
space. In the space program, however,
corridors are represented by a simple
multiplier, generally referred to as the
grossing factor.

A more appropriate “program” will
include the behavioral requirements of
the space, that it be expandable, that it
encourage certain interactions and dis-
courage others, and that lawyers should
travel no more than 30 feet to a secre-
tary, a hundred feet to a copier.

The significance of the program,
however, remains that it is the pre-
design-phase, quantified identification
of space requirements. It is, in effect, the
space budget. Space and space
resources will be allocated according to
this program for the duration of the
lease. To determine the cost of a space,
multiply its size by the net present value
of a square foot of rent payments. The
careful review of this document
becomes particularly important to the
process, in that the program defines the
staff ratios, conference room mix, filing
strategy and library capacities of the
future firm. 

The Bottom Line: Rentable Square
Feet per Attorney

If programming is to be compared
with budgeting, then the process should
begin with a target bottom line: a goal
for the total rentable square feet (RSF)
required. This becomes the most con-
trollable variable in the occupancy cost
equation. It is also the easiest one to

benchmark in terms of rentable square
feet per attorney, a benchmark derived
from the total attorney capacity.

Like any benchmark index, the use
of this index is more for self-evaluation
than goal setting. Ultimately the goal is
to find the correct floor area for the firm,
and to then be certain that the resulting
occupancy costs are supportable. As
simple as the index is, several factors
can influence it dramatically:
1. Proportion of non-lawyer profession-

als.
2. Proportion of home office adminis-

trative functions.
3. Extent of large case areas supported

by fewer lawyers.
4. Size of lawyer offices.
5. Efficiency of administrative support

teams.
In terms of general planning, it is our

experience that no single strategy (uni-
versal office size) will reduce the total
floor area significantly. Reduction in
proportional support staffing and sup-
port areas is typically the first strategy,
but clearly the payroll savings of this
strategy far exceed the space rent reduc-
tions. In our experience, the firms with a
low RSF/attorney ratio have gained this
primarily on the inside of the suite,
through reduced support staff and sup-
port areas.

The “right” target for a firm might be
determined by the following matrix:

Test Fits

Most searches for real estate involve
the test fit. The test fit yields a plan that
demonstrates how effectively the site or
building accommodates the firm’s iden-
tified needs. Alternative buildings will
have different floor plate sizes, different
views, differing glass-to-floor ratios, etc.
This is also an opportunity to validate
the program and experiment with alter-
native plan concepts: universal office
sizes, litigation suites, etc. The ultimate
purpose of the test fit is to confirm the
potential of the building geometry to
accommodate the firm’s needs, and to
assist the firm in negotiations.

Test fits are frequently prepared at
the expense of the landlord. In 2004 in
our community the going rate remains
$.15 per sq. ft. At that rate the fit is pre-
pared by the design firm very quickly
and with minimum opportunity for
client feedback. The test fit should not
be accepted as a final plan. The test fit
plan, if adopted, will determine the
firm’s lease of space for ten to twenty
years. The plan is the most important
contribution a design firm makes to the
success of the practice, and the team
should be encouraged—and paid—to
develop it as necessary.

On several occasions we have been
invited in after the test fit is accom-
plished because the firm believed that
more could be achieved than was
demonstrated in the plan. In these cases
the planners had simply recorded the
existing space requirements and fitted

Physical Practice
RSF/Attorney Type of Firm Characteristics
Characteristics

450-550 Branch offices Small floor plates High attor-
ney/support
staff ratio

Defense firms Smaller offices Managed 
or remote 
filing

550-650 Typical of Mid-sized floor plates Efficiently 
“efficient” practices managed

650-750 Typical of Frequently with Often 
multi-specialty general larger litigation include
practice firms, home support areas, growing IT
office locations, etc. conference areas, etc. functions 

and
business 
incubators

Over 750 Specialty firms High proportion
with low of support space or
attorney/staff ratios. staff per billing attorney
Smaller boutique firms
(under 15 attorneys)
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them into an alternative floor plan. The
process doesn’t feel right because
clients intuitively recognize the poten-
tial of a relocation for “re-inventing”
their firm.

Design Phase
The design phase begins with plan

validation. Ideas and concepts from
other test fits are introduced as appropri-
ate. Options are explored reflecting
alternative filing and clerical distribution
strategies. Early on, our process
becomes obsessive about lawyer office
dimensions, secretarial stations and the
neighborhood plans described else-
where in this publication. The plan
decisions made during this phase have
the potential to transform the firm, or
preserve existing culture and work pat-
terns. More discussion of image and
design follows in the “Image and
Culture” chapter.

The design phase continues with the
development of interior image, includ-
ing materials, lighting and architectural
features. Functional requirements are
accommodated for everything from
kitchen equipment to initial audio-visu-
al programming. Documentation of all
design requirements and features is
included in the design development
drawings. These can be used for initial
pricing and for detailed client review.

Following sign-off of the design
development documents, the architects
prepare the construction documents.
These are the plans and specifications
providing detailed information required
for the construction of the suite. We rec-
ommend detailed review and sign-off of
the construction documents by the ten-
ant. These will become the basis of the
tenant’s agreement with the contractor
and landlord.

Frequently the mechanical, electri-
cal, plumbing and fire protection sub-
contractors will prepare the engineered
documents for the building systems. In
most tenant fit-out cases, the systems are
pre-engineered and are simply being
reconfigured for the specific tenant’s
needs. The renovation of an older build-
ing or the construction of a new facility
might require more complete engineer-
ing.

Construction Phase
The construction of the suite is the

most traumatic part of the process,
where the seemingly small decisions
can suddenly loom large. Offices get
framed and appear much too small until

they are furnished.  Finishes are applied
which were approved with a four-inch
sample. This is particularly difficult
when attorneys have ready access to the
space. The trauma continues until
move-in day, when it all makes sense
again, and the big problems become
small again.

During this phase a member of the
team should participate in construction
meetings. The architect should also con-
tinue to monitor the process. Normal
architectural services continue until
construction is completed.

Integrated Services
The process involves other integrated

services. To the fullest extent possible,
these should be procured through the
same design firm to keep management
and accountability centralized. 

The most critical of these is furniture
planning. If what matters most is what
we touch, then furniture is indeed
important. In the end the furniture
should complement the office design in
style, finish and color. Furniture should
represent a good long-term investment
for the firm.

Other services to be planned and
budgeted at this time include voice/data
cable distribution, which can be con-
tracted with the electrical work, phone
installation, and audio-visual installa-
tion.

The more aesthetic needs are met by
graphic designers who design signage
and revise the firm’s nameplate identity,
or brand, as required.  Artwork and
plant specialists assist the firm in sourc-
ing and maintaining art and plant col-
lections.

Glossary
Churn - The term used to describe

internal relocations. A twenty percent
churn rate suggests that twenty percent
of the staff are moved in a given year.
Churn costs are the total planning, mov-
ing and technology costs related to a
move. 

Greenfield Planning - The develop-
ment of ideal plans freed from all exist-
ing constraints, a concept that allows all
participants to visualize what is possible
and, more significantly, understand the
extent to which existing plans are com-
promising the firm’s interests. 

Greenfield Planning occurs quite
naturally in the context of relocation to
“white box” space. This is the real
advantage of having test fits prepared by

a qualified law firm planner. It comes
far less naturally to remodeling exercises
where debate about preserving existing
partitions and decorative features con-
fuses the clarity of vision. 

Integrated Planning - The incorpora-
tion of multiple viewpoints into the
office planning process. Most signifi-
cantly, integrated planning depends on
collaboration between designers, tech-
nology leaders, and managers. It is this
team that can conceive of the new ways
that the job will be done in the future,
and understand the recruitment, train-
ing, equipment and facility require-
ments to support those future work
requirements. The process works when
all parties are stretching each other to
think into the future and re-invent the
culture and operations of the practice.

Planning Pattern - The planning pat-
tern is the repeatable element of the
plan reflecting the distribution of
lawyers, paralegals, and secretaries
around the office floors. The plan is typ-
ically standardized to reflect normal
staff ratios, and to allow for the greatest
flexibility in the relocation and expan-
sion of practice groups. The planning
pattern will typically account for up to
seventy percent of the leased floor area,
and requires the most careful analysis
and design development.

Planning Agenda - A sequence of
presentations, deliberations, and deci-
sion benchmarks prescheduled to allow
all participants to anticipate the
sequence of issues to be raised during
the planning process. The word
“Agenda” applies not just to a single
meeting, but to a series of events over
several weeks or months.

Practice Groups - This term refers to
the specialty practice groups composed
of lawyers, paralegals, secretaries, and
associated resources. Whereas all litiga-
tors might be in a department, there will
frequently be practice groups that spe-
cialize in medical malpractice, personal
injury, etc.

Rentable Square Feet - Standard
Building Owners and Managers
Association (BOMA) term for measure-
ment of floor space that is being reflect-
ed in the lease. Frequently higher than
the usable floor area because it accom-
modates the shared portion of floors and
building lobbies. 

The Universal Plan - A plan with a
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single office size. The strategy is adopt-
ed to both increase flexibility and
reduce the hierarchical trappings of
stepped office size regardless of position
in the firm. We do not believe that this
strategy is as effective in reducing over-
all space requirements, unless the uni-
versal office size is 160 sq. ft. or less.

The “Neighborhood” Concept - A
term coined by Christner to describe the
“firm within the firm,” typically applied
to practice groups clustered around a
practice leader. The neighborhood
accommodates almost all staff, equip-
ment, records and space resources
required for the practice, and encour-
ages collaboration and knowledge shar-
ing between lawyers.

Usable Square Feet - Standard
BOMA term for measurement of floor
space, describing the space that is
“used” by the tenant. BOMA standards
leave some room for interpretation;
plan-based measurements can differ
from field-measured calculations.

White Box - Prior to building out a
space to accommodate a tenant, the
space is frequently referred to as a
“white box,” meaning that all ceilings,
mechanical and fire suppression sys-
tems, lighting and typically window
treatments are in place, ready for the
tenant build-out. Second and third gen-
eration space might often be returned to
“white box” condition to help make it
attractive to new tenants.
_______________

Dan Jay’s expertise in planning and design-
ing law firms has been acquired over the past
20 years, in working with firms of all sizes and
legal specialties. He is a principal of Christner
Inc., a St. Louis, Missouri-based architecture,
design and planning firm. He holds Master of
Architecture and Master of Business
Administration degrees from Washington
University in Saint Louis. He can be reached at
dan.jay@christnerinc.com

This is Part 1 of a three-part article
designed to help attorneys in planning and
designing their law firms. 

Need a Little Help?

Want to Share 
Your Expertise?

Sign up now to become a mentor…
or go there to find one.

It’s the Place for Questions and Answers 

Bills on Request
Don’t forget that the ISBA Legislative
Affairs Department provides copies of
pending and enacted Illinois legislation
on request. Call the ISBA Department of
Legislative Affairs, 800-252-8908 or
write the ISBA, Illinois Bar Center,
Springfield, IL 62701



The Bottom Line

Vol. 26, No. 2, January 2005 11

Exclusively for ISBA Members…

Featuring:

• Illinois Supreme Court decisions from 1819

• Illinois Appellate Court decisions from 1877

• U.S. Supreme Court cases from 1790

• 7th Circuit U.S. Court of Appeals cases 
(last five years)

• Illinois Compiled Statutes

• And more!

Featuring:

• Illinois Supreme Court decisions from 1819

• Illinois Appellate Court decisions from 1877

• U.S. Supreme Court cases from 1790

• 7th Circuit U.S. Court of Appeals cases 
(last five years)

• Illinois Compiled Statutes

• And more!

SIGN UP NOW!
www.isba.org

Your Partner in the Profession

Online legal research powered by Lexis 
for just $35 a month



The Bottom Line

The Bottom Line
Illinois Bar Center
Springfield, Illinois 62701-1779

January 2005
Vol. 26, No. 2

Non-Profit Org.
U.S. POSTAGE

PAID
Springfield, Ill.
Permit No. 820

Do yourself a favor
Say goodbye to paper and get this newsletter electronically
Why?

You’ll get it faster. Opt for the electronic version and bypass the ISBA print shop and the post office. We’ll send
you an e-mail message with a link to the latest issue as soon as it’s posted on the Web, which means you’ll get it
days, even weeks, earlier than you would in print.

You’ll save space. Because newsletters are archived on the ISBA Web site, you needn’t worry about storing
back issues.

You’ll help keep section fees low. At $20/year, section membership is a tremendous value. But paper and
postage costs continue to rise. By choosing the electronic over the paper version, you help us keep our costs—
and yours—down.

How?
Send an e-mail to jlyman@isba.org with “The Bottom Line newsletter” in the subject header. In the body of
your message, include your name (first and last), your office address, the e-mail address at which you want to
receive the newsletter, and say (in so many words) “please sign me up for e-mail delivery of the The Bottom
Line newsletter.”


