Association of Legal Administrators
Mile High Chapter
Thirty Years of Professional Education and Personal Camaraderie

By Janet Ellen Raasch

DENVER – The most famous cliché about managing lawyers is that it is like herding cats.  Managers who have made a successful career of working with lawyers in a business environment must possess a very special skill set – and an excellent network of resources.

Where do Colorado law firm administrators learn the skills and get the support that they need to succeed in this environment?  For the past 30 years, they have relied on the Mile High Chapter of the Association of Legal Administrators.  Founded in April of 1975 with just four members, the Mile High Chapter today has 220 members who work in various management capacities in 176 law firms throughout the state.
The Mile High Chapter is currently observing its 30th anniversary – a milestone that was celebrated at a special holiday party held last December at the Oxford Hotel in Denver.  The event was well-attended by members, vendor partners and past presidents of the Mile High Chapter.
Acting as emcee of this significant event was David Constantine, current international president of the ALA and legal administrator at Lyons Pipes & Cook, P.C., in Mobile, Alabama.  “David did an excellent job and added his unique perspective to the history of the Mile High Chapter,” said Michelle Maynard, CLM, 2005 chapter president and legal administrator at Minor & Brown.

The ALA is an international organization with 10,000 members.  Membership consists of legal professionals who represent more than 6,000 employers (mostly law firms) in 27 countries around the world.  Members participate in 100 chapters.  In the United States, these chapters are further organized into six regions – including Region 4, to which the Mile High Chapter belongs.
The ALA markets itself as the source of information and knowledge in the area of legal management.  “This was certainly the case in my experience,” said Linda Taylor, a past-president of the Mile High Chapter and director of administration at Silver & DeBoskey.  “When I joined the group in 1982, I had just made the transition from corporate management to law firm management.  There was a world of difference.
“One of the first tasks I faced in my new position was coordinating a move into the newly opened ‘cash register building,’” said Taylor.  “It was a massive project that included build-out as well as the actual move.  At my first national ALA conference, there was a session on that exact subject that gave me the information I needed to make my first big project a success.  I remember thinking, what a wonderful resource.”
Legal administrators focus on the business functions behind the smooth operation of any law firm.  Their expertise frees up the lawyers to do what they do best – practice law.  
Most commonly, legal administrators oversee the areas of general management and strategic planning, finance, human resources, systems and technology, facilities, and marketing and practice development at law firms.  A small percentage of ALA members belong to corporate, government or university legal departments, or attend to the business functions at charitable legal agencies – but most are employed by law firms.
In larger law firms, there may be a variety of functional specialists in each of these areas, working under the direction of a chief administrator.  “In a small firm,” said Maynard, “the legal administrator often wears all of these hats and needs to know about all of these functional areas.  More than 70 percent of ALA members come from firms with 30 or fewer attorneys.  For them in particular, ALA is an amazing resource.”
How does the Mile High Chapter of the ALA maintain its position as the source of information and knowledge about legal management in Colorado?  Through dedicated leadership in the areas of educational programming, networking, vendor partnership and community involvement.
Educational programming

Much of the ALA’s educational programming takes place at the chapter level.  On the third Thursday of each month, Mile High Chapter members and guests meet for educational lunches at Denver’s Adams Mark Hotel.  The program schedule reflects member interest and a balanced representation of all of the group’s core focus areas.
The Mile High Chapter also hosts quarterly half-day “core” seminars that go into more depth on select topics.  Recent offerings addressed such timely subjects as alternative billing, trends in employee benefits, employment law, strategic planning, gender differences, and disaster recovery plans and prevention – all within the law firm context.

The ALA also offers a Certification in Legal Management program, which accredits administrators and functional specialists in five areas:  communications and general management, financial management, human resources management, office operations management and the legal industry.  The CLM designation provides not only an enriched knowledge base, but also discounted professional liability insurance premiums.
CLM examinations offer legal administrators the opportunity to demonstrate mastery of the body of knowledge necessary for successful performance in managing a law firm or office; they are given each year at the ALA Annual Conference as well as some Regional Conferences.
In 2003, four members of the Mile High Chapter formed a CLM study group.  All members are eligible to participate in this group, whether or not they intend to take the exam.  Thanks to the willingness of local and national experts to share their knowledge, this successful program is now working with its fifth class.  Currently, 10 members of the Mile High Chapter have earned this valued designation.

“The success of our CLM study group has attracted the attention of the international organization,” said Maynard.  “We are currently involved in adapting our program for use online by the ALA Cyber-Chapter – which consists of members who are too far away from a physical chapter to participate in many of the activities.”

The Mile High Chapter also hosts an annual overnight retreat each February.  The retreat features a world-class speaker at an attractive venue where members can relax and network with each other.  In 2006, the annual retreat will be held Feb. 24-25 at The Antlers in Colorado Springs.  Featured presenter is Stevie Ray, a well-known speaker who combines corporate training with “improv” entertainment.

Each September, the Mile High Chapter sponsors a Partner Appreciation Breakfast.  At this event, members are given the opportunity to act as hosts to their managing partners for a general-interest educational presentation.  In 2005, for example, the speaker was Tucker Hart Adams, chief economist for US Bank in the Rocky Mountain Region, who presented “The Economy in 2006:  Will the Expansion Continue?” 

The Mile High Chapter also uses the Partner Appreciation Breakfast to present the David Award.  The David Award was established in 2002 to recognize a legal administrator for significant contributions over time to the ALA, the chapter and the legal community.  The award is named after two venerable “Davids” – David Vogels and David Brezina – who served as presidents at both the chapter and international levels of ALA.  The recipient of this award in 2005 was John C. Hanley, executive director of Hoffman Reilly Pozner & Williamson.  


Each ALA chapter participates in the organization’s government by electing a representative to one of six regions.  Region 4 includes 13 chapters from seven states – Arkansas, Colorado, Louisiana, New Mexico, Oklahoma, Texas and Utah.  One of the regional representatives for 2005/2006 is Lorri Salyards of Moye White.
In 2006, Region 4 will hold its annual Educational Conference and Exposition in Denver.  This event will be held Oct. 13-14 at the Grand Hyatt Hotel, and the Mile High Chapter is preparing for its role as official host.  Other recent regional conferences have been held in Houston, New Orleans, Albuquerque and Salt Lake City.
ALA members are also eligible to attend the ALA Annual Conference – the only international conference focused on the needs of legal management professionals.  In 2006, the international organization’s 35th Annual Conference will provide education extraordinaire at the Palais des Congres de Montreal in Montreal, Quebec, Canada from May 1-4.  Other recent venues have been San Francisco, San Diego and Philadelphia.
“We work hard while we are at the ALA Annual Conferences and we take our responsibilities very seriously,” said Taylor, “but we also contribute ‘Western attitude’ to these events.  We are best friends as well as professional colleagues.  Over the years, our chapter has earned a reputation for being somewhat rambunctious.”

Additional networking opportunities
Not all Mile High Chapter networking takes place face-to-face.  The ALA has adapted many of its educational and networking opportunities to the Internet.  For example, the international organization offers two-hour teleseminars on important topics at noon on the second Wednesday of each month.  When six or more members express an interest, the Mile High Chapter underwrites the cost for them to participate.  In November 2005, the teleseminar subject was protected absenteeism and the site was Moye White.
The ALA has a web site (www.alanet.org) and also sponsors the Legal Management Resource Center (http://thesource.alanet.org), an online, searchable tool to help members access useful information compiled from a wide variety of articles, web sites, businesses, libraries and colleagues who have provided helpful tools like forms, plans and checklists.

The Mile High Chapter was one of the first to have its own web site (www.milehighala.org), which was completely reconfigured in 2004 to better meet member and vendor needs.  The site contains program, membership, sponsorship and job-board information as well as a link to the newsletter.

The Mile High Chapter was also one of the first to host a list serve.  The list serve is an online place where members can post questions in order to capitalize on the knowledge and wisdom of their colleagues.  These questions range from the routine (printer recommendations, employment law and job openings) to the frustrating (what to do when timekeepers are not getting their time in).
The list serve is also popular with vendors.  “As vendors, we do not have access to the list serve ourselves,” said Dave Stewart, major account executive at DocuVault, provider of secure records and data management to the Colorado legal community.  “However, we receive many, many referrals through this useful tool as well as through word of mouth.”

In addition, all Mile High Chapter members can access both print and online membership and vendor directories, which they can use to connect directly with their colleagues.  “When you are the only legal administrator within a law firm,” said Paula Torke, chapter president in 1992 and Rocky Mountain regional administrator at Dorsey & Whitney, “being able to contact someone who understands what you are dealing with is worth its weight in gold.”
The Rocky Mountain Recorder is the Mile High Chapter’s quarterly newsletter.  Over the years, it has won many awards.  With the launch of the new web site in 2004, the newsletter transitioned to an electronic format with a printer-friendly version.
Another way that the Mile High Chapter helps its members do their jobs is through original research, particularly the annual salary and benefits survey.  “This survey – sponsored in 2005 by Ford Personnel – allows legal administrators to learn how their firms compare with others in the important area of staff compensation,” said Daniel Quillen, director of human resources at Holme Roberts & Owen.
To ensure confidentiality, the Mile High Chapter contracts with Mountain States Employers Council to conduct the survey.  The resulting report is available on the web site for discounted purchase by members and regular-price purchase by others.
“Another important goal of the Mile High Chapter is to maintain and improve the reputation of legal administrators in the eyes of our professional colleagues in the legal community,” said Maynard.  “As a result of recent efforts, all members of the Mile High Chapter have been awarded membership in the Colorado Bar Association.”

Vendor sponsorship program
For the past 20 years, the Mile High Chapter has sponsored an annual event where vendors can exhibit the products and services used by law firms.  Originally called a vendor fair, this event was re-imagined in 2004 as the cornerstone of a comprehensive vendor sponsorship program.  The vendor fair became a Vendor Expo.
The 2005 Vendor Expo adopted the theme, “Let Your Vendors Deal the Winning Hand.  It featured an educational element – national consultant Ida Abbott speaking on the use of mentoring to retain professional talent.  The free event, which was held July 22 at the Adams Mark Hotel in Denver, began with lunch and ended with a Casino Cocktail Party where vendors, members and others could socialize.
“In addition to the vendors and members, we invited law firm administrators, attorneys, financial managers, personnel managers, recruiting managers, facilities managers, legal librarians, purchasing agents and representatives of other legal services organizations,” said Maynard.
A booth at the 2005 Vendor Expo cost $600, and included a copy of the member directory, inclusion in the vendor directory and an invitation to the holiday party.  Thanks to the sponsorship of 84 vendors, the Mile High Chapter was able to award at this event one full scholarship to the 2006 ALA Annual Conference (valued at $2,500) as well as three $300 scholarships toward the Region 4 or Financial Management Conference.

The Mile High Chapter charges an $80 membership fee and a modest fee for most of the programs and events.  “However, this income doesn’t begin to cover the cost of our rich and varied programs,” said Taylor, who sits on the ALA National Vendor Relations Committee.  “Vendor support allows us to improve the quality of our educational programming, to award scholarships and to raise our visibility in the community.”

For many years, the Mile High Chapter asked vendors for support on an as-needed basis. “This resulted in numerous calls throughout the year asking for our help in underwriting programs,” said Ginny Ford, president of Denver-based legal placement agency Ford Personnel.  Ford has been supporting the Mile High Chapter for more than 15 years.  
“In 2004, we worked with the Mile High Chapter to help design a vendor sponsorship program that clearly defined financial contributions and clearly defined vendor benefits,” said Ford.  “Ford Personnel signed up at the highest level, to help kick-start the effort.”  Ford is one of many vendors who helped design the program.
More than half of the financial support behind the Mile High Chapter comes from the newly created vendor sponsorship program.  In 2006, the “business partner” levels will be Mile High ($12,000), Mount Elbert ($8,000), Mount Evans ($5,000), Longs Peak ($2,500) and Pikes Peak ($1,000).

Benefits increase with the level of sponsorship, and include various combinations of booth size and placement at the Vendor Expo, signage, newsletter recognition, program and social invitations, program and event sponsorship, and presentation opportunities.  “At the top level for the 2005/2006 program,” said Ford, “my company is prominently represented at all events – which makes me ‘top of mind’ in my target audience.”
Source Management, a Colorado-based office supply company, has been a significant support of the Mile High Chapter for seven years.  “Each year, we have acquired five or six new clients that I directly link to our sponsorship of the chapter,” said John Givens, president of Source Management.

“We participate for two reasons,” said Givens.  “First, we want to support the professional development activities of and build on our social relations with the valued clients that we already have.  Second, we want to keep our names and faces in front of the key decision-makers of potential new clients.”

Also a major sponsor is legal staffing agency Special Counsel.  “What I most value is the invitation to participate in the Mile High Chapter annual retreat,” said Marya Brancio, managing director of the Denver office.

“The chance to know our clients on a personal level – outside the office or the usual downtown meeting place – is invaluable to Special Counsel,” said Brancio.  “Only by getting to know the Mile High Chapter members and their needs, in this kind of relaxed setting, can I learn how to serve them better as clients – and as friends.”

The vendor sponsorship program has led to an improved relationship between legal administrators and the vendors of the products and services used by law firms.

“When I started out,” said Ford, “vendors were perceived as pests.  Today, thanks to networking-based programs like the vendor sponsorship program, we are looked upon as essential partners in achieving the worthy goals of the Mile High Chapter.”

Community involvement

A relatively new but rapidly evolving goal of the international ALA is to increase the visibility of law firm administrators within their professional and civic environments.

In 1999, the ALA created a Community Challenge program to encourage chapters, members, law firms, vendors – and others – to come together to contribute time, energy and resources toward improving their own communities.  The Mile High Chapter has engaged in activities to support a variety of local causes, including substance abuse programs, Special Olympics and the Chatfield Reservoir.
In 2005, the Mile High Chapter sponsored its first Annual Golf Classic to Benefit Denver CASA (Court Appointed Special Advocates), an organization that assists children who have been the victims of abuse and neglect.  Eighty-four golfers of varying ability levels participated in the event, which was held at Lakewood Country Club.  The event raised more than $12,500 for CASA.  In addition, the Mile High Chapter hosted a holiday party for the children.

 Looking ahead

Looking ahead, the Mile High Chapter will continue to offer outstanding educational, networking, vendor partnership and community involvement opportunities for its members and their law firms.
“One of our current challenges is to find a way to make it easier for members and potential members who do not work in the downtown Denver area to participate more fully in our program and social offerings,” said Maynard.  “We are seriously exploring all options – including phone and video conferencing, podcasts and webinars.
Lawyers themselves are another target market for membership.  “At many small firms and solo practices,” said Torke, “lawyers must conduct their own business functions.  To these lawyers, our programs can offer great value.”

Over the years, the Mile High Chapter has benefited from extraordinary leadership.  “Many members of the close-knit group behind our success are now past 50 years of age and starting to think seriously about retirement,” said Grover Brittain, administrator at McKenna Long & Aldridge who served as chapter president in 1987.
“As the Mile High Chapter observes its 30th anniversary, we must focus on recruiting, educating and inspiring the next generation of leaders,” said Brittain.  “We ask these individuals to step up to the challenge – and enjoy the vast wealth of benefits.”
Janet Ellen Raasch is a writer/ghostwriter who works closely with lawyers and other professional services providers – helping these individuals promote themselves as thought leaders within targeted markets through publication of instructive articles, books, white papers and content for the Internet.  She can be reached at (303) 399-5041 or jeraasch@msn.com.

