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Almost always, 80 percent of a law firm’s revenues will come from 20 percent of its clients – existing clients.  Plus, it costs a law firm a whole lot more to court and acquire a brand-new client than it does to get more work from a current client.
Given these facts, why do so many lawyers and law firms take their existing clients for granted -- while lavishing time and attention on potential clients?
“I like to illustrate the foolishness of this approach with the story of Jack and the Beanstalk,” said David Freeman.  “Jack gets the beans, grows the stalk, kills the giant, captures the hen and acquires the golden egg.  End of story.  There should be a sequel that discusses how he must carefully nurture the hen to enjoy a constant harvest of golden eggs – and maybe even chicks?”
Freeman discussed “Marketing to Current Clients” at the Sept. 17 Legal Marketing Association Boot Camp 2004 – “Roadmap to Your Destination – Legal Marketing.”  The national event was held in Denver at the Hyatt Regency Denver.  Freeman is founder and CEO of Boulder-based Whetstone Consulting, www.whetstoneconsulting.com.
“Among current clients, focus your firm’s efforts on the top 20 percent by revenues,” said Freeman.  “In addition, pay close attention to current clients with large books of legal business and companies within industries that you have targeted for growth – even if you are currently handling only a handful of small matters for them.  And don’t ignore your dormant clients; remind them periodically that you are still interested in their business.”

Freeman elaborated on five essential habits that he recommends for successfully developing business from current clients – habits that differentiate you from the competition, keep you top-of-mind, maximize the number and outcome of meetings, establish trust and lead to concrete action steps – or “advances.”
“Most clients use more than one law firm,” said Freeman.  “You want to differentiate yourself from the other lawyers that they use, and from the multitude of talented lawyers that are working hard to steal your share of the client’s business.  Don’t be complacent about bullet-proofing your relationship.  Research shows that only 25 percent of clients are completely satisfied with their outside law firms.”

It goes without saying that you must do good legal work.  In addition to this, however, you must “wow” the client.  Freeman suggests a number of tactics, including:

Think like a concierge; be willing to handle any problem for the client, even if it is not a legal problem;
Loan your client a lawyer or a paralegal when they are short-staffed; let your client use your facilities, including your research technology; and
Establish an extranet site so your client can access information 24/7.

“In addition, you want to keep yourself “top of mind” among your current clients,” said Freeman.  “You want to stay on their radar screens.  This second habit is achieved by proactive communication:  repeated, consistent and relevant messages that reinforce your personal, group and firm brand.”
Tactics include not only telephone calls, emails and letters, but also seminars, speaking engagements, articles, trade or industry organization membership, social events and on-site presentations.  Some lawyers Freeman works with make a list each month of people they will contact, and then cross off the names as this is accomplished.
“Appropriate communication with your targeted audience -- many times, in many different ways -- reinforces who you are, what you do, and that you are a leader in your field,” said Freeman.  “It reassures your clients that they’ve made the right choice.”

The third habit for successful marketing to current clients is to schedule face-to-face meetings.  “But don’t go in without a plan,” said Freeman.  “Research your client’s industry, develop a list of questions that will get the client talking about his or her needs – what the company would like to achieve, what it would like to avoid – and decide ahead of time what you would like to accomplish by the end of the meeting.”
Becoming a “trusted adviser” is the fourth habit for successful marketing.  “Much of the practice of law is a commodity,” said Freeman, “but personal and professional relationships are not; they are unique – and worth a lot.”
How do you build trust?  “Make small promises to your clients, then meet or exceed their expectations,” said Freeman.  “Listen actively and empathetically as they vent about the things that are bugging them – even if it is you or your firm. Help the client find solutions, even if the problem is a personal matter.  Set aside a time each month to ask for specific feedback about how to improve your working relationship.” 

Finally, it is a good habit to end each interaction with an advance – an agreement to take some definite action step by a specific time – and then follow up.
“According to a recent survey in The Metropolitan Corporate Counsel, 59 percent of chief legal officers plan to fire at least one of their current law firms,” said Freeman.  “You don’t have to be one of them.  By adopting these client-pleasing habits, you can protect the hen that lays your golden eggs.” 

