Business development coaches

Help partners and law firms

Dominate their “game”
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Inexperienced young partners who need to learn how to develop business for the firm.  Under-achieving service partners who want to fortify their own books of business as well as their reputations within the firm.  Complacent senior partners whose expertise and contacts could be tapped as vital resources to grow the firm.

These are the three categories of partners most likely to benefit from professional coaching in business development, according to Michael Colacchio.  
Colacchio is a California-based consultant who has introduced successful coaching programs at a number of high-profile national law firms.  He shared his experiences with the Rocky Mountain chapter of the Legal Marketing Association at its monthly meeting, held April 13 in Denver at The Denver Athletic Club.  For more information, Colacchio can be contacted at mc@clarity-group.com or (415) 793-6777.
“The role of a coach is to bring focus, skills and energy to the business development efforts of attorneys and their law firms,” said Colacchio.  “Attorneys are excellent students and naturally competitive.  Given the right encouragement, skills training and positive peer pressure, they are soon performing at their optimal level.  Not every attorney is going to become a rainmaker, but each attorney can learn how to make it drizzle.”

Colacchio likes to compare successful lawyers with elite athletes.  “Consider Tiger Woods, Michael Jordan and Andre Agassi,” he said.  “They were blessed with native talent.  As they advanced in their professional careers, they depended upon hard work and skilled coaches to refine this talent.  Even today, coaches play an important – and highly valued -- role in keeping these elite athletes at the top of their games.”
Lawyers, too, can benefit from skilled coaching.  “If you are considering a coaching initiative for your firm,” said Colacchio, “it is critical that you choose the right coach and involve that person very early in the planning process.  There is no ‘one size fits all’ in this business; the program must be custom designed to match your firm’s unique culture.”
Colacchio recommends that law firms start small with a pilot program – an approach that maximizes positive results while minimizing expense.  “Depending on the overall size of the firm, a good pilot program can include from seven to 25 carefully selected lawyers,” he said. “A successful pilot will generate ‘buzz’ and attract interest throughout the firm -- interest that can then be leveraged when it is time to populate the next class.”
The purpose and composition of the pilot group is essential to the program’s success.  “The pilot group should include at least one well-respected opinion leader who appreciates business development and is eager to participate,” said Colacchio.
Participants should be drawn from practice/industry groups that have the most potential to generate new business; they should accurately reflect firm demographics; they should be entrepreneurial in their approach to business development.  “Interestingly,” said Colacchio, “the greatest predictor of success is whether or not a pilot-group participant, as a kid, had a paper route or lemonade stand.”  Those who are not team players should not be included.
The typical pilot program lasts six months – no more, no less -- and includes three elements:  one-on-one coaching sessions, pilot-group meetings and associate/staff training.  Limiting the duration of the program creates a sense of urgency; partners have a strong interest in making the most of the firm’s investment in developing their practices in a set amount of time.  Cost is calculated on a per-attorney basis.  
The business development coach meets with individual partners two or three times a month; each meeting lasts about one hour.  “That might seem like a lot, but it’s not.  This pace reinforces the sense of urgency and also is necessary to insure continuity from session to session,” said Colacchio.

At these sessions, individual goals (within the context of firm goals) are set, prospects are identified and action plans are established.  Almost always, these meetings are in person and take place in the attorney’s office; when time and distance are a factor, some meetings later in the process might take place via telephone.
“The success of the one-on-one sessions depends upon the rapport that develops between the attorney and the coach,” said Colacchio.  “To use another sports analogy, someone with a personal trainer is more likely to show up for each workout and, once there and encouraged by the coach, work to capacity.  Similarly, an attorney with a coach is more likely to stick with the program and benefit from the firm’s investment in his or her career.”  Each meeting produces an action item -- to be achieved by the next session.

Often, the partner is encouraged to target fewer contacts with greater focus, rather than spreading him- or herself too thin.  “A lack of focus often leads to paralysis,” said Colacchio.  “In addition, I do not encourage cold calling – ever.  The action plan we create focuses on people the partner or someone else at the firm already knows.  Contact is made only after the attorney has come up with a concrete way to be of service or add value.  Successful business development requires a close alignment of interests.”  

To complement the one-on-one sessions, group meetings of all participants in the pilot group are held each month.  “These half-hour sessions are really valuable for accountability,” said Colacchio.  “Each member must deliver a progress report.  Since most of them got to be lawyers by being competitive and by being very good at doing and turning in their homework, they don’t want to show up in front of their peers without it.”
The group setting also facilitates transparency.  “Invariably, as people report on their individual goals and efforts, and the obstacles that they are encountering, their colleagues jump in with suggestions and contacts.  Without the group, these valuable resources would never be added to the mix,” said Colacchio.
The combination of intensive individual coaching work with group accountability and transparency can lead to a dramatic increase in revenue.  “In one group I’ve coached,” said Colacchio, “the attorneys achieved a 12-to-1 return in increased fee revenues relative to the investment their firm made in the coaching process – by the pilot program’s end.”

But the results are not limited to the financial.  “What sustains me in this work,” said Colacchio, “is helping individuals who happen to be attorneys achieve their best expressions of themselves – professionally and personally.  When I can achieve this, great things happen not only for the individual attorneys but also for their firms, their families and their clients.”

The third component of a pilot plan, associate/staff training seminars, introduces senior associates and support staff members to the culture and importance of business development.  “This training helps associates and staff in their efforts to better support the partners with whom they work most closely,” said Colacchio.  “It also introduces the concepts of business development to the partners of the future.”
Marketing staff has an important role to play throughout this program, especially in the area of positioning and preparation within the firm, client research, synergy among practice groups for cross-selling purposes, and continuity of the program once the pilot program is complete.  “As the pilot progresses, the coach should identify and train internal resources who exhibit an aptitude and appetite for coaching,” said Colacchio.

Elite athletes.  Elite lawyers.  Skilled coaching can help these professionals reach the top of their games – and keep them there.
