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By Janet Falk

Has one of your partners read a news story in which an attorney at another 
law firm was quoted? Or perhaps seen competitors on television speak 
on a hot topic that affects their own clients? No doubt you received an 

angry e-mail or call asking, “Why her and not me?”
You know the answer, of course. The person in question was introduced to the 

reporter as an authoritative source on a compelling business issue.
Reporters are under tremendous pressure to publish their stories quickly and 

attract readers by promoting their news articles on social media. That makes 
it even more imperative for you, as a communications professional, to make it 
easy for journalists to remember which of your firm’s attorneys are available for 
comment on key issues, have something to share that is both insightful and has 
bottom-line impact, and are readily accessible for comments.

Below are Four Do’s and Four Don’ts — tips that you may implement today in 
order to work more closely with reporters and generate the media coverage for 
your partners that will keep the attorneys of your firm top-of-mind for clients and 
business prospects.
The Four-Do’s 

1. Introduce an attorney as a source with an Executive Media Profile. Un-
like a press release or a speaker bio, an Executive Media Profile establishes cre-
dentials and answers the essential questions of a skeptical reporter. “Why YOU?” 
and “Why NOW?” An Executive Media Profile may focus on several hot topics that 
reporters are not granting much attention and may present a new perspective. 

First, summarize three areas where the attorney is an expert and narrow the 
niche: perhaps IP for alternative energy venture capitalists or hotels and shop-
ping centers for foreign investors. In three sentences and no more than six lines, 

By Cindy Sharp

Professional legal marketers 
are by and large responsible for 
the creative and labor-intensive 
effort involved in developing 
a strong law firm brand. After 
all, a brand does not develop 
by chance, but rather is stra-
tegically planned, crafted and 
communicated. 

Shaping an Attorney’s 
Unique Brand

However, the firm’s brand rep-
resents only one component of 
the business development ma-
trix and individual lawyers bear 
a measure of responsibility with 
respect to establishing and pro-
moting their own personal pro-
fessional brands. In John Hell-
erman’s excellent article, “To 
Build the Brand, Build Up the 
Lawyers,” featured in July’s is-
sue of Marketing the Law Firm  
(http://bit.ly/1MIsUin), he point-
ed out that the brands of individ-
ual lawyers must be developed 
because clients hire attorneys 
and not law firms.

Personal professional brand-
ing cannot be reduced to a 
blueprint. The marketplace will 
define an attorney’s individual 
brand, in large part, on the basis 
of the breadth and quality of the 
lawyer’s actions. For example, a 
lawyer who routinely publishes 
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®mention a few themes. Omit the law-
yer’s degrees, clerkship and former 
corporate titles, unless they are di-
rectly relevant to a specific and cur-
rent situation, i.e., “former Wall Street 
compliance officer is available for 
comment on an insider trading case.” 

Next, assemble three to five timely 
issues in a bullet format that resonate 
with the readers of that publication. 
For example, this list may address 
the bottom-line impact of regulatory 
changes or reporting requirements. 
These topics will probably have a 
direct effect on sales, operations, fi-
nances and so on. Each is listed on 
one line and demonstrates that the 
attorney understands what keeps 
executives and readers up at night. 
You’ll have time to provide more 
depth and nuance during a subse-
quent conversation or interview.

At the top of the page, clearly state 
the partner’s contact information so 
it is readily accessible: Name, Partner 
at (law firm name), e-mail address 
and Direct Phone Number. Speaking 
at the Law Firm Media Professionals 
meeting in New York in March 2015, 
Bill Donahue, IP reporter at Law 360, 
asked for “a 50-word explanation of 
what the attorney knows about a sub-
ject to determine whether it is worth 
calling the attorney.” 

That reporter’s request is the evi-
dence you need to educate an attor-
ney on the benefits of collaborating 
with you on her Executive Media 
Profile. Use Donahue’s 50 words as 
a guideline to keep the bio and bul-
lets under 150 words in total.

2. Once the attorney has been in-
troduced as a credible source, pre-
pare to capitalize on an impending 
regulatory decision or some active 
litigation that everyone is watch-
ing. Include an incisive quote that ad-
dresses the current situation, and also 
speculates either on next steps or what 

the possible impact may be for compa-
nies or an individual in that court case. 

As an example, newspapers quot-
ed several former federal and state 
prosecutors across the country 
when the verdict was announced 
in the Boston Marathon bombing 
trial in April 2015 on their points of 
view. Most, but not all, were from 
Massachusetts. How did they make 
it into the news? In anticipation of 
the verdict, their firm’s public rela-
tions professionals introduced these 
attorneys to reporters as authorita-
tive sources with a sample snappy 
quote. The reporters were primed to 
call these former prosecutors when 
the jury delivered its verdict. 

3. Make sure the attorney is avail-
able to speak to a reporter within 
the time frame required. When the 
situation changes, be responsive and, 
if appropriate, proactive. After you 
have secured a reporter’s interest and 
set a mutually convenient time for 
an interview, continue to hold your 
breath. Schedules and priorities may 
change for the lawyer and the journal-
ist. Either be flexible about postpon-
ing/re-scheduling the conversation, 
or provide an advance notification if 
a deal or court case will keep the at-
torney out of pocket. 

4. Coach attorneys to prepare a 
memorable and concise quote that 
will resonate with reporter and read-
ers. Analogies, visual imagery, word 
play, rhyme and alliteration keep the 
reporters’ (and readers’) interest. Use 
or create an acronym such as SWOT 
(Strength, Weakness, Opportunity, 
Threat). Compare the plaintiffs in a 
class action suit with a fashion show 
runway, where each participant is 
the focus, momentarily. These hooks 
can catch a reporter’s attention. (See 
also Janet Falk: Maximize Client 
Alerts, Marketing the Law Firm, Feb-
ruary 2014, http://bit.ly/1PDB7CF.)
The Four Don’ts

1. Don't send legal jargon-lad-
en e-mails, unless the reporter 
is a non-practicing lawyer and 
the target audience is composed 
entirely of other attorneys. All  
materials should be written in  
accessible language to gain the inter-
est of those who read that publication.

Press Relations
continued from page 1

continued on page 8

Janet Falk of Falk Communications 
and Research provides media rela-
tions and marketing communications 
services to law firms and consultants. 
She may be reached at 212-677-5770 
or janet@janetlfalk.com.
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By John J. Buchanan

“94% of global law firm clients 
were not asked for any formal feed-
back from their primary law firm.” 
— Acritas’ Sharplegal research

“53% of law firms do not have a 
formal client feedback program.” — 
Citi 2013 Law Firm Leaders Survey

From the survey results noted 
above, it seems that many law firms 
aren’t doing a particularly good job 
of talking with their clients. Why do 
so many firms fall down here?

I think one reason why so many 
firms don’t have formal (or even or-
ganized informal) client feedback 
programs is that they have a hard 
time deciding what kind of program 
to develop and implement. There are 
decidedly different schools of thought: 
Some firms feel strongly that these 
kinds of conversations are best had 
between the firm’s managing partner 
or law firm chair and the client; oth-
er firms believe that the “relationship 
partner” should be the main interface, 
as he or she knows the client best; still 
other firms hire outside third-party 
professionals to handle client service 
interviews (CSIs). In the interests of 
full disclosure, I am decidedly in the 
“third-party” camp — and my expe-
rience with implementing a CSI pro-
gram at one of my firms was over-
whelmingly positive. I honestly don’t 
see how clients can offer truly candid 
feedback to either a relationship part-
ner or a managing partner — or any-
one who is on the payroll of the firm 
asking for the feedback.  

Rather than rehash what’s been 
written about CSIs, I have outlined 
two areas that might provide some 
practical (and perhaps unique) ad-
vice for law firm marketers who 
want to embark on the client feed-
back journey.
Tips from the Experts

There are a number of legal indus-
try consultants who offer client service 
interviews (either conducting them or 
helping firms develop their own pro-
grams) as part of their service offer-
ings, so I reached out to some of them 
and ask for their best advice. Here’s 
what a few of them had to say:
Nat Slavin, Partner and Founder, 
Wicker Park Group
•	 The number one thing you 

have to do when you initiat-
ing conversations with clients 
about client service interviews 
is that you have to be pre-
pared to act. The worst thing 
you can do is ask for feedback 
and then not act on it.

•	 While it’s important to include 
key and top clients in your cli-
ent service interview program, 
they already receive a lot of at-
tention. The next tier of clients, 
those outside of the top 25, 
not only receive significantly 
less attention, but actually have 
tremendous untapped poten-
tial. The firm is typically doing 
less work, or a narrow band 
of work, and the clients have 
a narrower sense of the firm’s 
abilities. Through CSIs, needs 
are identified, and in that next 
tier of clients there is an even 
greater potential to expand the 
relationship than those top cli-
ents where the relationship is 
already naturally deep.

•	 Invest in training. Almost all 
firms invest in media training, 
business development train-
ing, and pitch workshops, 
but few invest in educating 
attorneys to be good inter-
viewers. Conducting a client 
service interview is dissimilar 
to taking a deposition, so if 
attorneys are to be effective 

in conducting the CSIs, train 
them to be efficient interview-
ers (and good listeners).

•	 Invest in clients of lateral part-
ners. One of the best ways to 
engender positive feelings for 
clients of a new lateral — to 
create a sense of importance 
and value from their attorney’s 
new firm — is to create a client 
service interview. It’s a great 
way to make clients feel posi-
tive about their attorney’s new 
firm from the very beginning. 

Lonnie Zwerin, Partner, 
Zeughauser Group
•	 When a client says he only has 

half an hour for an interview, 
you may end up spending 
twice that amount of time if 
you’ve developed rapport and 
the client quickly senses the 
benefit of the interview. The 
lesson here is be careful about 
your scheduling — give your-
self adequate time in between 
interviews.

•	 Developing rapport right up 
front is critical. It’s essential 
that you and whoever you are 
interviewing make some kind 
of connection in the first 3-4 
minutes.

•	 Hopefully, you will conduct the 
interview in the client’s office. 
If that happens (and you can 
even suggest it), you’ll likely 
see family photos, awards, va-
cation photos, whether the cli-
ent has a tidy or messy desk, 
etc. These kinds of personal in-
sights can be invaluable in de-
veloping that rapport that is so 
critical for an open, honest con-
versation. You can also report 
back some of this detail to the 
relationship partner so she can 
get a better sense of who that 
person is, his personal style, 
and outside-the-office interests.

Aric Press, Founder and Princi-
pal, Benero & Press; former Editor 
in Chief of The American Lawyer
•	 Prepare: don’t go in cold. 

Learn as much about the 

The Voice of the Client

continued on page 4

Fruitful Feedback: 
How to Talk to Your 
Client So That  
Everyone Benefits

John J. Buchanan, a member of this 
newsletter’s Board of Editors, is a sea-
soned professional services marketer 
with more than 25 years of experience 
across a broad spectrum of marketing, 
communications and business devel-
opment activities. He can be reached 
at johnjbuchanan@yahoo.com. 
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and speaks in his or her field of prac-
tice will be branded as an expert.

While many facets of a professional 
brand could be explored, space limita-
tions require me to confine the scope 
of this article to offering a few nar-
row perspectives with respect to the 
branding process in one particular 
arena — client relationship mastery. 
Significant economic efficiencies can 
be achieved if focus is geared toward 
building a Client Centric Brand®. 
Most are aware that it is less expen-
sive to obtain repeat business or a 

referral from an existing client than to 
go through the arduous cycle of de-
veloping a new relationship.

A Brand Is a Promise
Many believe that a brand is sim-

ply a promise — a promise to pro-
spective and current clients as well 
as colleagues as to how the lawyer 
can be expected to behave. Those ex-
pectations are based on past actions 
observed by or conveyed to those we 
seek to favorably impress. 

While individual attorneys bask 
in the sunshine of a robust law firm 
brand, an attorney with a poor per-
sonal brand not only undermines the 
law firm’s brand, but also affects the 

law firm’s bottom line. An attorney 
with a substandard brand will have 
difficulty getting referrals from out-
side sources as well as from his or her 
own partners. Therein lies one of the 
dangers in failing to train and coach 
lawyers to develop behavior consis-
tent with a Client Centric Brand®.

The Client Relationship
The foundation of brand differen-

tiation begins with articulation of the 
firm’s philosophy on client relation-
ships and establishing standards of 
service. The project continues with at-
torneys reframing certain attitudes and 
forming new habits so that the lawyer 

client and the firm’s relation-
ship as possible, in advance.

•	 Listen: you’re there to listen 
and learn. We tend to learn 
more with our mouths closed. 

•	 It’s only a script: go in with 
a list of prepared questions 
and topics. But often the sub-
ject will veer off into an unex-
pected and interesting direc-
tion. Follow it. Don’t insist on 
sticking to your script. 

•	 If you don’t understand: ask 
for an explanation. This isn’t 
an SAT test and frequently the 
subject will amplify and clari-
fy if you ask for help.

•	 Connect: As you talk with the 
subject, look for points where 
you can connect with a brief 
comment or observation.  The 
more this session resembles 
a conversation and the less a 
deposition, the better you’re 
apt to do.

Beyond (or Instead of) CSIs
While CSIs are the feedback 

method du jour, there are other 
ways that you can gain valuable 
insights, while strengthening re-
lationships with clients (and even 
prospects…)
Post-mortems

If you haven’t had the opportunity 
(or even thought about) conducting 
post-mortems on RFPs and pitch-
es, definitely give it some thought. 

Basically, post-mortems work like 
this: If the firm receives news that 
it was not awarded a piece of work, 
ask the lead attorney if he or she 
would allow you to contact the cli-
ent to ask a few (perhaps four or 
five) questions about the RFP or 
pitch, and why your firm was not 
selected. You’ll be very surprised by 
the amount of information clients/
prospects are willing to share in a 
post-mortem conversation.
Managing Partner/Chairs Visits

These kinds of visits are distinctly 
different than CSIs — and they serve 
an equally important purpose. Having 
a managing partner visit a client sends 
a clear message: You are important to 
us and we value our relationship with 
you. It is possible that this kind of visit 
will uncover some service issues, but 
the real rationale for a managing part-
ner to spend her time traveling and 
visiting clients is to make sure clients 
feel connected to the firm and know 
that the firm and firm leadership val-
ue and appreciate the client.
Client Focus Groups

Ad agencies and marketing consul-
tants have been using focus groups 
for years to gather customer feed-
back and insight. Why shouldn’t 
law firms do the same thing? The 
organizational side of focus groups 
is a bit complicated, but if you can 
gather three-to-four clients together 
in a room (preferably not competi-
tors, but maybe clients from the 
same industry) and initiate dialogue 
on about what’s keeping them up at 

night, you’ll gain candid insights and 
your clients will enjoy chatting with 
each other. It’s not often clients get 
to talk with their peers or hear what 
challenges their colleagues in other 
companies are facing.
Matter Surveys

If you are not surveying clients 
at the conclusion of a matter, then 
you’re really missing out on some 
valuable information. Even if it’s 
five short “yes or no” questions, 
surveying a client about the results 
of a matter can help you develop 
some actionable metrics. Some 
firms are also looking at conduct-
ing surveys midway through a mat-
ter. That may be a more compli-
cated process and it may be harder 
to get clients to respond, but mid-
point surveys can be the difference 
between success and a happy cli-
ent and failure and a former client. 
A tool as simple as Survey Monkey 
can handle these kinds of surveys 
— or even e-mail marketing plat-
forms (like Concep) can handle 
these simple assessments.
Former or Potential Clients

While it makes logical (and fi-
nancial) sense to focus on current 
clients, consider asking former or 
potential clients if they would be 
willing to participate in a client 
feedback interview. The questions 
are different than a CSI and the re-
sults may be a bit less tangible — 
but you may reinstate a former cli-
ent or secure a new one.  

Voice of the Client
continued from page 3

continued on page 6

—❖—

Business of Branding
continued from page 1
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By Peter Ozolin

Law firm marketing professionals 
and attorneys often find themselves at 
a standoff. The attorneys look at mar-
keting and ask (though perhaps in 
not so many words), “Why aren’t you 
going out and getting us business?” 
The marketers reply (though perhaps 
in not so many words), “You’re the 
experts in field A, B or C, why don’t 
you come to us with opportunities 
that we can act upon?” 

Imagine, for a moment, a slight-
ly more perfect world. A world in 
which marketing and business devel-
opment professionals have an excel-
lent sense of current developments 
at each attorney’s client and, among 
other entities, in each attorney’s area 
of practice, and are able to pinpoint 
opportunities and generate RFPs 
before the requests have even been 
generated. A world where attorneys 
have their finger on the pulse of busi-
ness developments in the industries 
they serve, and can likewise identify 
opportunities and loop in marketing 
and business development people to 
help close the deal.

In other words: A beautifully 
closed circle of business develop-
ment information.

Content Intelligence 
Platforms

Such a world is, in fact, in reach. A 
novel technology category — Con-
tent Intelligence Platforms — al-
ready exists to automate the deliv-
ery of the specific information each 
stakeholder in the firm needs to stay 

abreast of trends and developments 
that impact their work performance. 
The platforms mine tens of thou-
sands of sources (practice-area-
specific blogs, Twitter feeds, even 
subscription-based content) multi-
ple times daily using search criteria 
established by the individual user to 
isolate the information that matters. 

Hundreds of firms have embraced 
the technology to date, a fairly re-
markable adoption rate given that 
the technology has been available 
less than five years. But, at this 
stage, usage is largely limited to 
marketing and or business develop-
ment staffs. Even in the confines of 
this limited usage, the technology 
can be used to perform some valu-
able tasks, including:
•	 Staying  abreast of activities 

that might impact the firm’s 
clients — an important facet 
of good client service and a 
great way to generate new en-
gagements;

•	 Identifying potential opportu-
nities outside the firm’s current 
roster of clients; and

•	 Powering their content mar-
keting efforts on a practice-by-
practice level  

This is a great start. However, 
what if the firm could institutional-
ize a structure where every stake-
holder could receive a constant 
feed of customized information 
and be encouraged to leverage the 
many opportunities this information 
represents?

Rainmaker Model
The old marketing strategy in 

many law firms might be called the 
rainmaker model. The rainmakers 
had Rolodexes (or Outlook con-
tacts lists) brimming with captains 
of industry, a busy social calendar 
and memberships at some of the 
better country clubs. When billings 
got a bit lean, the firm’s rainmakers 
would work the phones, pour a few 
drinks and make some tee times. 
Soon, new engagements and strong-
ly qualified leads would begin roll-
ing in, and business development 

and marketing staff would be busy 
inking scope-of-work agreements 
and pulling together proposals.  

Under this model, it was under-
stood that the responsibility of bring-
ing in new engagements fell to a se-
lect few. It was the role of the rest 
of the attorneys and support staff in 
the firm to get the work done once it 
arrived … to keep their heads down 
and focus on the task at hand.

In more recent times, enterprises 
of all stripes have begun shifting 
away from such a centralized treat-
ment of idea generation, whether for 
new business or for product devel-
opment. It has been recognized that 
good ideas can come from anywhere 
in an organization, and even from 
outside of an organization — from 
clients, vendors, or some barista 
overhead at your local coffee shop.  

There’s no reason that the de-
mocratization that’s been applied 
to identifying new product features 
and better processes can’t be equal-
ly applied to business generation in 
the law firm environment. If all the 
firm’s stakeholders are engaged in 
the firm’s larger business goals and 
encouraged to share their ideas for 
reaching those goals, the firm effec-
tively expands its business develop-
ment efforts firm-wide.

How does one begin such a cul-
tural shift in a law firm environ-
ment? First, firm leaders — manag-
ing partners and other leadership 
figures — must make it clear that 
it’s not just the rainmakers or the 
loudest voices in the firm that will 
be heard when it comes to busi-
ness development issues. Everyone 
needs to know that their ideas can 
be shared without fear, and that 
everyone’s voice matters. (Once 
you ask for ideas, people who you 
didn’t think were at all interested 
will come out of the woodwork.) 
The firm will also need to institute 
a system for compiling and evaluat-
ing new ideas. The best systems will 
be transparent and straightforward. 
Last, the firm needs to provide an 
infrastructure that facilitates an 

continued on page 6

 Marketing Tech

Cultivating a Culture 
Of Awareness
A Better Informed Workfoce 
Is More Likely to Contribute 
Creative Thinking

Peter J. Ozolin is co-founder and 
CEO of Manzama, Inc., a provider 
of business intelligence platforms 
for the legal profession and other 
professional services organizations 
based in Bend, OR.
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atmosphere of heightened business 
development awareness.  

Culturally speaking, stakeholders 
need to be allotted time away from 
productivity goals (the task at hand) 
to pursue innovation goals — that is, 
to monitor topics of personal interest 
that relate to the firm’s general busi-
ness interests. This helps maintain 
relevancy and engagement for stake-
holders, and it also helps the firm 
begin to leverage the collective brain 
power to survey a wider scope of in-
formation and discovery. Technically 
speaking, stakeholders need a system 
to facilitate the identification and dis-
semination of relevant information — 

a task that a Content Intelligence Plat-
forms are very good at performing.

Technology and a 
Culture of Awareness

From a technology perspective, I 
have found that incremental change 
is best for cultivating a culture of 
awareness. For firms that have ad-
opted content intelligence platforms 
to provide a better understanding of 
the markets served, I suggest that 
baseline minimums be established 
concerning what stakeholders need 
to know to be effective in their roles.  

For example, the platforms can be 
automatically set up to track devel-
opments for each stakeholder’s five 
top billing clients. This information 
is readily accessible in the firm’s ac-
counting system; each stakeholder’s 

account can be pre-programmed 
by business development or library 
staff to receive relevant develop-
ments concerning their clients. No 
training is required; stakeholders 
can review headlines concerning 
developments that the platform de-
livers, drill down if deemed impor-
tant, and move on with their day. 

Conclusion
By gaining a better understanding of 

the current state of affairs with clients, 
the industries served and the practice 
areas that are important to your attor-
neys, the firm will be better equipped 
to connect disparate ideas together in 
ways you may have never considered. 
One idea will build off another. And 
the circle of business development in-
formation will begin to be closed.

Marketing Tech
continued from page 5

and the firm will benefit with the re-
ward of deeper client relationships. 

Six Stages of a 
Client Centric Brand®
Stage One: Prospective Client 
(Not-Yet Connected) 

Objective: To become known as a 
thought leader in a particular field 
of law in order to have the oppor-
tunity to serve more clients as well 
as to re-enforce relationships with 
current clients and referral sources. 

Action: The lawyer frequently 
writes articles, blogs or books and 
speaks before a variety of audiences 
in the area of law in which he or she 
wishes to be considered an expert.

Implicit Promise: “I promise that 
I am a thought leader. I keep on 
top of the latest developments and 
cutting edge strategies in the legal 
arena. Even my colleagues rely on 
me in order to stay current.”
Stage Two: Forging a Connection

Objective: To influence a prospec-
tive client to retain the lawyer when 
the need arises. 

Action: The lawyer becomes fa-
miliar with the prospect (both at an 
institutional and individual level) 
without “pushing” for business. 

Implicit Promise: I take the time 
to get to know prospective clients 
and their industry thoroughly so 
that I can offer exemplary represen-
tation. I’m willing to be patient and 
show value first. 
Stage Three: Serving the Client

Objective: To offer the best pos-
sible client service because it is the 
right thing to do. Of course, great 
service also inspires client loyalty.

Action: The lawyer consistently 
under promises and over delivers. 
The lawyer is always on time and 
gives the client full attention during 
meetings and proceedings.

Implicit Promise: I respect you and 
the value of your time and always de-
liver top-notch professional service. 
You have my complete and undivided 
focus when I work on your matter.
Stage Four: Billing

Objective: To establish that fees 
are simply part of the business rela-
tionship and to ensure that they are 
paid in full and on time.

Action: The lawyer sends out ac-
curate, regular and detailed invoices 
that reflect the terms of the retainer 
agreement. 

Implicit Promise: I am fair in all of 
my business dealings with you. The 

amount of an invoice will never be 
a surprise.
Stage Five: Conclusion of Matter

Objective: To ensure that the cli-
ent understands that the matter is 
complete and to solicit feedback re-
garding the representation.  

Action: A closing letter is sent 
and the client is surveyed. The sur-
vey can be conducted in writing, by 
phone or by personal interview.

Implicit Promise: I care about cli-
ent satisfaction, will respond to all 
feedback and continuously strive to 
improve.
Stage Six: Post Matter

Objective: To continue the rela-
tionship with the hope of attracting 
additional business.

Action: The lawyer has a struc-
tured process that keeps his or her 
name at the top of the client’s mind. 
Implicit Promise: I am your trusted 
adviser and am always thinking of 
your interests — even when I am 
not actively representing you.

Conclusion
Professional brands can be en-

hanced with small shifts in attitude 
and action. If each of “your” attor-
neys committed to work toward im-
provement in each of the areas out-
lined above, how would that affect 
your law firm’s overall brand as well 
as the bottom line?

Business of Branding
continued from page 4

Business development expert and 
veteran attorney Cynthia Sharp is 
CEO of The Sharper Lawyer. Reach 
her at cindy@thesharperlawyer.com 
or 609-923-1017.

—❖—
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By Sharon Meit Abrahams

Summer has just passed, and we 
are all heavily involved in the final 
months of the year. Nevertheless, 
now is the time to prepare for next 
summer, and here is why.

Legal Education: Pluses and 
Minuses

The manner and method of legal 
education has not changed much in 
the past century. Law schools, for the 
most part, use the Socratic method 
to teach students how to “think like 
a lawyer.” But even today, very few 
schools prepare their students for 
the actual practice of law — how to 
survive and thrive. 

In fact, a recent survey commis-
sioned by LexisNexis® reported 
that 95% of hiring partners believe 
recent graduates lack key practical 
skills. In schools that do offer those 
practical skills programs, the skills 
are usually taught in a classroom 
setting. These programs can only 
go so far in teaching the realities 
of practicing in the competitive and 
changing world of law. A firm’s sum-
mer program is where the commit-
ment to professional development is 
established upfront.

Setting Up an Appropriate 
Training Curriculum

In the past, few firms were willing 
to appropriately invest the resources 
necessary for a comprehensive train-
ing curriculum. Fortunately, this has 
changed. In the 1990s, many firms, 
realizing that legal education does not 
end with law school, instituted pro-
fessional development departments 

that offered an assortment of training  
programs. It is estimated that some 
firms spend approximately $19,000 a 
year to train new associates. By start-
ing with comprehensive training dur-
ing the summer, you can assure the 
training dollars are well spent once 
the student becomes a new associate. 
So it’s time to plan ahead for next year.
Substantive Legal Training

Many of today’s firm programs fo-
cus on substantive legal skill training. 
As an added bonus, these programs 
are also instrumental in assisting 
summer associates in attaining practi-
cal, necessary skills — not just dur-
ing their summer with the firm, but 
throughout their legal careers. Attend-
ing programs throughout the summer 
is key in helping students establish a 
core skill set they will carry with them 
throughout their professional careers.  

You might ask why, as law students, 
they should be concerned about pro-
fessional development — they are 
not yet professionals. Ahh … but they 
are. While summer associates are not 
licensed attorneys, they are engaged 
in the law and must conform to the 
standards of the legal profession. Law 
schools and firms alike recognize that 
their experienced professionals have 
a wealth of valuable knowledge to 
impart, and, therefore, should col-
laborate (or at least work in tandem) 
in developing future lawyers. Even 
the ABA noted that law firms should 
play a role in infusing educational sig-
nificance, increasing the educational 
content, and creating workshops sup-
porting the enriching aspects of the 
summer work experience.

Career-Related Knowledge
1. Career Development. Not un-

like a law school’s career services 
office, the professional development 
department is the primary career-
development resource. It serves as 
an exchange center for personal and 
career exploration. It should also in-
clude one-on-one counseling and 
guidance on issues like work/life bal-
ance, specialization, outside activities 
(e.g., bar associations, community and 
civic organizations), and partnership 

alternatives. It can help the student 
identify how to take formal training 
to a practical level.

2. Mentoring. Through either a 
formal or informal program, summer 
associates should have one or more 
mentors providing support and guid-
ance throughout the summer. Mentors 
can offer guidance on receiving varied 
work assignments, balancing work-
loads, navigating the firm’s culture and 
selecting beneficial professional de-
velopment courses. Mentors also pro-
vide one of the best opportunities to 
receive immediate, practical learning 
in the form of shadowing, tag-alongs 
and/or “at-the-elbow” instruction — 
both in and outside of the office. 

3. Coaching. A number of firms 
have a full-time career counselor or 
manager on their professional de-
velopment team. Some are lawyers 
while others come from the corpo-
rate world. Many firms have paid for 
their coaches to be certified so they 
are well trained in the nuances of 
coaching. What is the difference, you 
ask, between mentors and coaches? 
Mentors give advice and teach skills. 
A coach challenges and lets the indi-
viduals drive the discussion, allowing 
them to reach their own conclusion.

4. Networking. Many law students 
use professional development events 
as a way to build a legal career net-
work. Summer associates discover 
that professional development staff, 
mentors and the workshop present-
ers or facilitators become the founda-
tion of professional contacts that can 
mean the difference between “just a 
job” and an “exciting legal career.” 
Most employers provide a variety of 
events for summer associates for so-
cial interaction with their peers, as 
well as seasoned professionals. 

5. Legal Skill Building. This is 
what most people associate with pro-
fessional development — teaching 
and reinforcing core skills in areas 
such as research and advanced writ-
ing, oral advocacy and legal-related 
software. Professional development 
also coaches soft skills such as client 

The Key to Successful 
Summer Programs

P r o f e s s i o n a l  D e v e l o p m e n t

Sharon Meit Abrahams, Ed.D, a 
member of this newsletter’s Board of 
Editors, is National Director of Profes-
sional Development at Foley & Lard-
ner, where she coaches attorneys to 
be more productive and profitable 
while enjoying their practice. She may 
be reached at sabrahams@foley.com. continued on page 8
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counseling, team building, problem 
solving, conflict resolution, negotia-
tion and business development.

Many professional development 
departments develop and offer a va-
riety of skill level programs in each 
topic. In some instances, an acade-
my or boot camp type format is em-
ployed offering myriad required and 
elective courses for summer associ-
ates. These courses should be acces-
sible in-house or externally through 
online legal educational groups.

6. Pro Bono Activities. Addition-
ally, the professional development de-
partment can assist students in iden-
tifying pro bono opportunities that 
offer practical application of skills. 
Many law schools have mandatory 
pro bono requirements. Those that do 
not strongly suggest that students en-
gage in community service. Work on 
behalf of the public interest is both 
informative and rewarding and is of-
ten built into a firm’s culture.  

7. General Skill Building. Even 
top students from top law schools 

may need skill refreshers or initial 
training. This especially can be the 
case if the student went straight to 
law school after earning an under-
graduate degree. In addition to the 
legal skills courses, professional 
development departments often 
present programs on etiquette, 
teamwork, leadership develop-
ment, organization and time man-
agement, effective communication, 
and working with superiors, peers 
and support staff.

8. Evaluations. In cooperation 
with the supervisors and the recruit-
ing department, the professional de-
velopment department may manage 
the summer associates’ performance 
reviews. These evaluations, which 
take note of the summer associates’ 
use of professional development op-
portunities, should be used in decid-
ing who will receive offers of per-
manent employment. Additionally, 
students should be encouraged to 
evaluate the summer associate pro-
gram — what worked and what did 
not — which is critical in sustaining 
the firm’s continuing professional 
development efforts.

Conclusion
Successful summer programs are 

no longer solely about wining and 
dining prospective associates. A 
well-balanced summer program is 
a good mix of connections and en-
gagement, exposure to cutting-edge 
legal issues and challenging matters, 
as well as community service, cama-
raderie, exposure to leadership, and 
professional development.

The mission of a professional de-
velopment department is to provide 
summer associates with essential 
knowledge, skills and abilities. The 
department’s offerings should in-
clude mentoring, print and electronic 
resources, programs, seminars, work-
shops, forums, and special projects.  

By utilizing this wide array of op-
portunities, both the firm and the 
student benefit. The students gain 
by taking advantage of the firm’s re-
sources, thus becoming more know- 
ledgeable and successful attorneys. 
The benefit to the firm regarding its 
efforts becomes apparent once the 
student joins as a new associate and 
can hit the ground running.

Professional Dev.
continued from page 7

2. Don’t call the same day to con-
firm that the reporter received the 
e-mail with the Executive Media 
Profile, unless it is time-sensitive. 
After you have introduced the attor-
ney to a reporter, follow up with a 
phone call a few days later; link the 
media profile to an issue that has 
emerged in the interim, if possible.

3. Don’t expect an advance look 
at a quote from the interview. A 
post-interview call or e-mail about one 
hour later, with a jaunty, “Sounds like 
you and [Attorney Name] had a pro-
ductive conversation,” opens the door 
to ask if the reporter would like a pho-
to of the attorney and any additional 
information. At that point, you may be 
able to review or clarify the discussion. 

4. Don’t expect a quote to survive 
the editor’s pen. Observations from 

a third party, or what one reporter 
from The Wall Street Journal called 
the “floating head quote,” are the 
first things to be excised by editors at 
press-time. 

Finally, be alert that not every call 
from a reporter is an opportunity for a 
positive interaction. When you receive 
an unanticipated phone call from a re-
porter, especially one who may know 
something you do not, or who may 
wish to discuss something you are not 
yet prepared to discuss, use this script 
and share it with your colleagues:

“I’d really like to talk with you, but 
I have someone in my office now. If 
you would please give me your name 
and number, I’ll call you back in a half 
hour. And in case I need to gather any 
information, would you please let me 
know what you’d like to discuss, so 
that I can be more helpful to you?” 

This approach allows you or the 
attorney to call when ready. You will 

have time to take a breath, gather data 
and prepare your memorable quote. 
Or, you’ll have time to draft a statement 
that is responsive to the reporter's 
question, but not newsworthy. There’s 
little benefit to a news story that says, 
“The law firm refused to comment,”or, 
“An attorney at the law firm did not 
return a reporter’s phone call.”
Conclusion

Remember, reporters call the people 
they know and rarely call the attorneys 
they have never heard of. If it's likely 
that some attorney will be quoted in a 
particular news story, make the source 
be one of your colleagues by following 
these do’s and don’ts for solid relation-
ships with journalists.

Press Relations
continued from page 2
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