Wways to Do It Better

elivering Value to Clients: Five

By Julia Zivanovic, Marketing Manager

In the consumer driven world ofthe
1990°s the legal profession has a lot to
learn and understand about attracting
and keeping its most valuable assets,
namely clients. Potential clients are be-
coming aware there are many more
choices in legal services than ever be-
fore.

Fromamarketing standpoint. clients
are your most precious commodity. In
@lnostpractices,themajority ofnew busi-
lawyers are discovering that it is no
longerenough justtodelivergood legal
services. Youmustalsodeliver“added
value” to your clients. Value is where
the client perceives that the benefit re-
ceived is considered to be worth more
than the actual money spent.

The critical factor here is that value
depends onthe client’s perception, which
may have little to do with the legal
issues. It means you can get your client
a great result and still not get any refer-
ralsifyoudid not address his or hernon-
legal needs. Todeliverreal valuetoyour
clients you must understand what they
expect from you. The easiest way to
achieve this is to ask the client, even
'}‘ pefore you even get entangled into the
N egal matter at hand. This can be as
simple as ascertaining whatresults they
expect of you in the matter you are
dealing with, or what they are looking
forin a lawyer or a law firm. You can
evenask them whatthey actually dislike
about lawyers. They may even relate
some bad experience they have had with
aprevious lawyer. Answersyoureceive
to these sorts of questions will give you
an excellent idea of how to please your
client and how to avoid disappointing
them.

In my vast experience of working
within law firms, both here in Australia
and overseas. there seemto be five main
points whichclients find mostannoying
aboutlawyers. Some ofthese complaints
have led to non payment or delayed
paymentofbills. Soitis wise tobeaware
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ofthem and act accordingly.

1. Lawyers Need to Escape To The
Real World

Allclients expect youto understand
their specific needs and requirements.
How lawyers think they can do this if
they never leave their own offices is
somewhat of a puzzle to me.

Often lawyers have no experience
other than working inalaw firm. Many
have never worked in other industries.
In the case of corporations or small
businesses which use your services, a
great deal of understanding and good
will would be shown ifyou could sched-
uleameeting occasionally attheclient’s
premises. Even better would be to ask
theclientifyoucould visittheir premises
in order to enhance your understanding
of theirbusiness,even ifyoudo not need
to see them inrespect of their particular
legal matter (and do not charge them for
the time - consider itan investment!).

Apart from the good will created,
you will get to know members of the
client’s workforce.

This, in turn, may lead to further
referrals. By talking to people at the
client’s premises, you may also gain an
insight into the future plans of the cli-
ent’sbusiness. Thismay well enable you
to suggest when further legal services
may be appropriately sought from your
law firm. You may also be able to refer
colleagues who may be of help in areas
of lawwhich are not your speciality.

Itisalsoagood idea when the client
visits your offices to introduce him or
her to the rest of the legal team, includ-
ing secretarial and support staff that he
orshe may come into contact with inthe
future.

2. Telephone calls are never
returned.

I have lost track of how many times
I have received complaints from clients
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about the lack of communication from
lawyers. Understandibly, there are times
when lawyers are so busy they cannot
possibly get back toall theircalls. Look-
ingatitfromaclient’s peintofview you
can better understand why notreturning
your calls may in fact be costing you
business.

Say Mr Jones calls you and you
automatically prioritise his call relative
to all the work that you have ahead of
you today. Because of your workload
you place his call about 20th on a list
where you will only get 15 things done.
You therefore feel it is 0.k. to postpone
the call. Tomorrow heisupto |8 onthe
list. The next day he is 16th. Before
long, a week has passed and you have
several messages from Mr Jones.

If we look at it from Mr Jones’ point
of view you will soon learn that clients
hire lawyers forone reason,namely pain
relief. They are paying youtorelieve or
prevent physical or emotional pain. To
your clients, your services are not a
discretionary purchase. They need you.
WhenMrJones calls, youcan bet that his
call is number 1 or 2 on his priority list.
You can also be sure that he is feeling
pain. Itmay only be the pain of uncer-
tainty, butto himit’s nosmall matter. He
iscalling you forpainrelief. [fyoudon’t
returnhiscall. youhave added tohis pain
instead of relieving it. You have added
frustration to his life. He hired you to
relieve his pain, but instead you are
increasing it. From his perspective you
are not earning your money.
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To bring value to yourclients, never
finish the day’s work leaving an unan-
swered phone message.' If you are un-
able to answer the call personally, have
your secretary or para-legal get back to
the client to see ifthey can help. Ifthey
can’t help, have them ask the nature of
the call. You can then prepare for your
return call. Call back the very next day
without fail. Don’t neglect your phone
messages. It’s like throwing referral
business down the drain.

3. Lawyers Don’t Listen

Most lawyers can gauge asituation rap-
idly, especially ifthey have a great deal
ofexperienceinaparticulararea. When
they getthe gist ofthe situation, they tell
theclient what he or she needstodo - but
isn’tthat whatthe clienthired youtodo,
youask? Well, yes and no. Part of what
the client has hired you to do is to
understand their personal needs regard-
ing legal issues. Most lawyers listen
selectively to the client. They focus on
the facts and ignore the emotions. How-
ever, the best lawyers take time to find
outhow clients feel aboutthe facts. This
creates the impression that the lawyer is
really listening to them and cares about
them. Even large corporate clients like
to know that you understand their anxi-
etiesand frustrations.

Take the time to acknowledge your
client’s feelings. If you recommend a
course of action, ask whether they feel
comfortable with it. Ifthey have reser-
vations, reassure them. This kind of
personal attention pays big dividends in
additional referrals.

4. Promises, Promises

Commitment is like a magnifying
glass. If you make a commitment, no
matter what the results, they will be
amplified. Ifyoudeliver on your com-
mitments youwill gaincredibility. [fyou
are late for your deadlines, the results
are also magnified. You are now per-
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ceivedas undependable. Missed dead-
lines are always displeasing to the cli-
ent. Lawyers often committo unrealis-
ticdeadlines. Topleasetheclient, they
promise work soonerthan itis likely to
be done. Itis far better to be conserva-
tive and deliver the goods early, thanto
be aggressive and miss the deadline. If
you promise the work Monday,and you
have it Wednesday, the client is an-
noyed. If you promise it Friday, and
deliverit Wednesday, the clientis happy.
The clientusually hasno ideahow long
it would ‘take to complete the work.
However, the client does know what
you committed to do. When making
commitments, give yourselfsome lee-
way wherever possible. Youwill make
yourself look good when you come in
ahead of schedule.

If you can’t avoid missing a dead-
line, tell the client befqre the deadline
passes. Then set a new deadline. This
shows the client that you are consider-
ate and that you take your commitment
seriously.

Some lawyers who have been caught
out by the client by missing commit-
ments, try toavoid makingany commit-
ments atall. This is as bad as breaking
acommitment. Itincreasesthe client’s
uncertainty, and to the client, uncer-
tainty equals pain. [tis bettertomakea
commitmentand revise it,thantoavoid
commitments all together. Better yet,
make realistic commitments and de-
liver more than you promised.

5. How much!

Many clients go into shock when
they seetheirbill. Even large corporate
clients sometimes reel at the sight of
their legal bill. Clients are often scepti-
cal of hourly billings. They usually
think the work could have been done in
fewerhours. The best way to overcome
this is to be sure the itemisation is
adequately detailed. Clients get less
perturbed whenthey know exactl); what
they are paying for.

You can also ease the pain a bit by
sprinkling inafew‘no charge” itemson
the bill. Most lawyers do some work
they don’tchargetotheclient. Ifyoudo
this occasionally, make sure you note it
onyourbillsothe clientknows that they
have got something for nothing. This
creates good will and those non-billed
hours will multiply into repeat business
and referrals. If you believe in billing
every second, considerinvestinga quar-
ter of an hour here or there in your owr
future. '

The Future for Legal Eagles Who
Want to Soar

Inmy mariy years of marketing within
the legal profession, I have noted that it
is the small things which seem to mean
the most to clients. To take a personal
interest in them, to keep them well in-
formed, to be honest and direct with
them, and to make them feel as if they
are the most important client that you
have,isallanart which can be learned by
anybody.

In many other businesses, profes-
sionals have to be well-rounded in their
skill base. Innearly 10 years of working
within law firms, | have often suspected
that many lawyers have no furtherskills
other than a knowledge of the law. Fi-
nancial management, marketing, human
resources, computer literacy and inter-
personal skills are all areas worthy of
further investigation by lawyers who
wish to be successful.

Inthe 1990’s it is no longer accept-
able for a lawyer to lock themselves
away fromtheirclientsand merely churn
out legal work. Clients accept that you
must be technically competent other-
wise you would not be employed by a
law firm. Nowadaysthe clientis looking
foradded value inhis orherrelationship
with a lawyer and the law firm. The
lawyers who candelivertheadded value
and are able to empathise with their
clients will be the ones who will build the
most successful practices in the future.



