What Does it Take to Make Rain?

As our firm coaching group journey comes to a close, I share with you some information I have gathered in the hope it will enable each of us to reach our business origination and business expansion goals.


I believe we all would like to become multi-million dollar business originators.  So the goal (or target destination) is easily identifiable.  Charting the course to reach that destination is more daunting.  Even more of a challenge is overcoming our doubt that the chosen course will, indeed, take us to our target destination.  But if we are confident that the course is correct, we can proceed assuredly, knowing the destination is ahead.


For this reason, I have conducted a very “un-scientific” survey of several partners who have traveled before us to the destination we currently seek.


Creating a multi-million dollar book of business is possible.  I know this as fact because people within this very firm do it every year.  But the questions present themselves: Why aren’t more people doing it?  Do these lawyers possess some magical business originating capabilities otherwise lacking in the average attorney?  Were they just lucky?  Is there a specific business origination personality type that only few possess?  These are the types of thoughts that might impede the average lawyer and provide a sense of justification as he sits idly watching others seemingly pull a rabbit from the hat.  In the words of Cordell:  “I am amazed at how many lawyers aim at nothing and hit the target with amazing accuracy.”
This caused me to wonder whether most reasonably intelligent, hard-working attorneys could originate large books if given a clear road map – even if they are not “natural born marketing gurus.”  So, although it may seem overly simplistic, I decided to go directly to those people who have large books and ask them exactly how they did it, i.e., how they got from point A (i.e., a small book) to point B (a large book).  Pretty simple … right?

METHODOLOGY


I selected fifteen of our top business originators -- noting a fair cross-section of practice areas and offices.  I then called each of these individuals without any advance notice.  I did this specifically to elicit a spontaneous response to a very simple question.  The question was intended to be vague so as to allow for individual interpretation. 

After a brief introduction, each individual was asked: 

“What do you believe are the two or three most important “things” that have enabled you to originate business over the years?”
INITIAL OBSERVATIONS


My objective in this exercise was to determine whether there were clear steps that could position most competent lawyers to originate business.  But through the process, I made an interesting observation worthy of sharing.  Namely, I was mildly concerned that some of the individuals interviewed might not appreciate the call.  Again, the calls were entirely “out of the blue” and I do not routinely interact with most of the lawyers I interviewed.  Yet, each and every one took the call, stopped what they were doing, and happily shared the keys to their success.  In fact, one of the attorneys took the call and spoke with me at length while riding in a cab, another was about to board a plane, yet another (who was out of the office when I called) returned the call at 10:00 pm that same night.  This, of course, caused me to wonder whether these persons share some common traits contributing to their success. 

COMMON TRAITS?

One night while walking to dinner, I asked Cordell:  “if you had to identify a single trait shared by all the rainmakers you’ve ever met, what would it be?”  His response was short and simple.  He said: “driven … they are all driven to succeed.”

I saw this first-hand through the interviews.  Without exception, each person interviewed demonstrated a drive to succeed.  I mention it here even though not a single person described himself/herself as “driven to succeed.”  This might be the equivalent of a person telling you they are humble.  Instead, each demonstrated a drive for success by being able to articulate a clear strategic plan along with a history of having worked tirelessly to achieve their goals.  


Although each strategic plan was different, each individual had a plan and was able to immediately articulate it – clearly evidencing that the concept had been given considerable thought over the years.  In fact, one individual answered the question above, without even the slightest hesitation, in just two words.  It was as if someone had called ahead of time to give him the question.  It was clear from the strength of his conviction that no thought was necessary.  He knew the answer. And although volumes could have been written about each simple word, a wealth of knowledge had been boiled down over years to these two simple concepts.  (Discussed more below).  Another attorney noted, as an example:  “I never go to cocktail receptions just to stand around drinking wine with strangers.  I go with a strategic plan in mind.  I identify ahead of time one person at the reception I would like to meet to form a business relationship, and I go prepared to speak with that person.”  

So each person interviewed had a clear plan and explained how they “worked” to attain their goals.  In fact, even though every person interviewed has a multi-million dollar book, many noted how they still make a concerted effort each and every day to keep business coming in the door.  One attorney noted:  “Figure out how much time you need to spend on marketing, and then triple it!”

So, in my mind, the common thread running through the group of large business originators is that they all have a clear business origination plan and work very hard to execute that plan because they are “driven to succeed.”
DIFFERENCES WITHIN THE GROUP

The existence of a common trait begs the question as to whether there is a specific personality type (e.g., the numinous natural marketer) uniquely equipped to market legal services.  For this reason, differences within the “business originator group” should be addressed to perhaps dispel some myths (and self-doubts) about business origination.  For example, I sometimes hear (and believe) that you can only originate a large book if you are a natural “seller,” are an extrovert, come from a wealthy family, went to an Ivy League school, and so on and so on.  But, it was truly fascinating to note the stark contrasts between certain interviewees to see how different people, with different backgrounds and different personalities have found their own unique ways to originate business.


Several of the people interviewed were quite verbose and were more than happy to speak at length.  These people might fairly be characterized as the extroverts, i.e., those who truly enjoy socializing at cocktail parties and see such events as prime business origination opportunities.  One attorney, for example, described herself as a “people person” who uses this to her advantage in developing relationships and attracting business.  She spends much time going to networking events for the purpose of relationship building – playing to one of her strengths.

On the other hand, several other partners came across a bit more introverted – noting they would prefer writing an article over attending a cocktail party.  One partner candidly noted that he does NOT develop business through “back slapping. No golf, no tennis … nothing like that.”  Instead, he found a way to originate business that worked for him and matched his personality.  


So the key, it seems, is not to change from an introvert to an extrovert (or vice versa), but to “play to your strengths.  Rainmakers can be different personality types – so long as they are driven to succeed.  If you have an outgoing personality, go to cocktail parties and take speaking engagements.  If you’re more of an introvert, but are a good writer, then start publishing articles.”  Identify your strengths and use them to your advantage.  

THE TWO “R’s” OF BUSINESS ORIGINATION

Now that my initial observations have been disclosed and commonly held myths dispelled, it is time to reveal the two simple answers to the question presented.  Remember that the interviewees were asked to identify “two or three things” that contributed to their business origination success.  As you might imagine, several people made note of the importance of reputation building and related concepts, but there were two answers that rose above all others as common ingredients of success:  Relationships and Responsiveness.  


1.  Relationships


Although they may have said it in different ways, with an individual perspective, the importance of “relationships” resounded unmistakably within the group.  Some of the attorneys noted that strong professional and personal relationships with people who assign work has been a key to their success.  Others noted that networking with lawyers has enabled them to develop business.  One attorney explained how he receives most of his referrals from adversaries.  Whether you’re an introvert or an extrovert, whether you’re more comfortable at a cocktail reception or the public library … either way, “it’s important to be able to relate to people.”  One way or the other, you need to “get out and develop connections.”  One attorney noted that he has over 5,000 contacts in Outlook.  Although this may be a high bar for those of us who are a bit more insular, rest assured that the development of strategic relationships is a critical key to success.


2.  Responsiveness


While relationships might get our foot in the door, responsiveness keeps us there!  It would seem that the key to growing a large book lies with the nurturing of a small book.  A small book requires nurturing to enable it to grow.  “Responsiveness” is the nurturing that will promote that growth.

What is responsiveness?  It was described in different unique ways by each individual, but several common themes arose.  Several partners discussed the concept of active listening and problem solving.  Others discussed the importance of learning the client’s business to better understand and serve their needs.   One partner noted: “I provide complete intensity for my clients.”  Many of the individuals interviewed noted that they do not leave the office and/or go to bed at night without having returned every call and responded to every email from that day.  One individual commented that if he does not return your call, it must mean that he is dead!  


Responsiveness is so important that one of the partners actually recalled from childhood how furious his father (a business owner) would become from having to deal with non-responsive lawyers (which has since motivated him to be super-responsive).  So remember, from small acorns grow large oaks.  If you have one client, take care of that client if you expect it to continue sending business.  As demonstrated by one of the attorneys interviewed, the proper handling of one good case could grow to a $2M client.  But had the first case been mishandled, the business potential would have died on the vine because “unhappy clients don’t send business.”  

See to it that your existing clients are properly nurtured and good things will come to pass.  

CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, my very unscientific survey has revealed that relationships and responsiveness are the two “things” that have enabled the largest business originators in this firm to get where they are today.  It also is fair to conclude that people with different personalities, backgrounds and make-ups can originate business if they devise a plan and work hard to make it happen.


I leave you with two last observations from my survey that may be of interest.


First, several of the attorneys commented on how “luck” played a role in their success.  For example, one lawyer noted how he routinely reviewed court dockets and wrote letters to general counsel enclosing his attorney profile.  He persisted in this effort even after many rejections.  But his persistence paid off, because one of those letters actually got a nibble from in-house counsel, and it is now a $1.7M a year client.  Lucky right?  Perhaps.  But this is the sort of serendipitous circumstance that enables a surfer to catch that “once in a lifetime wave” because she was in the water paddling rather than sitting on the beach watching.  


A second interesting concept came up in conjunction the discussion of “getting” business.  Namely, several attorneys noted how they don’t ask for business.  Instead, they genuinely seek to be of service.  And magically, the business follows.  One attorney noted how he connects people to each other to be of service to THEM; not for himself.  So shift the paradigm and think of ways to originate business for your client!  That will make YOU the lawyer they want to retain if the need should arise.

