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ABOUT CORDELL PARVIN 
 
Cordell Parvin practiced law for 37 years and developed a highly successful national 
construction law practice. During his career, Cordell has been a rainmaker and taught, 
mentored and coached young lawyers on their careers, work-life balance and rainmaking. 
Cordell was also a Practice Group Leader and worked with other Practice Groups helping 
them to develop their business plans and strategy. 

At Jenkens & Gilchrist, PC, Cordell initiated and directed the firm’s Attorney 
Development Program. He created a comprehensive program for associate development 
focused on skill development, mentoring, shadowing and career planning. Cordell 
motivated the leadership of his firm to get behind the associate development program and 
to focus attention on the importance of career planning. 

He has a passion for teaching and coaching young lawyers. He recognizes that each 
lawyer has unique skills, talents and dreams. He works with lawyers as individuals and 
seeks to inspire and energize them based on their individual career and life dreams. 
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Many associates, especially those in large firms, wonder whether it makes any sense to learn 
about client development and if so, what they should learn.  

Law school teaches you how to think like a lawyer.  What do you need to know that you do 
not learn in law school? 

__________________________________ _______________________________________ 

__________________________________ _______________________________________ 

__________________________________ _______________________________________ 

__________________________________ _______________________________________ 

Graduating from law school, passing the bar and becoming a first year associate are events, 
becoming a successful associate and lawyer is an achievement.  

What are attributes of successful lawyers?  

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 
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FOUR AREAS OF LIFE 
 

 
1) _________________________________ 

 
 

2) _________________________________ 
 
 

3) _________________________________ 
 
 

4) _________________________________ 
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YOUR PURPOSE 
 

1. When did you first decide you wanted to be a lawyer? 

 

 

 

 
2. What caused you to want to become a lawyer? 

 

 

 

 

3. Who is the lawyer you admire most and why? 

 

 

 

 
4. What is your reason (purpose) for being a lawyer? 

 

 

 

 
5. What are you really good at doing that will be needed by clients in the future 

and that you have a passion to do? 
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Vision is where you want to go, what you want to be and provides direction that will energize 
you. 

What is your vision?  

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 
What are your core values (the things you value most)?  

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 
 

What are your roles (life and career responsibilities)?  

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 
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You must have a plan to build your reputation and relationships most effectively.  A plan will 
help you use your investment time wisely as you prioritize, focus and execute.  There are 168 
hours in a week and you choose how to spend those hours.  
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There is evidence supporting the conclusion that people with written goals and a plan to 
achieve them are far more likely to be successful.  Your goals must be specific, measurable, 
acceptable and realistic. 

What are examples of effective goals? 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 
 

How do you determine your goals? 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

What are some client development myths?  

1. ________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 

2. ________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 

3. ________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 

4. ________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 

5. ________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 

6. ________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 

 



 
 

 
Starting Right for Career Success Page 7 www.CordellParvin.com 

 
What You Need to Do 

Focus first on developing legal skills.  What legal skills would be most beneficial for you to 
focus on? 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

Do the best work possible. 

Treat your supervising attorney in the same way you would treat your client. 

Figure out what works for you. 

 

 

 

What are the client development tools for your tool kit?  

 

 
___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 
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Focus on client service.  What are ways you can focus on client service? 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 
Develop your social skills.  

Regularly update your bio. 

Dress for success. 

Create a plan with goals. 

Team up with a colleague. 

Practice! 
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Top 10 Tips For Law Students 
 

1. Look back on why you wanted to become a lawyer.  

2. Think about what you want to become and realize it will change.  

3. Focus more on learning and less on getting good grades (you will likely get better 
grades). 

4. Take time to read about the positive things past lawyers have done for your 
community and our nation.  

5. Stay physically fit to build and maintain the energy you will need.  

6. Set goals that are intrinsic-what you want to learn, what you want to experience, what 
kind of relationships you want to have, what values you have.  

7. Be in the moment and do not be distracted when you are in class, when you are 
studying, when you are with your family and friends, and when you are having fun. 

8. There are 168 hours in a week. Sleep at least 56 of them, figure out how many more 
you are in class and how many more you will study. Use whatever is left over to 
reconnect with family and friends, stay fit, do things you enjoy, and relax.  

9. Focus on developing your people skills. In law school you are learning the "science" 
of law. As a lawyer you will be applying the law to situations involving real people.  

10. Determine the values of each potential employer and find the one that is most aligned 
with your own values. 

 
Ten Tips for Young Lawyers 

1. Seek to become a better lawyer every single day. 

2. As time goes on, find out what you are really good at doing, what you have a passion 
about doing, and what clients need. 

3.  Always remember we are “serving” our clients and understand what that means from 
their perspective. 

4. Always seek feedback from senior attorneys. 

5. Improve your active listening skills. 

6. Learn to make your points concisely. 

7.  Before starting any project, make sure you understand what is needed, when it is 
needed and how long it should take you to do it. 

8.  Invest your non-billable time wisely using a plan based on your purpose, vision of 
your career and your goals. 

9.  Find out the working habits of your bosses and fit within them. (If he, she or they start 
work early, you should also.) 
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10. Keep balance in your life. (One way to do so is to identify your responsibilities of 
husband/wife, father/mother, billing lawyer, learning lawyer, and plan your activities 
around these responsibilities). 

 
There is really an 11th. Your assistant is one key to your success. She has been around and 
knows a lot of valuable things. Treat her at least as well as you treat the senior lawyer you are 
trying to impress, and ask a lot of questions. 
 

Nine Things I Figured Out When I Was a Young Lawyer 

I am able to look back now and see how a few things I figured out when I was a young lawyer 
contributed to my career success and life fulfillment. Let me share those with you in the hope 
it will enable you to figure out some important things on your own. Here is what I figured out: 
 

1. What I wanted in my career and life. I really gave a lot of thought to what was 
important to me. 

2. What would motivate me and help me stay on track. I found motivation very necessary 
to get through difficult times. 

3. That I had to have a plan to achieve it and stay focused on what was important to me. I 
discovered I can easily get distracted by unimportant things. 

4. What my clients and potential clients wanted and needed. After I developed my legal 
skills, I spent a great deal of my non-billable time focusing on clients. 

5. Different ways I could give them what they wanted and needed. I thought creatively 
and out of the box. 

6. That having the right attitude and not ever giving up were essential. 

7. Each of the people who worked for me was unique and different. This was a major 
breakthrough because for a time I thought what motivated me would motivate them. 

8. The importance of focusing on my family and to the extent that I could do it, arrange 
my work schedule to enable me to do things with them that they value.  

9. Finally, each and every day, I wanted to try to get better at what I did in my 
professional life and personal life. I spent an entire career studying successful and 
fulfilled people and borrowing from each something that would work for me. 

 
Ten Things You Didn’t Learn in Law School and Need to Begin Learning Soon 

A couple of years ago I spoke to the Texas State Bar Leaders. In that presentation I mentioned 
things law school doesn't teach and suggested that the State Bar, as well as City and County 
Bar Associations, should help young lawyers learn those things. In law school, students are 
taught to "think like a lawyer." They are not taught: 
 

1. To think like a client 
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2. How to practice law 

3. Law as a business 

4. How to attract clients 

5. What clients want 

6. How to retain and expand relationships with clients 

7. How to ask clients good questions 

8. How to work with senior lawyers and staff 

9. How to prepare legal documents 

10. How to present their position 
 

Things I Wish Someone Had Told Me When I Was a First Year Lawyer 

Recently I saw a blog “18 Things I Wish Someone Told Me When I was 18”. It made me 
think: What do I wish someone had told me when I was a first year lawyer? What do you wish 
someone had told you?  I wish someone had told me: 

1. You may think your education was completed when you finished law school. In truth 
it has only begun and you are moving into a more important and challenging phase of 
learning. 

2. Passing the bar and later when you make partner are events. Being an outstanding 
lawyer and outstanding partner are achievements. 

3. Find your purpose for being a lawyer, your passion and your core values. 

4. Never be content. Always strive to get better.  

5. Create a plan each year that includes what you want to learn. 

6. Your trusty assistant is a great resource. 

7. Treat everyone in your office with respect. 

8. Focus as much, or more, on what your clients do as you focus on what you do. 

9. Learn to ask good questions and listen intently. 

10. Having your own clients is the best security you will ever have. 
11. Don't buy into the myth that you are too young to develop business. 

12. Also, don't buy into the myth that the only way to develop business is the way some 
senior lawyer did it. Figure out what will work for you. 

13. Make client development and building relationships with clients part of your every 
day habits. There should be no such thing as random lunches. 
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14. Build your network of weak ties as broadly as you can and make sure, without coming 
across as a salesman, that your weak ties know what you do and that you do it well. 

15. Make sure your clients know how much you care. Never take a client for granted. 

16. Find something you love to do just for your own enjoyment. You will be serving 
clients, your family and others. You will only do it effectively if you also serve 
yourself. 

17. Don't spend all day, every day, in front of your computer. First, doing so will exhaust 
you and second, doing so will prevent you from effectively building relationships with 
your clients, potential clients and referral sources. 

18. Figure out what might impact your clients before other lawyers and your clients do. 

19. To be successful you will have to learn to lead, delegate and supervise. You can't 
make rain by yourself. 

20. Pay it forward. Always help younger lawyers develop their career, as lawyers have 
helped you develop yours. 

21. Get and stay healthy. Your career is a marathon not a sprint.  

22. Figure out your priorities, plan your time and live your life based on those priorities. 
There is no such thing as balance, but you can focus on your priorities  

23. Think BIG and act small. Believe you can achieve great things and work on the small 
things to get there.  

24. Think long-term, act short-term. Figure out where you want to be in five years. Then 
plan what you will do next month to begin your journey to get there.  

25. Plan purposely and think optimistically. Successful people are optimists.   

26. Develop your strengths instead of obsessing about your weaknesses.  

27. Patience, Persistence and Perseverance. The three P's.  

28. If you market to everyone you market to no one. Narrow your target market.  

29. When you know the “what” and the “why”, the “how” comes easy. When you know 
what you want to accomplish and why it is important, you will creatively think of how 
to do it.  

30. Client development is a contact sport. You have to stay in touch with clients, potential 
clients and referral sources.  

31. Having elevator questions planned is at least, if not more, important than having an 
elevator speech planned.  

32. Dress for success. You get only one chance to make a good first impression.  

33. Clients want to hire lawyers with "confidence inspiring" personalities. They want to 
feel confident you will handle their matter.  

34. "Cross-serving" is far more effective than "cross-selling" because it focuses on what is 
in it for the client rather than what is in it for you.  
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35. How well you plan and spend your non-billable time will determine the quality of 
your career and how well you plan and spend your personal time will determine the 
quality of your life. 

 

Client Development Skills Every Associate Should Be Learning 

Here is a list of 15 skills I believe every junior associate should be learning. They should learn 
how to: 

1. Develop good habits-Over the years, the habits they develop will become their 
activities and their activities will determine their level of success. 

2. Take control of their career-When lawyers feel they have control and are responsible 
for their success, they are more engaged. 

3. Set goals and prepare a development plan-People who set goals and have a plan feel 
more in control of their future. 

4. Use non-billable time wisely-Time is a most valuable asset and should be focused on 
priorities. 

5. Dress for success-Clients make snap decisions based on first impressions and clothing 
is a part of it. 

6. Display the appropriate business etiquette-This is another item that will be part of the 
first impressions. 

7. Make senior lawyers raving fans-After all they are the junior associates’ clients 

8.  Effectively network-Effective networking can build word of mouth referrals 

9. Remember names-This is the starting point for effective networking 

10. Create a good elevator speech and elevator questions-This is the second step in 
effective networking 

11. Develop active listening skills-This is the third step in effective networking and 
essential for building relationships. They don't teach listening in law school. 

12. Create systematic ways to keep in contact with people they know-Staying in touch 
with contacts should be planned not random lunches when no one else in the office is 
available. Social media has expanded the ways to stay in touch. 

13. Use tools for client development-There are many tools to use including "Google 
Alerts," Website bios, social media, and others 

14. Put themselves in a position to get selected by a potential client-Young lawyers need 
to know how clients select their lawyers so they can be effective in their client 
development efforts. 

15. Provide what clients want and expect-Understanding results and service from the 
client's perspective is key to having a satisfied client. 
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Client Development Myths That Hold Most Associates Back  

I have worked with hundreds of associates in my old firm and now as a coach. Many of those 
associates have bought into what I call client development myths. Have you? Here are the 
most common myths I see and my response: 

1.  You either have it (skills to develop business) or you don’t. I can tell you from my 
personal experience that I did not naturally have it. Knowing that drove me to work at 
it and develop my skills. So, you can learn to successfully attract clients if you are 
open to ideas and willing to work at it. 

2. Just do good work, get a Martindale A-V rating and wait for the phone to ring. I was 
told that when I was an associate. The problem is there are thousands of lawyers in 
your city or state who do good work. Client development is a contact sport. It is about 
building relationships and adding value beyond the good work 

3. I'm “too young, and inexperienced to…” You are never too young to start learning 
client development skills. You may not bring in business right away, but that is ok. 
This is a marathon not a sprint, you are building towards doing so later. If you wait 
until you are a partner to start making the efforts, you may have the same learning 
curve. 

4. You have to be an extravert and know how to work a room. I know lawyers who are 
very outgoing and do poorly because they talk about themselves and do not listen. I 
know introverted lawyers who ask great questions and listen who do very well.  

5. You have to “ask” for business. Some lawyers are good at asking for business. Others 
who ask come across as needy or greedy. I, personally, was uncomfortable asking so I 
tried to be the “go to” lawyer who would be sought by clients in my target market. 

6. Associates in big firms do not need to learn client development. At the very least, 
associates in big firms with institutional clients need to learn about those clients and 
find ways to become more valuable to those clients. In the current economy 
institutional clients are no longer loyal and they are looking more for value in their 
outside legal expenditure. As a result, learning the skills to get new clients is more 
important today than before. 

 

Don’t Wait - Build Relationships with Seniors 

Many young lawyers I meet only focus on relationships with people their own age. Those 
lawyers tell me their contacts are not in a position to hire or recommend lawyers to the 
management of their companies. That is only logical, but I wonder why those young lawyers 
ignore opportunities to build relationships with more senior people they know. 

When I was a young lawyer, I never thought I should limit my relationships to people my age. 
Some of my very best friends, clients and referrals sources were actually my father's and 
mother's age. A few of them also played a big role in helping me and giving me opportunities. 
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I was first hired by my largest client after I was recommended by a lawyer who had been on a 
panel with me presenting to contractors in 1983. I did not remember at the time how lucky I 
had been to have the opportunity to speak on the panel. 

I met Harry Lindberg in 1981 when I did a presentation for the Virginia Road and 
Transportation Builders Association (VRTBA). At the time Harry worked with the American 
Road and Transportation Builders Association (ARTBA) and after hearing me speak, he 
asked that I speak to the national association. That single gesture was likely the most 
important opportunity I ever received. I spoke to the ARTBA contractors in the summer of 
1982 and that led to my speaking again on the panel in 1983. 

Harry later became the executive director of the Wisconsin Roadbuilders Association and 
introduced me to several Wisconsin contractors who became lifelong friends and clients. 

I wrote about Harry a couple of years ago in my post “True Stories of Persistence-Part III”. 
Nancy and I loved Harry and his wife Phyllis. They were very close friends and we loved 
doing road trips with them. We met them during the winter in Palm Springs and in Scottsdale. 
One summer we went on what we called "Our Great Wisconsin Road Trip." We started in 
Madison, drove to the far northeast corner of Wisconsin. Then drove across the state to the 
Apostle Islands. Another year in September Nancy and I flew to Madison and watched the 
Badgers play on Saturday, Then Harry and Phyllis took us to Green Bay and we watched the 
Packers play on Sunday.  

If you are a young lawyer, there is someone older than you like Harry who can be a great 
friend and who can help you. Don't ignore them, Seek them out. 
 
 

How to Get the Most from a Mentor 

A young associate recently asked me how to get the most from a mentor. As I write in my 
book “Prepare to Win,” most lawyers my age owe a great deal of our success to mentors we 
have had throughout our career. When we were young lawyers we never used the term 
“mentor,” but we received mentoring advice every day. 
 
If you are a young lawyer, you will likely achieve more and be more satisfied with your 
career if you work with a mentor, or several mentors. The first step is to find the right person. 
If you are in a firm, you can easily determine which senior lawyers in the firm most enjoy 
helping young lawyers. Your mentor doesn't necessarily have to be in your firm. She could be 
a lawyer you met at a Bar meeting. Many Bar Associations, including the Dallas Bar 
Association have mentoring programs for young lawyers.  
 
Once you establish the relationship, the best way to get the most from the mentoring 
relationship is to convey to your mentor that you want to become the best lawyer you can be 
and you are open to his coaching. Some of the best mentoring relationships are informal with 
little structure. A Senior lawyer will be more inclined to help you when he knows you are 
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taking responsibility for your career. You can demonstrate that by knowing what you want to 
achieve, developing a plan with goals and taking steps to execute what you have in your plan. 
Share your plan with your mentor and ask for feedback.  
 
In a few weeks I will be speaking to first year lawyers on Starting Right for Career 
Success. Next week I will be blogging with ideas for new lawyers. If you are a first year 
lawyer, I hope you will take time to read the blog posts next week, look at the slides for my 
presentation and read my book Prepare to Win.  

 
Mentoring from Mentees’ Perspective 

  
Many lawyers are not well suited to be mentors. So if you get to choose your mentor, 
determine who would be a good one. I have always had more than one mentor. I may have a 
mentor for substantive legal work, a different mentor for client development and a different 
mentor for life questions.  
  
Most lawyers who are senior to you frankly love to talk about themselves and their successes. 
So I think you can attract the attention of a mentor without damaging your image by how you 
ask the question.  “When you were at my stage in your career and… came up, what did you 
do?” “ I know you became very successful with…, I would love to hear how you did it.” I 
also recommend you have some ideas of your own so you might say: “I am dealing with…I 
have given thought to what to do and I think I want to… What do you think of my approach?” 
  
Mentors actually do have signs, but they are not on the door. Good mentors are generally 
interested in people and show it. They are generally outgoing. They love to teach. They take 
time to explain things. 
  
There is a very interesting 1993 Study referenced in “In the Blink of an Eye: Estimates of 
Teacher Effectiveness from a 24-second Thin-Slice of Behavior”. Researchers had a group of 
students look at professors teaching for six seconds with no sound and then rate the 
professors. The researchers were fairly surprised that the ratings almost matched those of 
students who had been in the classes all semester. If students can tell in six seconds with no 
sound who the better professors are then I know you can tell who would be the best mentors. 
  
I think the best way for a mentee to develop a meaningful mentoring relationship is to have 
the fire in the belly to be the best he or she can be. During my career I loved to mentor young 
lawyers who were striving to learn and become a better lawyer. So, convey you have the 
desire to be coached and get feedback and take interest in the mentor as a person as well as a 
lawyer. Do you know his or her spouse’s name, children’s names, where the children go to 
school and so forth? 
  
Mentors have made a big difference in my career and they will in your career also. 


