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Practical Success

Cordell M. Parvin

Recently, I read an article by Professor Heidi 
Grant Halvorson titled How To Use If-Then Planning 
To Achieve Any Goal. You can find it online just by 
searching the title in Google. Dr. Halvorson refer-
enced a study that was done involving people whose 
goal was to regularly exercise.
 How effective are these plans? 
One study looked at people who 
had the goal of  becoming regular 
exercisers. Half  the participants 
were asked to plan where and when 
they would exercise each week (e.g., 
“If  it is Monday, Wednesday, or 
Friday, then I will hit the gym for 
an hour before work.”). The results 
were dramatic: months later, 91 
percent of  if-then planners were 
still exercising regularly, compared 
to only 39 percent of  non-planners!
 I never realized it at the time, but I always used 
if-then planning. If  I was in town, then I worked 
out the first thing each weekday morning. If  it was 
Saturday or Sunday, then I worked from 6:00 a.m. 
to 9:00 a.m. on my writing and preparing presenta-
tions for client development.

Why Setting Goals Improves Your 
Performance
 Many lawyers never set goals. Others set goals 
that are either ambiguous or are not challenging 
enough to energize them. Edwin A. Locke and 
Gary P. Latham, both professors, have summarized 

35 years of  empirical research on 
goal-setting theory in a profession-
al paper titled Building a Practically 
Useful Theory of  Goal Setting and Task 
Motivation. In the paper, the authors 
stated that the highest or most diffi-
cult goals produced the highest levels 
of  effort and performance, until the 
limits of  ability are reached. I have 
found very few lawyers set goals that 
are beyond the limits of  their ability. 
So, coaches should encourage law-
yers to set goals that “stretch” them.

 Locke and Latham found it is very important to 
have goals that are specific rather than general, like 
“To do one’s best.” In their view, when people are 
asked to do their best they generally don’t do it, in 
part because there is no external reference point. I 
have reviewed business plans prepared by lawyers 
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that include goals like “I want to expand my prac-
tice,” or “Build a reputation,” or “Network with 
clients and potential clients.” More powerful goals 
might be “To become the pre-eminent _______ 
lawyer in ______,” “To increase my business de-
velopment revenue to $______,” “To  sign up four 
new clients this year,” or “To expand my business 
with client A by $____.”  Finally, I always set a goal 
that is something like “To be first to market and cre-
ate a solution on _______for clients in the ______ 
industry.”
 How do goals affect performance? For me, 
goals have always helped me set priorities on my 
non-billable time. Locke and Latham recognize 
this function of  goals. They say that “…they direct 
attention and effort toward goal-relevant activities 
and away from goal-irrelevant activities.” 
 I also set goals to create energy. On May 25, 
1961, when I was 13, and our country felt we were 
losing the race to space with the Soviet Union, John 
F. Kennedy boldly told congress and the nation: 

“I believe that this nation should commit itself  to 
achieving the goal, before this decade is out, of  land-
ing a man on the moon and returning him safely to 
the earth. No single space project in this period will 
be more impressive to mankind, or more important 
for the long-range exploration of  space; and none 
will be so difficult or expensive to accomplish.”

 President Kennedy’s bold statement energized 
our nation. When I set a goal of  having a $3 mil-
lion book of  business for a year, I was energized 
to go out and do it. When I decided long ago that 
my long-term goal was to become the pre-eminent 
transportation construction lawyer in the United 
States, I was energized by that. 
 Locke and Latham describe commitment as the 
most important and relevant factor when goals are 
difficult. They advise that the importance of  the 
outcome to the goal-setter and the goal-setter’s be-
lief  that he or she can attain the goal are the two 

most important factors in determining the level of  
commitment to the goal. 

Take An Hour To Work On Your Plan
 Do you have an hour you can devote to three 
exercises to get started? If  so, try these:
• Exercise 1: Establish Your Goals. Begin 

by brainstorming potential goals. Think about 
what you want to achieve, clients you want to 
serve, the type of  work you want to do more 
often, what you want to experience, and what 
you want to learn. After you have completed 
your list, think about and write down why each 
draft goal is important to you. When you an-
swer, think about and write down why your an-
swer is important to you. In other words, seek to 
determine what is motivating you to achieve the 
draft goal. From your list, determine which goal 
is your major definite purpose/most important 
goal. Based on understanding why achieving 
other draft goals is important, decide on which 
of  the others should be part of  your plan.

• Exercise 2: Develop Your Action Steps. 
For each goal, determine the actions you will 
need and want to take to achieve the goal. Ad-
ditionally, for each goal, determine what action 
step you will take in the next week.

• Exercise 3: Begin Work On Your Plan. 
Determine how much time you plan to com-
mit to non-billable activities over the next year. 
Then determine how much of  that time you 
will spend on your professional development, 
firm activities, pro bono services, and client de-
velopment. For each category, prepare a draft 
list of  action items you could do in the allocated 
time.

 I hope I have shown you why you need a plan 
with goals and given you ideas to get started. 


