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What would have been your reaction if, when starting a private practice, you were told you need to know how to sell to have a successful legal career?

"Sell what?"

"I didn't complete years of educational training to be a salesperson."

"I'm a legal professional, not a sales rep."

Yet, many lawyers are astounded when they realize that when they are practicing in a private law firm or in their own firm, new business doesn't usually materialize on its own. What must happen, then, between looking to open a new matter and building a healthy book of business? How does the business come to you?

In nearly 20 years of law marketing, I have worked with hundreds of lawyers in all sizes of firms who seem to have at least one thing in common: They are similarly repulsed by the notion that to generate new business they must "sell" their services to likely buyers.

There is clearly a "disconnect" between what lawyers perceive to be "selling" and what is traditionally labeled "business development."

To many, the concept of selling is an unseemly and distasteful, less-than-ethical process that evokes images of used car dealers and ambulance chasers, and one that causes them to cringe. Often, these folks fear that to be successful in building a practice, they will have to alter their authentic persona and adopt a more "pushy" and adversarial approach to generate new work. This mindset could not be further from the truth. Let me be clear: Developing new business is not about selling.

The best business generators develop clients not by coercing them to "buy" something they may or may not need but by employing some of the same critical habits they apply when delivering their services to clients, including the following: 

• Genuinely caring about their clients' best interests and success;

• Actively listening to clients' needs and concerns;

• Identifying issues that may cause harm to clients or their businesses if left uncorrected;

• Cultivating relationships that are predicated upon building mutual trust and respect; and

• Routinely solving often difficult problems.

If developing new business doesn't require selling, what exactly does it involve? 

Outlined below are five principles that will not only ease your anxiety about the business development proposition, but also will lead you to a more enjoyable client-building experience and a bigger book of business.

Build Rapport

We've all been told that it's easier to catch flies with honey than with vinegar, but when we examine that adage, what does it seem to suggest? Become a suck-up? Behave in a contrived manner to get what you want? Not necessarily.

I would suggest that we embrace the more positive message of being kind to and making a connection with others. Herein lies the similar message of building rapport: to take a genuine interest in your prospects, their business and the challenges they face, and communicate that effectively in a variety of ways.

In a recent study measuring how people purchase professional services, 30 percent of survey respondents reported they had experienced no personal connection or chemistry with a professional services provider. (This may not seem like an issue unless one of those providers was your counsel when a former client filed a claim against you).

In this same study, 85 percent of the "unconnected" buyers would be either "somewhat or much more likely" to purchase services if they felt some level of personal chemistry were present.

While there is nothing new about building rapport with prospects and clients, the concept is often mishandled. 

First and foremost, when engaging a prospect, be your authentic self. That's right, just be yourself. (OK, be your "best" self). Don't try to be anything that you are not. It will show.

Second, pay attention to timing. As much as you want to do business with someone, it's not going to happen until the purchaser is ready. Relax — cultivating genuine relationships cannot be rushed or forced. That said, don't forget the "tending." Once you have established a connection with a prospect, proactively "attend" to it. Make regular contact; invite the prospect to an event or meal. Go out of your way to try to help that person in some way. Your efforts will be rewarded at some point.

Third, fully engage. Similar to the dating process, you want to ask open-ended questions to learn more. As you learn more about your prospect and her business, opportunities will arise to offer advice or suggestions on how to help her. This exchange will go a long way to demonstrate to the prospect your level of interest and genuine intentions.

Fourth, tune in. When you engage in one-on-one communication with someone (not limited to a prospect), actively listen to them. That doesn't include formulating your next thoughts while the other person is speaking. Nor is it acceptable to scan your Blackberry e-mails or jot down notes on an unrelated issue. Really tune in and focus on what the other person is saying. Not only will you show the person courtesy, but you may discover issues or problems that might not have otherwise been uncovered, and with which you could offer help. Seems simple, but it is a recurrent complaint among clients that their legal adviser does not really listen to them.

Lastly, be prepared to accept that you will not have chemistry with everyone you meet. That's to be expected. We all have a unique nature. Despite that, extend courtesy and respect to all knowing that referrals emanate from all sources.

Explore Action Imperatives/Demand Triggers

Once you have established rapport with a prospect, you will want to initiate a business discussion (not to be confused with a "pitch") that clearly and specifically outlines the prospect's business problems and opportunities that are prompting her to purchase legal services. You want to initiate the discovery process of learning what issues the prospect may have and how you may help.

In this conversation, there are some important rules to follow:

• Think and behave as an equal, not as a salesperson or vendor.

• Utilize your empathy skills to put yourself in your prospect's shoes.

• Ask probing, open-ended questions that illuminate the prospect's true business "pain points" that he needs to rid himself of.

• Employ highly tuned, active listening skills and really focus on what the prospect is and is not saying.

With every problem (i.e., demand trigger) you discover, the more fully you can explore the real impact it has on the prospective client's business. Often, one demand trigger leads to uncovering others that build a sense of urgency for purchasing your services.

An element that lawyers sometimes overlook in business discussions with prospective clients is that, absent any real business problems that may be an action imperative to purchase legal services, there are opportunities a prospect may not be thinking of to grow or improve his business. For instance, if a prospective client has a solid computer services business that has grown steadily over the past seven years, one should ask what needs to happen to develop the business online or expand the scope of services he provides, to develop a franchise or open a new location, etc. 

Since you have colleagues who concentrate in this particular business sector and have worked with clients in similar situations, and because you know you can deliver superior client service to this prospective client, you may ask: "What is keeping you from realizing your business (revenue, profit or other) goals?" This is an effective way to zero in on quantifiable issues that will help you move the conversation forward. 

Probe for Action Busters

Now that you know the action imperatives — business problems that must be solved or business opportunities that should not be missed or overlooked — you are in a prime position to find out how tangible, urgent and personal the demand triggers are that were described to you. 

Let's face it; we only make decisions when we absolutely must. Business owners are no different. 

To move the conversation forward, you need to know how motivated or committed your prospect is to either solving the problem he articulated or to act upon business opportunities that may enable his company to grow, expand or improve. Is he ready to open his checkbook? If not now, what is your prospect's time frame?

The second part of probing for action busters is answering the question: "What is the cost of doing nothing?" What will happen to your prospect's business if the problem isn't solved or steps are not taken to grow his business? The answers to these questions will provide insight into how close the prospect is to actually making the decision to work with you.

With these answers, you can quantify the tangible impact of doing nothing. Will it cost the prospect a lot in litigation fees if the business problem is not resolved quickly? Will she lose competitive advantage if she does not take steps to grow her company? Will she risk a promotion or even her position if company revenues do not grow?

The more astute you are at clarifying the action busters, the more likely it is that you will be asked to help solve the problem or exploit the prospect's business opportunities.

Learn the Decision-Making Process

While you may have clearly established the cost of doing nothing for your prospect and created a sense of urgency for retaining your services, you don't know where the prospect is in the decision-making process of actually purchasing legal services. He or she may not be the only decision-maker. A question such as, "What needs to happen in order for us to move forward?" or "What is the best way I can help you?" should provide some sense of the prospect's process.

You may also want to know where you stack up among competitors. A question like, "How will you make a selection based on equal competitors?" will provide insight into the factors the prospect is considering in hiring new legal advisers.

Define the Look of Success

Confirm that you and the prospect are on the same page regarding the desired outcome. What will success or victory look like? How will you know when it has been attained? Don't assume anything.

Once you learn how the client defines success (i.e., problem resolution or business opportunity exploitation), you may present the constructed solution he is buying.

At this point, it is essential that you clearly communicate both qualitatively and quantitatively the benefits she will realize by working with you. Create a compelling picture of the solution and the value it brings. For example, by working with you, the client may:

• Avert a hefty tax bill of $250,000;

• Increase profits by 23 percent or $1.6 million by leveraging its new patented technology; and/or

• Generate 15 percent more revenue by strategically acquiring a two-person sales team.

Key to Developing New Business

As we have learned, developing new business is not about persuasion, coercion or flat-out sales. It is about bringing real solutions to new relationships that satisfy business needs by following a prescribed set of activities. When you understand what motivates someone to take action steps and how committed they are to changing their current situation, you are in a good position to facilitate a process of moving towards the right answer and the right action. •
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