How Does Your Garden Grow?
To Increase Yields, Tend To Your Business Development Plan

A good business development plan can help a lawyer identify opportunities, set priorities, leverage strengths, and maximize the return on his or her investment of marketing time.  

But the time spent preparing a business plan is non-billable and the end product is never seen by the client, so many lawyers view marketing plans as little more than administrative busy work. As a result, most plans, if they exist at all, are not very good.  
That’s unfortunate.  A well-done business plan can help a partner manage the single biggest investment he or she makes each year -- the hundreds of hours spent on client service and business development. 

If a partner billing $400/hour spends 15% of his time on marketing, he’s making a $120,000 annual investment, not including the cost of travel and entertainment. Business plans are – or should be – a blueprint for how all that time and money is to be invested. This article explores the motivation for creating business plans, four fundamental species of business plan, and five ways to nourish an ailing plan back to health.

Origin of the Species

Some years ago, I asked a group of partners to write down the names of three clients each expected would be top contributors to his or her new revenues in the coming year.  I wasn’t asking them to predict the revenues, mind you, only to speculate on the sources of the new business.  They fidgeted.

“Which of your clients do you think will make the largest incremental contributions to your billings this year? I asked, adding helpfully, “This could include billings from new clients, or expanded work from existing clients.”

After another pause, one partner replied, “How would we know where our revenue is going to come from?  It depends on who calls.”

Like many lawyers, these partners had no active plan for bringing in new billings. New business happens to them, it’s not generated by them. Good plans move lawyers from a passive role to an active role. They aren’t a forecast of what might happen, but rather an outline of what the lawyer will do. 
Though there’s no one business development plan that will work for all lawyers, there is an ideal plan for each lawyer. Given that lawyers seldom embrace plans that force them outside their comfort zones, the ideal plan should reflect a lawyer’s preferred marketing style.  Those who like to dig into contracts, structures, or case law and solve problems need a plan that’s product-oriented.  Those who like to study clients, industries, or business trends and spot opportunities need a plan that’s market-oriented. 

Where Do You Stand in your Field?

To create a custom-tailored business plan, we first need to take some measurements. What special skills or experience does this lawyer offer? How does the marketplace value those talents? In what ways does this attorney stand out from other lawyers in her field?  In short, what does he or she have to sell?
Next, we measure marketing effort.  Does the lawyer devote considerable time and energy to business development? Does the marketing feel natural or forced?  Which business development activities are a pleasure, and which are a pain?  What is he or she willing to do?
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Over the years, I’ve asked hundreds of lawyers to rank their substantive legal abilities and their marketing efforts on a scale of one to ten. Their responses are reflected on the graph above. The vertical, or y, axis shows the lawyer’s substantive legal skills compared to all other partners in the firm, while the horizontal, or x, axis indicates effort made to develop new business. The four quadrants that result represent lawyers with 1) developing skills and limited effort, 2) strong skills, but limited effort, 3) developing skills, but strong effort, and 4) strong skills and strong effort.
Of course, a partner’s point on the graph is not necessarily fixed. As technical abilities and experience build, the point will move up.  If focus and follow through on business development increases, the point will move out. 
Four Species of Business Plan
A lawyer’s preferred marketing approach is often reflected in his business development plan.  His or her dominant marketing style – often, the one that feels most natural -- will usually correlate with one of the following four species:
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1) Groundcover
Groundcover plans often include a listing of dozens of client and prospective client contacts.  Following the bold-faced company name is a short editorial comment, along the lines of, “Continued contact with Jane Doe, in-house counsel and personal friend, regarding potential representation.” 
The most ubiquitous of all business development plan species, Groundcover plans are especially popular among more junior partners. These lawyers know a lot of people, but don’t necessarily know what to sell them, or how to sell them. Many of their contacts don’t have a need for high-priced legal professionals or don’t yet have the authority to hire them. Those contacts who do have buying authority often work for clients of other partners. In time, however, this network will produce clients.
Groundcover plans also work well for established partners who target a broad market of one-time clients. Litigators, particularly plaintiff’s lawyers, favor Groundcover plans.  They also work well in practices that serve individuals rather than corporations – estate planning, matrimonial law, and white-collar criminal defense, for example. 
2) Crop Duster 
The Crop Duster focus is external. It proponents seek to expand their networks of contacts business by making a “name” for themselves in a practice area, industry or geographic market.  

Crop Duster lawyers employ an institutional approach to business development. Their plans may list conferences, trade association meetings, webinars, alumni gatherings, and bar events, and may even be delivered as PowerPoint presentations. Constantly in motion, speaking, writing, buzzing from one appointment to another, they cover a lot of ground, but may not get close to individual clients. While this exposure arguably enhances the profile of the firm, its impact on the balance sheet is less certain.
Practices which stress training and prevention – think labor & employment -- tend to benefit most from the Crop Duster approach.  It can also be effective for those who serve an institutional client base, such as insurance defense, or who seek a presence in emerging and evolving areas of law, such as Electronic Discovery or Corporate Compliance.

3) Bonsai 
Product-focused, rather than market-focused, the Bonsai business plan is laden with achievements and credentials, but may be light on opportunities. It often opens with an outline of the partner’s areas of expertise, followed by a recounting of significant engagements.  Bonsai plans are submitted by partners who feel they have a thorough command of their field of law. Artful in their ability to handle a transaction, run a case, or master a code, many Bonsai lawyers see marketing as a distraction from their “real work.” 

The authors of Bonsai plans range from service partners to gurus. Gurus work hard to reach the pinnacle in their area of expertise and their practices may be anchored by a few well-established client relationships. Service partners are similarly product-focused, but may lack the aura or personality that attracts significant business. If their phones ring, the call is most likely coming from within the firm. While some achieve success through a symbiotic relationship with a rainmaker, others are frustrated by their lack of access to firm clients they feel fully capable of serving. 
4) Rose 
Rose business development plans are the species most often submitted by partners with big books of business.  Rose partners always seem to be doing favors for people.  They make introductions, open doors, and know who to call to make things happen. They have elaborate networks that reach into the C-level executive suites, and may include high-profile contacts in politics, government agencies, and the press. 

The roots of Rose networks may extend deep down into their partners’ own law firms, with abundant examples of collaboration and cross referrals. Never content to merely swell a scene, Rose plan partners don’t join associations and trade groups, they lead them, and may even have helped found them. 

Rose plans bristle with board meetings, dinners, golf outings, and client entertainment, with the line between friends and clients often blurred. For years these partners have worked hard feeding, watering, and pruning their client relationships on a daily basis, knowing it takes constant diligence to keep their careers in full bloom.
Building Stronger Business Plans Five Ways
No one plan or marketing style works for everyone.  Although many firms do well by letting a thousand flowers bloom, the best gardens feature a mix of colors, shapes, and sizes, each species complementing the others. When choosing a business plan species, lawyers are advised to consider their place in the garden. The right business development plan is the one that leverages skills, experience, and relationships – and motivates its author to act. The more confidence a lawyer has in her plan, the more likely she will follow through on it.  Here are some ways any plan can be strengthened:  

1) Prune  
We live in a time of specialization. Yet, the business development plan of a single litigator is apt to list experiences and opportunities involving product liability, antitrust, complex litigation, franchise disputes, and securities class actions – while claiming particular excellence in jury trials, settlement negotiations, and appellate work.  
We all know that great litigators, once they’ve absorbed the facts of the case, can litigate anything. But while a lawyer might gladly accept work in many areas, he should pursue work in a niche in which his abilities are exceptional and the market potential significant. When looking to hire new counsel, clients don’t want a lawyer who can litigate anything. They want a litigator who knows their industry, has tried cases with a fact pattern similar to theirs, and understands the relevant legal issues, the venue, and the judge.
2) Weed 
What pruning does for your practice, weeding will do for your client list. Just because a prospective client is green and growing doesn’t mean it belongs in your garden. Contacts with limited need or potential can suck up limited marketing resources and energy, leaving little for the relationships you should be cultivating.

Take a look at your clients and contacts.  Which ones are receptive to your overtures? Which ones truly need your services?  Which ones have the power to act on those needs?  Few lawyers can actively court dozens of clients in a meaningful way. Pick three companies or contacts from your business development plan and concentrate your efforts on them. 

3) Feed 
The problem with most business plans is that their list of tasks and stated objectives deliver no real value to the client. A resolution to set up meetings to introduce lawyers and capabilities fails to address the question – what’s in it for the client? 
Busy in-house counsel derive little benefit from being subjected to sales pitches. Nor are they particularly anxious to meet more lawyers, no matter how qualified they may be.  GCs don’t want bios and brochures; they want insights and solutions to the problems currently vexing their companies. Fertilize your network with valuable ideas and watch your practice grow.
4) Graft 

Graft means uniting two growing practices by close contact. Most business development plans are self-focused, failing to mention other partners, associates, referral sources, and third-party providers who might help a lawyer carry out her plans.  Significant gains in business development are seldom achieved by lone rangers.  Find a partner or other professional whose skills, experience, and contacts complement your own, and start collaborating. 

When a product-focused, or Bonsai, lawyer teams up with a Crop Duster, the results can be dramatic.  Similarly, Groundcover lawyers would do well to reach out to those Bonsai partners who have the substantive skills their contacts need.  Many lawyers find it easier, and more palatable, to tout the talents of a colleague than to blow their own horns.

5) Cross-pollinate  
Corporate lawyers know how important it is to team up with tax, environmental, and IP lawyers when closing an acquisition. Yet those same partners are apt to go it alone when anticipating client problems and exploring opportunities for new engagements. 
Specialization is a powerful client tool (see above), but it can box lawyers in, preventing them from seeing the big picture. Business problems and opportunities rarely fit neatly into practice area specialties.  The expert attorney who shares her ideas on new structures and strategies with colleagues in tangential practice areas stimulates creative discourse, and a more coordinated response to the challenges facing clients.
Conclusion
Pull your business development plan out of the drawer and take a look at it. Is it focused? Is it motivating? Are you casting your three hundred hours of discretionary marketing time to the winds, hoping a few seeds will fall on fertile soil, or using that time to plant ideas and cultivate client relationships? Before you toss your business plan back in your credenza, remember, whatsoever a lawyer soweth, that shall he also reap. 

Copyright 2007 Asperger Partners LLC 

Jonathan J. Asperger is a law firm marketing consultant who helps partners develop new business. Based in Chicago, he draws upon 20 years experience as a law firm marketing director and 10 years as an account executive and sales manager. Jasperger@sbcglobal.net
