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5 Secrets Of Law Firm Breadwinners 

By Erin Coe 

Law360, San Diego (January 28, 2015, 1:39 PM ET) -- Lawyers may think every rainmaker at their firm is 
naturally a people person, blessed with innate sales and social skills that make landing new business 
effortless. But experts say most rainmakers are self-made — not born — coming into their own through 
hard work, practice and persistence.  
 
Here, experts share five key secrets to becoming big business generators: 
 
Tailor Rainmaking to You 
 
Because natural-born breadwinners make up a tiny percentage of the lawyer population, the vast 
majority of attorneys must take intentional steps to become good at rainmaking and to continually 
improve their client development skills, according to Julie Savarino, managing director of Business 
Development Inc. 
 
“Lawyers need to understand their personal style, embrace their strengths and weaknesses, and work to 
maximize their preferences and strengths,” she said. 
 
Attorneys have to get comfortable with asking potential clients for business, but the only way to do that 
is by genuinely believing they have something of value to offer, according to Hilarie Bass, co-president 
of Greenberg Traurig LLP.  
 
“I really had to become confident as a litigator and that I was the best person to handle clients’ work 
before I felt comfortable asking for business,” she said. “You have to believe that you really can provide 
value and can do phenomenal work for them. If you don’t believe it, you can’t convey that to a client.” 
 
Although there isn’t one path to success as a rainmaker, each lawyer must embark on a personal 
journey to figure out what is going to work best for him or her in establishing relationships with clients, 
according to Melinda Riechert, leader of Morgan Lewis & Bockius LLP’s labor and employment practice 
in its San Francisco and Silicon Valley offices. 
 
“Lawyers think they have to play golf or go out to dinners and sporting events,” she said. “But it’s not 
one size fits all. Everyone needs to find his or her own way to doing business development.” 
 
While some lawyers enjoy taking prospective clients out to social events in an effort to pick up work, 
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others focus on gaining recognition by becoming leading members of trade organizations or doing 
presentations and public speaking gigs. 
 
As an employment lawyer, Riechert said she has poured her efforts into becoming a trusted adviser who 
cares about her clients’ matters. 
 
For instance, after counseling a client on firing an employee, she might follow up with the employer on 
how the termination went on a nonbillable basis. Or after handling employment litigation that settled, 
she might provide her client free of charge with a summary of lessons learned from the case, such as 
what the company could have done to prevent the suit in the first place or how to increase its chances 
of winning. 
 
“If you show you care and that a case is equally important to you as it is to clients, they really appreciate 
that,” she said. “By trying to do the very best job I can on every single case, it can yield new cases for the 
same client and referrals to other clients, and that’s how you build up your practice. 
 
Focus on Clients’ Needs Above All Else 
 
Too often lawyers get so caught up in talking about themselves and their firms when trying to develop 
clients that they neglect to listen to prospective clients to understand their most pressing concerns, 
according to Patricia Gillette, a partner at Orrick Herrington & Sutcliffe LLP. 
 
“As a result, lawyers don’t hear what the client’s real business needs are and miss an opportunity to 
show their ability to problem solve and come up with innovative solutions,” she said. 
 
One strategy to winning business is to be an active listener — someone who hears what the client is 
saying and who is engaged and asking questions, while at the same time who is gathering critical 
information on the spoken and unspoken needs of the client. 
 
“You are listening on a whole bunch of levels, and it involves a high-level emotional IQ,” Gillette said. 
“You are getting more information than the client has conveyed. You are evaluating factors to figure out 
what the client is really looking for and what is on its agenda.” 
 
In a typical business pitch, lawyers will give a PowerPoint presentation about themselves and their firms 
without bothering to ask the client if there are any important topics the lawyers should cover in the 
meeting. Or sometimes lawyers spend too much time belaboring legal challenges. 
 
“Instead of talking about how a law could be used to solve a business problem, lawyers tend to 
pontificate on the law,” she said. “Clients want to hear about legal solutions to a business problem.” 
 
Become a Relationship Connoisseur 
 
While working up the nerve to ask a prospective client for business is important, attorneys need to 
concentrate on deepening relationships and being proactive with their legal advice, according to Bass. 
 
“Most lawyers think of rainmaking as one dimensional — what can the client do for me or how can I get 
the client to give me more work?” she said. “But they will only get the relationship if the client believes 
they are looking out for it at all times.” 
 



 

 

Lawyers can offer more valuable counsel by learning the client’s industry, figuring out what deals may 
be of interest to the client or what new laws might affect its operations, as well as connecting it with 
others it could do business with, according to Bass. 
 
“Attorneys need to do anything to show they are keeping the client’s best interests in mind, while 
providing value above and beyond their quality legal work,” she said. 
 
Tactics like giving speeches, taking a potential client out to lunch and having a business plan can be 
helpful for lawyers to stay on target with business development goals, but they should recognize that 
tactics alone won’t get clients in the door, according to Gillette. 
 
“Some lawyers put relationship building second to tactics, but they shouldn’t,” she said. “Good 
rainmakers build relationships with people they want to be friends with, with people they never want to 
be friends with, with people they want to go to dinner with, and with people they would never want to 
spend personal time with.” 
 
Relationships can be strengthened through efforts as simple as giving a general counsel a present when 
she returns from maternity leave or writing her a note when her son is leaving for college, according to 
Gillette. Some clients aren’t interested in being invited to another baseball game or round of golf. 
 
“In-house counsel have lives too, and they may have 20 outside firms asking them to do these things,” 
she said. “Sometimes they are grateful when a lawyer is just calling to ask, ‘How are you doing?’” 
 
Lawyers also can land more work by serving as mentors for associates, according to Riechert. 
 
“Most of my associates who go in-house end up becoming my clients,” she said. “If you always do a 
good job and associates see that you practice law in the way that they like — you don’t waste a client’s 
time or money, you’re efficient and you care — they want that when they go in-house.” 
 
Be Persistent 
 
Persistence is critical in the rainmaking game. Thinking that new clients will stream in the door after 
giving a seminar, writing a single blog post or going to one trade conference event is unrealistic for most 
lawyers, experts say. 
 
Proven rainmakers realize and embrace the fact that it takes time, focus, effort and discipline to develop 
and sustain a significant book of business over the course of a career, according to Savarino. 
 
“Some lawyers take a client out for lunch one time and then sit and wait for the phone to ring,” Bass 
said. “But it takes sending an email with a newsletter attached, sending information about an important 
case, inviting clients to a social event and connecting them with other clients. It involves multiple points 
of contact.” 
 
A common trait in many rainmakers is they are selfless in their willingness to work for a client even 
when they are not getting paid for their time, according to Bass. 
 
“They are willing to invest time to build relationships over months and years even though they are not 
getting legal work,” she said. “But eventually it will pay off. People will feel compelled to give you an 
opportunity when you are focused on providing value.” 



 

 

 
Riechert said she often gives webcasts and speeches and tries to have lunch with local clients once a 
year and meet with other clients in person when she can, spending between 300 and 500 hours annually 
on building relationships and developing her reputation as an employment law expert. 
 
“I’m a workaholic, I admit it,” she said. “I spend my time trying to be the best lawyer I can be. And that 
requires a lot of time — billable and nonbillable time.” 
 
Think Creatively 
 
When it comes to seeking new business, lawyers need to be looking at innovative ways to distinguish 
themselves from their competitors, according to Gillette. 
 
If a lawyer team is going into a pitch meeting for a client that needs help defending against a new 
lawsuit and knows in advance that other law firms are likely to propose filing a motion to dismiss, the 
lawyer team may want to offer other options, such as proposing a settlement or filing a motion for 
damages, in order to set itself apart from others, according to Gillette. 
 
“More often than not, clients are looking for a lawyer to come at a problem in a creative way that they 
are going to remember,” she said. 
 
Generating creative pitches and business strategies involves taking risks, which is a critical part of 
landing new work, according to Gillette. 
 
Gillette recalled presenting one pitch to a client using a series of images instead of words, and while the 
strictly visual approach was “unheard of and out there,” she won the business. 
 
“Instead of saying, 'We are the best law firm ever,' we might have a picture of a Maserati up there … to 
show we’re the Maserati of law firms,” she said. “It’s an image to capture the thought. It’s part of 
finding a way to distinguish ourselves from the pack.” 
 
--Editing by Jeremy Barker and Philip Shea. 
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