
 

By Sharon Berman 

Many an attorney has built a successful 
career as a service partner, a highly skilled 
partner who performs the work in a specific 
practice area that is brought in by others in 
the firm. This person may also be a new 
partner who is given the title and told that 
while it would be nice if he developed some 
business, his main focus should be to 
complete the work that the rainmakers 
generate. The service partner may not be 
the lead person in terms of the client 
relationship, but he regularly communicates 
with the client and has a significant hand in 
keeping the client happy. 
 
Over time, however, some individuals in this 
position decide they'd like to grow beyond 
their current roles. Additionally, in this 
economy, without business of their own, 
service partners are more vulnerable than 
ever, which provides an even greater 
impetus to expand. 
 
Business development, in terms of going out 
and finding new business, is usually not 
emphasized in the service partner's job 
description. The challenge is that in tough 
economic times such as these, service 
partners are among those being told they 
must develop some business or perhaps 
look at taking a significant cut in pay. Some 
see their own glass ceiling and recognize 
that unless they shed their service partner 
skin and emerge as a rainmaking butterfly, 
they will not manage their own destinies. 
Other times, through law firm dissolutions, 
mergers or cutbacks, they are forced to look 
for new situations, and without a book of 
business, find themselves needing to 
generate business for the first time in their 
careers. 
 
The challenge is that a service partner's 
carapace is comfortable and tough to 

change, particularly when outside forces 
want to keep that individual in that role. The 
question then is how to segue from being a 
service partner to a person who develops 
his own business? People successfully do it. 
However, it takes a committed, sustained 
effort. 
 
You have to first be certain that it's 
something you want to do. If the firm is 
exhorting you to originate business and you 
don't have an interest, it won't happen. It 
requires a consistent effort to move out of 
your comfort zone. Also, much of this work 
needs to be done on your own time, as your 
own extracurricular activity. Others in the 
firm may encourage you, telling you that 
improving your business development 
activities is great idea, but that you need to 
make sure the work of your current position 
gets done. 
 
It's important to give yourself a time frame. 
This transition doesn't happen overnight, 
and you'll just put pressure on yourself if 
you're unrealistic about it. On a business 
development continuum, you don't 
necessarily need to go from zero to 10 and 
become the firm's top business developer. 

Perhaps you allow yourself a couple of 
years to gain some traction with interim 
milestones about how much business you 
plan to generate. Just demonstrating that 
you're bringing in some business will make 
you feel more confident, not only in your 
rainmaking ability, but also in creating 
options for your own career. In this regard, 
it's so much better if you can be proactive 
and not be in a situation where you're 
feeling panicked and up against the wall. 
 
Consider how to change your outlook. The 
perspective of someone who is keen on 
developing business is very different from 
that of someone who has no need or desire 
to do so. A rainmaker sees dotted lines with 
opportunities where someone without this 
orientation may only see a solid black line 
leading from A to B, thinking, for instance, "If 
this person can't directly give me business 
now, time to move on." On the other hand, a 
rainmaker will look at the same person and 
see her as the key to opening doors to 
larger possibilities in the future. 
 
Create a support system to increase your 
chances of success. This team may include 
a professional business development coach 
who understands the challenges of 
marketing a professional service, a 
rainmaker you admire who is willing to 
regularly talk with and encourage you, or 
someone who has successfully made the 
transition. A guide can also help you 
develop your game plan. Consider what 
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kind of business you want to bring in. 
Identify your clients and where they are. 
Find potential referral sources. In addition, 
take the time to educate yourself about the 
business development process, strategy 
and tactics. Take a seminar, listen to 
webinars and find blogs you can regularly 
follow. 
 
Play to your strengths. This entire process 
calls on you to move into areas that are 
initially uncomfortable. You can minimize 
this discomfort by leveraging what you're 
good at. For example, if you dislike public 
speaking, don't include that as part of your 
plan. Write articles instead, or get involved 
in an organization that is related to the kind 
of business you want to cultivate. 
 
Avoid the trap of thinking you don't have the 
personality to make this transition. 
Developing business is not about being a 
"hail fellow well met," the life of the party, or 

a brilliant conversationalist. If you think 
about the rainmakers you know, they 
probably operate in a much lower register. 
People who generate business are usually 
very good listeners, ask insightful questions 
and genuinely make others feel that they 
care about and are listening to what 
concerns them. 
 
Think hard about how you can create 
business for others and what introductions 
you can make. You may not know 20 CEOs 
or general counsel at a Fortune 500 
company, but you may know attorneys in 
one practice area who are natural referral 
sources for attorneys or other professionals 
in another. Being the first to get the ball 
rolling is a great way to make it come back 
to you. 
 
Even though this process feels like you're 
pushing a boulder uphill, there are a variety 
of reasons to do it. Having a book of 
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business gives you much more control over 
your life, making it more interesting and fun. 
It moves you from the sitting-duck position 
to one of infinitely more strength, and it 
opens doors that are closed to you 
otherwise, such as other firms' being 
interested in you. Although you may choose 
to stay where you are for the rest of your 
working life, you've made the choice as 
opposed to having it made for you. Having 
clients that "belong" to you leaves you less 
at the mercy of others. And even if you were 
to lose those clients tomorrow because 
business changes, having brought in 
business once, you know you have the skills 
and drive to do it again. 
 
There is a place for everyone in the legal 
world, both service partners and 
rainmakers. The choice is ultimately yours. 
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