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Techniques for Lawyers to Differentiate Themselves 
 
By Larry Bodine, a business development advisor with a 
nationwide practice.  He has helped 250+ law firms generate new 
revenue by devising strategies, conducting business development 
retreats and individually coaching attorneys. He can be reached at 
www.LarryBodine.com and 630.942.0977.

 

A very effective law firm marketing initiative is differentiation and positioning.  
One way you do that is to become an industry expert.  Each lawyer should look over his 
or her list of clients and sort them out not by practice group, but sort them into lines of 
business.  You don't have to be really precise about this.  It can be as broad as “food 
and beverage,” or “transportation industry,” or “manufacturing industry.”  Whatever 
industry most of your clients are in, you need to become an expert in it.   

• You need to join that trade association. 

• You need to be seen and visible at that trade association 

• You need to go there so that people know that they can expect to find you there.   

• Demonstrate your expertise by  
o Getting on the board of directors 
o Becoming the newsletter editor 
o Becoming the program director of the business organization. 

 
The idea here is that you want to build a niche.  You don't want to be known as a 
generalist, because frankly, clients don't want generalists.  I illustrate this with a story 
about the time I was riding my bicycle out in the deserts of Arizona.  I hit a rock, went 
over the handle bars, and I broke my collarbone.  Even though I was in screaming, 
crying pain, I knew at that very moment that when I went to a doctor that I did not want a 
generalist.  I didn't want someone who was good at setting bones.  I wanted a sports 
medicine doctor who could put me back together so that I could get back on my bicycle 
again.  That's how clients shop for lawyers.   
 
Behave like a rainmaker.  That's another way to differentiate yourself.  One thing that 
makes rainmakers unique is they have more business relationships than other 
attorneys, because it is through those relationships that business comes.  Rainmakers 
also visit clients, and they schedule quarterly meetings where the topic of discussion is 
“How's business?”  In other words, they’re not talking about the current matters that 
they’re working on; they’re looking for the next matter from the client.  Rainmakers want 
to find out what obstacles the business is encountering or what plans it has to grow.   

Clients are going to give work to people whom they know and like. The thing to 
remember is that clients are just like everyone else.  So they're not going to give any 
work to that lawyer in West Virginia who had never met any of his clients.  They're not 
going to give work to someone whose only contact with them is a Fed-Ex shipment.  
They’re not going to give work to somone with whom they have an email relationship.  
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Clients give work to layers who are personal counselor.  Remember, it's lonely at 
the top.  CEOs can't go to the board of directors and complain how hard their job is.  
They also can't go to their direct reports and talk about how difficult their job is.  They 
need somebody to talk to.  Who better than a lawyer to offer a shoulder to cry on?  
You want clients to turn to you as a lawyer as someone who listens, someone who can 
offer business advice, and someone who can talk about their problems.  And of course, 
in the process of them talking about their problems, you will be offering legal solutions.   

That's differentiation and positioning.   
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Assisting law firms for 20 years: 

• Training lawyers at firm retreats.   

• Coaching lawyers to develop their personal marketing plans.   

• Developing business development strategies.  

• Using technology to market a practice. 
 


