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Introduction
Most solo and small firm lawyers begin their practices filled with hope and en-

thusiasm. But over time they find themselves overwhelmed by tedious work and 
under appreciated by the clients whose interests they struggle to protect.

Most of  them feel they deserve better, but they’re not sure how they can im-
prove their practices. I’ve talked to well over a thousand such lawyers over the past 
two decades, so I understand their perspective. But I also know that it’s possible to 
radically transform the way that you practice law. I know this as a concrete truth, 
not a theoretical notion. 

I know this because I radically transformed my law practice in 2006. I went 
from being a stressed-out, overworked big firm partner to being a serene, bliss filled 
solo lawyer. In my new practice, I worked only with clients who fully appreciated 
my hard work and who paid me on time, every time. I made as much money as I 
wanted, but while working half  as much. 

Other solo and small firm lawyers asked me to show them how to improve their 
practices. I was invited to speak to bar association events about how I transformed 
my practice so quickly and so radically. In the past fifteen years I’ve given dozens of  
presentations around the country and helped hundreds of  lawyers learn to change 
their practices they way I changed mine. 

A lot of  what I teach relates to the use of  technology. But technology isn’t the 
only ingredient. And it’s certainly not the most important one. This should be ob-
vious, but for many lawyers it’s not. 

We’ve all encountered lawyers who’ve embraced technology to the hilt and yet 
they’re still overwhelmed and overworked. Why is that? Simple: because technology 
alone is not the solution. 

It’s not the key to creating a smooth-running firm. And it’s not the key to at-
tracting great clients who supply steady revenue. 

So what are the important ingredients for building a thriving law firm? Well, 
there are several. And it will help you understand them better if  I group them into 
three categories, and start with an overview of  those top-levels. 
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I. Sensible Approach
Creating your ideal law practice will require patience because you have to make 

key changes methodically. The big challenge for most lawyers is figuring out which 
dots to connect and then staying focused as they are connected in the proper order. 

You must be efficient with your time as you do this. With the optimal approach 
you’ll spend 20% of  your time and effort to get 80% of  your desired results. That’s 
how you make big changes happen fast and with minimal effort. 

If  you let yourself  be consumed with perfectionism and over-analysis you face 
an uphill battle, spending 80% of  your time and effort trying to get 100% of  your 
desired results (which, you’ve probably discovered, is impossible).

II. Streamlined Operations 
Your practice needs streamlined workflows. In theory, automation can help you 

become more efficient and productive. But often it’s more harmful than helpful. 
Why is that? 

Here’s why: technology is a tool, not a system. So the first step in creating a 
smooth-running practice is learning to leverage the power of  systems. When you’re 
using solid systems in your practice everything becomes easier including your abili-
ty to effectively leverage technology.

III. Strategic Marketing 
Getting new clients in a continuous stream is vital to your cash flow. Getting 

great clients is vital to your mental health. But how do you get great clients steadily 
and continuously? 

But using proven marketing strategies that build trust with prospective clients in 
a dignified, tasteful way. Most lawyers have no idea how to market their practices. 
That’s how they end up getting lower-quality clients, which they are usually pulling 
in by using expensive advertising tactics. With a proper marketing system you won’t 
have to pay for advertising.

I. Approach 
“Whether you think you can, or whether you think you can’t, you’re right.” — Henry Ford

1. Mindset
It’s normal to have limiting beliefs about what kind of  change is possible in your 

life. But “normal” in this situation isn’t useful or good. Most of  us don’t realize that 
we’re being held back by limiting beliefs. 
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In talking to thousands of  solo and small firm lawyers about how they can 
change their practices, the biggest impediment to success that I’ve noticed has been 
the prevalence of  limiting beliefs. 

The key to overcoming limiting beliefs is adopting empowering mindsets. You 
must cultivate mindsets that allow you to see the many opportunities that allow you 
to radically change your practice. Obviously, if  you can’t see these opportunities 
you can’t leverage them. 

Here are 5 mindsets that will empower you to make the changes you’ll need to 
make, and which will allow you to make the changes with the least amount of  fric-
tion and frustration. 

๏ Growth-minded - realize that you can achieve success with proper effort and focus (and realize 
that innate talent and luck are not determining factors). 

๏ Investment-minded - you must be willing to make the necessary effort. You must be willing to 
invest time, energy, and money as part of that effort. Obviously, you have to invest wisely. 

๏ Open-minded - you must be open to trying new ways of doing things. Just because a new 
method hasn’t been widely adopted yet doesn’t mean you should resist using it. 

๏ Action-driven - you need to take action if you want results. Planning is important but too many 
lawyers get paralyzed by over-analysis, so you need to be mindful to avoid this common 
problem. 

๏ Optimistic - suppress the tendency to focus on the potential problems in using a novel 
approach. Learn to see the potential for change optimistically. 

To learn more about improving your mindset, read: 
✓ Mindset: The New Psychology of Success, by Carol Dweck, Ph.D. 

2. Vision 
It’s crucial to define the big outcome that you want for both your life and your 

law practice. Doing so will help you identify which opportunities you should lever-
age first and foremost. 

Here are some keys that will increase your odds of  creating a practice that you 
find truly fulfilling: 

๏ Give yourself permission to pursue your big dreams (i.e. your vision of what massive success 
looks like). 

๏ Don’t sell yourself short and accept less than you deserve or are capable of achieving. 
๏ Envision what you really want, and don’t let limiting beliefs censor that vision. 

Here’s a key question that will help you discover what you really want. 
Let’s pretend that you and I are sitting in a coffee shop because you want me to 

help you create the law practice of  your dreams. After we spend a few minutes 
chatting, I ask you the following question: 
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“If  we were going to meet again three years from today—and you were to look 
back over those three years to today—what has to have happened during that peri-
od, both personally and professionally, for you to feel happy about your progress?” 

Take 10 or 15 minutes to reflect before you write out your answer. This is your 
“vision” of  an ideal practice. To discover and clarify your vision read:

✓ Your Best Year Ever: A 5-Step Plan for Achieving Your Most Important Goals, by Michael Hyatt 

3. Focus
You need to zero in on the key levers that will quickly get you big results. Many 

people associate the word “leverage” with a physical object like a fulcrum, or its 
digital equivalent—computer software. 

But leverage can also come from wise allocation of  resources. For attorneys in 
solo or small firm practices the hyper-efficient use of  resources is absolutely para-
mount to success. 

Try not to spend too much time, energy and money going after small, incremen-
tal gains. The payoff  isn’t big enough. You need a radical shift in your approach to 
get the big payoffs. Realize that it’s possible to get massive, exponential gains 
through an uncommonly wise allocation of  resources. 

If  you do that, then what you focus on, and how much time you spend on cer-
tain things, will yield amazing exponential gains. But, again, this will not if  you do 
things according to the status quo. Repeat this mantra: ordinary approaches deliver 
ordinary results. 

You’re looking for big results that will help you achieve your big vision of  suc-
cess, right? So, you need to retrain yourself  to see the massive opportunities that 
you’re not seeing right now. How can you learn to do this? 

Here are a few key guiding thoughts: 
๏ Identify the opportunities that you should you focus on first and foremost. Some opportunities 

need to be leveraged first in order to get exponential gains from other opportunities that you’ll 
take advantage of later.

๏ Above all, don’t get bogged down with tactics that produce ordinary results. You’re looking for 
BIG gains. And they’re out there, believe me.

๏ Don’t be naive, however. Make sure you model the proven tactics used by high-performers who 
get big results that are objectively measurable.

๏ Speaking of not being naive, beware of wild-eyed tech zealots who proclaim that “the more tech 
you use the better your practice will become.” Yes, technology can help deliver big gains, but 
only if it’s used sensibly which in most cases it is not.

๏ Remember, you’re looking for proven strategies and tactics that deliver big gains quickly, cost-
effectively, and with minimal effort. This is the essence of the 80/20 principle. 
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To learn more read these books: 
✓ Free to Focus: A Total Productivity System to Achieve More by Doing Less, by Michael Hyatt 
✓ The 80/20 Principle: The Secret of Achieving More with Less (Updated 20th Anniversary 

Edition), by Richard Koch 

4. Assistance
Creating your ideal practice is much easier if  you get help. Fortunately, there are 

lots of  people who can lend a hand with things like: business strategy, marketing, 
finances, technology, and staffing. 

But you need to be careful about who you seek guidance from. People with a 
vested interest or bias may steer you in a direction that’s more favorable to them 
than to you. Even well-intentioned people will mislead you. 

Some of  the biggest setbacks I encountered as I built my practice came from re-
lying on people who seemed knowledgeable and well-intentioned but then turned 
out not to be. 

You need to get guidance from the best people you can find. The folks that you 
seek help from should be knowledgeable, reliable, and focused on getting you big 
results—even if  the advice they provide doesn’t benefit them in any way. 

In other words, avoid people who have a transactional mindset and work only 
with those who have a fiduciary-mindset. Caveat: these kind of  people are hard to 
find. So do your research and don’t just hire the first person you come across who 
appears to knowledgeable or well-intentioned. 

To start with, learn the essentials of  running a successful business. Here are two 
valuable books that contain all the wisdom and practical advice you need: 
✓ The Personal MBA: Master The Art of Business, by Josh Kaufman 

✓ Poor Charlie’s Almanack: The Wit & Widsom of Charles T. Munger, by Peter Kaufman 

✓ Principles, by Ray Dalio 

II. Operations
Efficiency is doing things right; effectiveness is doing the right things.” — Peter Drucker

5. Systems
Unfortunately most lawyers are not systematic enough in the management of  

their practices. You must operate your business using well-developed systems that 
you document and update regularly as your key workflows evolve. 

Systems make life easier and better. In our modern world we’re surrounded by 
systems, to the point that we take them completely for granted. It makes sense, 
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though. Human beings have been using systems for thousands of  years. Our early 
ancestors learned to systematically create fire by rubbing sticks together. Now we 
have modern tools that let us create fire (i.e. matches and lighters). 

It’s important not to take systems for granted. It’s important to leverage themto 
the hilt. Effective use of  systems will allow us to manage our firms in an orderly 
way. When used in a firm with several staff  members and colleagues, documented 
systems ensure that each person doing the same work will do that work in the exact 
same way. Which also helps create predictable results.

Systems help us avoid stupid (and costly) mistakes. That’s why airline pilots use 
checklists. You might not think of  a checklist as a system, but it is. 

Systems also make it possible for less skilled workers to perform at a higher level. 
But systems are used by top-performers as well. For example, elite athletes improve 
their performance by using proven systems. They train systematically as well. And 
they typically work with coaches to ensure that they train properly using those op-
timal systems. 

If  you want to radically improve your law practice then you need to use systems. 
And if  you need guidance in implementing systems don’t be afraid to get it—
preferably from someone who’s been able to get the results you’re looking for in 
your practice. 

Here are a few examples of  desirable systems: 
๏ A system for training new employees
๏ A system for properly recording time in firm’s billing software
๏ A system for creating bills, and sending out bills on a regular basis
๏ A system for persuading prospective clients to hire you (i.e. an interview script)
๏ A system for handling settlement negotiations (e.g. using persuasion tactics proven to work well in 

negotiation settings)
๏ A system for keeping data secure (i.e. password management, automated backup, protection 

against hackers)
๏ A system for formatting documents consistently so that your pleadings, contracts etc. all look 

professional no matter who created them. 
For more insights read  
✓ The Power of a System, by New York personal injury lawyer, John Fisher  
✓ E-Myth Revisited: Why Most Small Businesses Don’t Work and What to Do About It, by Michael 

Gerber (will help you take full stock of the importance of systems in small businesses).
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6. Streamlining 
Once you’ve committed to using systems, you can work on streamlining work-

flows to make things run smoother, faster and more cost-effectively. 
First, you need to work on making your key workflows as free of  paper as possi-

ble. Digital workflows are easier to automate. Plus you can easily access digital doc-
uments from anywhere at any time. 

You’re probably working with a lot of  digital documents already so making the 
shift to a less-paper based practice should not be that difficult. But, if  you were 
starting from scratch here’s what you’d have to learn to do. 

Scan incoming paper into a digital file management system, storing the files in 
PDF format. Improve your skills in working with PDFs. Make sure everyone else in 
your firm improves their PDF-handling skills as well. Enable cloud-based access to 
your documents so that you can work on them from anywhere, anytime. 

Make sure your digital documents are secure from disasters by setting up a 
proper backup system. Make sure your files are secure from hackers, at least as 
much as reasonably possible. 

At this point you’re set up to start leveraging the power of  automation. When 
you can use a computer to do work that is normally done by humans you’ll discover 
that computers are usually much better. Increasingly, computers are able to do 
things that we used to believe were impossible. 

So the promise of  automation is great, and the results can be astonishing. But 
you have to use automation (as you use any kind of  technology) sensibly and strate-
gically. When you do, the payoff  will be astonishingly exponential. 

Humans are expensive to hire, train and manage. And they make silly mistakes, 
especially when doing repetitive tasks or anything they find uninteresting. Comput-
ers do things the exact same way every time, and work at near light-speed. Plus 
computers cost very little to operate (i.e. the cost of  electricity vs. expensive salaries 
with benefits for humans). 

You should first harness automation in the areas that are most central to a law 
practice, which is anything that involves creation or modification of  text (i.e. docu-
ments of  any kind, such as contracts, pleadings, email, word processing documents, 
etc.). 

Creating text can be turbo-charged by switching from typing to dictating. And 
dictation software is now very powerful, inexpensive and reliable. Plus it’s easier 
than ever to learn how to use. 

Even using keyboard shortcuts or spell-check is powerful automation. And yet 
many lawyers aren’t fully shifting to taking advantage of  keyboard shortcuts or 
spell-check. Here again, you need to cultivate the proper mindset: that is, one 
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where you develop an enhanced awareness of  the many important or even in-
significant tasks that are repetitive. 

Every single repetitive task that happens in any aspect of  your workflow needs 
to be digitized and automated. In some cases you’ll have to hire a consultant to 
help you implement automation. But whatever it costs in terms of  time and money, 
it will be worth it. 

7. Delegation
You should be doing only the things that you are exceptional at and which you 

love to do. Everything else should be delegated (assuming it cannot be automated). 
Finding talented people that you can delegate to is hard. But the people you hire 

don’t need to be as talented if  you have a solid system for training them and man-
aging them. That’s why you need to create systems for every aspect of  your prac-
tice. 

But if  you’ve got good systems for finding and training people then you can del-
egate tasks to them easily. The payoffs are sometimes higher than automation be-
cause humans can figure out how to adjust to new situations. Computers aren’t as 
good at that right now. 

Even if  you want to have full-time employees working in your office, consider 
using outsourcing as much as possible. Outsourcing is ideal for specialized tasks that 
don’t require a full-time employee. For example, receptionists and bookkeepers 
should be retained via a reputable outsourcing service. 

If  you want to understand how to properly delegate to staff  members, read 
pages 38-52 in the aforementioned book The Power of  A System. 

III. Marketing
Ninety-nine percent of advertising doesn’t sell much of anything.”— David Ogilvy

8. Fundamentals
Most lawyers have no clue what marketing is, or how it should be used. If  you 

want to attract clients in a way that keeps your cash flow steady you must under-
stand the fundamental marketing systems that have been proven to work well for 
small businesses. 

Successful marketing depends on three elements: (1) clear messaging (2) to the 
right prospects (3) using proven persuasion tactics. 
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The first thing you need to do is define which prospective clients are ideal for 
your firm. Most lawyers never bother to figure out who their “ideal client” is or 
should be. That’s why they wind up with too many undesirable clients. 

Lawyers who spend money on advertising without trying to target ideal clients 
are in the worst position of  all. They’re paying to attract a lot of  people that aren’t 
enjoyable to work with. 

David Ogilvy is one of  the most renowned advertising gurus in the 20th century 
and he said: “Ninety-nine percent of  advertising doesn’t sell much of  anything.” Meaning, he 
didn’t think advertising was particularly effective. 

Here’s another famous quote about advertising: “Half  the money I spend on advertis-
ing is wasted; the trouble is I don't know which half.” — John Wanamaker 

If  people who are renowned experts have trouble figuring out how to use adver-
tising effectively, what chance does a small business owner like you have? Obviously, 
none. 

So, to reiterate, you get clear on who you most want to work with. Then craft a 
clear, persuasive message that will appeal to that kind of  client. Will this be easy? 
No it won’t and here’s why. 

Even though the practice of  law supposedly relies greatly on persuasion skills, 
most lawyers have no grasp of  basic “sales psychology.” Successful marketers all 
have a keen understanding of  practical psychology. 

To learn marketing fundamentals don’t copy other lawyers, because most of  
them are not using proven strategies and tactics. Instead, read these books: 
✓ This is Marketing, You Can’t be Seen Until You Learn to See, by Seth Godin 

✓ Magnetic Marketing: How to Attract a Flood of New Customers that Pay, Stay, and Refer, by Dan 
Kennedy 

✓ Building a StoryBrand: Clarify Your Message So Your Customers Will Listen, by Don Miller 
If  you’re open-minded about learning the less common strategies used by highly 

successful businesses then you’ll have no trouble getting a steady flow of  great new 
clients. 

Here again, having the proper mindset is the key to success. 

9. Referral Marketing
The best kind of  marketing for lawyers focuses on the people who already know 

you, like you and trust you. This is known as referral marketing, and it’s based on 
the idea that it’s easier to convert “warm leads” into clients than “cold leads.” (i.e. 
people that have no idea who you are). 
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Some lawyers call it “word of  mouth” marketing. And what they really mean 
when they say this is: “I don’t try to market my practice. I just rely on word of  
mouth.” 

If  you’re happy with (1) the kind of  clients you get and (2) how many you get 
and (3) how often the new ones arrive, then don’t worry about trying to improve 
your marketing system. 

But if  you want to get better clients, get more of  them, and get them more 
steadily then start with a referral marketing system. The system is built around an 
important fact: even people that know, like and trust you will forget about you at the 
crucial moment when someone asks them “say, do you know a good lawyer who 
practices [type of  law that you practice].?” 

To get more referrals you need to stay “top of  mind” with as many referral 
sources as you can. Most lawyers have enough referral sources, but if  you don’t 
then step #1 is to get more referral sources by going out to networking events, 
speaking, writing etc. 

If  you have enough potential referral sources then you are ready to implement 
the simple-but-powerful 3-step system. I call this the 4 R’s System, and here’s how 
it works. 

1. You must be referable  
2. You must remind referral sources that you’re referable 
3. And you must do so regularly 
4. And in a reasonable way 
You must remind them regularly that you exist and what kind of  law you spe-

cialize in (so you remain “top of  mind” when a referral opportunity arises). And 
you must do so in a reasonable way to maximize their motivation to make referrals 
(and avoid making them annoyed or otherwise displeased). 

There are lots of  ways to stay top of  mind with your referral sources. Here are a 
few that are tried and true: 
๏ Send them a monthly email newsletter (it’s inexpensive and quite powerful)
๏ Send them a monthly print newsletter (also powerful, but can be pretty expensive)
๏ Send them a birthday card on their birthday
๏ Take them to lunch once or twice a year (more often for the referral sources that send you the most 

business)
๏ Call them on the phone
๏ Send them an interesting article by email or by mail when you see one that might interest them
๏ Send them a thank you card immediately after they refer you new business (or better yet: send 

them a small gift)
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๏ If you follow them on social media, click the “like” button on posts they publish 

To learn more about getting referrals, read these books:
✓ No B.S. Guide to Maximum Referrals, by Dan Kennedy & Shaun Buck
✓ Never Eat Alone, And Other Secrets to Success, One Relationship at a Time, by Keith Ferrazzi & 

Tahl Raz 
✓ How to Win Friends & Influence People, by Dale Carnegie 

Also, consider signing up for this private Facebook group:  
✓ Referral Marketing by Email - For Lawyers - facebook.com/groups/referralmarketingbyemail  

10. Advanced Marketing
Trying to market to people that don’t know you at all is extremely difficult unless 

you are familiar with direct response principles. If  you pay for advertising to attract 
cold prospects you’ll pay three to five times more if  you don’t use direct marketing 
strategies. 

The good news is, if  you (1) properly identify an ideal client, and (2) craft a 
clear, persuasive message to that prospect (3) using direct marketing strategies and 
tactics you can attract and convert cold leads very cost-effectively. And you can 
even automate most of  the process if  you have a website. 

To learn more direct marketing read: 
✓ No B.S. Direct Marketing, by Dan Kennedy
✓ Magnetic Marketing: How to Attract a Flood of New Customers that Pay, Stay, and Refer, by Dan 

Kennedy 
Also, consider signing up for my marketing course:  
✓ Effective Marketing for Lawyers - law-firm-autopilot.thinkific.com/courses/effective-marketing
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Ernie Svenson learned the secret to working smarter (vs. 
harder) right out of law school. In 2000, he discovered 
the power of creating a paperless practice, which was 
dismissed as impossible by most lawyers. 

Two years later, Ernie was the 5th lawyer to create a 
weblog, which led him to discover the power of online 
marketing before 99% of attorneys even imagined they 
might be able to get clients via a website.  

For the past decade he’s focused on teaching solo and 
small firm lawyers how to harness systems, 
technology, and psychology to better manage and 
market their practices—so they can start working less, 
earning more, and taking more time off. To learn more, 
visit these websites: lawfirmautopilot.com 
paperlesschase.com and ernietheattorney.net 
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2.VISION - 
What kind of practice do you truly want? Describe it in writing, with as much detail as possible. For 
example, who exactly would be your “dream client”? How many hours would you work each week 
and what would you do?

I. Approach 
1. MINDSET - 
You should cultivate empowering mindsets 
and stifle any limiting beliefs you have about 
the success you’re truly capable of achieving.

There are ten key elements for 
creating a smooth-running, 
financially-thriving law practice. 
Those elements are grouped into three main categories, as shown below. 

Whether you think 
you can or think 
you can’t, you’re 
right.” 
—Henry Ford

3.FOCUS - 
Making the radical changes needed to create your ideal law firm requires an unconventional-but-
powerful approach (i.e. the “80/20 principle”).

4.ASSISTANCE - 
You’ll need help in growing your practice. Make sure you get it from people who get great results 
consistently, and who’ve proven they can help lawyers like you.
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II.Operations
1. SYSTEMS -
You must operate your business using well-
developed systems that you document and 
update regularly as your key workflows evolve.

2. STREAMLINING
You can radically improve both efficiency and effectiveness by leveraging paperless workflows, 
automation, cloud storage, and virtual collaboration (i.e. mobile lawyering)

Efficiency is doing 
things right; 
effectiveness is 
doing the right 
things.” 
— Peter Drucker

3. DELEGATING
You should only do work that you are exceptionally good at and which you thoroughly enjoy. 
Even if you want to have full-time employees working in your office, consider using outsourcing as 
much as possible.
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III.Marketing 
1. FUNDAMENTALS -
You must understand how proper marketing 
works. Don’t spend any money on consulting 
or advertising until you do.

Ninety-nine percent 
of advertising 
doesn’t sell much of 
anything.” 
—David Ogilvy

2. BASIC MARKETING
Attracting “warm leads” is easy. It’s called Referral Marketing and it works exceptionally well with 
the folks who already know you, like you and trust you. Plus, you don’t have to spend a dime on 
advertising.

3. ADVANCED MARKETING
Attracting “cold leads” is hard. But you can do it if you use Direct Marketing principles, and best of 
all you can automate the process if you have a website. You can spend money on advertising at 
this point, but you probably shouldn’t need to.

Visit LawFirmAutopilot.com for more information

http://LawFirmAutopilot.com
http://lawfirmautopilot.com
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