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LAWYER TO LAWYER MENTORING PROGRAM 

WORKSHEET T 
INTRODUCTION TO LAW OFFICE MANAGEMENT 

 
Worksheet T is intended to facilitate a discussion about the mentor’s law office, how it is 
managed, and where to locate resources for learning more information about law office 
management issues.  
 

* * * 
 Take the new lawyer on a tour of the mentor’s office, explaining how client files in 

mentor’s office are managed and discussing the best practices for the following related 
issues: 

 Time records. 
 Records of client-related expenses. 
 Billing system. 
 Client retainer and/or payment schedules. 
 Fee agreements, including common fee agreements, the advantages and 

disadvantages to each, ethical considerations surrounding each, examples of 
improper provisions in fee agreements, and the importance of using engagement, 
non-engagement and disengagement letters. 

 Escrow and trust accounts, including establishing an IOLTA, the how-to’s of 
accounting/auditing, use of interest proceeds, and proper procedures for handling 
funds and other property belonging to client. 

 Filing system, including procedures for opening and closing files, procedures for 
conflict checking, creating a checklist for new files, the importance of preparing a 
case memorandum and case plan, how to document the progress on cases, 
organizing both the file contents and the office filing system, and file inventory 
and review procedures. 

 Document retention plan. 
 Calendar and “tickler” or reminder system. 
 Information Technology Systems, including docketing software. 
 Methods of keeping clients informed about the progress of their matters. 

 
 Discuss staff, equipment and other administrative issues in mentor’s office, including the 

best practices for at least the following matters: 
 Mail distribution procedures. 
 Procedures for handling telephone calls, including when they should be returned. 
 Considerations in purchasing office furniture and where it can be purchased. 
 Library and research systems. 
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 Considerations in purchasing office equipment and the types which are essential 
and/or most helpful. 

 Other resources (publications, seminars, equipment, etc.) that a new lawyer might 
find particularly helpful in his or her work. 

 Personnel, including identifying employees who are needed to run the office 
efficiently and the benefits and disadvantages to hiring different types of 
employees (i.e., traditional, independent contractor, temporary). 

 Employee selection, including interviewing techniques, background 
investigations, extending offers, and maintaining personnel files. 

 Employment and discrimination laws of which an employer must be aware. 
 Supervising staff, handling employee discipline and preventing the unauthorized 

practice of law and the unethical practice by associates. 
 Considerations in purchasing insurance. 

 
 Share with the new lawyer ethical and professional marketing techniques, effective 

rainmaking tools, and how to create a marketing plan for a firm. 
 

 Review and discuss the suggestions made in the attached articles: 
 Dan Pinnington & David Bilinsky, Implement Appropriate Internal Controls, 

LAW PRACTICE TODAY, April 2006. 
 Edward H. Flitton, Law Firm Accounting for Dummies (Or How to Talk to New 

Lawyers about Money), LAW PRACTICE MAGAZINE, December 2005. 
 Allison C. Shields, How to Take Control of Your Practice by Creating Vision and 

Mission Statements, GP/SOLO LAW TRENDS & NEWS BUSINESS LAW, Feb. 2006. 
 
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

RESOURCES 
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
American Bar Association Law Practice Management Section 
http://www.abanet.org/lpm/home.shtml 
-A section of the ABA which provides helpful resources to its members about all aspects of law 
practice management.  
 
American Bar Association Young Lawyers Division E-Library 
http://www.abanet.org/yld/elibrary/home.html  
- Provides information about and materials from programs held at Young Lawyers Division 
Meetings and Conferences.  Includes helpful outlines giving practical tips on how to practice 
law.   
 

http://www.abanet.org/lpm/home.shtml
http://www.abanet.org/yld/elibrary/home.html
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Association of Legal Administrators Legal Management Resource Center 
http://thesource.alanet.org/portal/server.pt 
-Provides online tools, forms and checklists and other valuable information about law practice 
management issues.  
 
Columbus Bar Association Model Fee Agreement Forms 
http://www.cbalaw.org/formsdocuments/modelfeeagreements/index.php  
-Provides sample fee agreements for Ohio lawyers  
 
MyShingle.com   http://www.myshingle.com/2008/01/resources/online-guide/ 
-Provides links to on-line resources and manuals for starting your own law practice 

  
Ohio Legal Assistance Foundation http://www.olaf.org/  
-Provides the rules governing Ohio IOLTA/IOTA accounts and information about Ohio 
IOLTA/IOTA accounts. 
 
Officekeeper – Ohio State Bar Association 
http://www.ohiobar.org/pub/?articleid=877  
- An on-line nuts and bolts resource guide to opening, maintaining and closing a law office, 
covering both the day-to-day operations of a law office, as well as professional responsibility.  It 
includes checklists, forms, references and links to Web sites and the new Model Rules.  (You 
must be an OSBA member to access.)   
 
Unlock Your Potential http://www.abanet.org/yld/publications/Unlockresourceguide.pdf  
-An American Bar Association Young Lawyers Division Members Service Project which is 
designed to aid young lawyers in determining whether they have chosen the right career path and 
offer resources and support to aid in starting a legal practice.  
 
 

http://thesource.alanet.org/portal/server.pt
http://www.cbalaw.org/formsdocuments/modelfeeagreements/index.php
http://www.myshingle.com/2008/01/resources/online-guide/
http://www.olaf.org/
http://www.ohiobar.org/pub/?articleid=877
http://www.abanet.org/yld/publications/Unlockresourceguide.pdf
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Lavv PracticeTODAY
Finance

Implement Appropriate Internal Controls
by Dan Pinnington and David Bilinsky
April 2006

Ideally, your office should have clearly established internal controls for handling and
documenting all types of financial transactions. These internal controls are really just
policies and procedures that direct what steps should be taken when various financial
transactions occur. Although a lack of internal controls does not necessarily constitute a
breach of the professional conduct or ethics ruIes, you may consider implementing
internal controls to assist your efforts to comply with them.

The following are some suggested internal controls you may consider implementing at
your office:

Check requisitions

When dealing with check requisitions for both your general and trust accounts, consider
the following:

• all check requests are accompanied by a signed check requisition evidencing
approval;

• only certain designated lawyers may authorize trust account payments;
• only certain designated individuals may authorize general account payments;
• firm personnel responsible for preparing checks are instructed not to prepare

checks unless the requisition includes a signature of approval;
• supporting documentation (such as an original invoice, reporting letter, statement

of receipts or disbursements) accompanies the check requisition, where possible;
• original copy of the invoice is stamped paid (to prevent an individual from using

an invoice more than once to obtain funds); and
• photocopies of invoices are not generally accepted as support for check

requisitions.

Check signing policies

When dealing with check requisitions for both your general and trust accounts, consider
the following:

• checks in excess of a threshold amount require the signatures of two partners;
• blank checks are never to be signed;
• checks made payable to financial institutions include details of the transaction;

http://www.abanet.org/lprnllptiarticles/fin04061.shtml 4/512006
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• checks are in numbered order and the sequence is checked; and
• at least one of the individuals signing the checks always reviews the request for

payment to determine if the request relates to trust funds and reviews the client
file, to determine:

o validity of the request for payment;
o reasonableness of the amount requested;
o if sufficient funds are available to pay the amount of the check; and
o that an accounting to the client for receipts and disbursements is completed.

Trust records

Trust accounts are an essential part of the practice of law. When dealing with trust
accounts and trust records consider the following suggestions:

• monthly reconciliations and adjustments are reviewed and signed by someone
other than the individual who prepared the reconciliation,

• reviewer of the reconciliation ensures that:
o reconciliations are prepared on time;
o reconciled items are cleared promptly;
o all unusual items are questioned and an adequate explanation is given for

the unusual nature of the item and noted in the firm records and client file;
and

o a list of trust balances is periodically reviewed for closed or completed
matters including trust balances that have not changed in the past twelve
months; and

• Trust transfer requisitions are prepared to transfer funds from one client's trust
ledger account to another trust ledger account, and:

o written authorization from the client to transfer funds to another trust ledger
is always obtained prior to the trust transfer;

o the trusttransfer requisition is signed by the responsible lawyer and an
explanation is provided; and

o the accounting department, or personnel responsible for accounting has
been instructed to process trust transfer requisitions only if the criteria for
signatures and explanations has been met;

• A senior partner or office manager periodically reviews the client's trust ledger
accounts for unusual items; and

• Blank trust checks should be kept in a secure manner.

Clients' valuable property

A '",-1 1', . '.0' .. 1 .. I" ."' • ,. - •
nolUi'iugl. h V"'10' uy ",oa U1 pram",,,, III many circumstances lawyers can una
themselves taking custody of clients' valuable property. To ensure that this property is
properly handled, consider taking the following steps:

• keep a proper inventory of valuable items held on behalfof the client(s); and
• make sure the physical existence of these items is periodically tested.

Staffin~ policies and procedures

http://www.abanet.org/lpm/lpt/articles/fin04061.shtml 4/5/2006
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Law firm staff are an essential part of getting all work done in a law office. The
following are some suggested staffing policies that can operate as internal controls:

• the firm has a policy respecting an individual's need to take regular holidays;
• the firm conducts periodic reviews of lawyers' work;
• periodic reviews ofclient files are conducted by a senior partner or office manager

to ensure:

o the client receives an accounting for trust receipts and disbursements;
o the details of the accounting to the client match with the trust ledger; and
o the file is maintained in an orderly fashion; and

• lawyers are required to consider whether their outside interests may put them in a
conflict of interest situation.

The firm should also be aware of indicators ofpotential problems which may result in
inappropriate activities or conduct, including:

• a lawyer or staffmember who is consistently too busy to take holidays;
• a lawyer or staff member who appears to be living beyond his or her means;
• sudden and significant increases in advances for entertainment expenditures;
• large increases in unbilled disbursements;
• a lawyer or staffmember whose production has fallen off for no apparent reason;
• a lawyer or staff member who appears withdrawn or nervous; and
• a lawyer or staff member who continually makes last minute requests for funds.

Segregation of duties

Lawyers should segregate firm duties so that the same individual does not have
complete control over the management of funds. Consider the following suggestions:

• the individual who opens the mail is different from the individual responsible for
preparing a listing of all cash and checks received;

• all checks received are stamped "deposit only";
• the firm issues receipts for all cash or checks received to:

• provide client with proof ofpayment; and
• help prevent funds from being redirected to another client's account; and

• the numerical sequence of receipts is checked to ensure that all funds receipted are
also recorded in accounting records and deposited in the bank.

Trust account don'ts

As a lawyer you are in a unique and special position oftrust, and have been given the
ability to use a very special tool, the client trust account. Mishandling client funds or
misusing a trust account can have dire consequences - and it is the most common reason
for disbarment. For this reason alone, you should be diligent about the use of your trust
accounts.

http://www.abanet.org/lpm/lpt/artic1es/fin04061.shtml
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Lawyers are not bankers

No matter what demands or pressures are placed on you, DO NOT use your trust
account for any purpose that is not directly related to the practice of law, and don't
simply run money through your account, as an escrow agent or otherwise. Doing so may
raise a question as to whether or not you provided any legal services in connection with
the monies that flowed in and out ofthe account. Activities that raise doubts about
whether or not you provided legal services could result in a denial of coverage under
your malpractice policy, leaving you potentially personally exposed to the full costs of
the claim being made.

Don't commit or be a victim of fraud

As a lawyer you are in a unique position of trust. Moreover, your access to a trust
account and your ability to assist in the completion of transactions, make you an
especially attractive alternative to traditional financial institutions for those who prefer
not to leave a traditional paper trail. You could be duped into moving money around in
inappropriate, and sometimes illegal, ways. While handling matters you could find
yourself in the commission to 01' a victim of a fraud. Beware!

Back to Top

-~,_..'"--------------------_._--------
This article was written by Dan Pinnington and David J. Bilinsky. It is an excerpt from
the Managing the Finances ofYour Practice booklet created as part of the practicePRO
risk management initiative (www.practicepro.ca) by the Lawyers' Professional
Indemnity Company (www.lawpro.ca). The full booklet is available at
www.practicepro.calfinancesbooklet

Current Issue IArticle Archives ISubscribe I Advertise I Contribute IRSSIXML I Feedback
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How to Take Control of Your Practice by Creating Vision and Mission Statements

By Allison C. Shields

Many solos and lawyers responsibie for managing their firms report feeling out of
control or overwhelmed, Even successful lawyers will admit that their practices grew
aimost by chance, rather than by design. They don't have a handle on how their
clients are coming to them, or what their clients are really iooklng for, They aren't
sure how to grow their practice, to take It In a new direction, to get better work or
better clients. They never sat down and thought about exactly what they wanted
their practice to be, but they tell me their practice isn't what they want it to be.

There is hope. Stop to take stock of where you are and where you want your
practice to be in the future. After ell, if you don't know where you're going, how are
you going to get there?

The first step toward creating the practice that you want is by establishing the vision
and mission, writing them down, and sharing them with everyone that works In your
firm so that they are Inspired by them.

The vision and mission statements are the touchstone for everything you undertake,
from strategic planning, marketing, management and practice building to
recruitment, hiring and performance evaluations. These two statements are
Important, concrete guides for the future of your practice, Once the vision and
mission are written and digested, the rest of your business activities, Including the
management and marketing of your practice, have a direction.

With a mission statement, you have a guiding principle against which to measure
each of Its actions, You can begin to craft your practice in a more purposeful way
and create business plans which will bring the firm to Its destination - the attainment
of the firm's vision,

What Is a 'vision?'

The vision is the statement of what you are building, It describes the idea of your
firm in a way that captures your passion for your business and inspires you, It Is the
picture of what the firm wants to be in three to five years. Although some advocate
creating a vision with a much longer time-frame, with the pace of business today and
tlie "hanging leg,,; i""u~~,,pe, creaiing a shorter term VISion can keep you inspired
and won't become obsolete before It is reached.

The vision should be specific and Include Items such as culture, the 'feel' and
atmosphere of the firm, the intangibles that customers can expect, as well as the
'harder' or more tangible aspects of the business, such as number of clients, gross
profits, number of employees, number of offices, number and types of practice
areas, etc.

Crafting YQUr VlslQn Statement
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The vision describes your dream for your practice. Set no limits when Initially
exploring the vision statement - let yourself describe your vision in an expanded
manner. It may help you see possibilities you might not otherwise have recognized.
Spend some time thinking about It before editing down to what you think is realistic
or achievable. But remember when editing not to edit out your passion -that which
makes you enthusiastic about reaching your vision.

Questions to Consider When Creating a Vision Statement

• Who Is your ideal client?
• What are your financial goals for your practice?
• What will you or your firm be known for?
• What services will you provide your cilents?
• What will your role be in the practice?
• Where do you practice?
• When will you need more space, different systems, more staff, more

attorneys?
• Why are you practicing law?
• Why will your clients hire you rather than your competition?
• What will the culture of your practice be?
• What are your beliefs and values and how will they affect your practice?

What Is a mission statement?

The mission statement describes the firm's current purpose, Identifies the firm's
market, values and priorities. It Illustrates how the firm intends to achieve its vision
and how it goes about the practice of law every day. It answers the question why
clients will hire you to represent them.

Spending the time creating the mission statement and obtaining input from others In
the firm enhances 'buy in' from the firm, regardless of Its size, and establishes a
starting point for the firm's forward progress.

Your mission statement will also be useful for your clients - it wili convey to clients
and potential clients the' essence of your firm and the manner in which you do
business. The mission statement can be a powerful tool, both for strengthening the
infrastructure of your business, and for allracting and keeping the clients you want.

Crafting Your Mission Statement

The three keys to a mission statement are purpose, business and values.

Purpose

What is the firm's core purpose? Your response to this question should be a
concrete one, and It Is truly the foundation of your whole practice, and especially
your management and marketing plans. Spend some time thinking about why your
firm was created, what need It seeks to fill. Why are you practicing law? What do you
hope to accomplish? What are you committed to providing to your clients?

The purpose section oi the mission statement ShOUld also provide some Information
about the firm's basic management philosophy and 'In-house' style - does the firm
want to be a small, boutique law firm, a large business, a family atmosphere,
corporate atmosphere, etc.

Business

Your mission statement should also address the business of the firm - the firm's
clients, practice areas and services provided, Keep in mind that if your firm has
mUltiple practice areas, it might make sense to keep your overall firm mission
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statement more general and craft separate mission statements for the different
practice areas.

Do you have or do you want to develop a niche practice? Who are the beneficiaries
of your work? Who Is your Ideal client? What are their demographics? What are their
problems or needs? What services do you provide to address those needs?

Values

The values expressed in your mission statement emphasize what you are aiming for,
what the firm's core priorities are - does the firm emphasize re'sponslveness over
completeness? Do you emphasize alternative dispute resolution over litigation? Do
you emphasize compassion versus aggression? What is most Important to the firm,
and how do you want to be known?

Set Yourself Apart

To be effective, the mission statement should be unique to you and your practice
and reflect your personality.

The problem with many law firm mission statements currently in existence is the
same problem lawyers frequently have with their marketing - rather than focusing on
who the target audience is, and what their problems are, the focus Is only on the firm
or lawyer - their eduoation, their skills, etc. The mission statement, Just like a good
marketing message, must focus on the client - what their problems are, and how
your firm solves their problems or meets their needs better or In a different way than
your competition does. It's not about you, it's about them, and about being of service
to them.

If you sUbstitute the name any other law firm or lawyer that practices in your area of
law in your mission statement, Is It still true? If It is, your mission statement is too
vague,

For example, " To provide quality legal services and practical, effective solutions to
Individuals and businesses at a fair cost with a focus on client satisfaction" is an
Ineffective and uninspiring mission statement. It doesn't convey a sense of the firm's
uniqueness or culture. It doesn't communicate the kind of services the firm provides,
to whom they are provided, or how. This mission statement sets forth the bare the
minimum level of service which all clients expect their lawyers to provide - effective
solutions at a fair price.

Tips for Writing Vision and Mission Statements

• Be specific, but make sure that the mission statement doesn't become a
strategic plan. The mission statement should be an enduring statement of the
firm's identity, and should not contain goals and obJectives. The specific
goals, objectives and actions to be taken by the firm should be Incorporated
into a plan, but that should be separate from the mission statement.

• USt:1 'we' tu tJllIlJhGl::tiL,t;J (he firm as a whoie, and focus on the firm's culture
and strategies.

• Make sure all of your employees can relate to the mission statement - that it
inspires all employees to be their best and to work toward a common goal.

• Make it easy to understand - don't use 'lawyer-speak.' Remember, many of
your employees are not lawyers, and most (if not all) of your clients are non­
lawyersl
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• A good mission statement fosters commitment, motivation, and inspiration.

• Seek input from all levels of the organization - from the tHe clerks,
receptionists, secretaries, attorneys, paralegals, etc. This creates 'buy in' for
everyone at the firm, makes them feel a part of the team, and provides
different perspectives.

• After input is received, the mission statement can be written by an Individual
or a small committee composed of individuals sensitive to the entire firm's
viewpoints, and it should reflect areas of consensus. But do not allow a large
group to be involved in the actual writing of the vision and mission
statements, as this approach often devolves into nitpicking about comma
placement, etc. and accomplishes nothing.

• Set a deadline for completing the mission statement.

• Circulate a draft of the mission statement before it is finalized for review and
comment.

• When reviewing the draft, ask yourself: Does this accurately reflect my
understanding of the firm and its business? Can the partnership live up to
this? Can the individual attorneys live up to it? Can our staff live up to it? Can
we operate by this on a daily basis? Are we willing to measure everything the
firm does by this?

A Final Word About Implementation

Writing vision and mission statements alone will not bring about change or reduce
the feeling of being overwheimed. To be effective, implementation is essential.
Everything in the practice must be based upon and measured against the mission
statement. If a client, a project, a charity event, a case, or a method of practicing is
not in alignment with the firm's mission statement, the firm risks diluting the firm's
Identity and power.

Just as any good trial lawyer knows not to make promises in her opening statement
that she can't keep, so every law firm should beware of crafting a mission statement
which the firm is not prepared to act upon and enforce. Don't create expectations
that you can't or won't live up to. If you don't believe your mission statement, why
should your client? If the partnership doesn't believe it, why should your associates
and staff?

In order to create effective and inspiring vision and mission statements, it is crucial
to ensure that the firm leaders are in agreement. Do they all agree with the vision?
Do the partners agree on the direction of the firm, the types of clients the firm does
and will represent, and the manner in which the clients are serviced? Can all
partners articulate and agree upon what sets your firm apart from the competition?

If you want to create a direction for the future of your practice, and a way of doing
business that Inspires you, your entire firm, and your clients, creating vision and
fnlsslon stat~inttnts b1fe C:t gouJ fJlc:.tUt:J to ~l(;t1 L Om;t:J yuu have a ciear direction,
making real progress toward your goals is much easler, and reduces that feeling of
being overwhelmed.

Allison C. Shields, a former practicing allorney, helps solo practitioners and law firms
reach their maximum potential by providing practice management and marketing
strategies through coaching and consulting. You can learn more by visiting her blog
at www legaleaseconsulting.com.
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