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Practice Management Systems and Procedures: 
What They Don't Teach You in Law School 

by 
Reid F. Trautz, Director, D.C. Bar 

Lawyer Practice Assistance Program

The practice of law is a profession, but your law practice is a business.

    Every business needs to have a set of systems and procedures to accomplish the
work that needs to be done. Common systems in a law practice include time and billing
systems to track expenses and bill clients for your services, and calendar and docketing
systems to keep you organized, on time, and to avoid missing important events. 

     These systems, if properly implemented, will improve the efficiency of your practice,
improve your legal services to your clients, help you to avoid problems that can lead to
malpractice and disciplinary complaints, and reduce the stress in the day-to-day
practice of law. 

     Creating these systems does not have to be complicated. Actually, a simple system
that works is better than a complicated one. The hard part is having the discipline to
stick with your system until it is so well integrated into the way you do business that you
cannot work without it!

     The most common types of law office systems and procedures are listed below. The
procedures outlined are to get you started. Use these to develop your own systems.
Write down your systems and procedures step by step. Do this so you will remember
them, but also for any employee to refer to when learning how your system works. 

A. Client Communications

Attorney/Client Relationship: Effective and regular communication is the foundation
of a positive and profitable relationship with your client. Communicate with your client
throughout your relationship to build the relationship and avoid problems: 

1. Listen to your client. Learn the client's initial goals for the relationship and
put them in writing. Provide realistic advice and guidance. Continue to listen to
the client's goals and expectations throughout the relationship; note in writing to
the client if the goals or expectations change. 

2. Provide a written fee agreement, the foundation of your lawyer/client
relationship. The written fee agreement should encompass the scope of the
representation, the basis for the fee, the timing of your services, and any other
issues negotiated.
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3. If you decline to represent a prospective client, write a letter to confirm
your "nonengagement" so the "client" doesn't wrongfully claim later that you were
his or her attorney. 

4. Disengagement letters should be sent with a final bill; an order of
withdrawal may also still be necessary.

5. Schedule face-to-face meetings with each client periodically; use these
meetings to build your relationship with your client, especially if circumstances of
the case or the expectations of your client change. 

6. Special communication problems with "difficult" clients: Learn to identify
problem clients who may need more direct communications. These clients
include lawyer shoppers, clients who are reluctant to pay a retainer or seek a
reduced retainer, vengeful clients, and clients who have unreasonable
expectations. Do not be afraid to terminate a client appropriately if the problems
persist, for you may be the client's next defendant. 

     Telephone communications: The telephone is an important communication tool,
and managing your calls is critical. Many clients choose solo practitioners and small
firms because they want quick access to their lawyer. Here are a few guidelines to keep
clients happy. (And a happy client is a paying client!) 

7. Your receptionist is your "Manager of First Impressions." The way your
receptionist welcomes and handles clients by telephone or in person will set the
tone for how the client views your firm. Poor skills and attention will result in
fewer clients. If you are unavailable to talk to a client, your receptionist must take
clear and accurate messages and leave the client confident that the message
will get to you. If you have an answering service or machine, make sure that the
out-going message is clear, and that the system works properly (test it from time
to time). If you retrieve your own messages, write them down on individual
message slips so you have a record of each call. Use message slips on colored
paper to make them easier to find on your desk or briefcase. 

8. Use each telephone message slip as a prompt to return the call. When
returning the call, take notes of the conversation with your client; if you do not get
through to the client on the first attempt, make a note of the date and time on the
slip. If your client complains that you did not call back, you will have a note of
your good faith attempt(s). 

9. Respond to all telephone calls within 24 hours. If at all possible, respond
the same day. If you cannot respond, assign a responsible staff member to call
and take a detailed message. 
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If possible, set aside blocks of time each day to return telephone calls
from clients. Prompt return calls are appreciated by clients and will help build
your relationship with them.

Written Communications: Give your client a constant reminder of your
progress in the client's case by sending copies of most, if not all, written materials in the
matter. Send a copy of all pleadings and motions to your client with a brief note of
explanation, and a reminder to call you if he or she has any questions. Also send
copies of correspondence to and from opposing counsel in the same manner. If you are
billing hourly, be sure to log this time. If you are billing on a flat fee basis, be sure to
include this service in your quoted fee. 

10. Give your client a legal file folder at the time he or she signs the written
fee agreement. Put the client's copy of the written fee agreement in the file, and
instruct your client to keep all written communications, pleadings and bills in the
file for future reference.

11. Monthly bills are an excellent form of communication with your client. The
bill should project your efforts on behalf of the client. Use descriptive terms that
inform the client of your efforts. Avoid short descriptions such as "Services
Rendered" or "Research." A bill that projects effort and value is more likely to get
paid! 

12. Create a form cover letter for each client to generate a letter quickly to
that client. Include the client address block, greeting, and salutation, and
pre-format it for your letterhead. Store it in your computer for easy retrieval the
next time you need to send that client a letter. This will keep your costs low by
increasing your productivity. 

B. Docket and Calendar Control System

The key to a successful system is to have two sets of eyes and two brains
frequently comparing and updating the calendars. Humans make scheduling errors, and
those errors need to be found before they become a serious problem. In the best of all
possible worlds, you will control the entries on one calendar and a staff person will
control the other. Compare the two calendars on a weekly or biweekly basis by reading
aloud line by line through one calendar, while the other person is following on his or her
calendar. Go through the calendar until the last event listed. Make sure you have not
forgotten to add an event to both calendars, accidentally double-booked time, or
recorded an event on the wrong day or time. Immediately resolve any discrepancies.
Now if your computer-based calendar crashes or you lose your portable calendar, you
have an accurate back-up calendar that avoids what would have been an almost certain
disaster. 

1. A proper Docket Control/Calendar system must have at least two
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separate calendars: both paper-based or one paper-based and one computer
calendar system.

2. The controls must be maintained by separate individuals, with the attorney
being one; if you are a solo practitioner without employees, consider sharing the
task with a convenient, noncompeting colleague. 

3. Staff should be adequately trained to schedule calendar events properly,
and should understand the paramount importance of an accurate calendar. 

4. When a new event is scheduled, such as a client meeting, deposition,
closing, or discovery due date, the date and time of the event should be placed
on both calendars. Develop a form that is circulated to all calendars in your firm
or practice group. One person should be charged to receive all incoming mail,
faxes or hand-deliveries. The document should be date/time stamped and
reviewed to see if it is a docket/calendar item. The item should be placed on one
calendar immediately. The document should then be forwarded to the proper
attorney who will manage the calendaring for the second independent calendar.

If the event is set by telephone or in person, the person scheduling the
event should give the details to the person in charge of the second calendar to
update. (See sample update form.) 

5. If the calendar item is court related (e.g. a notice of hearing, discovery),
then the person receiving the document should make a copy for a tickler file
made up of 31 sections, and filed according to the date of the hearing, etc. (See
next section for detail on creating a tickler system.)

6. The system must be cross-checked periodically--preferably weekly. Each
Friday, a weekly calendar for the following week showing all events for all
attorneys (in the firm or practice group) should be distributed to each attorney
and appropriate staff. At that time the tickler file should be cross-checked against
the items on the calendar. Thereafter, the two calendars should be compared for
the following week. At least once per month the two calendars should be
compared for a 4-6 month time period.

7. Each attorney should have a back-up attorney to handle cases in case of
illness or emergency. If you are a sole practitioner, find a compatible colleague
who can monitor your cases; seek permission from your clients to have another
attorney handle any emergencies while you are away. Be sure to check for
conflicts in advance and resolve them.

C. Reminder (or Tickler) System 

1. A tickler system is a way to remind you of upcoming events or deadlines.
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It is separate from your calendar, and works as an independent system to make
sure you never miss an important event or deadline. The tickler system can be
part of a case management program on your computer, or it can be a
paper-based manual system you create yourself. The best one is whichever one
works for you.

2. The manual system has many versions, but this one seems to work best: 
Create a file or purchase an accordion file with at least 31 subparts numbered 1
to 31; make a copy of each important motion, notice, etc., and place it in the file
according to the date of the month on the document. The date of the event
should also be entered on your calendar system. You or a staff member should
regularly check the tickler file at least several days or a week in advance. It is OK
to file documents for different months in the same folder.

Examples of what to place in the file include letters to opposing counsel
for which you are waiting for a response, discovery notice filed according to the
due date, hearing notices, and deposition notices. 

3. Computer-based calendaring programs and personal information
managers (PIMs) usually include some form of tickler system. Any of these
software programs can be helpful if used consistently.

4. Because no system is foolproof, plan on physically reviewing each of your
files at least six times per year. This will often catch an event you may have
missed, and maybe generate a new idea or tactic in the case. 

D. Conflicts Checking System 

1. Each firm should have a written policy on conflicts and how to check for
client conflicts. The policy should include a process for maintaining a conflicts
filing system, a procedure for checking conflicts before a prospective client is
interviewed, and a procedure for checking conflicts before hiring new lawyers or
staff. 

2. An alphabetical file card system of all clients and opposing clients may be
adequate for some practices. List the type of legal service performed next to the
client name. Also note the date the file was opened, the date closed, the lawyers
in your office assigned to the case. If you do corporate work, include additional
information about officers, directors, subsidiaries and parent companies,
principal owners, and other professionals serving the entity. You will also have to
keep track of the prospective clients you initially interview, but that do not engage
your services. 

3. Keeping your conflicts file on a computer can be very effective if the
information is kept up-to- date and is well organized. Many lawyers use their time
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and billing program or case management programs to enter all clients, even
clients not retaining the firm. The program can then be searched to check
conflicts. An inexpensive computer-based system conflict system is to create a
document in WordPerfect or Word that includes the names of all potential
conflicts. You can then search that document for possible conflicts using the
"Search" function in the word processing program. 

4. The more complex the matters you handle, the more sophisticated and
thorough your conflicts system should be. You can delegate this task, but you
should not abdicate responsibility. 

E. Case File Management System
 

After calendaring, file management creates the greatest opportunity for
sloppy management. Sloppy files lead to sloppy cases. Sloppy cases lead to
disgruntled clients. Disgruntled clients lead to–well, we don't need to go there! 

Effective case file management includes a system for filing each client file
and filing each paper document in each file. An organized file allows you to work
more efficiently, and shows the client your level of commitment to the case. 

1. File Control: 
Develop an easy system and stick to it. Start with centralized storage of all files:
Alphabetical storage of files in a file cabinet will do. (Some lawyers swear by a
numerical filing system that avoids rearranging file drawers when new clients
arrive. It requires you to memorize the file number for each client.) Even if you
are a sole practitioner without administrative help, file the files correctly each
time. Do not leave files on your desk unless you are working on the file. Each file
should have the client name displayed on the file tab, but avoid file labels that
include detailed client information. When you take the file to court, confidential
information may be visible for all to see. 

2.A File Organization: 
Create a filing system for each file, based on your particular practice area. Use
files that have at least four inside surfaces with prongs to attach documents.
Keep each client file organized the same way, so that you know where each type
of document (pleading, correspondence, discovery, etc.) is in each file. For
example, file all documents related to your attorney/client relationship inside the
front cover, place all correspondence on one surface, all pleading on another.
Use the additional surfaces for discovery forms, evidentiary documents and
reports.

3. Closing and Storing the Client File:
At the end of each case, review your client's file for materials that can be
returned to the client. Make copies of case law, briefs and memos that may be
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useful for your "forms file". If you agree to keep the client file, be sure to maintain
the file in a safe, secure location for future reference. Let your client know that
you will keep the file in storage for a minimum of five years (See D.C. Legal
Ethics Opinion 283). While it is true that your client may be more likely to return
to your services knowing that you have a complete history and file, you are also
taking on a responsibility to properly maintain the file. 

F. Forms/Document Management and Retrieval System 

1. Office “Forms Bank”:
 Creating a procedure to recover pleadings, briefs and memos from case

files will save you time and effort the next time you encounter a similar case or
factual issue. The basic idea is to save helpful documents that you have created
or copied so that you do not have to recreate the documents from scratch.  

After preparing a pleading or brief, store the document in a "forms"
directory of your word processing program for later access and use (e.g.,
c:\forms\will). The same issue may arise in a later case, and you will already
have the basis for a new pleading or brief. 

At the end of each case, search the file for attorney work product (from all
counsel in the case) that may be used as a basis for a pleading or brief in a later
case.

Copies of published cases that you may have copied to use in your case
should be recycled from client files for use in later cases. 

2. Storage:
Use a separate file drawer to archive these documents. File the pleadings,

briefs and memos alphabetically in folders labeled by subject area. In a separate
drawer, file copies of published cases alphabetically in folders by case name.
Even if you just save the leading cases in your practice area, reusing the copies
of these cases in the future will save time, money (and trees)!

3. Discovery:
Proper storage and safekeeping of your client's discovery documents are

required. Important client documents and case evidence should also be
protected from theft, fire, or other physical damage. Most attorneys do not have
space or resources to house everything in fireproof file cabinets, but there are
some things that may be worth the additional investment. A "one-of-a-kind" piece
of evidence in your possession should probably be kept in a fireproof safe.
Evidentiary photos can be stored separately from the negatives; store the
negatives off-site in a secure and confidential location such as a safe deposit
box. 
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G. Timekeeping and Billing System

An efficient timekeeping system will capture more billable time. An
efficient billing system will help you collect your fees for the time billed. 

1. Keep a time sheet at hand at all times. The time sheet can be a preprinted
form or a "pop-up" timer on your computer. Decide what type of time-capturing
device is best for you and stick to it. 

2. When you are finished with a task for one client, log your time
immediately. Studies are unanimous: The sooner you log your time after
completing the task, the greater your financial return on the time billed. If you
wait to log the time, you are likely to forget to bill it. And if you do remember later,
you will often forget the actual amount of time spent on the task, and log less
time for the client so as not to risk overcharging.

3. Periodically throughout the month, transfer your time sheets into your
billing system so that at the end of the month all time logged is ready to be billed. 

4. The primary goal of billing is to turn your legal services into financial
compensation. Send monthly bills to every client whom you did work for that
month and any client who still owes you money. The secondary goal of billing is
to communicate with the client. A properly drafted bill will inform the client of the
progress in the case. Even if you didn't do any work that month for an active
client, getting your name and telephone number before the client keeps you in
your client's mind. Use your firm letterhead or reasonable facsimile to print your
bill. 

5. Run your bills and mail them on the same day each month. Clients will
expect to receive a bill about the same time each month. Time your bills to reach
your clients at the point in the month when they are most likely to have funds to
pay.

6. Discuss expenses with your client and reach an understanding about
discretionary expenses such as large-volume copying and overnight delivery
charges. 

7. Consider setting up a Credit Card Merchant Account so you can accept
client payments by credit card. You can do this through the financial institution
that handles your other banking needs. The cost is usually less than $400 (for
the credit card scanner and printer), and approximately three percent (3 percent)
of each transaction. It is an inexpensive way to increase your collections.

8. If a bill to a client is going to be unusually large, place a call to the client to
discuss the bill. Do not feel guilty and reduce the bill; make sure the client
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understands the value of your work, and your efforts to provide value to the
client. 

H. Strategic Planning

Every law practice can benefit from some form of strategic planning. Make time
to get away from your office every four to six months to look at the overall "big
picture" of your practice. Set these dates and times a year in advance and try to
stick to them. If you can, go somewhere relaxing. Review your marketing plan,
business plan, financial reports (income and expense statements, accounts
receivable, time logs, etc.), client questionnaires and previous goals, and
evaluate how you are doing, and where you are going. If you are in a firm,
include all attorneys in the firm in this process. Ask for input and suggestions
from staff as well. 

1. Create a mission or goal statement for yourself and your practice if you do
not already have one in your business plan,. Short term goals of six months to a
year and long term goals of two to five years are common. Review these
statements periodically.

2. After evaluating your past and present performance, set long and short
term goals for your practice. These goals can be in the areas of marketing,
revenue, employee moral, client satisfaction, personal satisfaction, or the
numbers of new clients accepted. State your goals and stick to them! 
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