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The biggest threats facing small law firms

People and small companies often run to small law firms when they need
help or legal advice. Most of these offices have limited staff working as
attorneys, paralegals and administrative. This requires those offices to
diversify in order to meet the needs of clients with the need to rapidly
develop skills in order for these offices to be efficient in providing legal
services and in order to face the large companies.

Looking at the business of legal services, the biggest threats facing small
law firms are:

The first threat: Failure to Get Fees (Non-Paying Clients):

Unfortunately, it is the client’s delay or neglect of the lawyer after the end
of the business or case. These practices may destroy the enthusiasm of the
lawyer and cause conflict between the client and the lawyer, which is
something that no lawyer wants. Such action will cause a deterioration in
the relationship between the lawyer and his client.

Therefore, the office’s operating expenses for the lawyer are the primary
concern, and the delay in payments or entitlements will definitely cause
failings in those offices and threaten their continuation. Therefore, the
lawyer must understand that there are uncomplicated ways to maintain
the continuity of income and maintain relationships with all clients,
through:

1. Providing your client with flexible and easy payment options that do
not necessarily have to be a one-off payment.

2. Obtaining an advance payment upon starting any business, and this is a
rule that must be fully applied. Work without a present fee or for a
certain percentage of the proceeds from the business is unacceptable so
that the lawyer does not fall into bankruptcy in paying the obligations
and expenses of the office.

3. Draw a clear plan about the due dates of debts on clients in a way that
ensures the continuation of the financial flow without interruption. It is
not healthy that all client’s payments are, for example, at the end of the
month, so it can be agreed that some instalments are every 15 or 20 days
to avoid interruption in financial flows.

4. It should be noted that there is a difference between the real client and
the one-time client, as discounted fees may be offered for the
continuous client who owns the business, which guarantees the
continuation of the relationship. This requires knowing the client and
determining his needs.

5. Sending regular invoices for small amounts, as sending a large bill at
the end of the year or half of the year may create a burden on the client
that makes him think about ending the relationship. This depends on
knowing the client and the extent of his need for legal services while
providing a high-level service that guarantee the continuation of trust.
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The biggest threats facing small law firms

6. Do not deduct any invoices owed by clients, this usually creates an
Impression on the customer that the office is dependent on him, so he
begins to ignore small bills and delay in dues.

7. The attorney must ensure that each bill is written in a clear and easily
understandable manner to be collected on time.

All of these points must coincide with the application of office-specific
payment conditions that require stopping work with the client if needed, if
he did not pay at the agreed time, in order for the lawyer to reflect the extent
of discipline and professionalism in dealing with clients in a manner that
does not violate the lawyer’s obligations and does not dispose any legal
responsibilities on him. In fact, claiming rights and fees is a genuine right
and necessary matter for the functioning of the lawyer’s office.

The second threat: increased competition:

It is expected that the number of law firms will grow increasingly every
year in the Kingdom, and we do not have a specific number or percentages
relying on a published data, but we hope that the Saudi Bar Association
will inform us of such statistics, which in God’s willing, will be useful to
law firms. The reason for this expected increase, in our opinion, is due to
many factors, the most important of which is the existence of a new
organization of the Bar Association, with the increase in law schools that
push many trainees into the market annually. This means increased
competition and increased pressure on the billing system with the customer
and on the method of collecting fees due to strong competition.

This factor should not be a frustration for small offices, so they can
compete and build a name that can compete more effectively through many
procedures, one of which may be reducing the cost to permanent client
while doing double work, this gives the office flexibility to reduce its
billing system while preserving profit.

Also, the element of increased competition can be overcome by reducing
the unproductive administrative time by automating as much business as
possible to make sure that the office can respond quickly to client inquiries.
This requires high-level archiving and files from which copies are kept
periodically to preserve the data and information, as the preservation of
non-productive time gives room for communication and the creation of
new clients through which they can overcome the threats to the survival
and continuity of the office.
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The biggest threats facing small law firms

The existence of an archiving system facilitates and helps to provide work
quickly and more efficiently, to ensure the survival of the relation with the
current client and eliminate any fear from the competition with others.

In addition, the office must expand its staff (External consultants)
according to the rare specialties as it provides accurate services that bring
clients along with driving great expertise through those works. Thus, the
office avoids referring work to large offices, rejecting it, or reaching the
worst, which is the failure to give correct advice. Such incorrect advice, in
fact, is negative publicity for the lawyer and his office in general, and it is
the worst thing a lawyer can face.

The third threat: lack of skills:

One of the biggest threats and difficulties faced by small or emerging law
firms is the lack of expertise, especially procedural, as it prolongs the time
to obtain quick results for the client, which is a reason for delaying his work
and thus reflects on his relationship with the office.

It is possible to overcome these problems by training with access to any
update regulations and laws besides writing all the procedures for any work
before starting. This requires restricting all stages of work as much as
possible so that the lawyer and his assistants and trainees can know the
stages of work.

This certainly requires a trained administrative staff who can summarize
the procedures and so that they are available to the lawyer in the form of a
to-do list. On the other hand, the presence of a highly qualified
administrative staff will reduce the waste of time as they will be able to
undertake most of the legal consultations in a short time. Such staff will
also be able to set general rules in some simple topics that need direct
answers about a specific procedure or a specific timing, so they can reuse
some previous consultation for any new client. For example, they can
summarize the possible appeal methods and mechanisms.

Finally, the lawyer must be aware that he needs high-profit margins to be
able to attract and employ professionals to outperform his competitors
besides covering the shortage that the office suffers from. This requires
him to double work, read and creating strategic partnerships with local
offices that provide him with coverage of weakness and increase
opportunities and experiences.
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Forth Threat: Over-reliance on the old works "copy - paste’:

Most law firms try to save time by creating an electronic library that
includes drafts and a basis for many works and consultations, but the
excessive transfer of previous cases (not judicial precedents) and forms of
correspondence may lead to ambiguity or errors in the provision of
consultations as each case has its own circumstances and data, therefore,
the drafts should be used with caution while trying as much as possible to
obtain the drafts and instructions prepared by the experienced lawyers to
be a source of confidence in the provision of legal services and not to rely
on unreliable or non-academic sites, which is full of opinions and ideas that
may be wrong or talk about controversial or exceptional cases.

Fifth threat: poor or discontinued communication with the client:

When a lawyer runs a small law firm, he is considered the main insurer of
income and paying the bills, and this is his preoccupation at the beginning
of the establishment and he may not be able to get rid of that pressure as
he neglects his client base and does not communicate with them, especially
when the level of work for him decreases. Unfortunately, many lawyers
fail to market and create new clients by reviving old social relationships or
friendships, due to psychological pressure and preoccupation with doing
the work they have only.

Therefore, if the lawyer finds himself in such a circle, he must stop
immediately and set a written strategic plan and clear goals with a
marketing plan that requires opening new horizons and attracting new
clients to the office. This requires scheduling of time and freeing up a
specific time daily or weekly, at least with specific hours for marketing and
building relationships.

In fact, the use of e-mails and phone messages from time to time is an
important element for the client to remember the name of the lawyer if he
has any legal problem or needs any legal services. On the other hand, the
lawyer needs to spread and be present to highlight the name of the office
in front of the clients through whom he can expand the office business.

Dr. Abdulaziz M. Alfadhli
2018
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