
Report to Legal Management

Keys to Building Key Clients
The “Key Client” Principle

F or most law firms, practice groups and indi-
vidual lawyers, the key to building a legal
practice is to develop a base of key clients,

including clients with whom you have ongoing rela-
tionships, in numbers small enough to focus upon, yet
large enough to provide a flow of profitable work, and,
by extension, some measure of economic stability.

In a sense, all clients are key clients. As pro-
fessionals, each client receives our full atten-
tion, one at a time. As businesses, however, law
firms and lawyers should analyze their client
base, prospective clients and contacts, based on
size, profitability and potential. These two per-
spectives are not mutually exclusive, since the
professional perspective tends to be micro and
focused on the here and now, while the busi-
ness perspective is macro and strategic,
focused on shaping the future. The co-existence
of professional and business perspectives has
parallels in physician practices, engineering
and other professions.

Developing a Key Client Strategy
In most law firms, even where the principle
described above is recognized, the state of key
client strategy is embryonic. Developing a
strategic approach to key clients — a key client
program — is a fundamental opportunity for
achieving profitable growth. A law firm key
client program should encompass:

• Identification
• Research
• Development
• Service
• Relationship building
• Marketing
• Succession planning

Identification of Key Clients
From a strategic perspective, what constitutes a
key client? There are three important parameters:

1) current fee revenues; 
2) potential fee revenues; and
3) value as a referral source.

In other words, a client with relatively low
current fee revenues still can be a key client by
virtue of achievable revenue potential. Note
that profitability is assumed here, so that
clients providing high revenues, but substan-
dard profitability, will not meet the current fee
revenue criterion. A client can also be consid-
ered a key client based on value as a referral
source — those wonderful clients that advocate
for your firm with other potential (profitable)
clients, provide great references, and actually
help sell you to others.

The key client matrix below is a vehicle to
help objectively apply these three criteria to
prospects.

Downstream, this matrix can be used for
more than key client identification, since it sug-
gests additional strategies. Client A might be
an untapped source of referrals, (subject to the
industry and other factors). Client B should be
considered for marketing, to expand or cross-
sell additional services.

Research and Development
Researching prospective clients for key client
potential is both advisable and worthwhile.
Even when a key prospect is perceived to be
well known by your firm, research should be
undertaken before strategizing about expan-
sion or diversification. Research sources
include publicly available information, news
accounts, industry and association listings,
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Internet search engines, and the list
goes on. Some basic areas to explore
include:

• A prospect’s industry/business –
what products or services do they sell?

• Are they regulated, and if so, by
which agencies?

• Closely-held or public company?

• What publicly-available reports are
there?

• Who are the owners or officers of
the entity?

• Any recent news articles (mentions
of executives, officers, managers,
new hires, awards, etc.)?

• Any major purchases, acquisitions,
layoffs?

• Who represents them?

• What accounting firm do they use?
What bank?

• With what prominent vendors do
they do business?

Chances are good that your firm
or practice group’s lawyers can con-
tribute anecdotal or experiential
information as well. Your approach
can be simple: identify the lawyers,
managers or staff in your firm who
know the prospective client or know
individuals in the client organiza-
tion. Get together and determine
what you know, who you know,
what is fact, theory or speculation.
Then determine whether you need to
find out more before you strategize
and approach the prospect, and if so,
how you will proceed.

Another source is the key prospect
itself, or its representatives. If you’re
rubbing elbows with key prospects at
an association meeting or other
venue, get to know them by asking
questions, and if appropriate, asking
questions about their business. If you
are “just interested,” and are not ask-
ing for their business, you might find
out a lot of information that will put
you in a position to do so later. In fact,
most accomplished marketers will

agree that there are very few circum-
stances where you should ask for the
business before you have gotten to
know the key prospective client and
the individual you are asking.

Developing the first matter — that
first piece of business — from the key
prospect should be viewed both as an
end in itself and as a starting point. Be
sure that all firm partners are aware
of new key client relationships as
they evolve and grow.

Key Client Service 
The first piece of business from a
high-potential client, no matter how
small or large, routine or complex,
must be handled like it is the only
matter you, your practice team and
even your firm, have to focus on. 

When a client — new or long-
standing — is identified as a key
client, the lawyer or practice group
should develop a formal client ser-
vice plan. While many lawyers han-
dle this effectively on an ad hoc basis,
client service planning can increase
the number of opportunities for
additional business, improve results
and add to key client stability to a
law firm.

A key client service plan should
include:

• a list of client contacts and deci-
sion-makers, with names, job titles
and relevant responsibilities

• a list of current projects/matters
for the client

• a billing history for the last three years

• a comments regarding client’s goals,

priorities, preferences regarding
service delivery, desired relation-
ship with their lawyers, etc.

• client preferences regarding billing
format, descriptions, etc.

• client contact priorities (e.g.,
monthly status reports; call before
making certain types of decisions;
don’t contact me unless…, etc.)

• client visits – how often should
they be scheduled? At whose facil-
ity? Who should attend?

• identified roles for different lawyers,
paralegals, billing/accounts receiv-
able personnel

The key client service plan can further
be expanded to include pertinent
business information, news articles,
etc. 

A key client service plan is a vehi-
cle that can help the firm:

• stay focused and in touch with the
decision-makers

• maximize service

• anticipate and prevent problems and
misunderstandings over billing for-
mats, nature and frequency of com-
munication, as well as legal services

• build additional bridges from firm
to client — through contact with
additional lawyers, paralegals and
staff. For example, if your law
firm’s accounting department has a
good relationship with the client’s
accounting department, it can help
prevent misunderstandings about
bills and help defuse mistakes that
might occur.

Relationship Building
Successfully building trust with a
key client is the most important ele-
ment of the relationship, because it
means that the client believes the
firm is providing excellent legal
work, counsel, service, responsive-
ness and pricing. Of course, in the
21st century legal market, with the
level of client loyalty generally

continued on page 12
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declining, no client’s work should be
assumed. Maintaining the trust rela-
tionship requires an ongoing effort.

Moreover, not all clients necessar-
ily want personal relationships with
their lawyers. Some clients prefer
arm’s length arrangements, where
they ask their lawyers to do a job, the
lawyers do it, payment is exchanged,
and that’s it. Clients will want to
trust the lawyer’s advice, but don’t
necessarily care if the lawyer is
always available. Others want their
lawyers to be involved as their coun-
selors, to manifest concern, some-
times even to have emotional “skin
in the game,” as long as it does not
negate the quality of their advice. 

The propensity of a client for rela-
tionship building is really a fourth
parameter in identifying characteris-
tics of a key client, as described
above. Relationship propensities are
more accurately charted on a spec-
trum than in a binary, yes-or-no
equation. They also correlate, but
cannot be predicated, on company
size or configuration. In general, a
mid-sized, family-owned company
is more likely to have a higher rela-
tionship propensity factor, compared
with a Fortune 500 institution.
Nevertheless, some Fortune 500
companies and their legal depart-
ments undoubtedly want close coun-
seling-level relationships with their
outside lawyers, just as some indi-
vidual entrepreneurs want their
lawyers to be at arm’s length.

The Japanese strategic planner
Itami, author of the book Invisible
Assets, undoubtedly would count a
lawyer or law firm’s relationships with
their clients as an invisible asset.
According to Itami’s precept, these
relationships can be developed and
expanded, not unlike tangible assets
on a balance sheet — and with tangi-
ble results. If some of your key
clients are relationship averse, how-
ever, you will likely need more of them
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to achieve relative stability.
With clients with whom you have

both a solid professional service
foundation and a strong relationship,
you will have the added potential of
expansion through marketing, and,
depending on the breadth of the rela-
tionship, the potential to preserve the
relationship over time through client
succession planning. �

Editor’s Note: Look for two additional
articles on key clients in this three-part
series: Keys to Key Client Marketing and
Transitioning Key Clients.

Alan R. Olson is a principal of Altman
Weil, Inc., working out of the firm’s
Midwest Office in Milwaukee. He can be
reached at (414) 427-5400 or arolson@alt-
manweil.com.
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