Accepting the
New Client

Y ou want cases to get off 10 a

good start . From the time you receive
that first phone call - :
from a prospective
client, you want
things to go
smoothly and in
such a way astoin-
spire confidence on
the part of the cli-
ent. Our firm has
developed some
procedures for re-
sponding to new
client contacts that have standardized
and simplified the process of opening
new files and tracking information on
those cases that are declined.

Robert
Dawson

Client Screening

In a busy personal injury practice it
makes sense to screen clients and cases
over the telephone to determine
whether an appointment should be
made. Usually this can be done by le-
gal assistants who are trained to recog-
nize the relevant liability, causation,
and damageissues that commonly arise
in personal injury cases. We have had
little client resistance to a egal assis-
tant asking questions before the attor-
ney talks with the client. When a caller
objects to this procedure, we have the
legal assistant say “Mr. Dawson re-
ceives a number of calls each day from
prospective clients and simply is not
available to talk in detail with every-
body whao calls, I will take the relevant
information from you, have Mr.
Dawson review it, and cither he or I
will call you back.”

Tracking Client Calls
Ibelieve it is important to keep track
of some basic information for cach

person who calls your office whether
you accept the case or not. We have
developed a form that will be the first
piece of paper in the client file if the
case is accepted. That form willalso be
the record of our contact with the caller
if the case is rejected.

The form has the caller’s name, ad-
dress, phone number, and date of loss.
It also contains the source of the refer-
ral, relevant facts. and a record of the
disposition of the case. We like that
form 1o be readily visible in the file so
we copy it onto green paper. If you
would like a copy of this form, pleasc
give our office a call.

The disposition of the case portion
of the form is important. If we decide
1o sct up an appointment with the cli-
ent, the form reminds the word proces-
sor to send a letter confirming the ap-
pointment and enclosing a copy of our
firm brochure. The disposition section
of the form also has a reminder to the
attorney to send a thank you note to the
person or attorney who made the refer-
ral.

iIf we decline the case, then the dis-
position section of the form indicates
that the case has been declined and the
date that decision was made.

Send Written Information to the
Prospective Client

This is an information society. People
are used to receiving handouts ard bro-
chures that describe the product or ser-
vices they are about to receive. Doc-
tors use them. So should lawyers.

When we set up a meeting withanew
client, we mail a letter confirming the
appointment and enclose a copy of our
firm brochure. This serves several pur-
poses. The brochure tells the client a
little bit about our firm, thereby build-

ing confidence. The brochure also de-
scribes the steps in a typical personal
injury case. The offer to send a bro-
chure is also a convenient way (o ask
for the caller’s address. We usually ask
if it is all right to send the caller some
written information about our firm and
personal injury cases. We explain to
clients that if they read this information,
then our meeting can be more produc-
tive since we will spend more time on
the specifics of their case.

First Client Meeting

Everybody has his or her own style
for conducting a first meeting with the
client. Obviously, the attorney will
want to obtain the information neces-
sary tobegin the case, as well as signed
releases, a fec agreement, and any other
necessary information or documents,

There are some other things that |
have found helpful to cover in a new
client meeting, things that help build
confidence on the part of the new cli-
ent.

It is important for the attorney to
take charge of the meeting. Clients are
looking for an attorney with the exper-
tise 10 assist them with their claim.
You reassure clients by your knowl.
edge of the process and your experi-
ence with similar claims. Do not mean
to 1ell them that everything is okay
when it is not, but that you will look
into the matter carefully and help them
take appropriate action.

During that initial client meeting,
you can in a nice way let the caller
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know your qualifications. If all that
you handle is personal injury cases,
then you should let the client know. If
you have handled similar cases, let the
client know. Your whole manner in
dealing with the client, and discussing
the options that the client has, should
reassure the client.

It is easy to get into a rut when con-

(€ lucting client interviews and to feel

¥at as the attorney you know what
information you will need. This can be
shortsighted. A client who under-
stands the process, and knows what
must be proven, is better able to tell
you the important facts. A question we
often as is “How are we going to prove
how much you lostin wages?” Or “How
will we prove fault, causation, dam-
ages, etc.?” The client who knows what
needs to be proven can often come up
with some quite wonderful informa-
tion and witnesses.

Lastly, that first client meeting is a
good time to give reasons why the cli-
ent should hire a lawyer. In most fact
situations, hiring a lawyer will help the
client obtain a better result, even after
payment of attorney fees and costs. A
lawyer can help see that the client is
not taken advantage of. Also, many
people simply don’t want to deal with
the insurance adjusters and fill out the
paperwork that is required to process
the claim. Clients are relieved to learn

hat you will “take care of the paper-
Qlork."

Opening the New Client File

During the initial client meeting, you
may have given the client forms to take
home and fill out such as a fee agree-
ment or client information form. It is
important that you make a tickler card
to follow up on information that was
requested from the client. It is impor-
tant to set the tone of your dealings
with the client right from the start,
namely that if you request information
you expect it to be returned in a timely
manner.

It is also important on a new case to
do something right away, both to get
the case moving and to show the client
that you are taking action. You can
almost always do something right away
on a case, such as sending for the po-
lice report, or medical records, or have
aprivate investigator take photographs
or statements from the witnesses.

Conclusion

Many of these procedures for ob-
taining information from prospective
clients can be standardized. Doing so
makes it easier to refer to the informa-
tion in files that you have accepted and
helps you get the case off to a good
start. [t also makes for a better record
of the cases that you have turned down.

Robert Dawson is a partner in the
Seattle firm of Pence & Dawson; his
practice is limited to plaintiff's per-
sonal injury cases.






