
Top Ten Tips for Maintaining a Happy and Effective Lawyer-Client Relationship  

1. Be yourself  

When a potential client meets you for your initial consultation, show your true 
colors. We are professionals, but we are in a service industry and sales, whether 
you like it or not, is part of your job. You want the client to hire you because they 
want to work with you, not because of who they think you are based on a pitch or 
performance. Find a way to strike a balance between making a good first 
impression and giving the client a candid view of what it would be like to actually 
work with your office. Speak the way you speak to actual clients; discuss the case 
in the way you would actually discuss the case with the potential client in the event 
that he or she hires you. People like to know what they are paying for, and you 
have to give them a sample of the real you, or you run the risk of the client feeling 
like they got a bait-and-switch.  

2. Manage expectations  

Clients want to know when they will hear from you. Establish your accessibility 
policy at the time of hire, if not at initial consultation. I personally make it clear 
that I, barring extreme situations, essentially run a 9 AM to 5 PM, Monday through 
Friday, practice. I rarely, if ever, communicate with a client through text message. I 
do not make a habit of emailing clients on off hours unless we’re on deadline, there 
are inclement weather issues, or there is some absolutely necessary last-minute trial 
preparation which must be addressed. Calls and emails are generally returned 
within 24 hours, or by Monday if received Friday. My people know this because I 
tell them this up front. If alternatively you choose to be available 24/7, permit your 
clients to text and email all hours of the day and night, and promptly respond and 
engage to all communications well, by all means, have at it (and I hope you are 
getting paid). There is no one way to manage your practice with regard to client 
communications but you have to have a clear communications policy, manage it, 
follow through with it, and, of course, communicate it. Clients are unhappy when 
they expect X and get Y. Tell them what to expect and then deliver. And if you 
can’t deliver, touch base through email or staff and tell them when you will return 
their call or email so they are not in the dark.  

 

 



3. Set boundaries but develop a professional friendship if it will serve the 
case  

As many of us have probably realized, family law matters can take years to resolve, 
and often make repeat performances through post-judgment and modification. 
Throughout these cases we spend countless hours with the client, often meet the 
client’s family and friends, are informed about their children’s growth and 
development, and we hear it all - where the proverbial bodies are buried, both the 
vanilla and occasionally less-so details of their intimate lives, etc. We accompany 
our clients on their journey as they move through the stages of grief and thereafter 
often arrive at a new and better place. Occasionally some of us might develop 
friendships that continue with former clients, but this is likely few and far between. 
After twelve years I can only count on one hand the number of  
clients I have maintained friendships with beyond the conclusion of the 
representation. With experience one must learn how to sincerely meet the needs of 
the client, to be a representative, a mentor, even a friend within the professional 
context, but ultimately maintain the professional/client divide. Equate this concept 
to the development of an excellent bedside manner. The client needs to feel that 
you understand their needs, have their back, comprehend the law, and provide them 
with competent advice that serves their goals. If you can cultivate a professional 
friendship in addition the relationship will often be better served - the delivery of 
difficult news can be easier to bear, for example, and unexpected developments that 
may occur can be easier to weather. Steer away from taking friends and family on 
as clients, however, because the prior non-professional relationship can cloud and 
often hinder the professional/client relationship.  

4. Do what you say you are going to do, when you say you are going to do it (or tell 
them something came up).  

If you are drafting documentation, tell your client when to reasonably expect to 
receive the draft for review. If you can’t deliver because something came up, such 
as emergency hearings, illness, etc., call and email to confirm and tell them when 
you will complete the work. Then do it. Don’t promise what you can’t deliver and 
don’t leave your people in the dark, they will presume they are not a priority and 
become frustrated or move on.  

 



5. Confirm in Writing (A.K.A. - CYA)  

Follow up in-person and phone conversations with letters and/or emails. Our 
clients are under stress. People hear things differently and people process 
information differently. Add to the fact that we also take for granted that we tend 
to speak a different language. How many clients ask things like, “What about the 
Quick Claim Deed?” or “Do I have to answer these interrogations?” Although 
these misstatements may get a chuckle, they are indicative of the fact that we 
operate in a world that most people might not ever encounter. Confirming details, 
strategy, your expectations of your client, the dates and times of upcoming 
hearings or events, etc., IN WRITING, is imperative. Doing so prevents the client 
from feeling unsure or in the dark. Additionally, you have a record of your 
statements, so as to avoid confusion and conflict with your client.  

6. Execute clear and consistent billing practices  

Clearly explain your billing practices at the first meeting. Execute your billing 
practices with accuracy and consistency. Send five-day letters in accordance with 
your billing practices. Strike your appearance as necessary. This work is hard and 
you deserve to be paid for your time. Clients should understand your expectations 
and be prepared to compensate you for your time. If they do not, move on. Enough 
said.  

7. Do not over promise or make guarantees  

If you promise an outcome, or guarantee a result, you set yourself up to look 
like you  
have no idea what you are doing when things go haywire. Even if your local Court 
handles certain hearings or matters with near extreme consistency, always inform 
the client of the various potential outcomes and the factors that could result in 
deviation from that practice. If you set up a client to expect a certain outcome, and 
you don’t deliver, you lose your credibility with your client and the attorney-client 
relationship is threatened.  

 

 



8. Listen  

Clients often need a place to talk. We are not therapists, and we should not pretend 
to be, but giving people space to tell their story and feel that they are being heard is 
key to the client feeling confident that you understand where they are coming from 
and what they have been through. If a client feels understood and validated, trust 
follows. You don’t need to break out the crystals and get all touchy-feely, but you 
need to be more than a hired gun who expects clients to spit facts, make rational 
decisions, and get in line. If you can’t listen, or don’t like to, you are in the wrong 
practice area.  

9. Educate  

Clients need to make informed decisions. In order to do so they have to be 
informed. You are their law professor. The onus is on you to ensure that your 
client understands how and why the law functions as it does, what relief is 
actually available to them, etc. Spend time educating your clients about 
applicable statutes, case law and rules. When they understand the game, they 
understand how to play and are ultimately able to better accept the outcome.  

10. Find Humor  

If you have survived in domestic practice more than a few years, and not run from 
your burning office off into the sunset, then you likely have a rather interesting 
sense of humor. Our clients are typically good people, but at their worst. Finding 
a way to connect with your client by injecting humor, appropriate to the 
individual, is imperative to establishing a rapport that can make the duration of a 
family law matter more tenable, and perhaps ultimately, a decent and 
transformative experience for the client as well as the attorney.  


