Starting a Law Firm and Phone Systems – What I Do
By Chris Small

A portion of the materials for this talk came from the blog How to Start a Law Firm (http://startingalawfirm.blogspot.com/) -- as you might guess, a blog about striking out on your own.

Received this email from a guy in New Orleans today and thought it might make a pretty good starting your law firm post since we all need to figure out a way to get connected to clients and there are a lot of options out there. So, here we go:

Jim

I'm a New Orleans law student thinking about starting my own firm after school. I love your site and subscribe to your feed. I have a question as to your thoughts on phone systems for the fledgling practice.

Phone systems are critical because a lost or mishandled call could result a lost client. Virtual phone systems have really picked up recently and do offer convenient services. However, there is a lot to be said for having a live body answer the phone. Is there anyway to marry these two ideas? What phone systems do you recommend (virtual or not; live body or not)? What are the best options?

Greg in New Orleans
When I first started thinking about opening my criminal defense law firm, one of the first questions that popped up was what am I going to do about phones? If you have ever worked in a law firm, ever been in a law firm, or ever been in any other type of business, there is usually at least one person dedicated strictly to answering the phone. 

But people cost money. And I didn't have a lot of money. So I immediately ruled out the idea of starting with a receptionist from the very beginning. And besides, the way I saw it, the phone wouldn't be ringing that much to begin with, so who cares if it was just me to answer it?

Then I started thinking "Well, what if I'm in court or something and a prospective client calls? I don't want to miss the call because then I'll likely lose the client." And, quick aside here, at least in criminal defense, people aren't very fond of leaving messages, so it is important to try to get them on the phone and then into your office as quickly as possible. So I started looking into virtual assistants.

Law Firm Virtual Assistants - The Pros and Cons
As I started looking into virtual assistants, I quickly realized one thing - if I wanted them to answer the phone the way I wanted, get client information the way I wanted, and provide clients and potential clients with the type of experience I wanted, it was going to take a lot of time to train them, and it was going to cost a lot of money. 

There are very good virtual assistants or receptionists out there and they do a good job. And though they are much cheaper than any help you might hire in your office, they definitely wouldn't fall into the category I would call cheap. And, in addition to that, not being able to set everything up exactly the way I wanted was a major hurdle to me.

Side note again - there are two things I envision with my law firm. First, an experience that makes people feel like they made the right decision to hire us, like they have a good attorney working for them, and that they are getting the best outcome possible for their case. And second, I want every client to have exactly the same experience, i.e. I want to have a set of systems in place that help move every client from intake to resolution in as smooth a manner as possible. To do that takes a lot of work and a lot of staff training to get it just right. This would include answering the phone, the information you get at intake, the correspondence clients get and when they get it, and on and on. 

The way I see it, right now I can give them the experience I want, and though at this point it is more elbow grease than hiring someone to do it, this way it gets done right, and I've got plenty of elbow grease to spare.
My Law Firm Phone System Journey - Phone.com vs. Google Voice

When I first opened my law firm I bought two numbers through phone.com and a fax number from efax. Total cost was about $30 a month. I like phone.com because you can do a bunch of different things with the numbers, including directing where they ring and when they ring the locations they do.

Part of my office rent includes a phone with a dedicated number. What I did was, take my phone.com numbers and have them first ring the office phone for 30 seconds, and if no one answers, then ring my cell phone. For my cell, I set up phone.com so that when potential criminal defense clients call the phone.com number shows up. This way I always know if a work call is coming through (though I don't know who is calling - and if you need caller ID to screen you aren't doing good by your clients - it's much better to just talk to them for ten minutes and answer whatever question they have). This worked just fine for a few months. And then I found Google Voice.

Google voice does exactly the same thing phone.com does, except it is free. So I immediately signed up two numbers, set them up to ring my office and cell phone at the same time (again with the Google voice number showing), and began telling everyone that that was my number. And it's worked great. In addition, Google voice can convert your messages into emails for free. This means if you are in a meeting and someone does leave you a message, if it is a potential client you can call them back immediately and hopefully sign them up.

As my practice grows I will continue to have those two numbers as my main phone numbers and just point them towards whatever phone system I have in place at the time. This allows me to keep the same number forever, never have to pay to have it move, and easily set it up to ring wherever it needs to ring at any given moment.

Whenever anyone calls, I answer the phone. The phone rings and I answer it whether I'm at work or at home, whether a weekday or a weekend, whether 7 a.m. or 7 p.m. And it works great. The only downside to this is that when people find out you are an attorney, they will want to talk to you to get a fee quote for their case immediately - don't fall for this trick. Get their basic information so you can look up what they've been charged with (or do a little bit of investigation into their lawsuit possibilities) and make them come in for a face to face. Only then can you sell them on what you can provide to them and can they see why they need you over everyone else.

Hopefully this answer the phone system question. As my practice grows and I add staff I'll keep you updated on the changes I make, including my system from start to finish (if you're lucky!).
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