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FROM THE LAW DEGREE TO THE SHINGLE-LAUNCHING YOUR PRACTICE
Thinking about launching your own law practice? There are so many considerations to take into account. Although a daunting task, the rewards can be limitless. The following article will provide you with some questions to consider while making your decision, some issues to address as you develop your plan, some tips for growing the practice and some resources for additional research.  

Making the Decision.
Having your own business and being your own boss can be a very exciting and rewarding career path.  However, the decision to start your own law practice requires the analysis of many variables. To ensure that running your own business is the right thing for you, it must be well thought out and planned. Take time to ask yourself numerous questions and take a close look at your answers.  For example, ask yourself the following:

· Why do I want to have my own law practice?

· What specific areas of law will my practice focus on?

· Where do I want to practice?

· Do I have the necessary experience, expertise and/or support system to handle the client issues?

· Do I have what it takes to manage myself, a staff, the business and the legal work?

· Do I have the money to pay for the initial setup expenses?

· Do I have the financial means to handle my expenses during the start up period which is likely to be slow?

· What are my income requirements?

· What is my strategy to acquire clients?

· How will I market and promote myself?

· What is my strategy to keep clients happy?

Having answers to the above questions will be your first step in the process of deciding whether or not starting your own law practice is feasible for you.  Moving forward with a solid plan of action will ultimately give you the best chance at success.
Having a Plan.

Having a plan of action from the very beginning will help you stay focused and alleviate many of the stressors that can come from venturing into a new career path.  There are so many administrative and financial considerations to deal with at the start up of a law practice that you want to begin with identifying the key issues and building your plan of action around them.  Your plan should include identification of the areas of law you would like to focus on, determining the organizational structure of your business, identifying the items needed for your office setup and the expenses that are likely to be incurred. Finally, your plan should have a specific strategy for handling these issues.

What specific areas of law will my practice focus on?  Make sure you can answer this question realistically. Consider your personal interests (music, film, television, theater?), your current relevant experience, industry trends, the competition, your contacts, etc.  
Where do I want to practice?  This question can be as difficult as it is simple.  The obvious answer may be “where you live” or “where you are licensed”.  However, especially in entertainment law, selecting the location can be a critical decision.  Do you go where the masses are? Do you have to live in New York or LA? Can you thrive in a smaller market?  The answer to the location question will ultimately depend upon you and your ultimate goals.  In deciding, consider the following:

· What are of law are you interested in?
· Where do you have contacts and existing relationships?

· Are you willing to move?

· Are you willing to take another state’s bar exam?

· Does your area of interest require that you reside in a particular place?

· Does a significant client base exist in the place you are interested in?

· Are you willing to be one of only a few, or the ‘only’ attorney in your area with a particular expertise?  Can that work to your advantage?

· Can you compete and set yourself apart from the competition in a place heavily populated with attorneys who focus in the same practice area?

· What are the income limitations, if any, in the area you select? Can you meet your needs?

Do I have the necessary experience, expertise and/or support system to handle the client issues? Answering this question honestly is very important. Many lawyers have an interest in starting their own law practice. However, everyone who is interested does not have the experience, expertise or support system to properly handle the client issues which arise.  It is possible that when you start your practice, you may be the only attorney in the office. This can be a very scary prospect. If there is no senior level manager or partner to go to for answers, are you prepared to handle your client issues on your own? Do you have the experience to engage in the area of law you choose to focus on? Are you aware of the array of legal issues that can come up within the area you practice? (i.e. music law can involve issues in corporate law, intellectual property, accounting, contract law, etc.) Do you have a support system to call upon for answers to questions that you may have? Consider these matters seriously. If you don’t have the experience that makes you comfortable to work on your own, then perhaps you should first consider working in a company or firm specializing in your area of interest.  Or, perhaps you should take some more time doing research, attending conferences and seminars and otherwise educating yourself on your area of interest before you go out on your own. No matter what you think of your expertise in the areas your will practice, it is always a great comfort to establish a support system of other attorneys or industry experts on whom you can call for assistance. 
Do I have what it takes to manage myself, a staff, the business and the legal work?  Ah, the age old question of time management. Starting your own practice does not only mean practicing law and doing the legal work for your clients. It also means running a business. That includes managing your own work load, hiring, managing and firing staff, overseeing the accounts receivable and payable, making sure taxes are filed, paying rent on time, business development, marketing, promotions and overall business management.  If the computer system goes down, you are likely going to have to deal with that on the spot while still meeting your deadlines and making your meetings.  No more are the days of simply going to work and focusing on your personal To Do list. Everything dealing with the business, including the To Do lists of others becomes your responsibility.  Even when you are fortunate enough to have staff to handle these things for you, you will always have the ultimate roll of delegating the responsibilities and overseeing the execution.  Make sure that you are the type of person capable of and interested in taking on so many responsibilities. 
Do I have the money to pay for the initial setup expenses?  Understanding the scope of your startup expenses will be critical in determining the timing of your launch. There are many ways you can keep your overhead down when you first start such as being your own secretary and working from home, but there are some expenses you simply can’t avoid.  A few to consider:

· Company formation (P.C., LLP, etc.)

· Computer system and applicable software programs (i.e. Timeslips, Quicken, etc.)

· Moving expenses

· Lease security deposit and first payment

· Office furniture
· Office equipment (copier, fax, phones, filing cabinets)

· Office supplies (pens, paper, file folders, etc.)

· Stationery, business cards, envelopes

· Installation services for phone, computers, etc.

· Advertising and promotional costs

· Reference books, manuals, software

· Staff 

· Personal expenses

· Malpractice insurance

Do I have the financial means to handle my expenses during the start up period which is likely to be slow?  Consider how much it will cost for you to handle your startup costs. Then, consider how you will cover your ongoing costs and expenses during your startup period. Although you hope to have fee paying clients from the outset, getting to a point where the business is consistent and dependable can obviously take a little while to get established. Some things to consider:

· Prepare a cash flow analysis in order to gauge how long it may take for you to be profitable. 

· Honestly assess your assets, savings, investments, credit lines, ability to borrow and resources to assist in slower times.

· Determine your billing structure including retainer fees, hourly rates, flat fees.

· Form strategic alliances with other attorneys. Consider fee sharing situations, referral networks, sharing staff, etc.

· If allowed by your employer (and if you can manage it), begin servicing your own clients part-time while still earning a regular salary.

· Contact legal placement agencies for part time contract work which can supplement your earnings during the start up phase.

Growing the Practice
Now that you have decided to start your own practice and you have figured out how to finance the startup period, it’s time to get focused on how to develop the practice and make it successful.  It is critical to have a plan in this stage as well.  Having a strategy for finding clients, providing quality service and how you will market and promote your business is critical in growing the practice. 
What are my income requirements?  Only you can answer this question for yourself. Of course we all have an “ideal” income that we work to realize in our lives. However, the question of your “requirements” begets a more conservative answer.  Look at your existing living expenses, business expenses, debts and budget.  Add to that your planned savings and 401K contributions, and networking expenses (conferences, dinners, events, etc.).  Factor in whatever is necessary for you to determine your required income.  Having your income needs in mind will help you focus on your practice goals and help you monitor your overall progress.  Take time periodically to reassess your income requirements as well. They will likely change and hopefully increase as your practice grows and your standard of living likely follows.
What is my strategy to acquire clients? How do I market and promote myself?  No law practice can grow without a strategy to acquire clients. Clients are the lifeline of any law practice and finding them can be a challenge. There are restrictions regarding “soliciting” and advertising that you should be aware of in your jurisdiction when devising your plan.  However, you must have a solid marketing and promotion plan in order to effectively inform your potential client base of who you are, your practice areas and offerings.  Having a good strategy to market, promote yourself and acquire clients should include the following considerations:
· Look to your existing client base (if you have one)

· Attend events where the clients are likely to be

· Network with other professionals in your area of interest

· Consider your strengths and what sets you apart from the competition and make that a part of your “sell”

· Be willing to travel

· Make sure you let your friends, family and colleagues know about your business

· Create solid marketing materials (website, firm opening announcements, etc.)

· Have relevant “yellow pages”, Lawfinder.com (or other such phone book) listings

· Create a professional profile on relevant networking websites (myspace.com, facebook.com, etc.)

· Participate in seminars and conference panels or other speaking opportunities

· Write articles, create a blog or newsletter

· Keep current on industry news, trends, legal developments and key persons you need to know.  Being “in the know” is attractive to new clients.
· Encourage referrals

· Do your best work every time for each client. This keeps them happy and more likely to refer you additional clients.

What is my strategy to keep clients happy?  Happy clients are long term clients. Happy clients are referring clients. Happy clients are more likely to be paying clients. Keeping a client happy means more than just being kind and likable and making them smile. It means meeting their needs, offering opportunities, answering their questions and giving them timely results.  It means being proactive about their needs, contacting them even when you aren’t actively working on a particular matter for them and keeping a positive reputation in the community. Thank them for referrals, send holiday greetings, acknowledge birthdays. You should have a strategy to keep your clients happy.  Of course no client will technically be “happy” all of the time. The issues you handle for them will often be life changing, stressful, difficult or complicated. They may very well be extremely “unhappy” through most of the process. However, by doing your job well, being communicative, understanding, listening to their needs and working hard to get them the best outcome, you will ultimately keep them satisfied with your services and appreciative of the effort.  In that way, you have kept them happy and likely to be repeat customers.

Other Considerations.  This article provides an overview of some key issues and questions to consider when thinking of launching your own entertainment law practice. The topics covered are not intended to be an exhaustive review of the issues involved, but rather, are intended to provide you with some basic information to assist you with your planning.  The decision to start your own law practice is a very personal one that you can only make after independent soul searching and perhaps some consultation with your immediate family. Make sure you speak with your accountant, financial advisor and other professional advisors, if you have them.  In addition, there are numerous resources available for you to further research the topic.  I encourage you to seek out those resources in order to make the most educated decisions possible.  Some suggestions are:
· How to Start and Build a Law Practice, Jay Foonberg, American Bar Association, 1991

· How to Build and Manage and Entertainment Law Practice, Gary Greenberg, American Bar Association, 2001

· Hanging Out A Shingle: An Insider's Guide To Starting Your Own Law Firm, Harry F Weyher, Backinprint.com, 2000

· Entertainment and Sports Lawyer, ABA quarterly publication

· Entertainment Law & Finance, monthly newletter

· Practicing Law Institute (publications and seminars)
· American Bar Association, Forum on Sports and Entertainment (membership, publications, seminars and conferences)

· Matthew Bender Books (several publications and treatises on areas of entertainment law)

· The Musicians Business and Legal Guide, Mark Holloran, 1992
· This Business of Music, Sidney Shemel & M. William Krasilovsky, 2000 (and updates)

· Music, Money & Success, Jeffrey Brabec and Todd Brabec, 2006

· Dealmaking in the Film and Television Industry From Negotiations Through Final Contracts: 2nd Edition Expanded and Updated, Mark Litwak, 2002
· Producing, Financing, and Distributing Film: A Comprehensive Legal and Business Guide, Donald C. Farber, Paul A. Baumgarten , Mark Fleischer, 2004 

Keep the issues presented in this article in mind as you embark on your new career as an entrepreneur. Make sure you tailor your ultimate plan to your own specific ideas, goals, needs and wants. Have lofty goals but remain realistic in every stage of your practice. Running your own law practice will most definitely have is challenges, but in the end, you are likely to find it extremely gratifying and rewarding in more ways than you could imagine.  Good luck!
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