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Finding a good lawyer

Don’t wait in contacting a lawyer until two days before an important meeting or until you’re deep in a legal crisis. By that point, you may not have time to find a lawyer who will work with you at affordable rates. Chances are you’ll wind up settling for the first person available at a moment’s notice, almost a guarantee you’ll pay too much for poor service.
Get referrals from others

If you get a lead from a person who has actually worked with the recommended lawyer, find out what the person liked about the lawyer and why. Here are some questions to consider:

• Did the lawyer respond promptly to your telephone calls and other communications?

• Did the lawyer keep you informed of developments in your lawsuit or other legal dispute?

• Were your legal bills properly itemized and in line with the costs the lawyer estimated for you at the outset?
• Did the lawyer handle your case personally, or hand it off to a less experienced colleague?
• Did the lawyer respect your feelings about how your legal dispute should be handled?

• Did the lawyer deliver as promised?

Then do some research

A good source is the Martindale-Hubbell Law Directory (www.martindale.com), which is in print at most law libraries and some local public ones. It has bios of most lawyers and information about their experience, specialties, and education; professional organizations to which they belong; and the cases they have handled. Major clients are also listed, which shows the types of problems these lawyers have tackled. Lawyers purchase the space for these bios, so don’t be overly impressed by their length.

Next, call those on your list. Some lawyers take these calls directly; others have staff that screen calls from potential clients to weed out those who are outside the lawyer’s area of expertise. A lawyer or screening person will usually ask why you need a lawyer so as to see whether a more detailed discussion is in order. If so, the lawyer will schedule a meeting with you.

Interviewing the lawyer in person

Never hire a lawyer without meeting face to face. You want to get a good idea of how the attorney operates by paying close attention to the way your call is handled. Is the lawyer available right away? If not, is your call promptly returned? Is the lawyer willing to spend at least a few minutes talking to you to determine if he or she really is the best person for the job? Do you get a good personal feeling from your conversation?

Assess the lawyer’s demeanor and professionalism, how the lawyer interacts with you, and the many other intangibles that go into a solid working relationship. Few lawyers will take on a case without meeting the client.
Give the lawyer all the facts needed to evaluate your issue. A page or two of notes should suffice. Then ask how the lawyer will approach the work. 

The conversation will be subject to a legal “privilege,” which means no one can force you or the lawyer to disclose what either of you said. This is true even before you actually hire the lawyer and even if you decide not to hire the lawyer at all. So, when you interview them to decide whether you want them to represent you, you can freely discuss all the facts of your situation.

Ask if they can be a legal coach

Try to find a lawyer who is willing to work as your legal coach. In a traditional attorney/client relationship, a client hires an attorney to take care of a legal problem and then hands over all responsibility for—and control over—the matter to the lawyer. While some clients like it this way, many would rather be more involved in their legal affairs, both to maintain some control and to save money on legal fees. 

In the “legal coaching” or “unbundled legal services” approach, a lawyer provides only the services that a client wants, and nothing more. For example, a client who wants legal help in drafting a contract can arrange a short consultation with a lawyer to get answers to general questions, go home and draft the contract, and then fax it to the lawyer, who will review it and suggest changes. A legal coach serves as an adviser as circumstances dictate and still tackles legal problems if they arise. 

In exchange, let the lawyer know you are willing to pay promptly and fairly. 
Discussing fees 

Ask how the lawyer charges and what the total legal bill is likely to be. If you feel it’s too much, negotiate; perhaps you can do some of the routine work yourself, thus reducing the fee.

Some lawyers require clients to deposit a sum of money to be used to pay costs as they accrue. Others bill clients monthly for costs and yet others bill clients when their legal work is finished. Also, if you call the lawyer from time to time for advice or to be steered to a good information source, how will you be billed? Some lawyers bill a flat amount for a call or a conference; others bill to the nearest six-, ten-, or 20-minute interval. 
Check billing statements. Every bill should list the costs and fees incurred that month.
If you are dissatisfied, you can request a reduction in your bill or make it clear that the work needs to be redone. If the lawyer runs a decent business, he or she will promptly and positively deal with your concerns. If you don’t get an acceptable response, find another lawyer pronto. If you switch lawyers, you are entitled to get your important documents back from the first lawyer.
Get fee agreements in writing

The written fee agreement should include every detail, including the per-hour billing rate or other charges, how often you will be billed, whether you will be required to deposit money in advance, how costs are billed, and when the lawyer will be paid. If the lawyer will be delegating some of the work to a less experienced lawyer, paralegal, or secretary, that should be billed at a lower hourly rate, which should be shown in the written fee agreement. In several states, fee agreements between lawyers and clients must be in writing if the expected fee is $1,000 or more or is contingent on the outcome of a lawsuit. 
You might also have to pay the lawyer’s own expenses for handling your work. In the written fee agreement, it should be clear as to who is responsible for items like court fees, copy fees, transcription costs, and phone bills. These quickly add up. However, never pay for costs that are the lawyer’s own operating expenses or overhead (using the law firm’s conference room, local phone service or fax charges, etc.).

The types of billing methods
Consultation fees

Some lawyers require potential clients to pay a consultation fee for meeting with the lawyer to discuss legal concerns and the possibility of working together. If a lawyer charges such a fee, you should ask what you will get for your money. Generally, you can expect a consultation fee to cover time the lawyer spends reviewing documents important to your case, doing research, and meeting with you. A consultation fee is usually a flat rate, sometimes up to several hundred dollars. If you find the right lawyer and can afford the charge, this will be money well spent.

Contingency fee

This is the percentage of the amount that a lawyer wins for you in a settlement or trial. 

Retainer fee (flat annual fee)

Some people may be able to hire a lawyer for a flat annual fee, called a retainer, which covers any and all routine legal business during the year. The lawyer is kept on retainer for ongoing phone or in-person consultations, routine pre-meeting minutes review, resolution preparation, and other matters during the year. Your retainer fee won’t cover a full-blown legal crisis, but it can help you take care of ongoing minutes and other legal paperwork when you need a hand.

Flat fee for individual tasks

If you are worried about hourly costs getting out of control, negotiating a flat fee for a specific job can provide predictability and reassurance. As long as the job goes as expected, you’ll pay only the price you and the lawyer negotiated, regardless of how long the job takes. If the lawyer hits a snag, however, or if the case becomes convoluted for some other reason, the price may go up. Be sure you and the lawyer are on the same page regarding the situations that may result in a higher fee—a clear written agreement is essential. Also, find out if any charges such as copy fees or messenger costs will be added to the flat fee.
Hourly fees

Find out what increments of time the lawyer uses for billing. You will get billed for at least the smallest interval, even if the lawyer only needs 10% of that time to complete the task. Any time the lawyer spends on you—talking on the phone, reviewing documents, or doing research—is billable. Thus, use the whole amount of that shortest increment of the lawyer’s time.
Also ask whether all the time spent on your legal work is billed at the attorney’s regular rate—even if the attorney isn’t doing the work. For example, ask for a discounted rate for time the attorney’s administrative staff spends making copies or organizing paperwork. 

Once you are using a lawyer

1. Keep track of important documents and deadlines. Keep a legal file at home that includes all the important documents related to your legal dispute. 
2. Do your own research. By learning as much as you can about the laws and court decisions that apply to your dispute, you will be able to monitor your lawyer’s work, make informed decisions about settlement offers, and maybe even keep yourself out of legal trouble the next time around. 
3. Strive to communicate through email with the lawyer, not through phone calls. This is the best way to avoid large bills.
4. If you do have to call, think first about the call’s purpose. Do you need documents, scheduling information, or other routine assistance? Maybe the lawyer’s secretary can take care of it (for free). Do you have questions you need to ask? Write them down ahead of time, so you don’t have to call back and get billed for a second conversation.

Changing or firing your lawyer

You have the right to change lawyers for any reason, at any time, although you may have to get a judge’s permission to switch if you are in the midst of a trial.

Changing lawyers will take time and money. Your new lawyer will have to get up to speed on your legal affairs, and you will have to spend time meeting with the lawyer to explain your situation and develop a working relationship. Only consider switching lawyers when
• your dispute becomes a lawsuit if your lawyer doesn’t have litigation experience;
• you and your lawyer cannot agree on important strategic decisions; 

• you and your lawyer consistently disagree about fee and cost issues;

• your lawyer fails to stay in touch consistently; 

• you cannot get along with your lawyer to the point that you can't stand each other; or
• you lose confidence in your lawyer.
Tell your existing lawyer—in writing—that you are taking your business elsewhere. Ask to have your files and related materials sent to your new lawyer. Your new lawyer should also send your former lawyer a letter saying that the new lawyer is taking over the case.

If a lawsuit has already been filed, you will have to file a court document called something like “Substitution of Attorneys” or “Substitution of Counsel.” This document officially informs the court, the other parties, and their lawyers that you have changed lawyers. Your new lawyer can prepare this form. If you are in or about to start a trial, the judge will have to approve the change. In deciding whether to allow it, the judge will consider, among other things, whether your opponent will be unfairly affected by any delay your change in lawyers may cause.

If you are changing lawyers because of deceptive, unethical, or otherwise illegal behavior by your attorney, consider taking action. Call the client grievance office of your local or state bar association for guidance on what types of lawyer misconduct are prohibited and how to file a complaint. Often, a phone call from this office to your lawyer will bring the desired results.
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