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If you are the owner or co-owner of a small law firm and have retirement or sale in mind, you will be thinking 
about value and how it is going to be calculated. You will want the value to be as high as possible. You will 
also need to find a buyer who is willing to pay the price you want and can fund it. That is, the buyer needs to 
have access to funds, other than the vendor finance from you.

The problem for principals is that circumstances catch up with them, and they face a sale at the worst 
possible time, facing a fire sale or no sale at all.

Your skills will have improved over the years. You might be a great lawyer and your clients might love and 
trust you, but sadly your knowledge and experience has no value when it comes to selling. Only what you 
have built has value.

There has in the past been skepticism about the value of small law firms, but that skepticism has been well 
and truly debunked by the activities of law firm aggregators, like DLA Piper. Clearly these astute operators are 
not paying for badly run and poorly organized businesses.

Simply put, a well-organized law firm is worth more than a badly organized one. A law firm with modern 
efficient systems will be worth more than one with 20-year-old software systems.

If your potential buyer is looking for funding, based on your WIP perhaps, the funder will want to know that 
your records are up-to-date, clear and precise.

There are a few great examples of how your firm can have value. Consider three well-known companies, 
Facebook, LinkedIn and Twitter. None of these companies have ever made a profit and yet they are worth 
billions each. Why is that? What do they have to justify the value? Names. Each one of these companies have 
built a substantial list of users, with the possibility of selling different things to them in the future.

If your law firm has been around for a while, you also have lists of names, including your current clients, your 
former clients, the various stakeholders in your firm, your referrals, and that magic box, the contents of your 
Safe Custody register. So, in your area of expertise, in your geographic location, you also have a list of names. 
But for your lists to have value, they need to be organized. It is never too late. The cost of getting organized 
will in most cases be outweighed by the additional value you will be able to command for your firm. It is really 
investing tens of thousands to gain hundreds.

So, what do you need to do to organize your firm?



1. Organize Your Client Information
Think of any business. How could they be valued if the seller said that they did not have an accessible and 
usable list of customers? There is a threshold that needs to be crossed. You need to have a database system 
that can be trusted by you, your staff, and your potential buyer (and their funder).

So many firms collapse due to multiple sources of information, disconnected databases and inaccurate 
records. This inefficiency usually results from a lack of integration between document management and 
accounting management. Your profitability and quality of service will suffer, as a result. Ultimately, your 
business will be devalued. It is also easy to ignore the value of items held in Safe Custody. However, I know of 
firms that have been sold where the primary asset for valuation purposes has been the contents of the Safe 
Custody Register.

If it is disorganized, with poor manual records and weak controls on the movement of the Safe Custody 
packets, then this practice asset will probably have no value. Although, a well-organized Safe Custody Register 
can add real value to your firm as well as saving a lot of unbillable time. This inefficiency is typically created 
when clients ask for documents or information, and you cannot locate it easily. It pays to be efficient.

It will impress your clients and build real value into your practice.

The beauty of entering information only once and re-using it for multiple matters and document production 
is that fewer errors are made, there is less staff conflict, clients are impressed by the speed with which you 
can get things done, and unproductive repetitive work is transformed into high-quality legal work and great 
client service.

A potential buyer coming in to your office will be impressed by this efficiency and will value it.

2. Organize Your Precedents and Case Documents
Most communication between law firms and communication with clients is digital. The old document 
template in the bottom draw only has value for you. To be valuable for a buyer, it needs to be in a system. 
With so many forms and templates, and government bodies constantly making changes to the documents 
and rates, it is not possible for a small firm to keep up-to-date, without the help of technology.

Imagine this scenario... Put yourself in potential buyers shoes and think about being told that most of the 
documents for each case are in a manila folder, but some documents are in your email mailbox, others are 
in those of your staff, and you also save documents to a folder on your desktop. A document management 
nightmare! A practice risk.  I am sure you will agree that as you hear this, you will be discounting the value of 
the firm in your own mind. You need therefore to make sure that a potential purchaser does not do this to 
your firm.

It is important to consider the following when getting your documents organized and in one place for a future 
sale:

 n Can every document you need be created using the same standard approach and be saved into one 
place?

 n Have your own templates been included in the system?

 n Are the legal forms and associated legal rates kept up-to-date with government changes?



 n Are all commonly used forms and templates available?

 n Are all the forms and templates automated so they can be generated with maximum efficiency using data 
from a single database?

 n Are all incoming and outgoing documents saved into the case, so that you do not need to refer to a paper 
file and can easily work from multiple locations?

To maximize value, you need to be able to answer these questions positively.

3. Organize Your Emails and Attachments
The problem with Outlook is that incoming and outgoing emails are not related to cases and confidential 
and personal ones are mixed up with case emails. Many firms have a policy to print emails and put them in 
the manila file, but almost everyone I speak to tells me that this approach creates immense uncertainty and 
stress, because it is so difficult for this task to be done diligently. It’s also not easy to access someone elses 
emails. Faxes are paper-based and usually on separate devices.

Having client information scattered on different devices leads to disorganization, mistakes, lost productivity, 
and increased practice risks. However, you can organize your email so that every piece of written 
communication, incoming or outgoing, is saved into the correct case. This not only makes it easier for you 
to find everything, but also makes it much easier for small teams to work collaboratively knowing that all 
communication records are in one place.

Working directly from the case, all emails, and faxes are automatically profiled and saved into the case. So 
miscommunication, misfiling and lost emails are eliminated.

If your potential buyer receives emails from you and can easily detect that your firm is well organized, you will 
create a good impression and be on the road to maximizing practice value.

4. Be Disciplined about Time and Fee Recording
You have to decide how you are going to create the primary records for what you sell — that is, your time.

I have known lawyers who charge their clients based on file weight in the hand, or the depth of the thud 
if dropped on the floor, or even a rate per thumb of thickness per file. I have met lawyers who claim to 
remember every attendance when drawing bills without needing to reference source materials. This is lazy, 
disorganized and does clients and themselves a disservice. But most importantly for the purposes of this 
discussion, it has no value at all.

If you are doing time-based work, you and all your fee-earning staff need to record time in a disciplined way.

A good time recording system (assuming you have organized your database) allows you to find the correct 
case quickly, controls the timer easily (as activity is often interrupted), and helps you record time for a case 
before it has been registered in the database.

If you can demonstrate to your buyer that your firm is disciplined in its approach to making 
contemporaneous notes as well as in recording the time of the attendance, your firm will have greater value.



If you do real estate and other fixed fee work, then the number of transactions per year, the sources of the 
work, and the average value per transaction will interest your potential buyer. You need to make sure that 
your systems are capable of providing this information.

5. Produce Bills Regularly for Smaller Amounts
With a bad system, billing is boring. With a good system, it can be painless. Don’t wait until the end of a case 
or the end of the month. Bill as soon as you are entitled to. First, you must produce a bill! WIP is valueless 
unless you have asked the client to pay. So many small firms are in financial disarray because of a reluctance 
to bill the bad news for fear of damaging personal relationships with long standing clients.

No matter what your costs agreement says, if you leave the bill to the end of the case, and if you are acting 
for a person (as opposed to a company), you will tend to discount (the implausible but saysyndrome), and 
then your client is likely to negotiate a further discount, whether directly or just by taking a very long time to 
pay you.

By setting realistic expectations in costs agreements and using simple language, you create the opportunity 
to regularly generate bills for smaller sums that clients are far more likely to pay without argument. This is 
simply because they can afford smaller sums regularly and can budget for them. Making these adjustments 
will accelerate your cash flow and reduce your working capital requirements.

These are two very attractive attributes for any business.

6. Keep Your Books of Account Accurate and Up-To-Date
It is axiomatic. You cannot sell a business with lousy records. It is also much harder to sell a business with old 
systems, and if you need to explain the finances of your firm in a specially created spreadsheet, rather than 
by giving access to the systems themselves, you will face a further discount in your valuation.

LEAP provides a system where your clients can pay remotely, at the post office, over the internet or by phone, 
and the money is automatically credited to the correct invoice, case and client. Your potential purchaser will 
instantly assess the cost savings from not having to do all that mundane bookkeeping.

My favorite analogy is a company we all know, American Airlines. If they did not keep proper maintenance 
records would you fly with them? No. If they had not updated their computer systems for 20 years would you 
fly with them? No. Would the company be valuable in these circumstances? No.

To change that no to a yes, you need to get your firm organized.

7. How LEAP Can Help You Organize Your Firm to Maximize Value
If you want to make a Succession Plan you have to do something. There are so many reasons to do nothing, 
partnership difficulties, frustrated thoughts of retirement, being busy, general inertia, you have an old 
system, but it works. Complaining is easier than doing.

These are all true, but will have a huge cost if you do nothing.



The simplest, quickest, easiest and cheapest way to do this is to introduce the very best software available to 
you, because the software itself introduces the organizational structures and disciplines needed to achieve 
the above and maximize value.

LEAP has been assisting small law firms to get organized for more than 25 years. Our software is the most 
successful in the market because we deliver on our promise that firms using LEAP make more money.

Our software gets better every day. We have a commitment to ongoing innovation to continually allow our 
users to take advantage of new technologies. With LEAP, firms can enjoy and prosper from the mobility 
a cloud-based solution offers their practice. Without the need for a server, you can now work effectively, 
from anywhere at any time, translating into cost and time savings for you. On top of this LEAP also offers 
a complimentary collaboration platform, LEAP Mobile, which enables your small law firm to access all your 
matters from the palm of your hand

Imagine a potential buyer coming into your firm and seeing your firm operating efficiently and accurately 
using great technology. Then imagine how he or she will value your firm. I am sure you will agree that even 
though it might be hard the increased reward for your years of hard work will make it worthwhile.
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