
4 Foundation Stones of a Law Firm
By Richard Hugo-Hamman

Thousands of small and solo law firms seek to find out how they can improve their businesses. Law firms 
continually consult various sources with the hope of accelerating their practice. While there is a copious 
amount of information on how to create a successful law firm, these mainstream resources often overlook 
the basic, yet pivotal information of building a strong practice. 

“The Four Foundation Stones of a Law Firm” provides lawyers with the key stepping stones to structuring 
their law firms. Richard Hugo-Hamman, Executive Chairman of LEAP Legal Software, originally presented 
the four fundamentals of a law firm in an address to the New York City Bar Association on 9 November 2017. 
Richard has developed the four essential elements of a successful law firm based on visiting more than 
1,000 small law firms on five continents. This experience has given him insight into what drives and disturbs 
lawyers from establishing an effective practice.  If law firms adopt and act on the four foundation stones, 
discussed in this paper, they will gain a competitive advantage. 

Let’s begin with the simple question of why lawyers become lawyers in the first place. Most lawyers 
become lawyers because they were inspired when they were young by one of the markers in our society. 
Perhaps the idea of pursuing a career in law was triggered by a visit to the Lincoln Memorial, or reading 
the inscription on the monument in Cadman Park in Brooklyn, or perhaps seeing Hamilton at a theatre just 
down the road from here and discovering how this became a nation of laws, not kings. Every country has its 
own similar markers and events that drive people to become lawyers in small firms. The rule of law and a 
deep desire to serve justice is one of the principal reasons why lawyers become lawyers. 

Four Common Characteristics of Lawyers in Small Law Firms
Lawyers in these firms around the world share four common characteristics: 

1. They want to provide great outcomes for their clients. There is obviously self-interest in this as 
reputations are built on doing good work, but I do believe that most lawyers are driven by the desire 
to deliver a successful outcome for their client.

2. Secondly, they want to enjoy the practice of law. It is disappointing that so many lawyers I speak to 
express dissatisfaction with their career choice. It is usually because of depression resulting from 
stress – I will return to that point in a moment.

3. Thirdly, everyone wants to be able to “take home” as much money as possible. There is nothing wrong 
with that. I meet so many lawyers who are working flat out, but not getting the financial rewards they 
deserve because they are literally ‘wasting’ the time through inefficiencies in their business systems 
and a lack of discipline in four key areas.



4. The fourth is the issue of stress. All the high professions bring pressure–it goes with the territory. But 
stress and depression are prevalent and pernicious amongst lawyers in small firms. This leads to drug 
and alcohol abuse and damaged families. This not only creates a miserable work life and poor client 
outcomes, but probably shortens lives too. I have found that while stress is most commonly credited 
to financial issues, it is the underlying disorganization in so many law firms that causes the stress. It 
is very seldom the legal matters. It is the file that cannot be found. A phone number urgently needed. 
An important document. Each one of these seemingly innocuous events on their own seem harmless, 
but when repeated day after day, year after year, the frustration builds and each event in itself 
becomes a cause of stress.

The first three desires cannot be satisfied with just a plan to get organized, but actually by taking drastic 
action to get organized.

The Four Foundation Stones for a Successful Small Practice
There are all sorts of what I call “magic wand” solutions to the challenges small law firms face. None of them 
work unless you first take care of the basics. From my experience, I have identified what I call the “four 
foundation stones for successful small firm practice.” They seem obvious and, yet so many firms don’t pay 
attention to them. Just as a house cannot have a terrific roof and fancy windows, without solid foundations, 
so a small law firm too needs good foundations.

Foundation Stone 1: One Version of the Truth

The first of these is the database of information for your clients, their matters and all those stakeholders 
who play a part in achieving client outcomes successfully. I am still amazed when I go into law firms that 
have multiple databases. The uncertainty and stress this engenders is enormous. It is also risky. The simple 
economics around trying to work out where a document or piece of information is located is all bad. You 
carry the cost yourself, you charge your client for your inefficiency, or you charge another client too much to 
compensate for losses due to poor management.

You absolutely have to get a system that provides you with one database of information for all your client 
and matter information, including documents, immediately and wherever you are. Your staff and colleagues 
too can find any information they need as nothing is hidden away in personal email accounts, favorite 
briefcases, at home or in a car.

I call this having “one version of the truth.” You will be amazed at how stress is diluted by solving this 
problem. You eliminate thousands of ‘moments of uncertainty’ and locate information simply, quickly and 
accurately. You will also do better work and find that you have a lot more time on your hands. The time that 
having one database gives back to you can be spent on billable work instead, working the same hours, but 
making a lot more money through the efficiency dividend.

Foundation Stone 2: Integrated Document Assembly 

The second foundation stone relates to documents. Creating, receiving and storing documents is very 
much the business of law for almost every lawyer. A matter starts with a letter and ends with a letter and 
there are all sorts of documents in between. Documents manage your risks and is the memorial of your 
work. And yet we find so many lawyers and small law firms have no disciplined and methodical system for 
document storage and creation. Storage is chaotic, with some documents in digital form, some organized 



and others not, and then some documents being printed out too. We often encounter firms that still print 
out every email no matter how trivial and put them in paper files. The immediate consequence, of course, is 
uncertainty.

Most documents can start with a template from a previous matter.  Why not have these in sensible libraries 
organized according to the area of law so that you can standardize use throughout your firm using quality 
templates? The certainty, risk management and easy maintenance of quality will create tremendous peace 
of mind for you.

Documents today include not only legal forms, but all forms of correspondence and file types. 

Assembling documents with multiple fields of variable data is very time consuming without a system. It is 
repetitive and error prone without a system. It is also extraordinarily inefficient.

A good, fully integrated document assembly system where you can enter variable data just once and re-use 
it throughout the carriage of a matter improves efficiency and accuracy. 

Small law firms are very different to large law firms. While large law firms with corporate clients have a 
ticking clock that rewards inefficiency, in small firms like yours with super price sensitive clients, efficiency is 
essential if you are to be paid properly for the work you do. When you combine the legally accurate content 
of your library of documents with a powerful document assembler, you can achieve these productivity 
objectives.

Then there is the issue of management of your documents. Imagine the simplicity of use and improvement 
in your work life if you and everyone who works in your firm knew for certain that every document and 
piece of correspondence relating to a matter was safely stored in chronological, sortable, and searchable 
sequence to find and use? And if everyone in your firm had identical access to every one of those electronic 
files at all times, in and out of the office? Your competitors have this advantage. It is possible for you to 
pretend that this transformation in practice does not apply to you in the same way that many firms thought 
that email would never catch on and resisted it for years, but the reality is that this is happening.

There have of course been well publicized concerns about email safety. There is serious cause for concern, 
but by sharing important documents with clients and others in a secure online portal you overcome these 
concerns. The reality is that a secure digital file is far safer than any paper version.

Foundation Stone 3: Disciplined Approach to Recording

The third foundation stone is a disciplined approach to recording what you do so that you can account for it 
accurately. Whether you time record, do fixed fee work, value bill or a combination of these (like many firms 
incidentally), what is important is that you always record it if not contemporaneously then at a minimum 
every day. Guess work a day or week or month later will see you sell yourself short. You have professional 
obligations to do so, but more importantly you owe it to your clients and yourself to make accurate records. 
As for documents, you should have a system for your whole firm so that everyone knows what the other is 
doing. Once everyone in your firm follows a disciplined approach to this, billing, instead of being a chore, 
becomes a pleasure.



Foundation Stone 4: Accurate Billing System

And so, we come to the fourth foundation stone which is your billing system. There are some simple rules to 
follow:

1. Re-use the data you have captured as you have done the work. Refine it maybe, but you should not 
have to refer to any other source for preparing a bill.

2. Provide enough detail so that your client can understand it. None of us act quickly when we don’t 
understand something and when it comes to payment, you want action.

3. Bill regularly for small amounts. I can’t emphasize this enough. Big unexpected legal bills create client 
dissonance and discounts and very often formal complaints.

4. Get a retainer or a deposit in trust as often as you can. It allows you to concentrate on the legal work 
and not worry about finances.

5. Offer your clients an easy way to pay you online. The fewer clicks from the bill to the payment portal, 
the more likely you are to get paid fast. Most of us only want to deal with these things once, and 
opportunities are lost if payment is not easy.

With these four foundation stones in place you can build any type of firm of any size, but they are essential 
for success.

When you are recording attendances and billing properly. When you can locate and create documents 
accurately and quickly. When you know with certainty where to find information or documents every time, 
you will find that a lot of the stress of practice dissipates.

With less stress, you will do better work, have more satisfied clients, enjoy life and make more money.
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