
EYE ON THE PROFESSION 
  

By: John Trimble 
 
Let’s Take Good and Make It Even Better! 
 
Those of us who hold law degrees and practice law in some form are among the most fortunate 
folks in the world.  We get to help people; we see and hear the most amazing stories; we meet 
characters of every description; and, if we are lucky, we make a living doing it.  In most places 
we are the leaders in our communities.  As we go about the business of law we can view what we 
do as a job, or we can view it as a calling.  Either way is fine, but either way, we owe it to 
ourselves, our clients, and our profession to practice law the best we can.  To those whom much 
is given, much is expected. We must recognize and shoulder the burden of being the best.  My 
pitch to you this week is simple: Let’s all break out of the daily routine in which we do things the 
same way every day.  Instead, let’s be mindful of our niche in the law and resolve to practice law 
better. Let’s resolve to make our profession and our communities better. 
 
In December of 2015, as I was ending my term as President of the Indianapolis Bar Association, 
I shared a column that contained my 2016 New Year’s resolutions.  I tried valiantly to 
accomplish every one of those resolutions, but I would be lying if I told you that I did all of 
them.  I have taken that list, eliminated a few, and added some new ones.  I hope that a few of 
them will grab you and motivate you to make a good practice and a great profession even better. 
In no particular order, here you go: 
 

• Take the time to read about our profession so you stay abreast of change.  (The best 
among us stay ahead of change.) 

 
• School yourself on the problems in your community, and take steps to assist in curing 

a problem. 
 
• Take the time to get better organized and take full advantage of technology. 
 
• Be as businesslike as you can be.  If you are a partner in a law firm, embrace all of 

your duties as a partner. 
 
• Capture all of your time, and get your bills out on time.  Stay on top of collections. 
 
• Reach out and get to know someone new in your workplace and in the legal 

community. 
 
• If you volunteer to do something, do it and keep doing it. 
 
• Write an article for a legal publication. 
 
• Contribute to your firm newsletter, a bar association publication, or a community 

publication. 



 
• Contribute to a firm community project or to the community projects of the bar or 

your non-legal organizations. 
 
• Improve your health and fitness, and urge others around you to do the same. 
 
• Diversify the circle of people with whom you go to lunch.  (Or, if you are eating at 

your desk, get out and go to lunch with others now and then.) 
 
• Once a month call a friend from high school, college, or law school and meet up with 

them. 
 
• Be a better supervisor, mentor, manager, friend, spouse, parent…. 
 
• Make every effort to be more responsive by timely returning calls, texts, and replying 

to email. 
 
• Join and get more involved in a bar association, and encourage your friends and co-

workers to do the same.  (Firm leaders, please support the bar.) 
 
• Be result-oriented in your case handling.  Clients are paying you to solve problems, 

not bill hours. 
 
• Implement a personal strategic plan and encourage your firm, your business, or your 

court to do the same. 
 
• Honor your commitments to your clients, your partners, your family, and your 

associations. 
 
• Move out of your comfort zone.  Risk failure.  Face your fears and conquer them. 
 
• Learn what it means to be a better listener, and then attentively become a better 

listener. 
 
• Embrace and promote change. 
 
• Work mindfully to recognize and understand your implicit biases, and then overcome 

the bad ones. 
 
• Strive to bridge generational divides by seeking to understand another generation’s 

frame of reference and point of view. 
 
• Acknowledge and credit your staff, your partners, your friends, and your family for 

what they do for you.  (Do this daily!) 
 



• Strive to be a problem solver. 
 
• Work with a purpose. 
 
• Do not harbor concerns and criticisms.  Learn to tactfully address them. 
 
• Learn to accept criticism. 
 
• Be open to the ideas of others. 
 
• Strive to be innovative and creative. 
 
• In this ever-changing world and ever-changing profession, strive to support diversity 

and be inclusive. 
 
• Be collegial.  (It is less expensive for your clients, and it will reduce your anxiety 

level and help you live longer.) 
 
• Park across the parking lot.  Walk everywhere you can, and take the stairs more than 

once a week. 
 
Have a great 2019 and beyond! I will see you in the stairwell!   
 
Some Tips to Improve Profitability 
 
A lot has been written in this column and elsewhere about the relentless wave of change in recent 
years in our profession.  Much of the change has been initiated by our clients who have reacted 
bitterly to the cost of legal services.  Corporate America has been reducing outside legal 
spending and demanding that outside lawyers find ways to do more with less.  Meanwhile, 
consumer spending on legal services has been curtailed by individuals trying to represent 
themselves and by the proliferation of Internet-based legal “self-help” providers like Legal 
Zoom.  The result of this change is that lawyers have seen their profits and incomes stagnate or 
fall.  Sadly, however, many lawyers have not adopted measures to make themselves more 
profitable.  There is no time like today! 
 
For many firms the model of practice has remained pretty much the same for decades.  Each 
year, in January, the firm starts business.  At the end of the month the bills are paid, and the 
excess after payment of bills is shared by the partners according to a formula.  A little extra may 
get tucked aside for later.  This routine is maintained month after month.  At the end of the year, 
any extra is paid out, and the firm prepares to start over again in January.  When times are good, 
this method of operation works. When times are lean, it does not work.  Now, with the changes 
in our profession, partners in firms are awakening to the fact that this practice model is not 
working very well.  As a result, partners are looking for ways to improve profitability. 
For many firms, improving profitability is as simple as engaging in some common sense 
strategies that other businesses observe.  Here are a few tips to get you started on improving your 
profitability: 



 
1. Budgeting -- This tip sounds too simple to be true, but many, many law firms do not 

operate with a budget.  In order to have genuine and sustainable profitability, firms 
must undertake budgeting.  Budgeting starts with an assessment based on historic 
revenues of the firm and the individual lawyers and paralegals.  This assessment 
provides the basis for creating a reasonable revenue forecast for the year ahead.  The 
very task of making a revenue forecast requires the firm to look at historic revenue 
sources and to think strategically about how those revenues can be achieved in the 
year ahead.  Once total revenue is reasonably forecast, then the firm has to estimate 
every anticipated expense for the year ahead.  Once revenue and expenses have been 
assigned for the year ahead, the firm can determine whether the revenue will be 
adequate or whether expenses will need to be cut in order to make a profit. The 
budgeting process also allows the firm to set reasonable lawyer compensation for the 
year. 
 
Ideally, once a budget is established, the firm should study revenues and expenses 
against the budget on a month to month basis to make sure that income and spending 
forecasts are on track. Once a year has passed, revenues and expenses should be 
benchmarked against the same time a year before.  While the budgeting process can 
be time consuming, it is an indispensable management tool.   Depending on the size 
of the firm, it is likely worth having the firm’s CPA assist in the process. 
 

2. Strategic Planning -- Improving profitability requires a firm to examine its strengths, 
weaknesses, opportunities, and threats.  In the final analysis, profitability is a factor of 
improving revenue and reducing expense.  A strategic planning process does not have 
to be a long and drawn out ordeal, but does require a firm to be intentional.  Only 
through a thoughtful and wide ranging review of the firm can the lawyers see where 
they are losing money and where greater revenue might be obtained.   Strategic 
planning can be done with the help of consultants, but it can also be done by 
referencing some pretty good guide books on the market.  
 

3. Cost of Labor/Pricing -- Many lawyers are not strategic about pricing of their 
services.  A very basic starting point is to understand your labor cost per hour.  To 
calculate the cost of labor per hour, you take the anticipated cost of pay and benefits 
for a lawyer for the year ahead, add the lawyer’s reasonable share of overhead for the 
year, and divide by the number of hours that the lawyer is expected to bill/work.  For 
example, if a lawyer anticipates wages and benefits totaling $100,000.00 and 
overhead costs of $100,000.00 for a total of $200,000.00, then 2000 hours translates 
to an hourly labor cost of $100.00 per hour.  If a lawyer works or bills 1600 hours, 
then the cost of labor is $125.00 per hour.  With either hourly cost figure, a lawyer 
must engage in legal work that produces more than the cost per hour, or there will be 
no profit.  While this sounds simple, it is often overlooked.  Far too often, lawyers do 
not price their services appropriately or work the hours that will produce a profit. 

 
4. Realization -- Realization is the amount of time actually billed compared to the 

amount of cash actually collected.  Many lawyers keep track of their time and “write 



down” their time or the time of their associates before they bill it. This results in an 
initial reduction in realization. Then, if the lawyers collect less than the full amount 
billed or the client “writes down” some of the billed time before payment, realization 
is even lower.  Most law firm consultants suggest that a realization rate of ninety to 
ninety-five percent (90%-95%) is good.  In a full time hourly practice with standard 
rates, realization of ninety-seven percent (97%) is ideal.  The point of this discussion 
is that many lawyers do not know or track their realization and they should.  Low 
realization rates can be a huge hit to profitability in law firms.  At a minimum, firms 
should identify clients for whom realization is lowest and move away from those 
clients. 

 
5. Billing and Collections -- A subset of realization is a firm’s billing and collection 

practices.  It is well known that lawyers will lose lots of time if they do not record 
their time as soon as possible after the time is worked.  Similarly, firms that do not 
bill promptly will not collect their payments as quickly or as completely.  A 
disciplined approach to recording time and billing that is matched by early and 
prompt follow up with accounts receivable is essential to profitability. 

 
 6.  Overhead Management -- Today, more than ever, technology allows law firms to 

work with fewer staff per lawyer, less space per lawyer, and creates savings on 
phones, postage, paper, and other tangible expenses.  Good firms are reducing 
overhead and improving efficiency to save money.  Clients expect it.  One big 
overhead component is marketing expense.  Firms must be strategic and intentional 
about how they spend their marketing dollars and how lawyers spend their marketing 
time.  Marketing expenses can be a huge profit drag if they are not controlled.  
Further, with social media, so much more can be done to touch clients and 
prospective clients with minimal expense. 

 
In summary, profitability goes hand in hand with good basic business practices.  There are many 
other aspects of improving profitability, but hopefully these few tips will get you started.  As the 
saying goes, “You may not want to work harder, but you sure want to work smarter.” 
 
Culture in the Legal Workplace: Does it Matter? 
 
Hardly a day goes by that we are not reminded that the “business” of law is changing.  Every 
conference on law practice management now focuses on business planning, profitability, process 
management, accountability, hiring and retention, strategic planning, and succession planning.  
All of the lecturers and consultants advise that we are in a new age with new competitors and 
that the firms that ignore change will not survive.  This push to run law firms in a more business-
like manner has also spread to corporate law departments where law practice management is a 
hot new topic.  
 
One of the new tensions of moving a law firm or legal department toward more business-like 
behavior is culture.  Critics constantly ask:  

 
• Will our culture be ruined? 



 
• Will our culture be changed? 
 
• Should we even be concerned about the impact that change may have on culture? 

 
• Does culture matter? 

 
A brief Google search of the term “Law Firm Culture” demonstrates that the definition is broad.  
Some say culture is the “personality” of the firm; others call culture a “brand.”  Unquestionably, 
firm culture is the “shared values” of the firm.  In times of trouble or unusual stress on a firm, 
some describe law firm culture as the “glue that holds the firm together.”  Simply put, culture is 
the result of what people think and do.  It is the operating system of an organization.  The reality 
is that culture is not just one thing.  It is a potpourri of important aspects of a firm or law 
department.  Some examples of culture traits are: 
 

• Is your firm or law department relaxed or formal?  Do you have a dress code, and if 
so, is it enforced? 

 
• Is decision making open or secretive?  Is it autocratic or are decisions made through 

consensus? 
 
• Are internal communications frequent or infrequent? 
 
• Are firm or law department policies in writing and enforced, or are they ad hoc and 

followed inconsistently? 
 
• Are the lawyers collegial or competitive?  Are there cliques and gossip? 
 
• Does the firm or law department have a clear and defined promotion track with 

standards that are uniformly followed? 
 
• Does the firm or law department compensate its lawyers and legal staff in a way that 

incentivizes good behavior or does it encourage client and/or work hoarding? 
 
• Does the firm or law department have a reputation for fair pay and benefits and 

reasonable work hours? 
 
• Does the firm or law department have diversity among all of its ranks or does 

everyone look alike? 
 
• Do the members of the firm or law department have a “social life,” and is there 

attention to work-life balance? 
 
• Does the firm or law department encourage and support Bar Association 

involvement? 



 
• Do members of the firm or law department mentor and train young lawyers?  Or do 

young lawyers simply sink or swim? 
 
• Is the firm or law department intentional about planning or simply move forward on 

cruise control? 
  
I could offer any number of additional examples.   However, the point is that culture cannot be 
described by simple words like “family-oriented” or “highbrow” or “closed-doored.”  Firm 
culture is an assortment of interconnected aspects and values, beliefs, and behaviors of the firm 
that come together for better (or for worse).  If you and your colleagues cannot collectively 
define your culture, then you have work to do. 
 
Culture impacts every firm or law department, perhaps far more than many realize.  A reputation 
for a great culture fuels a firm or law department on many levels, while a reputation for a bad 
culture can cause stagnation, attrition, and failure.  There are a few obvious aspects of how 
culture can impact your legal workplace: 
 

• Public Image -- Your culture is in many ways your “brand.” The manner in which a 
firm or law department is viewed by the public will impact business development, 
community opportunities, and how the firm or law department is viewed by the Bar 
and/or the Judiciary.  An image of a bad culture is like a foul odor… it simply turns 
people away. 

 
• Hiring and Retention -- This factor should be obvious.  Lawyers, law students, 

paralegals, and staff will not apply to work for a firm or law department where one or 
more aspects of the culture that is viewed negatively. Conversely, if a firm or law 
department presents a great culture on all levels, then you will enjoy a steady pool of 
applicants.  Legal recruiters should not underrate this aspect of culture.  Better law 
schools emphasize culture when advising law students on how to pick a place to 
work.  Yale University Law School, for example, has a full page on its career website 
that is dedicated to culture.  Furthermore, websites like glassdoor.com specifically 
address culture issues in their criteria for employer reviews. 

 
• Profitability -- Firm culture can cut both ways in profitability.  Profitability can suffer 

in a laissez-faire culture where a firm does not hold its lawyers accountable for 
mentoring, supervision, billing, collections, and other aspects of business.  
Partnership is attained too easily, and unproductive partners are tolerated and often 
overpaid.  Lack of attention to enforcement of firm policies can lead to dissention and 
unhappiness.  On the other hand, a firm or law department with a good culture has 
people who bring positive energy and who want to come to work and put in a 
productive day.  These people tend to be more compliant with policies and procedures 
if the policies are spelled out and enforced uniformly and fairly.  Lawyers who see a 
pathway to leadership, business succession, and partnership (ownership) will aspire to 
a greater sense of ownership. 

 

https://na01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=http%3A%2F%2Fglassdoor.com&data=02%7C01%7Cesmith%40thefederation.org%7C380cf167bacb4b2af0f408d6886a64f2%7Cf76c26524d2b4443b1b5d157d585eace%7C1%7C0%7C636846387881140624&sdata=5irl49EHOXZ2qpyBoKXM1TliqNRGlU5gs8st64Og1eI%3D&reserved=0


• Client Development -- These days, clients want “value.”   Clients want lawyers who 
are responsive and responsible; and clients want to work with a firm or business that 
treats them in the way they deserve to be treated.  Prospective clients, particularly 
institutional clients, are doing more research than ever before in their selection or 
representation.  Prospective clients are looking for a culture that promotes and 
supports good legal work and stability.  If your legal workplace has a reputation for a 
bad culture, it can be a disincentive for a prospective client or customer to inquire 
about your services.  Clients (current and prospective) can read the same social media 
posts that you can.  And they do!  

 
People often ask how a firm or law department can create or change a culture.  The short answer 
is that you can, but it is not easy.  Development and change in a culture requires a strategic 
planning process that includes anonymous polling and/or surveying of employees.  Employees 
should be encouraged to answer questions like: 
  

• Does the firm or law department have a culture? 
 

• Describe the firm’s culture or law department’s culture as you understand it. 
 
• If you feel the firm’s culture should change, describe the changes you would like to 

see? 
 
• If you feel the firm lacks culture, what would you want the firm’s culture to be? 
    

After a firm or law department is surveyed, there must be a discipline to avoid denial of the 
results that the surveys may show.  Even if the surveys show something that managers find to be 
in error, managers need to understand that sometimes perception is reality.  Thus, managers must 
take the good and the bad from the surveys and treat both seriously.  It is important to engage in 
an objective discussion of all aspects of culture that may be revealed by the surveys.  A strategic 
planning process may then flow from the “culture discussion.”  
 
Ultimately, the biggest barrier to creating or changing culture is the tendency of lawyers and/or 
managers to resist change.  However, where a firm or legal department needs to change its 
culture to survive, then it must do so.  The change can be undertaken one step at a time, and, like 
any other initiative, must be monitored, discussed, and enforced.  
 
In summary, there are many, many obvious (and not so obvious) reasons why culture matters.  
Culture must be considered as a firm, law department, or business works to make itself more 
business-like.  If a firm, law department, or business has a well-defined culture and an open 
decision-making process, then culture may change as the business changes.  However, the 
culture will not be discarded.  Well-known organizational consultant, Simon Sinek, reminds us: 
“People don’t buy what you do, they buy why you do it.”  Your culture and your firm’s “why” 
are very much the same.  If you want people to buy your services and join your firm and stay, 
then people need to know your “why”… and that is your culture.  
 
Transparency: A Key to Successful Law Firm Management 



 
In my travels over the past year I have had the opportunity to spend time with lawyers from all 
corners of the country and from firms large and small.  We have discussed efforts to engage in 
succession planning; attempts to hire and retain millennial lawyers; failures in trying to hire and 
retain diverse lawyers; concerns (and complaints) about compensation; and the shock when 
rising star lawyers have left firms without warning.  Many firms are beginning to realize that 
succession and long term survival may be in jeopardy because they have no successors, and yet, 
many firms do not fully understand why. The issue may be lack of transparency in leadership 
and management. 
 
I have spoken to young lawyers who have no idea how to attain partnership in their firms, and 
worse yet, no idea why they should even want to be a partner.  I have counseled young partners, 
male and female, on how to negotiate for compensation, and I have been surprised to learn that 
these young partners have no financial information about their own productivity.  Indeed, few of 
these young partners knew how overhead was calculated in their firm or where they fit into the 
firm’s budget.  They had no meaningful knowledge about how their salaries were determined or 
how bonuses might be calculated.  If their firm had a partnership agreement, these young 
partners had never seen it. 
 
It should not be surprising for you to hear that many lawyers believe that their firms are operated 
with secrecy and that their firms have reaped large profits from their efforts.  Some lawyers 
harbor jealousy over the concern, right or wrong, that others are being treated more favorably.   
Attorneys who have left their firms were uniform in the statement that they left so they could 
have some degree of control over their income and their future.  For the most part, attorneys 
leaving their law firms felt that they had left a closed management style in favor of a more 
transparent one, and they felt really good about their moves. 
 
It is a well-worn adage that lawyers abhor change.  While the business world has changed 
dramatically and continues to change, many law firms have not changed.  Partner agreements 
have not been reviewed and updated; compensation decisions remain closely guarded and closed 
to all but a small inner circle; partnership tracks are undefined and partnership is inconsistently 
granted; and decisions are made and issued without input from those who will be impacted by 
those decisions. 
 
There is simply no question that the firms that will survive and thrive are the ones that will adopt 
modern business practices.  If there is any aspect of management that will be demanded by the 
rising generation, it will be transparency.  In his Forbes article, “5 Powerful Things Happen 
When A Leader Is Transparent,” business strategist, Glenn Llopis writes, “Trust and 
transparency have become popular workplace demands as employees seek to be aware of what is 
real and true.” See Llopis, Glenn, 5 Powerful Things Happen When A Leader is Transparent, 
Forbes (Sept. 10, 2012), available at https://www.forbes.com/sites/glennllopis/2012/09/10/5-
powerful-things-happen-when-a-leader-is-transparent/#20cb675d4a3a.  Llopis advocates for the 
fact that transparent leaders will have greater employee engagement and less turnover because 
employees feel that they are part of a collaborative effort and not mere cogs in a wheel. 
 

https://www.forbes.com/sites/glennllopis/2012/09/10/5-powerful-things-happen-when-a-leader-is-transparent/#20cb675d4a3a
https://www.forbes.com/sites/glennllopis/2012/09/10/5-powerful-things-happen-when-a-leader-is-transparent/#20cb675d4a3a


So, to my friends who are running law firms ... are you transparent?  Do your partners know the 
firm’s per attorney overhead?  Do associates know the hours they have worked and the amount 
that has been collected for their efforts?  Do younger lawyers know how to attain partnership, 
and do they know enough about the benefits (short term and long term) to want to be partners?  
Do younger partners see succession planning and a pathway to client relationships and leadership 
in the firm?  Do you share enough financial information for lawyers at all levels to understand 
their compensation and to be incentivized to work for higher rewards?   If the answer to these 
questions is “no,” then you may need to evaluate your future because you may not have a future.  
If it is not too late, you may wish to take a hard look at how you operate and change things while 
you can. 
 
Transparency is challenging.  It means you will likely have to explain your decisions.  You may 
have to let your lawyers negotiate with you for better rewards.  You may have to justify what 
you have done or not done, and you will be required to build and earn trust.  However, if you 
take the time to shed light on how you operate and you do it in a trustworthy manner, your firm 
will be able to hire and retain young lawyers and laterals, and you will have a happier and more 
settled workplace.  Your law firm will have a more certain future. 
 
Change takes time, and it can be tough to sell, but the benefits of transparency will be many.  
There is no time like today to be transparent.  
         
There Are No Clients in the Alley 
 
I recently had the pleasure over breakfast to catch up with an old friend and former colleague, 
Jeff Jinks.  Our reunion eventually turned to an in-depth discussion of the challenges faced by 
both his small law firm and my mid-sized law firm in marketing, branding, and client 
development in this age of social media, disruptive innovation, and brutal competition.  In the 
course of our conversation Jeff shared a story with me that produced the title to this column. 
 
Many years earlier Jeff was in downtown Indianapolis walking with Leonard Opperman, a 
highly respected bankruptcy attorney.  As they walked to their courthouse destination, Jeff 
suggested that they cut through an alley to save themselves a half a block walk.  Without slowing 
a step Mr. Opperman said, “Jeff, we could go that way, but there are no clients in the alley.”  Mr. 
Opperman clearly understood that a walk to the courthouse along a busy city street was a chance 
to bump into other lawyers, friends, clients, and prospective clients.  He was not going to miss 
out on that opportunity.  Mr. Opperman also likely realized that part of business development is 
creating and maintaining what marketers call “top of mind awareness. 
 
So, this little story leads me to the question, “Are you taking the alley rather than the street?”  
Are you sitting behind your desk avoiding human interaction?  Are you skipping social occasions 
and Bar Association events where you could be touching others?  Are you passing on 
opportunities to write, speak, and lead?  In the words of my mentor, Robert Wagner, are you 
“hiding your bright light under a bushel basket?”  We are barely into 2019, and I would like to 
suggest that there is no better time than right now to get out of the alley.  Why not create a 
calendar for the year of activities that will be calculated to raise your professional profile?  
 



Here are some easy ideas: 
 

• Plan and schedule one lunch a month with another lawyer acquaintance. (You can 
start with law school classmates.) 

 
• Plan one coffee, lunch, or after work meeting with other members of your firm or 

business to cross market your practice. 
 
• Join your Bar Association’s networking section, and plan to meet your monthly 

match. 
 
• Take advantage of an opportunity to publish an article at least twice this year. 
 
• Join a Bar Association committee and attend the committee meetings. 
 
• Find a getaway seminar, and go meet new lawyers from other places. 
 
• Find a civic, arts, religious, or other organization and get involved in a meaningful 

way. 
 
• Make sure that the alumni associations of your college and law school know where to 

find you. 
 
• Up your game on social media with regular postings and commentary on Twitter, 

Facebook, Instagram, Linked In, Slack, or other media of your choice.  
 
• Participate in the list serves and e-communities of the groups you follow. 

 
All of these suggestions are easy, effective, and fun.  Be patient.  Return on the investment of 
your time may take a while, but it will happen.  We can say almost for certain that if you stay in 
the alley, very little will happen.  You have nothing to lose. And, for those who have forgotten 
my other favorite metaphor, here you go: “Dogs don’t bark at parked cars.”  
 
 
 
Young Lawyers: It’s Time to Join a Bar Association and Get Involved 
(And it is time for law firms to support them)  
 
When I was a law student and a new lawyer my law firm signed me up for the Indianapolis Bar 
Association, the Indiana State Bar Association, the American Bar Association, and other 
professional associations.  The firm made it very clear to me that I was a lawyer, these 
associations represented our profession, and it was my duty to belong to each of them.  (Most 
importantly, I was ordered to play in the IndyBar softball and basketball leagues and to bring 
back championship trophies.)  Little did I know that I would also bring back friendships that 
have lasted a lifetime.  I also had no idea that my softball, basketball, and Bar Committee 



acquaintances would “grow up” to be judges, justices, general counsel, business owners, elected 
officials, and my law partners.  It never occurred to me that many of these newfound friends 
would be some of the best sources of business referrals that I have had in my legal career.  It also 
never occurred to me that I might one day lead one or more of the Bar Associations I joined as a 
young lawyer. 
 
One of the joys of my legal career is that I have the opportunity to travel the United States and 
Canada providing consulting and strategic planning to Bar Associations of all sizes.  In many 
instances my consultation is preceded by targeted surveys to Bar members which seek to 
discover out why members joined the association, why people remain a member, and what the 
members like the most and the least about their association memberships.  Interestingly, there 
remain a small number of respondents -- less than ten percent (10%) -- who cite “duty to the 
profession” as a reason for joining a professional association.  Invariably, the members who cite 
“duty” as a reason for joining and remaining are among the oldest members of their associations. 
An equally small number of more senior members also state that they joined a Bar Association 
because “someone asked me” or “my firm encouraged me to join.” Thirty years ago, these 
reasons would have been the majority response to a survey. 
 
The most disturbing trend being seen by Bar Associations of all sizes across the country is that 
younger lawyers are simply not joining at all.  While decreasing law school enrollment has 
already resulted in a smaller pool of new lawyers emerging from law school, the number of 
young lawyers joining voluntary Bar Associations is alarmingly low -- in many instances, lower 
than twenty percent (20%).  There are numerous reasons, but the standard ones are as follows: 
 

• Young people are not joiners unless they perceive that the cause is righteous. 
 

• Young lawyers come out of law school laden with debt and cannot afford to join and 
be active. 
 

• Law firms are not encouraging Bar Association participation, or, worse yet, law firms 
are actively discouraging it. 
 

• Young lawyers do not have time for the Bar Association because of the demand for 
the billable hour. 

 

• Young lawyers do not like face-to-face interaction with others. 
 
I will submit to you that, as young lawyers shy away from Bar Association involvement, we risk 
having a profession of lawyers who lack social intelligence.  According to leadership trainer and 
psychologist, Dr. Ronald Riggio, “social intelligence is the key to career and life success.” Dr. 
Riggio finds that socially intelligent people have better conversational and listening skills, 
greater understanding of social roles and rules, more common sense and street smarts, and 
greater social self-sufficiency. See Riggio, Ronald, E., Ph.D., What is Social Intelligence? Why 
Does It Matter?, Psychology Today (July 1, 2014), available at 
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/cutting-edge-leadership/201407/what-is-social-
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intelligence-why-does-it-matter.  Every single one of these social intelligence traits can be 
gained and improved through active Bar Association involvement. All of these traits are traits 
that great lawyers will need. 
 
Too often I have heard lawyers state that they can find nothing of value in belonging to a Bar 
Association.  With all due respect, that statement is prompted by ignorance of the value that is 
there to be found.  For young lawyers, in particular, a Bar Association is a place to take the first, 
small, safe steps into leadership, speaking, writing, and gaining of substantive knowledge and 
professional credentials.  Gaining social intelligence and skills on the local level is an excellent 
springboard to state and national level activities. The Young Lawyer sections of Bar 
Associations are also a great source of fun social events and a place to make new friends.  So, to 
the young lawyers who take the time to read this article, I challenge you - Join a Bar Association.   
Show up and volunteer.  Get out of your comfort zone and meet new people.  Ask to write.  Ask 
to speak.  Ask to lead.  Be patient enough to give yourself the time to realize the value of 
belonging.  Above all else, take my word that you, your law firm, and your family will benefit 
from a lifetime of persistent Bar Association involvement.  I cannot begin to predict the ways 
that you will benefit, but benefit you will.  If your law firm will not support you, then invest in 
yourself.  It will be worth it.  If you feel that you need help in joining a Bar Association, call me. 
 
To my friends who run law firms and businesses that employ young lawyers…invest in them!  
You are penny wise and pound foolish if you are not supporting young lawyer membership in 
Bar Associations.  If you want lawyers who grow up to be partners who will have the social 
intelligence to impress, obtain, and keep clients, there is no better training ground than Bar 
Associations.  If you want your associates to have substantive legal credentials, then writing, 
speaking, and leading in Bar committees is a great place to build credentials.  If you want your 
lawyers to grow up and receive referrals from other lawyers, then they must grow up in a Bar 
Association. 
 
Please … it is time to reverse the trend of young lawyers staying away from Bar Associations.  
We all have to play our role in reversing this trend before it is too late.         
________________________ 
John C. Trimble is the former managing partner and current general counsel of the Indianapolis 
firm of Lewis Wagner, LLP where he devotes himself to the defense of catastrophic and complex 
claims in state and federal courts. He has been admitted pro hac vice in more than 25 
jurisdictions.   John is Past President of the Defense Trial Counsel of Indiana and a past member 
of the DRI Board of Directors.  He is also immediate past Chair of the DRI Law Practice 
Management Committee and immediate past President of the Indianapolis Bar Association. John 
presently serves as vice-chair of the FDCC Law Practice Management Committee. He speaks 
widely to lawyers about law practice issues and enjoys consulting and strategic planning for bar 
associations and law firms. He writes a regular column for the Indiana Lawyer newspaper 
entitled “Eyes on the Profession.” Contact him at: jtrimble@lewiswagner.com.  
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