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25 Tips for the New Lawyer

This is not going to be easy. But you knew that well before you passed the bar 

(Congratulations, by the way!). There are a lot of lessons you will need to learn 

the hard way. Still. It would be nice, wouldn’t it, to have a slight edge when 

starting out as a new lawyer? Perhaps an older, savvier friend to fill you in 

on subtler codes of conduct or to introduce you to the court clerk. Someone 

to grab you by the elbow and steer you away from trouble and toward better 

decisions. Or even a cranky old guy to “teach you a thing or two.” 

We think so, too. So consider this list of tips and truths your friendly kick to 

the shins under the conference table and, in some cases, a not-so-subtle kick 

in the pants. We compiled “25 Tips for the New Lawyer” to help you get out of 

the blocks with the best start possible. Whether you’re backed up by an army 

of support staff and senior partners or braving it solo, soak up some of this 

sound advice and see if it doesn’t help the hard lessons come a little easier. 

(Pssssst. You’ll find more than just 25 great tips here—there are also 50+ 

links to some of Attorney at Work’s most popular posts.)

–Merrilyn Astin Tarlton
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Related Links:

The Importance of Being Trained

Startup Advice from Women Lawyers

Curmudgeon’s Perspective: Decisions, Decisions
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There are people around yo

u who know more th
an 

you do. Let th
em help yo

u. C
ontra

ry t
o yo

ur every 

instin
ct, y

ou do not h
ave to

 know th
e answer to

 

everything. B
esides, nobody li

kes a smarty
 pants.

http://www.attorneyatwork.com
http://www.google.com/url?q=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.attorneyatwork.com%2Farticles%2Fthe-importance-of-being-trained&sa=D&sntz=1&usg=AFQjCNGCNr7P6SqB2vHQu6GFKISJHvF9aQ
http://www.attorneyatwork.com/articles/the-importance-of-being-trained
http://www.google.com/url?q=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.attorneyatwork.com%2Farticles%2Frisky-business-startup-advice-from-women-lawyers&sa=D&sntz=1&usg=AFQjCNHVcjHghEQpYzclVVmt2ciSTN8RIA
http://www.attorneyatwork.com/articles/risky-business-startup-advice-from-women-lawyers
http://www.google.com/url?q=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.attorneyatwork.com%2Farticles%2Fdecisions-decisions&sa=D&sntz=1&usg=AFQjCNEcycitA9sqyETuuh_yga7Db3Abyg
http://www.attorneyatwork.com/articles/decisions-decisions


WWW.ATTORNEYATWORK.COM

25 TIPS FOR THE NEW LAWYER

Related Links:

Stupid Mistakes Lawyers Make with Their Computers

What Can a Marketing Assistant Do for You?

The Elephant in the Office

As a general ru
le, th

e abilit
y a

n individ
ual has to

 

screw everything up for yo
u is in dire

ct in
verse 

relatio
nship to

 th
eir p

ay g
rade.  

So keep yo
ur staff h

appy.
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Related Links:Your client is
 always rig

ht.  

(M
ost o

f th
e tim

e, th
at is

.)

03 Calming Down an Angry Client

Fire a Client
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Related Links:
The Art of We 

The answer should never b
e “N

o, yo
u can’t!”

  

Try
 “Yes, le

t’s figure out h
ow yo

u can.”
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Related Links:

Fear of Phoning

Be the World’s Most Client Accessible LawyerReturn phone calls promptly.
 Really.
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Related Links:

You’re Hired! Here’s How to Stay That Way

Managing Up

You are going to
 have to

 pay y
our d

ues. It
 may 

seem th
e work is beneath yo

u. You may n
ot  

enjoy it
. O

thers may ta
ke credit f

or it
. B

ut to
 get  

to th
e re

ally 
juicy s

tuff, 
you’re going to

 have to
  

carry
 someone else’s brie

f bag.
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Related Links:

Wiser Words

A Cynic's Guide to Pro Bono Work 

Four Things Your Assistant Can Do BetterTry
, in

 everything yo
u do, to

 te
ach as well a

s te
ll.
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Related Links:

When You Lose a Client

Ask Yourself the Moneyball Question

Before beginning th
e work, ask yo

ur client  

or supervis
or w

hat success will l
ook lik

e.  

Don’t j
ust g

uess. You’ll p
robably b

e wrong.

08

http://www.attorneyatwork.com
http://www.attorneyatwork.com/articles/when-you-lose-a-client
http://www.attorneyatwork.com/articles/the-moneyball-question


WWW.ATTORNEYATWORK.COM

25 TIPS FOR THE NEW LAWYER

Related Links:
10 Ways to Avoid a Malpractice Claim

09
You are re

sponsible for g
ettin

g all t
he facts.  

Even if p
eople don’t w

ant to
 give

 th
em to

 yo
u.
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Related Links:

How to Behave at An Event

Big Ideas for Small Talk
While yo

ur client o
r colleague is in yo

ur la
w office, 

you are th
e host. A

ct li
ke one.
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Related Links:

Essential Cloud Apps for Lawyer

Surprise Your Client
Under-p

romise and over-d
elive

r.  

Never th
e other w

ay a
round.
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Related Links:
Curmudgeon’s Perspective: Late ... Again?

Always be just a
 lit

tle
 bit e

arly 
for a

n appointm
ent. 

If y
ou must b

e late, call a
head to

 warn th
em. It

 

shows th
at yo

u th
ink th

ey a
re im

porta
nt. E

veryo
ne 

likes to
 feel im

porta
nt.
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Related Links:

Organize Your Brain with Mindmapping

Now for Something Completely Different

It’s
 much easier to

 look at th
e big picture first a

nd 

figure out th
e lit

tle
 pieces th

an it 
is to

 fiddle with
 

the lit
tle

 pieces and th
en try

 to
 make a decent b

ig 

picture out o
f th

em.
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Related Links:

Curmudgeon’s Perspective: What Did You Call Me?

Don’t Negotiate, Collaborate!

There’s a diffe
rence between “tellin

g” s
omeone 

something and “c
ommunicatin

g” it
. In

 th
e first 

case, it
 left y

our lip
s. In

 th
e second, it

 left y
our  

lips, entered th
eir m

ind and was understood.  

You are re
sponsible for th

e entire
 cycle.
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Related Links:

Getting the Fee You Deserve

First Figure Out Your Fee

The Best Pricing Advice Ever

While people around yo
u may b

e worrie
d about 

their h
ourly 

rate in re
latio

nship to
 other la

wyers 

in yo
ur fi

rm
, yo

ur clients is worrie
d about it

 in 

relatio
nship to

 th
e va

lue th
e work has to

 th
em.  

Try
 to

 th
ink lik

e yo
ur client. A

lways.
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Related Links:

Choose One Thing

Take Charge of Your Destiny

Knockout Burnout

Maintain yo
ur in

stru
ment.  

It i
s at le

ast a
s im

porta
nt to

 re
st a

nd re
new as it 

is to
 work hard and do “im

porta
nt stuff.”

 In fact, 

if y
ou neglect va

catio
ns yo

u will s
oon lose th

e 

capacity 
to do th

e im
porta

nt stuff.

16 Supercharge Your Brain by Going Offline
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Related Links:

The Cost of Switching Law Firms

Take It From the Wonder Pets

Sometim
es th

e best a
nswer is

 th
e one 

someone else th
ought o

f. A
cknowledge th

at 

and give
 th

em credit. 
The long-te

rm
 payoff w

ill 

far surpass th
e momentary g

lory o
f fe

eling yo
u 

were th
e smarte

st. B
rig

ht p
eople will c

ome 

back to
 work with

 yo
u again.
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Related Links:

Stop, Look and Listen

Can I Get a Little Help Here?

Your supervis
or, m

entor o
r senior p

artn
er is

n’t  

your m
other o

r yo
ur p

rofessor. S
he or h

e won’t t
ake 

responsibilit
y fo

r yo
ur p

ersonal or p
rofessional 

development. T
hat’s yo

ur jo
b.
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Related Links:
Afraid to Talk? Overcoming Social Anxiety

When yo
u complete a matte

r o
r a

 ta
sk, 

ask for fe
edback. B

e clear th
at yo

u’re not 

looking for fl
atte

ry—you want to
 know how 

to im
prove next ti

me.
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Related Links:

Shape Up Your Social Status Daily

Buff Up Your Bio

Business Development Marching Orders

It’s
 tim

e to
 clean up yo

ur a
ct o

nline.  

Potentia
l clients know how to

 use Google just 

like yo
u. So do employers, colleagues, re

porte
rs 

and everyo
ne else. M

ake sure yo
u look (m

ostly)
 

professional or yo
u’ll b

e yo
ur own worst e

nemy.

20 Today’s To-Do: Promote Self
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Related Links:

Being Kind

Take a Risk: Trust

Take Five Steps Up to LeadershipOffe
r to

 help.
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Related Links:

Back Off That Send Button, Buddy 

Stamp Out Snoozing

Ditch the “I Didn’t Get It Done Today” Blues
Other p

eople are busy, t
oo. Value and guard th

eir 

tim
e as well a

s yo
ur own.
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Related Links:

Conference Call Etiquette

Make Meetings Count

Say What?

Take notes. It
 helps yo

u re
member, a

nd it 
shows 

people th
at yo

u believe what th
ey a

re sayin
g is 

importa
nt e

nough to
 write

 down.  

(Look th
em in th

e eye once in a while, to
o.)

23 Using the iPad in Meetings
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Related Links:

Say Thank You to Stand Out

Curmudgeon’s Perspective: Civil MattersSay p
lease and th

ank yo
u.
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Sign up for Attorney at Work and get good ideas like 

these delivered directly to your computer, tablet or 

smartphone each morning.

Remember th
at clients don’t a

lways want a
 

lawyer. S
ometim

es th
ey ju

st n
eed someone to

 

listen to
 th

em.
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About Attorney at Work

Attorney at Work is for the enterprising lawyer. Thought leaders, innovators 

and real-world practitioners—the best in the business from around the globe, 

actually—serve up original ideas that will scratch the itch, smooth the rough 

edges, kick out the jams and point the shining way for you to create the life 

and career you just flat deserve. 

Visit our website at www.attorneyatwork.com (ALERT: You’ll find a lot of 

really useful and entertaining stuff in that daily stream!) and then simply 

type your email address into the Subscribe box to receive a free dispatch 

every workday morning.

Merrilyn Astin Tarlton has been helping lawyers and law firms think differently about the business of practicing 

law since 1984. She was a founding member of the Legal Marketing Association, past Trustee and President of the 

College of Law Practice Management and recipient of the LMA Hall of Fame award. Merrilyn is Partner/Catalyst of 

Attorney at Work along with Joan Feldman, Partner/Editorial and Mark Feldman, Partner/Creative.
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