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No More Bad Clients 

by Leanna Hamill

Red Flags – RUN! 
Train yourself and your support staff to recognize these red flags. 
1. You are not the first attorney on the case.

2. Potential client has created an immediate deadline with their inaction. 

3. Potential client does not have funds for initial retainer. 

4. Potential client calls constantly, especially before signing fee agreement. 

5. Client questions every item of your bill. 

6. Client has unrealistic expectations. 

7. Client who “knows the law” and “what the law requires” especially when it’s not accurate. 

8. Client has more than two open cases (civil cases.) 

9. Client says “It’s not about the money. It’s the principle.”  

10. Client wants a break on the fees based on the other business he or she can send you or the “publicity” you’ll get from the case.  

11. Client does not respect your opinion or blatantly goes against your advice. 

12. You get a bad feeling about the client. 

13. Client scores low on the Client Worthiness Intake scale. 

14. You are only taking the client because you need the money.  

15. Client reminds you of other bad clients. 

16. Client was referred by a referral source you don’t trust. 

17. Client has an axe to grind with anyone and everyone. Eventually they will have an axe to grind with you. 

18. Client is a friend of a friend or a relative and you are just going to do “a little” work for them without a fee agreement. Strong boundaries make good clients.  

19. If all of your clients were like this client you would close up shop and go work at a grocery store rather than deal with them. 


Green Flags – WOO HOO! 
1. Client has means and willingness to pay you. 

2. Client was referred by a referral source you trust.  

3. Client takes your advice and trusts you. 

4. Client recognizes that things take time. 

5. Client is cooperative and gets you the information you need in a timely fashion. 

6. Client follows your instructions. 

7. Client reminds you of other good clients. 

8. You enjoy working with the client. 

9. If all of your clients were like this client, you’d never want to stop being a lawyer.  

TRUST YOUR GUT!! Be slow to hire and quick to fire.  

Once you’ve decided not to take the case, or to fire the client: 

1. Seek leave of the Court via a motion to withdraw if you have filed an appearance. Don’t violate confidentiality when doing this. “Attorney client relationship has broken down.”  Judges generally understand that you have to be vague. 

2. Make it clear to potential client, in writing, that you will not be representing them: 

a. “I have not accepted your case and will not be performing any legal work on your behalf. I urge you to seek legal advice elsewhere for your situation as there may be deadlines associated with this matter.”   or

b.  “I have been relieved by the court as your attorney and will not be doing any further work on your behalf. I have enclosed your entire file and the remaining funds from your Client Funds Account.” 

c. Give the Masslawyer Referral Service number if you feel like you need to refer them somewhere. 

3. Get proof of receipt when you return the materials, either something signed by client if they are picking up their file or proof of mailing. 

4. DO NOT tell the client what the deadlines are or express any opinion on the merits of the claim.  

5. DO NOT sue your client for fees. DO NOT. Do not. Do not. 

Now What? What to do with free time after firing bad clients? 

1. Figure out where your good clients came from and do more of that stuff. 

2. Figure out where you bad clients came from and see if there’s a way you can change it: 

a. Look at language on your website or brochure. Is it clear the type of client you work with? 

b. Talk to your referral sources about the types of cases and clients you want. Find out what they are looking for. 

c. Check in with folks you have referred clients to. Ask “Am I sending you good referrals?”  

Resources: 

non engagement letter sample: 

https://www.lawyersinsurance.com/spln1/lawyerspbc/lawWAR/risk/html/tools/p2-non_engage_check.html   short URL http://is.gd/fOiLV
sample form for evaluation of new business: 

https://www.lawyersinsurance.com/spln1/lawyerspbc/lawWAR/risk/html/tools/p2-form_eval_new_bus.html  Short URL http://is.gd/fOiQ1
file closing checklist : https://www.lawyersinsurance.com/spln1/lawyerspbc/lawWAR/risk/html/tools/p4-file_checklist.html  short URL http://is.gd/fOiUU
