
As general counsel become more 

focused on value and outcomes, a growing 

number of law firms are exploring ways to 

improve how they deliver legal services. 

To some extent, firms are already applying 

process optimization principles to increase 

efficiencies and better align their back-office 

processes to deliver increased profitability. 

However, not all firms are taking 

deep dives into process assessment, which 

might lead to significant costs resulting 

from lost time and missed client or business 

opportunities.

At the inception of a client 

relationship, automation and process 

improvements can lead to tangible benefits. 

Starting with the new client intake process, 

new business pursuits often grind to a halt 

due to long, inefficient and often outdated 

processes. This is one of the most common 

challenges law firms face today, but it can 

be resolved by implementing streamlined 

processes supported by new technologies. 

A more effective new business intake (NBI) 

process can propel growth, mitigate risk and 

ensure new clients align with the strategic 

business and financial objectives of the firm. 

However, many firms struggle to 

get it right when it comes to streamlining 

the process. Without the proper strategy in 

place, it’s difficult for law firms to ensure 

that conflicts clearance and new business 

intake strike the right balance. It’s not that 

firms lack the ability to craft NBI processes; 

the issue is that current processes, though 

they might seem satisfactory, are often 

bogged down by multiple layers of approvals, 

many of which are completed manually and 

contribute to the backlog. 

Law firms face continuous pressure to 

be quick, yet thorough, and the new business 

intake process is no exception. What’s the 

hold up for bringing in new clients? Several 

factors act as hurdles to successful NBI 

models. 

Clear These Hurdles 
and Transform 
New Business Intake

It’s no secret that clients value cost-consciousness 
almost as much as they value quality legal services.   



• Choose client work that aligns with 

broader strategic business goals. 

Law firms should choose clients with a 

matter portfolio that supports strategic 

and financial objectives to advance the 

firm’s overall reputation and marketing 

strategy.  

WINNING THE RACE WITH AN EFFICIENT 
PROCESS
The journey to improve business processes 

includes a multiphase approach. An NBI 

assessment is contingent on a firm’s 

preferences, but you’ll want to go through 

similar steps: 

Evaluate the current state of your 

firm’s intake processes to determine 

opportunities for improvement. A 

comprehensive view includes looking 

at processes from both technical and 

business sides. Weigh the different 

objectives your firm might have (e.g., 

billable hours vs. risk management) to 

better understand priorities. And be 

thorough! This process requires looking 

at every element, including policies, 

procedures, reporting, staff resources 

and use of technology. 

Fully understand the average time 

it takes to open a new matter. If 

it’s taking more than a couple of days, 

on average, to open a new matter, the 

process could be too linear or approval 

routing might be sitting in someone’s 

inbox and holding up the process. 

Reviewing the time it takes to process 

a new business request is essential for 

firms looking to make improvements. 

Use the right platform. Leveraging 

technology by standardizing a platform 

across the firm can facilitate best NBI 

TAKING THE LEAD
To retain a competitive edge in today’s legal 

market, it is vital that firms have a strategy in 

place to quickly identify and resolve possible 

conflicts, mitigate risk and determine which 

opportunities to pursue. With that in mind, 

here are tips law firms can use to adopt a 

better business intake environment. 

• Establish healthy relationships with 

potential clients when a new matter 

opens. Law firms need to know their 

clients well enough to properly carry out 

necessary due diligence for areas such as 

anti-money laundering, credit worthiness 

and industry-specific codes. Regular 

and open communication will facilitate 

relationships with clients early on. 

• Comply with professional 

obligations and client-driven 

demands. It’s essential to explore any 

conflicts of interest a potential client 

might pose to the firm. For example, 

if a law firm’s partner sits on the 

board of a potential client, a conflict 

of interest is present. If the client 

presents potential risks from an ethical 

or reputational perspective, they should 

not be pursued. 

• Satisfy ethical obligations. NBI 

processes should include an evaluation 

of potential competing interests 

with the client. There can be serious 

reputational risks for a firm that takes 

on a client with opposing viewpoints. 

• Manage risks before issues arrive. 

Risks are minimized when firms base 

decisions on accurate and complete 

information. The risk management 

department must oversee an 

independent review and analysis for 

each potential client. 

FOUR HURDLES HINDERING NBI
Lawyer Time: Conflicts reports are 

usually large and extensive files, so a 

manual review process can require a 

significant amount of lawyers’ time. 

Competing internal priorities often 

delay the review process, as lawyers 

might take too long to get through 

the report. This process becomes even 

longer and more complicated as firms 

grow or expand across borders. 

Interdepartmental Dependencies: 

Checking and clearing conflicts are 

important elements of NBI, but 

business processes should be looked 

at from a cross-functional perspective. 

For example, firms might spend too 

much time on conflict resolution and 

not pay enough attention to potential 

financial risks associated to the matter. 

Firms might not be addressing two core 

elements of an effective NBI process: 

financial and marketing considerations.

Alignment with Strategic Direction: 

There might not be a consistent 

approach in choosing client work that 

matches the firm’s strategy and legal 

specialties. As a result, valuable time 

and energy is wasted sorting through 

opportunities that might not be a good 

fit for the firm. 

Business Intelligence: Many NBI 

functions are still decentralized with 

disparate lines of business making 

strategic decisions without consulting 

their colleagues, which poses 

serious potential risks for the firm. 

Breaking down silos, centralizing data 

repositories and establishing firmwide 

procedures will better equip firms 

looking to expedite their NBI process in 

a secure and streamlined way. 
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practices while ensuring business 

objectives stay top of mind. Firms 

can benefit from partnerships with 

integrated software solutions, either 

out-of-the-box or customized solutions. 

By integrating technology into the NBI 

process, law firms reap the benefits 

that automation brings, such as the 

consistent capture of information and 

eliminating redundant efforts, all of 

which ultimately reduce risk for the 

firm and free up time for attorneys. 

Build out your preferred platform, 

and take the time to test it. You 

can view this as the “beta” stage for 

your newly automated NBI system. 

When configuring the software, take 

a systematic approach to building 

upstream and downstream integrations. 

After populating metadata, you’ll 

want to fully test data migration, data 

integration and workflow approvals and 

notifications.

Adopt change management 

principles. Without executive 

buy-in, programs like this often fail 

before they get off the ground. Firm 

leadership must be engaged and openly 

supportive. Firms must develop and 

deliver context-based training sessions, 

appropriate for both lawyers and 

support staff, so individuals are taught 

the correct ways to input information 

and understand how an automated NBI 

process supports the firm’s strategic 

business objectives. Once you have 

executive buy-in, supported by trained 

lawyers and staff, your firm is ready to 

take advantage of the benefits of back-

end automation. 

The business inception landscape is 

continually evolving, and elevating your NBI 

process is not a one-time effort. Applaud 

yourself for your efficiency initiatives 

achieved thus far, and continue to look 

for additional opportunities to improve 

the approach. Ongoing collaboration and 

communication across functional areas 

including risk management, finance and 

marketing, and the firm’s partners who 

bring in work, can help you conquer any 

hurdle and accomplish your goals to further 

improve processes.  

Law firms should choose clients with a matter portfolio 
that supports strategic and financial objectives to advance 
the firm’s overall reputation and marketing strategy.

NOVEMBER 2015

BUSINESS AND 
FINANCIAL MANAGEMENT

Driving Client Value

This article was first published in 
ILTA’s November 2015 white paper 
titled “Business and Financial 
Management: Driving Client 
Value” and is reprinted here with 
permission. For more information 
about ILTA, visit www.iltanet.org.


