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Ok, here's how law firms operate.

They explain the law to clients, help with legal contracts and other transactions, and help with litigation, either civil or criminal. Because of the breadth and complexity of law, most lawyers concentrate in a specific area, such as criminal law, personal injury, immigration, or corporate law.

A typical law firm has $2 million in annual revenue, and 10 employees, of whom two or three are lawyers. Firms that serve large corporations may have hundreds of lawyers. Average revenue per employee varies from $150,000 at small firms, to $250,000 at large ones.

Much legal work involves research into the facts of a particular situation, and into the law that applies. Firms track the hours spent on a particular case and bill them to clients at hourly rates that may be $100 for a paralegal or $1,000 for a senior partner.

Computer systems are heavily used for research, keeping records, and for billings. New business comes in through referrals or from advertising. Lawyers are licensed by the states.

Here are some strategic things you should know.

The law business has grown in synch with the number of business transactions that take place, in particular with the growth of investments and mortgages.

The law consists of statutes written by legislatures, and court interpretations of those statutes. Computer systems like Lexis are widely used to research court decisions and keep up with new legislation.

Because lawyers specialize in a particular area of law, firms usually expand into new areas by hiring lawyers with expertise in that field. Firms that serve corporate customers need a wide range of expertise.

Most law work is billed by the hour but some firms charge flat fees. In personal-injury cases, lawyer charge a percent of any award.
Here are some good talking points.
How many lawyers are in the firm? How much support staff?

What areas of law do they specialize in?

What are the typical kinds of work they do?

What kinds of customers do they have?

Do they get a lot of business from a few big customers?

How much does their revenue change from year to year?

What's their typical hourly billing rate?

How much were they affected by the recession?

And finally, how do they see their business changing in the future?

Now, you're ready.

