


G. O’Brien in Arlington Heights in September
1976.

In O’Brien’s case he already had a client pool
because he made a name for himself at his old
firm, Biestek & Facchini, and realized how
much he enjoyed transactional work.

After the firm dissolved in 1975, O’Brien
said he saw “an opportunity to be on my own
and took it.”

Although he said starting a solo practice can
be terrifying, it couldn’t have worked out better
for him.

“I instantly started making more money and
felt that I had better control over my life and
schedule,” said O’Brien, 62.

He said going solo requires lawyers “to be
prepared to be business people” because they
will have to find office space, buy furniture
and hire a staff. He employs an administrative
assistant to help run his office.

“I do primarily real estate and I get paid
when the deal closes, so there are virtually no
receivables,” he said. “When the market was
booming, I had several people working for me.
Employees are the biggest expense though,
and tough decisions had to be made.”

He said many attorneys in his community
work from their homes to eliminate overhead
expenses and rent conference rooms when
they meet with clients.

“First and foremost it’s important to do a
good job for your clients,” he said. “If you do
that and are reasonably pleasant, you will keep
those clients and attract new ones. Then after
a while an amazing thing starts to happen —
you realize you've been doing this a number of
years and the phone just rings.”

Though O’Brien said he works just as hard
as he did at his old firm, he now concentrates
on the bottom line.

“I have to think what file will bring me
money this week or this month, as opposed to
what do I find interesting that won’t come to
fruition for a year or two,” he said.

Networking is also key. He suggested that
solo practitioners get involved with local bar
associations and accept speaking engagements
that offer a chance “to toot your own horn.”

“If you are truly in a specialty area, you
might be able to work statewide with the help
of Internet advertising,” he said.

Using marketing

After serving as an assistant state’s attorney

and working at three small litigation firms,
Eugene Hollander, 48, decided he was ready to
go it alone and opened The Law Offices of
Eugene K. Hollander in December 1996.

“I wanted more control over the decision
making,” said Hollander, who specializes in civil
rights litigation, occasionally handling business
and commercial matters.

Although he started with more than 30 mat-
ters, he was concerned about developing future
work. As a result, he rented an office from a
personal-injury and medical malpractice firm,
agreeing to do some work in exchange for lower
rent.

After several months, things picked up and
he was able to pay the full rent and stop per-
forming legal services. Today he remains in the
same office and has an associate and a para-
legal.

“One of the most important things for a
solo practitioner is time management,” Hol-
lander said. “I do a lot of cases where there is
a heavy discovery requirement and a lot of
motions. Every minute of the day counts. This
is more true now than when I first started out
since I have a lot of new cases coming in.”

He said one of the biggest challenges for solo
practitioners is not having anyone to bounce
ideas off of.

“I'm fortunate because the guys I share space
with are top-notch professionals and friends,
so when I have issues I need to discuss I have
a sounding board,” he said.

He recommended solo practitioners set up
shop in suites with attorneys that complement
their practices.

“For example, maybe you set up where there
is a criminal and divorce lawyer so matters can
be referred back and forth to generate addi-
tional business and perhaps use those attor-
neys as sounding boards,” he said.

Because he handles civil rights matters, he
said it is especially important to keep track of
his time because the number of hours trans-
lates into the amount he often receives when
settling a case.

His wife is his office manager, keeping track
of his case hours, making sure bills go out on
the first of the month and promptly following
up if payment becomes a problem.

“I try to get an appropriate retainer first,”
Hollander said.

“When it’s almost run out, I ask the client to

replenish it. After a short period of time if they

don’t do so, we have a discussion and if we
can’t come to terms I withdraw from the
case.”

Though he has remained busy despite the
economic downturn, Hollander said the secret
to staying around is marketing.

“I send out a newsletter twice a year to all
my clients where I write about current topics
in the law,” he said.

He also does a number of speaking engage-
ments and has a website, which has helped
him get referrals from the local bar associa-
tion. His book, “Employment Evidence,” was
published in 2003, and he continues to submit
annual supplements to help keep his name out
there.

“Try to focus on one or two areas of the law
if possible and don’t get involved in matters
you don’t have any familiarity with,” he said. “I
love being my own boss, but it has its frus-

trating moments.”

Being a business person

A desire to be “the captain of his own ship”
is what led Ralph Schumann, 54, to establish a
practice in Elk Grove Village in January 1995.
He represents individuals and corporations in
residential and commercial real estate matters,
as well as handles wills, trusts and probate
work.

Before opening the Law Offices of Ralph J.
Schumann, he worked for four law firms.
Though he said he enjoys his new freedom,
going solo requires “being your own cook and
dishwasher.”

Schumann began by working out of his
home, meeting clients in public places while
trying to raise the money to lease office space.
After a few months, he leased a small space in
the Woodland Square office plaza in down-
town Elk Grove Village.

Today he has alarger suite in the same build-
ing and employs an assistant to help keep track
of billable hours and other matters. He has a
modest advertising budget that includes a
small one-inch space in the local church bul-
letin.

“I prefer to generate work by word of
mouth from satisfied clients who make refer-
rals,” said Schumann, who is also president of
the Illinois Real Estate Lawyers Association.

He said things are tough now because real
estate is a major component of his business.

“It’s causing me and many of the 2,000-plus



real estate practitioners in the bar association to
do some creative thinking and tap-dancing, in
some cases even reassessing things and ventur-
ing into new areas that are more profitable,” he
said.

“I'm doing a lot more estate planning work,
which has picked up and is helping to fill the
void. The old adage of too many eggs in one
basket holds true of practice areas and work-
ing for one major client. It’s risky to do either,
and much better to spread things around.”

He advised those who want to go solo to be
sure they are not only good lawyers, but busi-
ness and salespeople as well.

“If you don’t have those skills, you can be
the best lawyer around and still find it hard to
be successful,” Schumann said.

“Start with a game plan. Have an idea of
monthly expenses, determine what the capital
requirements will be, plan for success but be
prepared for lean times and make sure to have
asource of funds available to carry the practice,
ie, savings or a line of credit with the bank.”

He also stressed the need for solo practi-
tioners to join local organizations and become
involved in bar associations as a way to get
input and referrals. He recalled how far his
efforts at meeting other real estate attorneys
have taken him.

“In 1997, we used to meet as a breakfast
club. It eventually grew into the Illinois Real
Estate Lawyers Association,” he said. “I was
asked to help create a website, and because I
got more involved I eventually became the
president.

“Now we’re 2,000 or so attorneys through-
out the state. You never know where network-

ing will lead.”

Having a partner

Going solo isn’t the only way to achieve
autonomy. In January 1998, longtime attor-
neys and friends Antonio Romanucci, 49, and
Stephan Blandin, 48, decided to start their
own personal-injury practice, Romanucci &
Blandin.

“You reach a crossroads in your professional
life where you are able to generate your own
business and at the same time have a burning
desire to manage those cases according to your
own plan,” Romanucci said.

In their case they came to that point on the
same day in December 1997.

“We both called each other and once we

returned one another’s calls we realized we
had the same idea on the same day to start our
own firm,” Romanucci said.

At the time Blandin was working with an-
other attorney who did insurance defense work,
and he was also doing plaintiff’s personal-
injury work.

“It was a marriage that did not work very
well,” he said.

Romanucci had been working at a larger
firm but was ready to leave. He said he had a
substantial number of clients who promised
to go with him.

So the two took a risk and rented a seven-
office suite in downtown Chicago. Within two
years they took over another suite to accom-
modate their four associates and other support
staff.

“We decided early on that we wanted to be
known as a great personal-injury firm, so we
took the route of not being a volume firm,”
Romanucci said. “We took quality cases and
developed those as much as possible to get the
best results. The danger is when you do that
there isn’t much cash flow. We leveraged ev-
erything we had on those initial cases, so it
would either be boom or bust.”

It was a formula that paid off, with their
first major trial resulting in a $5.5 million ver-
dict in March 1999 in the case of Chmielewski v.
Chicago Transit Authority.

Still, Romanucci said he and Blandin walked
back from court wondering how to make pay-
roll. Last year, they collected on a $21 million
payout and have not had to worry about pay-
roll.

Though things have gone well for them, the
economy has caused problems.

“In the beginning of May or June 2008, there
was a lock-up in insurance money flow that
affected our cases,” Romanucci said. “We were
being forced to trial on cases that should have
been settled and in cases where there were
offers on the table, the money was being with-
drawn.”

During that period they relied on their
rainy-day fund.

“Startups should have a client base and be
prepared for six to 12 months of negative cash
flow,” Romanucci said. “If you have clients, the
money will eventually come. And when it does
you have to stock part of it away for a rainy
day to ensure survival.”

He also stressed the importance of giving
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clients “personal service and network, network,
and network,” he said.

If you are considering a partnership, Blan-
din advised picking “a partner who comple-
ments your skill set. One of things that makes
our partnership work is that my strengths aren’t
Tony’s and vice versa. I like to work on the
liability aspect; he likes damages. Often when
we try our cases, I cross-examine the liability
witnesses, and he crosses the damages witnesses.
I have a gruffer personality, and Tony is more
of a people person. Clients like that. To be

effective we need both.”

Using the tools

Northbrook solo practitioner Alan Pearl-
man, 63,a member of the editorial board of the
American Bar Association’s Technology & Prac-
tice Guide, advised attorneys to look to the
ABA for help, taking advantage of things like
SoloSez.

The online resource lets solo and small firm
attorneys share and obtain information on a
variety of topics.

“It’s like belonging to the largest law firm in
the world,” said Pearlman, who started his own
firm 35 years ago. He also advised purchasing
the “Lawyer in a Box” kit, which includes books
on how to get and keep clients.

He said attorneys should study the way bus-
inesses operate.

“It’s essential to set up a relationship with a
good financial adviser or banker right from
the start,” he said. “Take a loan or start a line of
credit that allows you to set up your practice
and have enough left over for a cushion.”

Pearlman, who writes the nationally syn-
dicated column “The Electronic Lawyer,” said
there is nothing wrong with starting a practice
in the home, sharing office space or making
arrangements to perform services for those who
have space to rent in exchange for reduced or
no rent.

Once the practice begins making money,
he advised hiring someone who can run the
office and do double-duty, such as serving as a
paralegal and office manager.

“Be a human being to your client, return
phone calls promptly within a few hours in-
stead of letting them wait for the next day and
refer cases to other attorneys without asking
for anything back,” he said. “What goes around
really does come around.” B
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