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Many lawyers work with professional development coaches to achieve success in various aspects of 
their careers, which may help you with both your vision and your plan of action for career success. 
 
According to a Japanese proverb, “Vision without action is daydream; action without vision is 
nightmare.” A professional development coach can help you with both your vision and your plan of 
action for career success. Many lawyers work with coaches to achieve success in various aspects of their 
career. A professional development coach can provide help with making career choices and transitions, 
building or managing a practice, improving marketing and rainmaking techniques, or cultivating 
executive or other high-performer skills.  
 
But how do you make the most of your relationship with a coach and get the highest return on your 
investment of time and money, both prior to and during the sessions? Eleven coaches weighed in on this 
question to enumerate four attributes of a successful coaching relationship. 
 
Honesty 
Dr. Carole Stovall, president and CEO of SLS Global, says that lawyers must be honest with themselves 
and their coaches. The lawyer who is being coached needs to think about where she wants to go and 
what she wants to achieve before deciding to work with a coach; then she needs to be willing to put 
those desires on the table. What the lawyer wants to achieve “should be clear and obvious” to the coach, 
Stovall says. 
 
It is also important to make sure the coach is someone you feel you can trust says Ellen Ostrow, 
founding principal of Lawyers Life Coach. “You must be able to tell your coach the truth because that’s 
the only way you can accomplish your goals.” Faye Patterson, managing partner of PSA Consultants, 
agrees: it is important to have a “personal connection as well as a professional understanding” between 
the lawyer and the coach because “you are trusting this person with your career.” 
 
Another kind of honesty, according to Diane Costigan, a managing director with the consultancy 
Shannon & Manch, is self-honesty. Prior to working with a coach, it is important to go through some 
sort of self-assessment, either with feedback from workplace evaluations or from friends and clients, or 
just personal self-awareness. “Without this preliminary work, it will take the lawyer longer to achieve 
his goals,” she says.  Marty Africa, a founding partner of Major, Lindsey & Africa, agrees that self-
awareness is critical to success both in the coaching relationship and in one’s career. 
 
Similarly, John Bowers, who spends time coaching attorneys as part of his role as business development 
manager at Saul Ewing, encourages lawyers to “take inventory” and consider, for example, who are their 
top ten clients, top five targets and prospects, top five referral sources, and networking sources, as well 
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as how they are doing on billable hours and any practice niches that they have developed or that they 
want to develop. 
 
Clarity & Simplicity 
In addition to honesty, lawyers need clarity and simplicity in order to achieve their goals when working 
with a coach. Ms. Ostrow encourages lawyers to think about what they want to accomplish prior to their 
coaching sessions and compose an agenda for each session. “It is not necessary to have the goal entirely 
specific and measurable,” she says, “but you do need a general idea.” The lawyer needs her “vision for 
the future in a broad sense,” says Susan Letterman White, founder of Letterman White Consulting. Then 
the coach can help define the goals more specifically and create an action plan for success. 
 
Shelley Canter, President of RJC Associates, adds: “Be as specific as possible with what you want. But 
remember to focus on one to three measurable steps at a time. If you try to change too many things at 
once, then you change nothing.”  
 
Hard Work & Commitment 
Honesty and clarity mean nothing, however, if the lawyer is not committed to doing the necessary work. 
Ms. Costigan advises that the lawyer must “show up and do the work! When the client is super driven, 
the outcome is better. A coach is not a panacea; the client must do the work.”  Ms. Ostrow adds that the 
lawyer must “make sure she is committed to the goal.” 
 
Consultant and advisor Ida Abbott advises that the lawyer must also be committed to the process. “If 
you aren’t committed to being open and to making changes, then there is no use working with a coach. 
You must be motivated to change,” she says. “This is your career, and the more focused you are, the 
more productive we can be working together.” 
 
Sara Holtz, founder of ClientFocus, explains that lawyers who are “open to seeing things differently, 
open to trying something new, open to examining what will work rather than just relying on 
conventional wisdom, are more likely to succeed.” Most importantly, says Ms. White, the lawyer needs 
tenacity. “Don’t give up!” 
 
Practical Advice 
In addition to the above mind-set advice, John Mitchell, executive coach at KM Advisors, has great 
practical advice for lawyers in a coaching relationship. Mr. Mitchell encourages lawyers to treat the 
coaching relationship exactly like they handle their client relationships and make time to focus on the 
sessions. “Close your door. Don’t be in front of your computer. Turn off your email alerts. For a phone 
session, be on a headset. Schedule time before your session to transition mentally from work to the 
session. Then after the call, take the time to consolidate notes and review action plans.” 
 
Ultimately, the success of the coaching relationship lies with the lawyer. For more information on what 
professional development coaches do, how they can help, and how to find one, see “Step by Step: Tips 
for Working with a Professional Development Coach” in Law Practice Magazine’s September/October 
2010 issue. 
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