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The Practice manager 

 

Last month I wrote about informa-
tion I had just received concerning 
a new product offering by Amicus 
Attorney.  Amicus Attorney is a 
widely used law practice manage-
ment application.  The interesting 
thing about the new product, Small 
Office Edition, is that it is an up-
grade from Amicus’ previous Ver-
sion V+ rather than from its newer Version 7.  I wrote 
about some of the problems Amicus has experienced 
with Version 7 and how I have decided to wait until the 
kinks are worked out 
before upgrading .from 
Version V+. 
 
In my office Version 
V+ has been bullet-
proof.  I have five us-
ers and we use most 
of the features exten-
sively.  Because I 
work mostly on a flat 
fee basis, I have not 
utilized the time keep-
ing features to a great 
extent but we rely 
heavily on the calen-
daring, contacts, 
tasks, document generation, note taking and document 
management features.  However, there were a few fea-
tures lacking from Version V+ that I thought would have 
made it more convenient and useful.  Most if not all of 
these were addressed in Version 7 but I didn’t want to 
risk the upgrade.  I did purchase the upgrade to Small 
Business Edition last month and am happy to report that 
the upgrade went well with only minor problems.  SBE 
basically amounts to Version V+ Advanced Edition with 
several features added that I’m sure were often re-
quested.  Since I have written some negative things 
about Amicus Attorney in past columns I thought it only 
fair that I report my mostly positive experiences with this 

“I send out this simple, straight-
forward email, then I get all this 
negative reaction.  I don’t get it.” 
 
Misconstrued Emails 
 
Lawyers and law firm administrators 
that I coach report this to me a lot.  
Emails are informal and easy to 
send quickly, so we often zip them off without rereading 
them to see how they might sound to the reader.  The 
recipients of the email then supply the tone of voice, 

cadence and volume to it, which can dramatically 
affect the tenor of the message. 
 
We send out something like “Don’t forget to sign 
up by Tuesday!”  In our minds we hear the polite, 
encouraging voice of a flight attendant on the 
intercom reminding us to keep our seatbelts 
fastened during the flight.  Our reader, however, 
hears the edgy voice of an eighth grade math 
teacher admonishing an unruly class.  If there is 
any history of friction or conflict between sender 
and reader (as frequently happens with opposing 
counsel, subordinates who have been “counseled” 
or partners in competition for firm resources), the 
reader may hear the threatening bark of a drill 
sergeant. 
 

Why is that?  Most of us can’t type as fast as we can 
speak, so we tend toward brevity and directness in our 
emails.  Brevity in conversation often comes across as 
curt, disinterested, rude or commanding, unless we 
soften it with a cheery or concerned tone.  In email, the 
reader inserts the tone themselves, and they often don’t 
supply the most cordial tone. 
 
Tips for Avoiding Misunderstandings 
 
To establish the intended tone in an email, we can either 
sacrifice brevity and become more formal, or adopt the 
extreme brevity and informality that teenagers use in text 
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tional Coach Federation. She welcomes your 
questions and comments at debra@lawyer-
coach.com. 
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  Please direct any questions 
or comments to 
Orlando Lopez 

track the communication and document 
agreements and instructions for future 
reference. 
 
Unfortunately, however, people also use 
email to avoid direct confrontation in sticky 
situations.  I coached a lawyer who was 
having difficulties with a co-worker in 
another department.  My client was a 
likeable guy and his requests seemed 
reasonable in the situation, yet he 
experienced friction and resistance for 
weeks.  I asked whether he had tried 
having a conversation with his co-worker to 
figure out the problem. 
 
“I sent him an email,” he said. 
“Is he in your building?” I asked, 
incredulous. 
“Yes, he’s down one floor.” 
“Are your legs broken?” I chided. 
 
He held a face to face conversation that 
day and got the issue resolved. 
 
When things are already testy, email 
communication has a high risk of 
exacerbating the situation.  Save time and 
conflict by picking up the phone or meeting 
in person.  If you need documentation of 
the understanding reached or the 
information communicated, you can send a 
confirming email afterwards. 
 
Use More Personal Touch in Touchy 
Situations 
 
In summary, email is a great time-saver in 
d a y - t o - d a y  s i t u a t i o n s .  W h e n 
communication has the potential to get 
touchy, however, we need to slow down 
and pay attention to the possible ways that 
our language might be misconstrued. We 
can save ourselves a lot of time in the long 
run by taking the extra steps necessary to 
make sure that the positive intent of our 
message comes through, whether by 
adjusting our language or picking up the 
phone. 
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messaging.  “When are you going to send 
the documents?” might sound abrasive and 
nagging in some circumstances.  You can 
soften that by substituting “It would be 
helpful to know when we might expect to 
receive the documents.”  Alternatively, a 
message that says “When r u sending 
docs?” is so abbreviated that the reader is 
now more likely to understand that the 
sender is just saving time, and not being 
curt.  Readers are particularly likely to 
grant that extra bit of grace when the email 
obviously comes from a Blackberry or other 
PDA. 
 
By the way, just in case you are not 
already aware of the little rules of email 
etiquette, upper case typing in email is the 
equivalent of raising the voice in person. In 
some circumstances colored fonts or bold 
face can also be interpreted that way. If 
you are a poor typist, it is better to type in 
all lower case than all upper case. That’s 
an accepted way to manage the challenge 
of sending messages using the little 
buttons on a PDA or when typing rapid fire 
to keep the conversation flowing in an 
online chat. 
 
Please Don’t Make This Mistake 
 
Some writers think their readers are 
unreasonably sensitive and just looking for 
something to complain about.  “I said 
‘Please’ for Pete’s sake!” they grumble.  
Unfortunately, however, in many 
circumstances the word “please” has 
become the signal that a command will 
follow, such as “Please keep off the grass” 
or “Please don’t touch.” 
 
To avoid that implication, instead of 
“Please respond by Friday,” try going a 
little more formal as in one of the following: 
 
“Kindly respond by Friday.” 
“We would greatly appreciate a response 
by Friday.” 
“Would you be so kind as to let us know 
your intentions by Friday?” 
 
Email is No Substitute 
 
I can’t talk about avoiding 
misunderstandings in emails without 
addressing one other issue.  Today co-
workers officing next door to each other 
often communicate by email.  With email 
we can talk without having to make a real-
time connection between two busy people.  
Such written correspondence also serves 
the valuable purpose of making it easy to  

click here for helpful 
peer-related 

resources available 
to aid you in starting 

your law practice 
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upgrade.  Also, I’ll give you the practical view of the up-
graded features with my wholly gratuitous suggestions to 
Amicus for future enhancements. 

First of all, as I said, the upgrade went smoothly.  One of 
the attractive things to me about Amicus Attorney is that the 
program is relatively simple to install and configure.  I do 
these tasks myself so I want it to stay simple and not take 
much time.  The upgrade of my system from Version V+ 
Advanced Edition to the new Small Business Edition took 
about three hours including installing the new workstation 
software on each user’s computer.  The only small glitch 
was that I had to reinstall the program on one workstation 
because of some problem with the server recognizing the 
user’s license.  This problem took about 15 minutes to diag-
nose and solve. 

Once the system was up and running one new feature was 
immediately apparent.  There is a new navigation pane to 
the left of the program windows that makes it easier to go 
from one module to another.  This is a bit easier than the 
floating task bar of previous versions.  Once I started typing 
notes on a phone call, I discovered the new spell check fea-
ture.  It pops up with suggestions for misspelled words.  
Unfortunately, the users in my office including me use a lot 
of abbreviations in notes and messages.  The spell check 
interpreted the abbreviations as misspelled words and 
quickly became an annoyance.  We unanimously decided to 
disabled it.  I suggest that Amicus change this feature to 
work like Microsoft Word to flag misspelled words and offer 
the option of running spell check rather than making it real 
time interactive  

One of the most useful new features is the improved task 
management module.  One problem with Version V+ and 
previous versions was that assigning tasks to someone else 
and tracking progress on the task was extremely cumber-
some.  If I assigned the task to myself and my associate or 
paralegal it would show up on the to do list of my calendar 
along with the ones I assigned to only myself.  This made 
the to do list too long to use efficiently.  If I assigned the 
task only to another person in my office I had to go to the 
group calendar and view their tasks one day at a time or go 
to each individual file and view the to dos to monitor pro-
gress on the assigned tasks.  The new task module in the 
Small Business Edition allows me to filter all assigned tasks 
in my office by the person to whom they are assigned and 
view only those I want to view.  From the task module I can 
click on a task and send an email to the team member to 
whom it is assigned inquiring of the status.  This is a big 
improvement.  However, I still suggest that Amicus consider 
a separate task window view for those tasks assigned by a 
particular user to others so that only tasks so assigned can 
be viewed.  Outlook has a similar feature that allows tasks 
to be viewed by assignment. 

Small Firm Edition adds new Outlook email integration func-
tions to those found in Version V+ Advanced Edition.   

SFE allows electronic signatures to be automatically placed 
on outgoing emails generated from within Amicus.  Hereto-
fore, I had to manually add the signature before sending the 
email.  More robust integration with the email function of Out-
look would be a welcomed improvement.  I don’t use the 
communication module of Amicus to manage my email be-
cause it doesn’t provide me with enough options.  I receive a 
lot of email that I scan the content of in the preview pane of 
Outlook and then move to another folder for storage.  I can’t 
do this from within Amicus Version V+ or SME.  It is time 
consuming to use the communications module to view the 
mail I want to save with a file and use Outlook to move 
emails to storage folders.  I find myself not saving very many 
of my incoming emails to files.  They remain in my Outlook 
folders and I retrieve them with Google Desktop Search. 
 
Amicus Small Firm Edition adds Outlook synchronization for 
appointments, tasks and contacts.  This feature was previ-
ously available only on the Client Server Edition of Amicus 
Attorney.  The main benefit of this feature, in my opinion, is 
to give users a means to use Blackberrys and Windows de-
vices with Amicus by syncing them with Outlook rather than 
directly with the Amicus program.  The sync feature is a bit 
tricky to set up because the various fields have to be 
mapped between the two applications.  I synced my Amicus 
SBE with Outlook and found that new appointments synced 
fine but preexisting appointments sometimes didn’t.  Since I 
use a Palm device this feature is not currently important to 
me, so I didn’t spend any time trying to correct the problem, 
nor did I call Amicus support to get their help.  I haven’t seen 
an outcry about this on the Amicus user forum so I’m going 
to assume it’s a fixable problem.  Otherwise, if I ever decide 
to permanently turn on the calendar sync feature, I’ll either 
figure out how to fix it or devise a workaround until all my 
future appointments have been created after the date I acti-
vated the process.  I probably will continue to sync my con-
tacts with Outlook so I can use email distribution lists gener-
ated by Outlook.  Also, when someone emails me their con-
tact information in a vcard attachment, I can save it to Out-
look and it will appear in Amicus.  I would like to see Amicus 
provide direct conduits for syncing Windows devices.  There 
is really no compelling reason to worry with Outlook calendar 
and task integration other than to sync with a non-Palm 
handheld device. 
 
Another feature added to SFE that has previously been avail-
able in the Client Server Edition of V+ is automatic timed 
backups.  I’ve tried to remember to do periodic backups of 
my data but I don’t always.  SFE can be set to do periodic 
backups as often as necessary. 
 
Duplicate contacts can be combined by individual users of 
SFE rather than just by the administrator.  I find that despite 
our best efforts we have duplicated several contacts with 
each entry assigned to several files.  By using the combining 
feature the two contacts can be merged so that the files with 
which each copy of the contact was associated retains an 
entry for that contact.  Here I might add that the ability to cre-
ate a distribution list independent of a file would be nice.  
There are several workarounds to accomplish this but none 
I’ve found are as easy to use as the Outlook distribution list 
feature. 
 
Small Business Edition retains the Secondary Office feature  
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that allows installation of the program on a laptop and trans-
fer of data back and forth by packing a “briefcase” with the 
data from one for transfer to the other.  This is an extremely 
useful feature that has not yet been incorporated into Ver-
sion 7. 

The drawback of SBE is that it is limited to 10 users.  I 
haven’t yet determined if the database size is limited to 
around 2 gig as was V+ Advanced Edition but I suspect that 
it is. The Client Server Edition of V+ with unlimited user ca-
pability has not been upgraded.  Larger installation will have 
to go with Amicus Attorney 7 or stick with Version V+ Client 
Server Edition if already installed.  Amicus’ web site no 
longer offers any of the V+ versions for sale on line. 

It cost me almost $600 to upgrade my five users to SBE.  
The main reason I upgraded was for the enhanced task 
management, automatic backups and Outlook integration in 
case I want to change to a Windows based smartphone.  I 
probably would have spent the money just for the task mod-
ule and automatic backups. 

Amicus V+ and SBE are still very reliable and usable prod-
ucts.  They are not as feature rich as Time Matters or even 
Amicus Version 7, but for a small office like mine, that’s part 
of the appeal.  Amicus does what I want it to do, especially 
with the latest enhancements.  A program can be too com-
plex much like a cell phone with 200 features, 195 of which 
are never used.  I just want Amicus to do well the things I 
want it to do and nothing else.  It is still the most intuitive 
practice management system on the market as far as I am 
concerned meaning that the learning curve for new users 
flattens quickly.  Hopefully, Version 7 will evolve into as reli-
able an application as its predecessor.  Until it does, I’m 
sticking with the Small Business Edition. 

 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Management Tips are provided by the State Bar 
of Texas and ABA Practice Management 
Advisors.  The tips are not meant as legal advice, 
nor binding on the State Bar of Texas or the ABA. 
 
 

Did you know that having business cards 
with you at all times is essential to 
marketing your practice? You never know 
who you're going to run into on the 
streets, at the post office, or at the grocery 
store - maybe someone with a legal 
problem in your particular area of interest 
or an individual that knows someone else 
that has a legal problem. In cases such as 
this, business cards are a necessity; 
without them, you'll know doubt have 
much less of a chance of getting this 
potential business.  

L a w  P r a c t i c e  M a n a g e m e n t  T i p  

 
E. G. “Gerry” Morris is a solo practitio-
ner and has practiced law for over 28 
years in Austin, Texas. He is certified as 
a Criminal Law Specialist by the Texas 
Board of Legal Specialization. His firm 
web site is at www.egmlaw.com. Email 
your comments and questions to Gerry at 
tech@egmlaw.com .  
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Collecting Your Fee: Getting Paid 

From Intake to Invoice 
 

Regular Price - $79.95 
Sale Price - $55.95 

 
This practical and user-friendly guide provides you with 
proven strategies and sound advice that will make the 
process of collecting your fees simpler, easier, and more 
effective! Also included is a CD-ROM with sample forms, 
letters, agreements, and more for you to customize to your 
own practice needs. 
 
 

 
 
 
 

How to Build and Manage an 
Entertainment Law Practice 

 

Regular Price - $64.95 
Sale Price - $45.95 

 
 
This is the perfect reference for lawyers and other 
professionals looking for a resource that will shorten the 
learning curve for building and managing an entertainment 
law practice. This book addresses a variety of issues critical 
to establishing a successful entertainment law practice, 
including getting started; preparing a business plan; getting 
your foot in the door; creating the right image; and 
marketing your entertainment law practice. 
 
 
 

     TO ORDER CALL (800) 204-2222 
EXT. 1300 

L aw  P r a c t i c e  M a n a g e m e n t  
S p e c i a l  O f f e r s  
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The Essentials for Solo and Small Firm Law Practices is a live 
course in Austin October 19, 2007.  For more information or to regis-
ter, call 800-204-2222, ext. 1574 or visit http://www.texasbarcle.com/
CLE/AABuy1.asp?sProductType=EV&lID=7515 See page 4 for more 
details. 
 
The (Almost) Paperless Criminal Law Practice and Trial Presen-
tation Technology is scheduled for video replay in San Antonio Oc-
tober 23, 2007.  For more information or to register, call 800-204-
2222, ext. 1574 or visit: http://www.texasbarcle.com/CLE/
AABuy1.asp?sProductType=EV&lID=7271 
 
 
 
 

Law Practice Management 
Webcasts 

 
 
Alternatives to Hourly Billing is scheduled for October 23, 2007.  
For more information or to register, call 800-204-2222, ext. 1574 or 
v i s i t :  h t t p : / / www. te xa sba rc l e . com/CLE /AABu y1 .asp?
sProductType=EV&lID=7447 
 
While the vast majority of Texas attorneys bill their clients by the 
hour, others find that they have to come up with alternatives to hourly 
billing either because of client requests or the nature of the case. 
This webcast will explore these alternative billing methods and the 
types of matters that they are better suited. 
Panelists:  
Charles Awalt, Plano  
Attorney at Law  
 
Philip Mack Furlow, Denton  
Hayes, Berry, White & Vanzant 
 
Richard C. Price, Fort Worth  
Attorney at Law 
 
William D. Elliott, Dallas  
Attorney at Law 
 
 
Drafting an Effective Law Partnership Agreement is scheduled for 
November 27, 2007 from 12:30 to 1:30 pm.  More details soon, see 
www.TexasBarLPM.com and click on “Webcasts”. 

U p c o m i n g  E ve n t s  

http://www.texasbarcle.com/CLE/COSearchResults.asp?sSearchAreas=*&sSearchCity=*&sSearchMediums=W&sSearchMonthYear=*&sKeyword=&sSortBy=Date

