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People hire attorneys because they need professional advice and help. 
Unfortunately, sometimes the prospect of finding and working with an attorney 
is more stressful than dealing with the legal matter itself. That does not have to 
be the case. 

This Guidebook is designed to give you information about finding, selecting and 
working with an attorney so that you can more effectively handle your legal 
needs. Our goal is to help you understand what information and decisions the 
attorney needs from you and what you can expect from the attorney. 
We hope this Guidebook will provide a valuable first step in finding clarity and 
relief for your legal concerns.  
 
If you have additional questions after reading this document, your ARAG® legal 
plan can help. If you have ideas on how to improve this document, please share 
them with us at Service@ARAGgroup.com. 

If you’re not an ARAG member, please feel free to review this information and 
contact us to learn how ARAG can offer you affordable legal resources and 
support. 

Sincerely, 

ARAG Customer Care Team

Table of Contents

Glossary  4

How to Find and Select an Attorney  5

What You Can Expect from Your Attorney  6

What Your Attorney May Expect of You  8

What to do if Problems Develop in the  
Client/Attorney Relationship 9

How Attorneys Charge for Services  12

Let Us Help You  14

Preparing to Meet Your Attorney  17

Checklists  21

Resources for More Information 22



4 5ARAGLegalCenter.com  •  800-247-4184

Glossary

Contingent Fees – A fee arrangement where the attorney is paid an agreed 
percentage of the dollar amount of a person’s recovery as the attorney’s fee. 
Contingent fees are most commonly used in personal injury plaintiff cases and 
occasionally in other types of cases. 

Flat Fees – A fee arrangement where the attorney charges a set cost for 
specific legal services.

Hourly Rates – A fee arrangement where the attorney charges based on a set 
cost per hour. 

Retainer – An advance payment by you to be used by the attorney to pay costs 
and fees.

Unbundling – Also known as “limited scope” or ”discrete task” legal services 
unbundling allows attorneys to work with specific elements of a matter such 
as legal advice, document preparation or document review, and/or limited 
appearances. 

Written Fee Agreement – A document that covers responsibility for out-of-
pocket costs as well as professional services fees.

How to Find and Select an Attorney 

While there are thousands of attorneys practicing in the United States, finding 
one that’s right for your situation can be challenging. Here are some useful 
steps you can take to simplify your choice: 

1. Identify your legal matter. The first step in finding a good attorney match is 
to identify your legal matter. Similar to medical professionals, not all attorneys 
handle all legal matters. Some attorneys specialize in particular legal matters, 
and others may have broader practices but concentrate in a few areas. It is 
important that you find an attorney with specific experience in your legal 
matter. 

2. Ask for referrals. Once you know what type of attorney you need, talk with 
others who’ve had a similar experience and find out who they worked with. 
Ask about their experience working with that attorney and find out if they’d 
recommend them. 

3. Ask questions. After you have names, contact the attorneys and ask specific 
questions. In addition to finding out how well you work with each other, you’ll 
want to get information about rates, past experience, expectations, payment 
options, communication style and more. Refer to the checklist at the end of 
this Guidebook for specific questions you can ask before hiring an attorney. 

4. Consider your preferences. Consider your personal preferences for details 
such as the attorney’s location, years of experience, past results in cases like 
yours, estimated cost and communication style. 

5. Make it simple. If you are an ARAG plan member, you can call our Customer 
Care Center at 800-247-4184 for help identifying your legal issues and next 
steps.  A Customer Care Specialist will help you clarify what your legal needs 
are and provide you with access to educational materials and attorney services 
covered within your legal plan.
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Rules of Conduct. 
An attorney accepts a set of rules of professional responsibility when taking 
on the role of attorney which they must observe when representing you. For 
example, they must maintain confidentiality concerning your legal matter and 
above all, he or she should be competent, prompt, diligent and communicate 
the status of your legal issue to you. Specifically, this means: 

•  Competent. Not only must the attorney be licensed to practice law in your 
state, he or she must have the knowledge and skills necessary to address 
your specific legal issue. 

•  Prompt and Diligent. Attorneys should handle each situation as efficiently 
as possible and explain any reason for delays. During initial meetings, ask 
your attorney how long your case may take, what’s involved and how often 
he or she will communicate with you. 

•  Communicate. Attorneys are expected to explain legal matters to clients 
so they can make informed decisions about their legal matters. Attorneys 
also are expected to keep clients reasonably informed about how matters 
are progressing, and promptly respond to reasonable client requests for 
information.

What You Can Expect From Your Attorney 

Attorneys can serve your legal needs in various roles: 

Advisor
An attorney can provide you with an informed understanding of your legal 
rights and obligations and explain the practical implications.  

Since the law is as multifaceted and complex as the situations it addresses, 
legal advice is more than just “what’s in the books.” The attorney as advisor 
finds and weighs the right set of legal tools for your individual situation. 

Evaluator
An attorney can examine your legal affairs and offer an assessment. In most 
legal matters there are many sides to the situation. An attorney as evaluator 
offers you the benefit of the view from a little distance, but from one who also 
is looking out for you. 

Negotiator 
An attorney will seek a result consistent with your rights under the law. While 
legal disputes and concerns can be resolved amicably, the nature of the law 
can make negotiating that resolution yourself very risky. An attorney who 
knows your circumstances can negotiate for you and make the best use of the 
legal system. 

Advocate
An attorney will assert your position within the rules of the legal system. 
Courts and similar forums exist to render binding decisions in legal 
disputes. These forums follow rules and practices which can be challenging 
to understand without extensive experience and related education. A 
knowledgeable attorney presents your case in accordance with the forum’s 
rules and with your best interests in mind.

TIP: At the beginning of the relationship, establish a preferred method of 
communication (telephone, in-person, letter, fax, e-mail). When available, 
obtain the name and contact information of a partner or assistant who 
can provide you updates when your attorney is not available.

Remember, you have the right to participate in the decisions of your case. 
Some of your goals may not be met due to the laws in your state or the 
facts of your situation, but it’s the attorney’s duty to inform you of what 
you can reasonably expect to happen.
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What Your Attorney May Expect of You 

Like the attorney, you have certain responsibilities in the relationship. By 
following a few simple guidelines, you can develop a productive partnership 
with your attorney. 

Be Prepared
When you meet with your attorney, bring along information relevant to your 
case. By having necessary information on hand, you will save everyone’s 
time and assure a more productive meeting. Use our Preparing to Meet Your 
Attorney questions found in the back of this book to get started. 

Communicate
Listen to your attorney’s questions and share all the facts and developments 
related to your case. Agree on the best times and methods to reach you (home 
phone, cell phone, email, etc.) and ask the attorney how he or she prefers to 
communicate, how often you can anticipate updates and the best times to 
contact him or her. 

Clarify
You and your attorney’s goals should be aligned. If you are unsure about a 
certain course of action your attorney is taking, immediately discuss it and 
come to a mutual agreement. Discuss what is involved and how long each step 
may take during your initial meetings.

What to do if Problems Develop  
in the Client/Attorney Relationship 

Ideally, you and your attorney can work together productively to secure a good 
result for your legal matter. However, if problems develop in the relationship, 
there are steps you can take to restore productivity and professionalism. If 
after trying to rebuild the relationship, you decide that it isn’t working, there 
are things you should do to minimize your risks in a change in representation. 

Dealing with Communication Problems
Communication problems should be addressed early as they could be a 
result of not sharing expectations up front. If your attorney is not sending you 
copies of the paperwork in your case, or not responding to your calls, set up 
an appointment and reestablish the expected communication ground rules. 
Often this may be enough to get you back on track. 

Dealing with Decision-Making Problems
 Decision-making problems should be addressed up front by identifying those 
strategic decisions that are only yours to make, the tactical decisions that the 
attorney should make, and the tactical decisions that require consultation with 
you. 

Reorienting the Relationship 
If you and your attorney do not seem to understand each other, you may need 
to evaluate the assumptions made by each party about each others’ goals. 
Often, a session devoted to reorienting the goals of the representation may 
help. If this type of communication problem persists, it is probably time to 
change representation. 

Transitioning to a New Attorney
 If the relationship is not working out – for any reason – and you have made a 
good faith effort to resolve issues, then meet with the attorney to discuss a 
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transition in representation. Depending on the status, this may be a relatively 
easy move from one attorney to another, with copies of files transferring to the 
second attorney. In pending litigation there are other factors to consider, such 
as delays to the other parties, and the court consenting to the first attorney’s 
withdrawal.

Terminating the representation also will raise the question of fees, 
whether accounting for unearned fees or payment of earned fees. If the fee 
arrangement cannot be resolved, there are facilities in the local or state bar 
associations for mediating disputes. 

In rare situations, you may learn that your attorney has violated a state 
regulation, or hasn’t accounted for or returned money you entrusted to the 
attorney. If this happens, contact the bar association for assistance in filing 
a complaint. Details on the procedure can be found on the websites for each 
state bar association. 

If you sense that your current attorney may have committed legal malpractice 
(for example, by failing to file paperwork by a deadline) then you should seek 
independent advice from an attorney who handles legal malpractice. That 
attorney will be able to tell you if your concerns are warranted. Then you can 
decide whether a change in representation might remedy or mitigate the 
malpractice, and whether you need to pursue your loss against the attorney 
who committed malpractice. 

You also have the right to contact the state bar association directly, without 
the assistance of counsel, to file a complaint against the attorney.
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Written Fee Agreements Need to Clearly State: 

Legal fees and payment terms

The rates for people who work on your case in addition to your 
attorney

The rates for various stages of the case, if fees for different stages 
change (for example, fees for office work, fees for litigation hearing 
work)

Fees to cover costs if your attorney consults another attorney about 
your case

Specific services included in flat fees

The type and frequency of payments that can be made from the 
retainer, whether the retainer must be replenished, and on what basis

The agreement also needs to state that the ability to recover attorney fees 
and costs is the same on both sides if you and your attorney disagree about 
services or fees later.

When Fees are Paid
While some consumer protection laws allow you to pay attorney fees after 
litigation is started and successfully concluded, generally the attorney will 
expect you to pay initial fees upfront and offset additional fees with any 
recovery made after litigation.

Unbundling 
Some attorneys “unbundle” legal services, which means they work with 
specific elements of a matter such as legal advice, document preparation 
or review, and/or limited appearances, but do not handle the full scope 
of the case. For instance, in an uncontested divorce, the attorney may 
draw up the paperwork and the client would handle court appearances 
and filing on their own. While not appropriate for every person or legal 
situation, it can be a cost effective option in many cases.

How Attorneys Charge for Services 

One way you can help prevent potential misunderstandings is to discuss your 
attorney’s fees in your first meeting. 

Generally, attorneys charge a “consultation fee” for the initial meeting with a 
client. In that meeting, the attorney gathers a general impression about the 
case and advises you of the legal fees and probable costs for handling the 
matter.
 
Written Fee Agreements
Always request a written fee agreement and make sure you understand the 
details. This agreement should clearly state the extent of what your attorney 
will handle and your responsibility for out-of-pocket costs and professional 
services fees. If any terms of the agreement are not clear to you, discuss them 
with your attorney.
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Let us help you

If you need additional help or 
guidance, ARAG is here for you. 
Simply contact a Customer Care 
Specialist who can help you navigate 
your legal issues and understand  
the benefits available to you.  
For more information:

Visit the Education Center at:  
ARAGLegalCenter.com, call  
1-800-247-4184 or email  
Service@ARAGgroup.com
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Preparing to Meet Your Attorney

If you decide to consult an attorney about your legal matters, we suggest you 
complete the following worksheet prior to your meeting. By preparing this 
information ahead of time, you have the opportunity to clearly think through 
your needs and the attorney will have the necessary information to provide 
you with the highest level of legal service.

Start by thinking about your current situation, the communications you have 
received and any history you have about the legal matter. Summarize your 
legal needs in a few sentences. Use this as a starting point when you make your 
first phone call to an attorney.
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List the names, dates and pertinent details about your legal matter so you will 
be ready to discuss it with your attorney either over the phone or during an 
in-office visit.

List and attach any documents or background information you think will be 
helpful in the first meeting with an attorney.
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Checklist

Questions to ask before hiring an attorney

How familiar are you with this area of law?

How many cases like this have you handled in the past?

What are the likely outcomes for my situation? 

What fees and out-of-pocket costs will I be responsible for? 

What options do I have for lowering those costs? 

Will I be working exclusively with you, or will you be delegating to others?

If others are handling my case, what are their fees and how will I be 
charged?

What are the best ways to communicate with you? How often can I expect 
to hear from you? How long will I need to wait for replies when I have 
questions?
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This publication is provided as educational material only.  While every effort has been 
made to ensure the accuracy of this publication, it is not intended as legal advice as 
individual situations will differ and should be discussed with an expert and/or lawyer.  

By clicking on the links in this document you are connecting to another website.   
We have provided links to these sites for information that may be of interest to you. 
These links and any opinions, products, services, or any other sites contained therein 
are not endorsed by ARAG. ARAG is not responsible for the legality or accuracy of the 
information contained therein, or for any costs incurred while using this site.

Resources for More Information 

The following were used as resources in developing this guidebook and provide 
additional information. 

American Bar Association – abanet.org 
NOLO – Nolo.com
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