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Make it rain
What makes a rainmaker successful? 
Deborah Farone reveals the secrets of 
successful rainmakers.

W
hy does one person excel as 
a rainmaker while another 
struggles? Though it’s difficult to 
pinpoint a single trait that defines 
a successful rainmaker, certain 

qualities and patterns emerge among those who 
excel in this role. 

We know that successful rainmakers don’t 
wait for business to come to them; they often 
proactively seek it out. Picture a lawyer who is 
regularly out to lunch with clients, remembering 
the significant but often-overlooked details like 
a client’s secretary’s birthday, and constantly 
making introductions to connect her clients with 
new people who can benefit them. 

Meanwhile, the less impactful partner might 
be sitting in their office, trying to figure out the 
formula for building business relationships but 
struggling to make that authentic and meaningful 
connection. 

The difference often lies not in knowledge 
but in how rainmakers approach relationships 
and opportunities with a mindset of genuine 
engagement and generosity.  

Here are some of the traits I’ve seen while 
studying rainmakers for my book Best Practice for 
Lawyers in Marketing and Business Development 
(PLI 2019) and for a new book I am working on 
regarding women and business development. 

Business Development

This article originally appeared in 
PM Magazine. For further details  
go to www.pmforum.co.uk



19pm | January/February 2025

Competence
For professional services, expertise is 
non-negotiable, and great rainmakers continuously 
strive for growth. They constantly learn and 
expand their skills, knowing that staying sharp is 
essential for delivering top-tier service. 

Whether attending industry conferences, 
collaborating with partners from other practice 
groups, or staying current with industry trends 
and developments in the law, rainmakers 
actively seek out knowledge. This commitment 
strengthens their expertise and makes them 
valuable advisors for clients. By staying at the 
forefront of their field, they can build trust and 
credibility, reinforcing their role as trusted 
advisors who are genuinely invested in their 
clients’ success.

Authenticity
True rainmakers have their own unique way of 
doing things. While some might enjoy taking 
prospects to lunch or socialising, others might 
focus on delivering exceptional work and 
maintaining consistent communication with 
their clients, even when they are not working on a 
matter at hand. 

There are countless ways to build a client base, 
but successful rainmakers stand out by embracing 
their style that aligns with their genuine strengths 
and preferences. One rainmaker I know loves 
the opera and often takes her clients along with 
her. Another rainmaker with whom I’ve worked 
has her running club and frequently goes on runs 
with her clients. Concentrating on techniques that 
feel more natural to you makes you more likely to 
succeed with your effort.

Relationship builders
Rainmakers are generally excellent at building 
and nurturing relationships. They not only 
maintain a comprehensive network outside 
their firm – connecting with other lawyers and 
business professionals – but they also invest 
in relationships within the firm. This internal 
networking is crucial, as a significant portion of 
work in large law firms comes through referrals 
from colleagues. 

Internal relationships are equally critical to 
external client development. The best rainmakers 
consider their referral sources and spend just as 
much attention to them as they would any other 
prospect. I’ve seen tremendous rainmakers whose 
main business development effort is to spend a 
great deal of time focusing on strengthening their 
relationships with their partners.

Trusted advisors
The best rainmakers earn the role of a trusted 
advisor by consistently demonstrating three key 
traits:

•  �Competence: They show they have the skills 
and knowledge needed to get the job done right, 
building clients’ confidence in their abilities.

•  �Empathy: They genuinely care about their 
clients’ goals and challenges, making clients feel 
understood and supported.

•  �Authenticity: They’re upfront about their 
strengths and limitations. When a task requires 
skills outside their expertise, they’re quick to 
connect their client with the right resources. 
This honesty enhances their position as trusted 
advisors.

Trust is something that must be built over 
time, but thinking about where you rank on all 
three of these items is essential to consider. 

Generosity
Rainmakers are often givers. Many I’ve known 
go above and beyond for their clients, a concept 
that Jacob Parks and Tom McMakin explore 
in their book Never Say Sell: How the World’s 
Best Consulting and Professional Services Firms 
Expand Client Relationships. 

They refer to this as offering a lagniappe, a 
word from Louisiana and Mississippi that means 
a small gift given to someone who makes a 
purchase. Many might also call this the ‘baker’s 
dozen’ concept. They suggest that professionals 
look for ways to add extra value beyond the 
usual scope of work, often in unexpected and 
appreciated ways. For instance, a rainmaker 
might offer to conduct training for an in-house 
counsel team at no additional charge or help a 
client’s family member find the proper medical 
care. These gestures of generosity and care 
often set rainmakers apart, building loyalty and 
fostering goodwill.

Long-term perspective
In my recent research, I’ve had the chance to 
speak with many successful rainmakers, and one 
key trait stands out: their dedication to long-term 
relationship building. 

Many of those I spoke with generated the 
clients they work with today by maintaining 
relationships they formed decades ago. 
Several of them now count college and law 
school classmates as current clients. Unlike 
more transactional relationships, theirs are 
multifaceted and enduring. They connect with 
people on multiple levels, finding common 
ground and staying in touch over time. This 
deeper, more holistic approach to relationships 
defines the essence of a successful rainmaker.

By studying how other professionals succeed, 
professional services pros can adapt and come up 
with several ideas of their own.  ■
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