Finding a Lawyer

Just as there are specialists in medicine, there are specialists in law. Some lawyers practice exclusively or primarily in family law. The need for a specialist will vary with the case. If there are complex issues of property or custody, it probably is best to seek a lawyer with substantial experience in family law. If a person wants to adopt a child to whom the adopting parent is not related, it also is best to work with a lawyer with significant experience in the area, particularly if the adoption involves a child from another country or if the adoption is arranged privately rather than through an agency. 

If one is adopting a child that is already in the family and no one is contesting the adoption, the procedure is more routine and could probably be handled by a non-specialist. For example, if an aunt and uncle were adopting a nephew following death of the parents of if a stepfather were adopting his stepchild without opposition from the biological father, the adoption should be quick and simple. (It might even be done by the adoptive parents themselves without need of an attorney.) 

Hiring a specialist in family law does not necessarily cost more than hiring an attorney in general practice, although if one is seeking an attorney with a very high reputation in any field, the fees are likely to be higher than for other attorneys. 

Seventeen states certify attorneys as specialists in areas of practice. The requirements for specialist certification vary from state, but usually require several years of experience in the area of specialty and demonstration of knowledge in the area, such as through an examination (beyond the basic bar examination necessary for lawyers in most states). Six states that certify specialist in family law or domestic relations are: Arizona, Florida, California, New Mexico, North Carolina, and Texas. 

In states without official certification of specialists, lawyers often specialize; they are just not officially recognized as such by a state licensing agency.

There is a national organization that also certifies family law specialists. It is called the American Academy of Matrimonial Lawyers. The academy is a private organization. It has about 1,500 members. In order to become a member of the academy, a lawyer needs to have devoted 75 percent or more of his or her practice to family law for a period of at least ten years. Written or oral examinations are required along with recommendations from judges and other lawyers. Membership in the academy does not automatically guarantee that the lawyer is good, but it does mean the lawyer has substantial experience in family law. 

A person looking for a referral to a member of the American Academy of Matrimonial Lawyers can contact the academy at 150 N. Michigan Avenue, Suite 2040, Chicago, Illinois 60601; telephone: 312-263-6477; Web site www.aaml.org The academy also has chapters in many states.

State, county, and city bar associations also usually will make referrals to lawyers. Bar associations vary in the degree to which they screen lawyers to whom they make referrals. Some bar associations will make referrals to lawyers who declare themselves available to practice in a particular field. Other bar associations may require lawyers to submit proof that the lawyer has experience in the area. When calling a bar association's general telephone number, ask for the association's lawyer referral service. 

If the person looking for a lawyer is low on funds, a possible source of help is a law school's legal clinic. Legal clinics sometimes will take family law cases at no charge or a low charge to the client. Clinics are staffed by law students working under the supervision of professors and attorneys. If the law school clinic is not able to take the case, the clinic may be able refer the client to other low-cost legal services.

Legal Assistance Foundations (LAFs) have been established in some areas. LAFs are not-for-profit organizations that offer free or discounted legal help in civil cases, including family law cases. 

Another source of referrals to lawyers working in family law can be the Yellow Pages, newspaper ads, or the Internet. As with any advertising, the phrase "Let the buyer beware" applies. Quality of lawyering is not necessarily proportional to the size or stylishness of an advertisement. If the advertisement proudly proclaims that the lawyer not only handles divorces, but also handles drunk driving cases, wills, personal injury claims, real estate, bankruptcy, and incorporation, the client most likely will be dealing with a lawyer who is a generalist rather than a specialist. The lawyer also may prefer high-volume, quickly-handled cases to complicated, time-intensive cases. As noted before, that can be fine for some cases, but not for others. 

Friends and colleagues (including lawyers who work in areas other than family law) may be able to recommend a lawyer. If the friend is basing the recommendation on personal experience, try to find out more about the friend's case and how similar the friend's case is to yours--what was at issue? Property? Support? Custody? How complicated was the case? How diligent and approachable was the lawyer? 

Within family law, lawyers also may specialize or have areas in which they are particularly good (or not so good). Some lawyers are masterful at finding hidden assets and dealing with complex financial issues, but the same lawyer may not be as talented at handling the high emotions and more subjective issues of a custody case. Some lawyers are good at both. Lawyers who handle adoptions may not handle divorces, and vice versa.

When talking with a lawyer, try to get a sense of the lawyer's experience and enjoyment of the types of issues in your case.

