A MESSAGE FROM TJAG – Legal Assistance - Our Biggest People Program

As you know from our Department Vision, "Robust Legal Programs" is one of our six core competencies and legal assistance is a prominent component of that competency. No area of our practice touches more individual lives than our legal assistance program. Last year, we provided legal assistance to 253,000 clients who visited our offices on 360,000 separate occasions. We prepared more than 160,000 powers of attorney, wrote and executed 71,500 wills, and performed over 340,000 notaries. Additionally, we helped clients file more than 150,000 federal tax returns and nearly 65,000 state tax returns. Given its importance, I want to pass along some perspectives on how we should approach this highly-valued people program.

Our Quality of Service. I'm happy to say that your feedback questionnaires that General Fiscus and I see as we visit your offices reflect a very high level of client satisfaction with your service. But, we can’t relax because maintaining that level of satisfaction requires constant attention to the elements of professionalism in the delivery of legal assistance services.

Professional Spirit. From the time our clients are greeted by the receptionist until they depart, we need to "wow" them with our professionalism and commitment to customer service. This sort of commitment does not mean we allocate a mission-disrupting amount of resources to legal assistance. Rather, it calls for a conscious effort by each member of our legal team to provide the best service possible. Great service means at every point in the process, from intake to resolution, all legal office staff members exude a "professional spirit." 

To attain that spirit it helps to periodically remind ourselves that the legal problem we have encountered many times before is likely to be a worrisome, and perhaps a frightening, first-time event for the client, requiring sensitivity as well as top-notch legal skills. Regarding sensitivity, special care must be taken to respect and maintain individual confidentiality. Finally, whether or not we are able to solve a given problem, each of our clients should depart feeling they have been treated with dignity by a legal staff clearly concerned with their particular situation. 

The Art of Referrals. Occasionally, clients come to the legal office because they don’t know where else to turn. We must resist the immediate temptation to tell them they don’t have a legal problem and send them on their way to some other office. As Air Force legal professionals, we reinforce our reputation for superior service when we take the time to make some phone calls, find the right source of assistance, and even connect them with a point of contact before they depart.

Friendly Legal Assistance. Because we work hard at professionalism we may not think of our service as "friendly," but it’s a good way of describing the frame of mind we maintain. This approach will fulfill our objective of providing service that is prompt, cordial, attentive, and tailored to each client’s needs. A "client-friendly" approach reinforces our reputation for excellence in all we do and epitomizes our roles as counselors and problem solvers. In the end, you will discover, as have I, that whatever your role within the process, some of your most rewarding career experiences will come from helping people in a crisis. Keep looking for opportunities to make a difference in people's lives through legal assistance.

