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Legal IT 2003 London 
Internet Marketing for Law Firms

Introduction 

The areas I'm covering today (excerpts of which come courtesy of their original authors as follows) are:

· Defining a strategy – c/o our host today, Charles Christian, Publisher of Legal Technology Insider
· Market research – all my own work

· Design do's and don'ts – Georgina Lovell, E-Business Manager at Addleshaw Booth & Co in Leeds

· Promotion techniques – Gerald Newman, former Deputy Director of Communications at The Law Society and now Practice Director at barristers' chambers, Cloisters.

Defining your online strategy

Before embarking on any online project, you should first devise a strategic plan outlining your objectives, the likely benefits and how you will achieve these objectives. 

To be effective, your online strategy must either be an extension of your firm’s conventional or offline marketing strategy and of your overall business strategy. First, you need to assess your market and your clients, using a variety of market research techniques. I will cover research a little later in this talk.

Apart from research, you should first try to define your online strategy by conducting a SWOT analysis and examining your strengths and weaknesses, as well as the opportunities and threats you face. Factors to consider here include:

· Where (in terms of clients, markets, legal services and geographic areas) are you actually making money at the moment and where do you hope (realistically) to make it in the future? 

· Do you have any particular skill sets or areas of legal expertise that can help differentiate you from your immediate competitors?

· Are there any new business opportunities opening up in your geographic or practice areas that will bring in potential new clients? 

· Are there any obvious weaknesses you possess or threats you face, such as a national or City law firm entering your geographic or practice area?

· What do your clients really think of the services they get and how could you improve your service delivery? 

Armed with your SWOT information (and research data), there are three basic online strategies that you can pursue. We'll look briefly at each and examine the key benefits and drawbacks. 

Marketing oriented websites 

This is the most widely deployed online strategy among law firms of all sizes (about 80 % of legal websites fall into the basic brochure ware category). It is also the logical and essential starting point for any strategy. The benefits include:

· Open all hours - your website becomes your shop window, open on a 24/7 basis 

· Once past a basic brochure ware site, most firms add some form of interactivity, so the website starts to build customer relationships. 

· Another permutation is the content-rich site, serving as a honey pot to attract regular visitors - who you hope will subsequently become offline fee paying clients. 

· Many firms add other features to their site to encourage visitors to become clients. For example, you may include some form of online quotation system or choose to gather basic pre-instruction information.

· Finally, a still popular option is for law firms to link their websites to a third-party legal directory or marketing referral service. By doing so, you hope to piggy-back off the marketing activities of a larger organisation. 

Inevitably there are potential drawbacks to marketing oriented websites:

· You need the resources and equipment in place to monitor and maintain the site. 

· Do not give away the family silver - some sites give away too much content

· Do you have an adequate marketing budget? 

· Evaluate your responses and monitor the non-commercial value to fee-earning conversion rate. Are you getting any leads? Are they the right sort? And, are they being converted into commercially viable fee earning clients? 

Virtual legal practices

This covers everything from virtual law firms – associated lawyers with no formal offices, such as LawGym.com and V-Lex, the Virtual Solicitors Chambers - through to online legal services earning fees while you sleep, without the intervention of any lawyers. This is the clicks-and-portals strategy.

Probably the best-known example in the UK is the Linklaters Blue Flag service. Today, there are around 200 sites where you can buy online legal services. Most services offer some form of ultimate backup from lawyers and a growing number now also offer online payment facilities.

The benefits of a VLP are: 
· Convenience - Clients can access the information they need 24/7.

· Look - no fee earners! – Clients can avoid dealing with lawyers

· Create once, sell many times – running a commoditised online service means the lawyer only has to create the legal product once but then can sell it on multiple occasions, thereby increasing productivity and profitability.

· Slightly more controversial is Richard Susskind's idea that commoditised services might unlock a latent demand for legal services to those who previously had been, for whatever reason, reluctant to use traditional solicitors. This benefit also features under drawbacks! 
Which leads me neatly to them: 

· To run a VLP, you'll need to commoditise your legal services - but do you have the right type of work to do this? 

· Is there a latent legal market? The jury is still out on this one but the concern is that instead of expanding the market for legal services, commoditised products will merely cannibalise the existing market. 

· Is there any real money in it? With one or two exceptions, the evidence to date suggests that most smaller firms are not making any money out of their online legal services. The big problem seems to be the lack of demand. 

· Offering commoditised services online can create conflicts with a firm’s premium priced consultancy services. At worst, clients may complain of being ‘ripped off’, whilst at best, it can blur or confuse the brand message your firm is trying to promote.

· Running a VLP involves a potentially substantial investment in supporting technology, e-commerce systems and marketing campaigns to promote the service. 

· The apparent lack of demand for online legal services suggests that we are not yet ready for the virtual legal practice. 

Web-enabled legal practices

The essence of the web-enabled legal practice is you use new technologies to deliver traditional legal services in new ways. The technology complements rather than replaces or devalue the lawyer’s role. This is the clicks-and-mortals option.

Research suggests that one of the most common complaints about lawyers is that they do not keep their clients well enough informed of developments. For commercial firms handling high volume matters for clients, progress reporting is a potentially onerous task that can distract from getting on with the real fee-earning work. A web-enabled practice can overcome this problem to everyone's benefit.  Typically the client wants 24/7 access to:

· Work-in-progress to date reports

· Financial and budgetary data 

· Documents to review and amend

Firms can now deliver this information using email, text messaging, secure extranet/portals, and virtual dealrooms. 


The benefits of a web-enabled legal practice are:

· Improved communications with the client 

· Fee-earners are free to concentrate on more profitable, consultancy work

· And, by offering this service, you may be providing something that the client can't get from other firms, thus differentiating you from the competition, whilst – at the same time - forging closer bonds with the client.

The drawbacks of a web-enabled legal practice are:

· Technology overheads - it is not feasible to try to produce real time online reporting information by manual methods. 

· Infrastructure - 24/7 access requires 24/7 support, plus your IT infrastructure must be robust and secure. 

· Conceptual issues – to what degree is your firm prepared to give its clients direct access to matter information? And is it necessary to sanitise the data before it is shown to the client? 

· Is there a demand?  Research conducted in Spring 2002
 found that of a panel of bankers and in-house counsel who had used dealrooms, only 16% would willingly use them again. The rest viewed them as “a waste of time” and less efficient than email.

Hard evidence – the role of market research

It is an essential part of the marketing mix, enabling you to:

· Identify potential customers - in order to grow your customer base  

· Learn more about your existing customers 

· Develop the right products - to meet their needs and, finally, it enables you to

· Identify market opportunities - for current and new services  

Whilst research is essential at the outset of any online project, it is equally important as a means of refining your site once launched. I will cover both aspects briefly today.

Firstly, let's look at helping to define your strategy.

Customer profiling
The key aim behind any strategic web research is to best identify whom your customers are (or could be) and what motivates them to buy your service online. If you don't understand your customers, you can't hope to communicate with them effectively. 

Apart from using generic published data, you will need to research your target consumers or business sector. If you are selling to businesses you will need to investigate the size of those businesses, what industry sectors they are in, what characteristics - if any - they share as a group (for example, you may be targeting HR directors across a number of industry sectors), and, crucially, who within those organisations actually make the buying decision.

If you are selling to consumers you must find out as much as you can about them in terms of their age, sex, marital status, social class, income and lifestyle, all of which will influence their buying behaviour.

The five key research techniques are:

· Face-to-face interviews 

· Telephone interviews  

· Postal/web questionnaires 
· Group discussions 

· Desk research (nowadays, best achieved using the web)
Using your own data 
It is also useful to analyse your own file opening information to understand the way that your customers behave. You should hopefully be able to identify: 

· Your client’s industry sector 
· How long the client has used your firm 

· The source of business (e.g. referral, website, or directory listing) 

· The value of the transaction 

To put together the full picture on clients or prospective clients, you should also gather data concerning: 

· Client sector developments - The DTi has begun a large project of e-commerce impact surveys on various different industry sectors. These are available at http://www.ukonlineforbusiness.gov.uk. 

· Competitors – trawl the web generally, competitors website(s) specifically, the legal directories and legal press. 

· Trends and developments in marketing – sites like PM Forum (http://www.pmint.co.uk), PSMG (http://www.pmsg.co.uk) and the US-based, The LawMarketing Portal  (www.lfmi.com) provide case study material and on-going discussions of current marketing topics.

· Trends and developments in the legal industry – there are a multitude of other legal resources including legal consultants, legal publisher websites, and the like to help shape your strategy. 

· News articles - research clipping services and the web. 

Gathering information online 
If your site is already in existence, you can use it to conduct surveys (known as site-centric research). This typically takes the form of online surveys, discussion forums, user testing, or site-based email feedback. 


You can also gather data on your existing or potential customers online.  Feedback is essential and everything from customer satisfaction to the search criteria used to find your site should be constantly monitored. Feedback is one type of qualitative data received through Feedback or Comment forms on your site. 

If you currently offer e-commerce on your site, you should also analyse how your customer relates to your product, service or brand. This online research should cover not only perceptions about your offering and credibility, but also their actual or potential buying behaviour. 

'e-CRM' software can automatically gather data about how people reach your website and what they do when they get there. This data can be used both to build a general impression of how the site is used and to find out more about individual habits and preferences.  A typical package is WebTrends
. This software examines the log files of your site and can provide substantial data about your site’s audience. You can see which pages are the most visited, where people come from (geographically and via which ISP and search engine/directory), and what time of day/day of week they visit your site. 

Online, customers are often open to the idea of self-segmentation, particularly if they're treated with sensitivity, given a clear idea of how the information you gather will be used, and if they believe that there will be some benefit to them. When people first use a site they can be invited to register and, at the same time, to provide some information about themselves. 

Design do's and don'ts

So, you've defined your web strategy, researched your target market and now you're ready to build your site. We're going to spend a few minutes looking at usability best practices.  

Jakob Nielson is a leading US guru on design and usability. You can read more about his views on his website www.useit.com or in his book 'The Practice of Simplicity'.  A more irreverent but equally useful opinion maker is Vincent Flanders – treat yourself and visit his www.websitesthatsuck.com. 

Jakob's basic design and navigation principles include:
· Site design must accommodate people who leave and return frequently
· You must help users to reorient themselves - plain and simple headlines immediately tell users what each page is about
· Don't assume that users can remember their entire browsing session, so
· provide 'pebbles' and other location tools
· Use standard terminology to minimise the need for users to remember what you call things.  
Delia Venables publishes an internet newsletter
 for the legal market and has recently published her top ten sins in legal website design. 

1. Speed of loading – 5/10 seconds is the probable maximum users will wait to download your site.

2. Lack of your firm's full contact details 

3. Having to register before being able to see the site

4. Waste of real marketing opportunities in terms of search engine promotion

5. Use of visitor "counters" – they are rarely impressive and a low visitor count can be positively harmful!

6. Use of imported News Feeds – Venables sees these as being cumbersome because the feeds are often from slow and complicated sites. 

7. Creation of your own original material – is a good idea so long as you keep the information up-to-date

8. Sites which will not "let you out" – aka "mousetrapping", i.e. when the back button is disabled so users cannot exit your site. I close any such sites immediately, never to return!

9. Too-clever sites generally 

10. Use of terminology that the viewer does not necessarily understand, eg. "resource centre" as the navigation title for your publications section or over-use of legalese on sites aimed at laymen.

Generic Do's & Don'ts

Apart from Delia's top ten sins, there are some other recurring do's and don'ts to bear in mind when creating your site.

DO

· Consult with your existing clients and find out what they want from your website.
· Keep it simple – many large B2C and B2B companies have learnt that simple design is the best way to accommodate large quantities of information. 

· Be consistent in design.
· Stick to commonly used, easy to read web fonts. 
· Make it easy to print pages 
· Contact details – including maps - should be clearly visible and accessible from all pages.
· Make the site interactive. 
· Look at popular sites e.g. amazon.com – users are familiar with the layout, design and navigation of these and may find it easier to use your site if it has similar features.
· Put a search box on every page – users now want to find things quickly. 
· When using graphics, include a description in the 'Alt description tag' so users know what it is if they are having problems downloading it. 

· Keep your site up-to-date - make sure that out-of-date info is removed from the site or that old and useful information is archived in a sensible and searchable way.
DON’T

Not surprisingly, these are mostly the converse of the Do's but in addition:

· Don't be too static – whilst Flash should be used sparingly, a one colour, no graphics, text heavy site can be equally tiresome!
· Dump brochure style language onto a website – rewrite content for the web, generally making it shorter, snappier and more colloquial. 
· Have introductory movies and pop up screens – after the first visit most users will hit the 'skip intro' option. 
Examples of legal and non-legal sites to benchmark

Legal Sites

www.linklaters.com – use this (and their Blue Flag site) as an example of how to present a large volume of information for a multi-national audience. 

www.eversheds.com – winners of the 2002 'In Brief' magazine's LOTIE technology award for 'best legal e-commerce/on-line legal service project'.

www.addleshaw-booth.co.uk - although too modest to give herself a plug in my book, I think this site scores well on design (if you favour the Amazon, portal style approach – some may find it too busy), the navigation is easy to follow and the behind the scenes database is very good, meaning that one page hands visitors information on a plate concerning relevant people, events, publications and news for any practice area.

www.fidler.co.uk – Fidler & Co are a high street firm who have majored on their e-commerce capabilities in a simple, easy to follow way on site.

Non-Legal

www.brco.com – the website of consultancy firm Baker Robbins & Co. Because they advise law firms in their technology strategies, it is useful to look at how they put some of their ideas into practice on their own site.
www.ukonlineforbusiness.gov.uk – a Government funded organisation aimed at SME's, it is a good example of how to tailor the style and tone of your site to your audience.
www.pwcglobal.com – accountants PwC's site offers some good examples of both do's and don'ts of web design! The first obvious 'don't' is their choice of background colour – much of the home page text is almost invisible! It can also be slow to load the home page. However, it does provide a good example of on-line services in practice and how your firm's know how can be packaged and tailored in a client focused way.

Website promotion methods

This leads me to my final topic for today – that of external-facing website promotion – other than that of search engines. If search engines account for 48% of traffic to a site, basic maths tells you that the majority of visitors will find you by other promotional means.

E-mail marketing techniques

· You have only a few seconds in which to gain the recipient’s attention, so the subject heading and first line or two of body text are crucial.  
· Email your news regularly – once you've identified a relevant target audience and started down the email route you need to maintain the momentum. Always include the extended web address of relevant pages on your site, so the recipient can click to obtain more information, thus encouraging people to return to the site. 
· Provide substantive content, useful to recipients.

· The first few lines – which will open in the preview pane in recipients’ inboxes – must be different each time, and must capture attention.  

· Use crisp sub-headings headings that entice recipients to read more; the daily e-mails from The Register are a good example of the use of humour.

· Avoid verbose chatter.  

· Use ‘viral’ marketing techniques (such as games, e-cards, useful content or offers) to encourage recipients of emails to forward your message to their own contacts. 
· Be aware of data protection issues.

Link/affiliate programmes 

Links to and from other sites sharing your interests (but not competing with you) can help your site become a first port of call and also provide you with low cost content. Another reason for pursuing a link programme is that many search engines rank according to the number of relevant external links you have on your site. You can find which sites already link to yours by typing your domain into http://www.linkpopularitycheck.com/.

Affiliate programmes involve publicising another site in exchange for revenue or free content. For example, you can download a search facility from Amazon, so that visitors to your site can look for books and other products; and you receive a percentage of the sale price.  

Competitions

Onsite competitions are a good means of promoting the site for various purposes. Examples of successful campaigns we’ve run on both gamesbiz and marketinglaw have been to collect detailed registration/site user information and to encourage people to buy documents (off gamesbiz). Response rates vary but they appear to be between 15-25%, which are higher than we’d expect from offline surveys/competitions.

Public relations online

You should use email to issue press releases and encourage journalists to visit your site for news comments. To make it useful, provide email contacts for a range of subject specialists, have archived and searchable press release sections on your site, together with regularly updated hot topics/comment areas, and the latest deal information.  Law firms who do this well include:
· Allen & Overy 

· Baker & McKenzie

· Wragges

You can obtain PR value out of competitions and awards and there are a number aimed at the general online and online legal services markets. The key ones are: 

· Yellow Pages online:  www.yell.co.uk/awards. 

· E-commerce awards:  www.ecommerce-awards.co.uk. 

· Magazines such as www.computerweekly.co.uk, www.prweek.com, Future Publishing’s Internet Advisor www.uknetawards.co.uk and New Media Age www.nma.co.uk run award schemes.

· The FT Business Web Site of the Year Awards:  www.ft.com/awards. 

· The Webbies: www.webbyawards.com
· The annual Internet Business awards, www.ibmag.co.uk. 

· Specialist industry awards schemes relevant to the sectors you serve

· Legal IT awards such as the Society for Computers and Law competition www.scl.org
Online advertising

Around one person in 200 now clicks-through to banner ads.  When considering taking out any onsite advertising, you need to consider three key issues:

· Interactive: Internet users can click on a banner or pop-up there and then for further information. This immediacy cannot be achieved by print advertisements but many internet users simply ignore or block out internet ads.

· Targeted: By selecting the right websites, pages, or keyword searches to carry your banner or pop-up, you can ensure you reach only those people most likely to respond positively. But what proportion of your target audience is actually using those pages or functions at any one time?

· Effective: People now use the internet with a more specific purpose than in the mid-90s when it was new. They are more interested in content and less likely to be distracted by links irrelevant to the main task of their internet session.  

Conclusion

Overall, my 4 years' experience of internet marketing has taught me that:

· There's always more you could and should be doing – so don't beat yourself up!

· But, that said, if you haven't got the IT and marketing resources to maintain the momentum of a site, you may as well switch it off now

· Keep things simple

· Content is king

· And finally, as a law firm, you're not going to get rich doing legal e-commerce

Nicola Webb

Formerly Head of E-Business

Osborne Clarke

Now, principal, Implementor

nicola@implementor.biz

Tel: 0117 968 5940
http://www.osborneclarke.com

http://www.ocalliance.com
http://www.gamesbiz.net
http://www.marketinglaw.co.uk
http://www.healthsafetylaw.com
http://www.oc4jobs.com
( Nicola Webb and The Law Society 2003.
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