
www.technolawyer.com   •  Copyright © 2008 PeerViews Inc. All rights reserved.

T H E

C O M M U N I T Y
TechnoLawyer®

T H E

C O M M U N I T Y
TechnoLawyer®

TechnoFeature™

Practice management and technology articles written by experts.

October 7, 2008

INTRODUCTION

The mere mention of online marketing makes solo 
and small firm practitioners cringe — and you can’t 
blame them. Besides being famously overworked, 
over-regulated, and underpaid, small firm and sole 
practitioners are easy picking for marketing “consul-
tants” that promise more than they deliver.

It’s no surprise that most of them think of online 
marketing the way they do Yellow Pages ads, but 
see the risks as much higher. Oh, and did I mention 
the breathtaking inconsistency in state rules about 
advertising? Good luck getting any guidance on that 
point. 

But don’t take my word for it. Let’s take real-life ex-
amples to make our point: the first from a mid-sized 
firm and the second from a group of solos at the bar 
association.

The Firm

About ten years ago I addressed the executive 
committee of a 100+ member firm and proposed 
that they list themselves on a Web portal I was 
developing. After a slide presentation and live demo 
the senior partner paused, then waived off the idea 
saying that online marketing was fraught with liabil-
ity, was beneath a respectable law firm, and clients 
didn’t use the Internet to find lawyers.

The Bar

Three years ago I proposed that my bar associa-
tion create a relatively inexpensive MySpace-style 
system for members, and before I knew it the audi-
ence launched a full-scale revolt, objecting that the 
idea was too complicated, too difficult to implement, 
exposed members to public scorn, and was simply 
too controversial. Not only that, they said, but no 

self-respecting lawyer would be caught dead on a 
social network.

The Upshot

While such reactions remain the norm, they have 
become harder to justify — especially since the 
Internet has resulted in a more competitive practice 
environment for everyone. Today’s sophisticated 
prospective clients demand lawyers that are always 
within reach and can use the Internet to reduce the 
cost of representation (research, communication, 
filings, etc.). With no way of escaping the need to 
market online, small firms and solos should make 
peace with the subject.

WHERE WE’RE GOING

The Internet has been a viable channel long enough 
to have spawned an “old guard” of online marketing 
— lawyer directories. For years a lack of alternatives 
enabled these directories to corner the market. But 
thanks to the revolution of “Web 2.0” the num-
ber of online marketing vehicles has dramatically 
increased.

Directories

The original directories were virtual gated communi-
ties in which members paid for placement. But as 
fast as they could sell space, the Internet grew even 
faster. Soon the early adopters who had forked over 
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big money realized that having the right address 
was worthless if nobody could find you. The Internet 
land grab was over and a new model was emerging.

Search Engines

The answer to the endlessly expanding Internet was 
the search engine. Other benefits aside, the real 
revolution brought about by search engines was 
that they made the hunter into the hunted. Suddenly 
Yahoo!, MSN, and Google were competing to bring 
visitors to you for free.

Of course being listed in the first batch of search 
results in a given category was a different story. 
The directories had a distinct advantage. It soon 
appeared as if all roads would once again lead to 
these directories.

Match-Making Web Sites

But while directories focused on search engine opti-
mization strategies, a new destination was emerg-
ing that took advantage of the Internet’s unique 
features. These interactive or match-making Web 
sites like Avvo, LegalMatch, Lawfiles, and others 
use email, Web forms, and dynamic profiles to bring 
lawyers and prospects together.

The result for legal consumers has been a veritable 
earthquake. Just as search engines lead them to 
information, these new match-making sites clear the 
way to the right lawyer. People can now do more 
than view digital brochures. They can ask questions 
and receive answers in hours (even minutes).

By shifting the focal point of online interaction to the 
prospective client, the Internet started to resemble a 
tool instead of just a billboard. As people responded 
to the experience and flocked to such sites, those 
lawyers who took the time to answer their questions 

were rewarded with traffic, new relationships, and 
new business. Conversely, lawyers who considered 
their time too precious to spend answering ques-
tions were quickly forgotten in this new, fast-paced, 
competitive environment. 

The stage was set for the next major player in online 
legal marketing to arrive.

Legal Blogs (Blawgs)

Though blogs originated in the IT community, some 
of the first prolific blogs were written by lawyers 
— which may explain why “blawg” has become a 
world unto itself. And these lawyers reaped hand-
some rewards — tons of traffic from search engines 
for keywords related to their key practice areas.

Strangely enough, however, blogs remain largely 
misunderstood by many lawyers. For example, 
blogs are not interactive, designed to answer ques-
tions, or a substitute for a Web site. Simply put, they 
are the most economical way to generate a body of 
work that ranks well in search engines.

In other words, blogging can yield credibility of the 
indirect, reputational kind. That’s certainly a kind of 
marketing though not as direct as the match-mak-
ing sites or the directories.

PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER

And now the $64,000 Question: Which option yields 
the best bang for your marketing buck?

Blogging: The Low Cost Leader

Blogging is an easy way to get your virtual feet wet 
for a variety of reasons:

• Blogging platforms like WordPress and Blogger 
are free and easy to use.

• Search engines check blogs frequently for content 
and rank them highly.

• Choose from any number of high-quality legal blog 
(Blawg) communities.

• If you’re willing to spend some money for a plat-
form like TypePad, you can customize your blog to 
match your Web site.
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Bottom line — getting the 
most from your time online 
actually begins with self-
evaluation.
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• Readers can check your blog or simply receive 
posts via email or RSS.

• Blogging is a great way to show off your expertise 
and network.

Most Direct Route to Clients: Match-Making 
Web Sites

Finally a just reward for your years of giving free ad-
vice: match-making Web sites are the perfect outlet 
for lawyers that want to answer specific questions, 
not just talk about abstract issues. You can even 
fine tune your experience by selecting a free, pay-
per-lead, or fee-based site. All of these sites share 
one central characteristic — the more you contrib-
ute the more likely you are to score new business.

Like blogging, participation in match-making sites 
calls for regular and timely input. Unlike blogging 
however, these sites provide a direct channel to 
people in need and can yield immediate benefits.

The caveat: beware of Johnny-come-lately sites that 
demand money up-front but have no track record to 
back them up. When in doubt, remember that the 
right price-point on the Internet is always free.

Directories, Search Engines, Other Options

Last but not least, as long as the price-point of 
a given marketing option is $0 you can probably 
afford to give it a try, if only to a limited extent. But 
be smart. Remember that generating a single client 
engagement from a free listing represents an infinite 
return on investment. Sure, it won’t happen much, 
but it’s probably worth the time investment.

For those who have less time to spend but a few 
dollars to allocate, optimize your Web site and learn 
about pay-per-click advertising. Then season to 
taste, repeat, and recalibrate as needed.

CONCLUSION

Online lawyer marketing is a story whose final 
chapter has yet to be written. Even widely accepted 
marketing vehicles like the ones discussed above 
can fail if not used properly plus this article doesn’t 
address the potential for attorney-client interaction 
via wikis, microblogs, mobile applications, social 
networks, social network aggregators, or any one 
of the many innovations that seem to surface on a 
daily basis.

Bottom line — getting the most from your time 
online actually begins with self-evaluation. Start 
by taking stock of your communication strengths 
and weaknesses, trust the crowd (i.e. the Internet) 
to provide the right tools, and step into the flow of 
information with confidence.

It sounds simple, but making the right moves online 
may prove the most difficult task ever for your prac-
tice (and the best). Good luck and happy hunting!
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