Time to face up to the web
Managing partners need to develop more effective e-business strategies, Peter Scott argues, otherwise their clients may go elsewhere

“We have a website that you can have a look at,” used to be about as far as you would get if you asked almost anyone from any law firm about their use of the internet. “You should talk to our IT director” is another common response. Both answers should make you feel uncomfortable.
Are law firms taking the internet seriously? Is it viewed just as an electronic brochure or as a vital business tool? Is it something that should be left to the IT or marketing departments so that lawyers can concentrate on law?
Horwath Consulting has just completed research showing how leading law firms are using e-business, with a view to our benchmarking law firms’ websites. It demonstrates the extent to which firms are failing to achieve the full potential payback from the investment in technology.
Web technology is still relatively new and maximising the business advantage to be obtained from its use is still in its infancy. Best practice, although emerging, is far from established. The only boundary to law firms being transformed is the extent of its business creativity and innovation.
Our research, contained in a report soon to be published entitled ‘The e-Business Challenge — Are Law Firms Winning the Case?’, reviewed the top 25 UK law firms and compared them to the top five US law firms with London offices. 
We identified six key strategic objectives that could be furthered by the creative use of e-business and specifically where law firms’ websites can make a real contribution to the business. At the same time we have developed a number of measurable criteria for each of the six key objectives that indicate the extent to which each website we reviewed is being used to further these objectives.
The six business objectives are:
Raising awareness of the firm and its services — probably the most obvious use of web sites — the electronic brochure;
Creating a knowledge or information centre — giving existing and potential clients reasons to come back;
Service delivery — the extent to which firms are delivering client service via the web;
Recruitment — not only ensuring that the firm has a good-looking website that portrays a professional and forward-looking image of the firm, but also showing that the firm is innovating beyond the ‘brochure website’. 
This is particularly important for graduate recruitment since graduates will be very familiar with the web as a regular information-gathering tool and will want to see that the firm they join is progressive and is keeping pace not only with its peers, but also with the rest of the online community. 
Client relationship management — client relationship management (CRM) should be a natural priority for any law firm. To what extent can the website assist in this?
Brand prominence — how easy is it to find the firm’s website via the main internet search engines?
The websites reviewed belonged to the largest firms. We chose this sample to help us understand how firms with significant resources have deployed those resources in their e-business development. 
The hope was that this sample would act to inform the much larger community of smaller and mid-sized firms, although we are well aware that there are a number of well-known innovators among much smaller firms. An enormous budget is not necessarily required for the creative business use of the web.
Our findings
While there has been significant progress among top firms in the use of websites as more than electronic brochures, there remain massive untapped opportunities to fully integrate the firms’ websites into the businesses as a powerful business tool.
The key findings of our research were:
Surprisingly, given its vital importance to law firms at the moment, the use of websites for staff recruitment could be significantly enhanced. Only 23% of the sites that we reviewed supported online job applications and only 32% offered the ability to submit CVs online.
The websites of the US firms with UK offices we reviewed are no further ahead than the top UK firms. There was no significant difference in the scores.
Few sites we reviewed scored well on using the website to enhance client relationships. On average only one in five of our assessment criteria were hit.
There is significant unexplored potential to customise the website for a particular visitor, which would ensure that subjects of specific interest are given a high prominence, while areas of the website that are rarely visited by the individual do not clutter the visit.
Little use was made of web casting — the broadcasting of e-mails intended to proactively inform clients of news or other developments known to be of interest to them. Used subtly, this can be a powerful technique to raise and maintain the firm’s profile and to invite, or drive, clients back to your website.
The provision of online client service delivery proved to be the least developed area. This is surprising given that client satisfaction is a key ingredient for success.
In order to fully integrate law firms’ websites into its businesses as an effective business tool, it is important to develop an e-business development plan that is fully supportive and integrated with the firm’s business objectives. 
E-business is a tool that should be deployed creatively across the business, providing vital channels through which to communicate and to do business. This is far more powerful than an isolated website strategy that concentrates on the look and feel of the website and does not engage or even challenge key partners and staff in the firm to rethink how business could be done differently and better in the future. 
The responsibility for the development of an e-business strategy for law firms falls fairly and squarely on the shoulders of those who have the reins of leadership. 
E-business is one of the most important aspects of the firm that managing partners need to tackle if they are to successfully create the competitive professional service organisations that will be required in the future to service clients’ needs.
Our overall conclusion can perhaps be contained in a simple but vitally important message: managing partners — take ownership of your websites. You are only constrained by your imaginations and your appetite for change.
Peter Scott is a director at Horwath Consulting. A copy of The e-Business Challenge — Are Law Firms Winning the Case? can be obtained from the Horwath Clark Whitehill website: www.horwathcw.com. 
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