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By Robert D. Aicher

An Internet Rude Awakening

ife is full of rude awakenings. 
For those of us over the age of 
50, it’s time to acknowledge 
what our younger colleagues 

have known for some time: the Internet is 
irrevocably changing the practice of law. A 
recent article by Janine Holsinger—available 
only on the Internet—lists websites that are 
devoted to the delivery of legal serv ices.1 The 
author identifies several categories of serv
ice including legal research, docket and brief 
retrieval, lawyer marketplace, practice man
agement, case management, DIY legal forms 
and contracts, online dispute resolution, doc
ument automation and assembly, social and 
referral networks, lawyertolawyer outsourc
ing, predictive analytics and litigation data 
mining, and legal billing. Holsinger lists more 
than 100 websites she characterizes as 2014 
legal startups.

Over the past few years, I have cataloged 
numerous websites—some have already 
come and gone, some are dormant but still 
can be seen (socalled “zombie” websites), 
and many are not only alive but thriving—
solely devoted to lawyerclient development. 
An incomplete list would include FindLaw 
(part of legal giant Thomson Reuters/West) 
and its affiliated website SuperLawyers, 
Lawyers.com (operated by venerable legal 
directory MartindaleHubbell), Avvo, Legal
Match, RSVPLaw, LawGives, LawDingo, and 
LawTrades. A few sites focus exclusively on 
serving the legal needs of businesses, such 
as UpCounsel and Priori Legal, while oth
ers serve not only lawyers but other types 
of professionals seeking clients, such as 
ProfectMarket, which includes accounting, 
engineering, business, real estate, and medi
cal professionals as well as lawyers. And 
some sites are, in a sense, hybrids, offering 
legal services in conjunction with other re
lated products. For example, RocketLawyer 

provides legal documents for direct con
sumer use as well as access to lawyers. 
BridgeUS furnishes guidance on immi
gration law with legal support if needed. 
LegalShield offers a type of legal insurance 
that allows consumers to pay a monthly fee 
for ongoing access to legal advice and also 
sells identity theft protection.

The rise of these sites presents many 
challenges to lawyers, both in terms of eth
ical issues (clearly a perplexing and still
evolving area)2 and in establishing a solid 
web presence to market to prospective cli
ents. Some sites such as Lawyers.com and 
Avvo allow consumers to search a database 
of lawyers, while others like LawGives and 
RSVPLaw ask prospective clients to briefly 
describe their legal problems and then seek 
to connect them with suitable lawyers. A 
small study reported in the June 2014 issue 
of the Law Library Journal also found that 
“the depth and breadth of coverage var
ie[d] dramatically” among the sampled sites.3 
Some sites solicit lawyers to join, while oth
ers essentially synthesize a profile from pub
licly available data and leave it up to the 
lawyer to activate (or, if need be, to correct). 
By way of personal example, despite hav
ing practiced for 35 years in finance law 
in Chicago and New York, I was errone
ously listed on one such site as practicing 
20 percent in elder law, 20 percent in estate 

planning, 20 percent in fraud matters, and 
40 percent unknown, and with only one 
year of work experience!

So what is to be done about all of this? 
Until a couple of years ago it was possible to 
simply ignore it, and many lawyers did. Af
ter all, who in their right mind would go on 
the Internet to find a lawyer? At a minimum, 
wouldn’t people be worried that the indi
vidual who ended up advising them might 
be completely unqualified or, perhaps, not 
even a lawyer at all? That, unfortunately, is 
where the “rude awakening” part of this ar
ticle comes in. There is no doubt that Inter
net usage in the U.S. has surged in recent 
years. The Census Bureau reports that as 
of 2012, almost 75 percent of households 
had Internet usage at home.4 Not surpris
ingly, surveys show that consumers are also 
increasingly looking for lawyers online. In 
2012, a survey sponsored by LexisNexis and 
MartindaleHubbell concluded that while 
word of mouth remained an important re
source, 76 percent of adults who hired an 
attorney in the past year used the Internet 
at some point during the process.5 More re
cently, a 2014 FindLaw survey reported that 
the Internet is now the most popular place 
to find and research lawyers: 38 percent of 
those surveyed said they would use the 
Internet to help them find a lawyer versus 
29 percent who said they would ask a friend 
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At this point, ignoring the Internet not only 
seems unwise as a business development 
matter—after all, that’s where the clients are—
but also plain denial.
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or relative and smaller percentages who said 
they would use other means. This was a dra
matic change from 2005 when only 7 per
cent said they would use the Internet and 
65 percent said they would ask a friend or 
relative.6 Similarly, a recent survey by Soft
wareAdvice.com reported that 43 percent 
of prospective clients used online review 
sites to research lawyers.7

These changes have occurred in part 
because practices and habits learned by 
consumers in their searches for books on 
Amazon, shoes on Zappos, or plumbers on 
Angie’s List are being used by those same 
consumers when they need legal help. In 
addition, younger people—the socalled 
“dig ital natives”—turn to the Internet first for 
many types of information. But it’s not only 
increased Internet familiarity that drives 
consumers to search for a lawyer online. 
Many of these lawyerclient development 
sites also provide resources and tools that 
the consuming public wants, such as re
views, transparent pricing options, and the 
ability to search for and compare lawyers, 
ask questions and receive answers, contact a 
lawyer quickly, and obtain rudimentary ed
ucation concerning legal problems, among 
other features.

At this point, ignoring the Internet not 
only seems unwise as a business devel
opment matter—after all, that’s where the 
clients are—but also plain denial. More
over, failing to become actively involved 
does not mean you will be uninvolved. 
You might even be listed and described 
based on thirdparty sources whether 
you want to be or not—witness my ear
lier example.

To date, conspicuously absent in creating 
these sites are the regulatory bodies gov
erning the practice of law. Bar associations 
frequently have lawyer referral serv ices, 
but few offer the transparency and flexibil
ity these private market websites provide. 
Many simply list lawyers who perform a 
particular type of work in a particular loca
tion. Typically, when a consumer makes an 
inquiry, the bar association asks for the con
sumer’s location and provides the name of 
the next lawyer on the practice list in that 
location. The consumer does not have the 
ability to search and compare lawyers or 

discover market pricing, and, most certainly, 
there are no reviews.

The State Bar of Michigan has decided 
it is time to get involved. It has partnered 
with the website www.ZeekBeek.com in 
an effort to produce a legal marketplace 
that gives consumers improved access to 
lawyers and addresses the needs and con
cerns of its members. n
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