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oes your law firm have a web-
site? If not, the new year is a
perfect time to get started build-

ing your Internet presence. If
you do have a website, are you getting cli-
ents and generating business? There are spe-
cific techniques you can use to increase your
client base from the web.

Having a well-built website should be
a fundamental building block of your law
firm business development efforts. Regard-
less of the size of your firm, you need a well-
designed, properly built site so search en-
gines can find you. Fresh content is a must
for an effective web presence. Don’t think
small just because your firm is.

What is Internet marketing? Think of it
as any type of Internet communication that
leads potential clients to a firm’s website and
provides information about the firm as a di-
rect result of the firm’s efforts to positively
influence its image.

All law firms need a marketing plan. In-
ternet marketing should be a major com-
ponent of the plan and, ideally, one person
(staff or consultant) should be empowered to
take charge of oversight and implementation.

Search-engine crawlers will visit your site
and spider the pages to add to their indexes.

Law Practice Solutions is a regular fea-
ture brought to you by the Practice Manage-
ment Resource Center (PMRC) of the State
Bar of Michigan, featuring articles on prac-
tice and risk management for lawyers and
their staff. For more resources offered by
the PMRC, visit our website at http://www.
michbar.org/pmrc/content.cfm or call our
Helpline at (800) 341-9715 to speak with a
practice management advisor.

—JoAnn Hathaway and Diane Ebersole,

Practice Management Advisors

Make it easy for the crawlers to understand
your site structure by including a site map
XML file. Each page should be described us-
ing title tags and keyword/description meta
tags, which let the search engines know the
relational content of each page on your site.

Identify your potential clients. Chances
are they didn't go to law school, so a website
full of legalese is unnecessary. Use plain lan-
guage with keywords related to your areas
of practice to make your site memorable and
increase search-engine rankings.

Your website is the place to showcase
your expertise; credentials, degrees, certifi-
cations, peer review ratings, and client tes-
timonials are relevant and give you credibil-
ity. Your areas of practice should always be
listed and readily apparent. It’s also helpful
to communicate your familiarity with local
court systems.

A video, such as a brief welcome message,
gives potential clients a glimpse of you and
your world. Sites with videos have dramati-
cally higher click-through rates than those
without. A word of caution: if you plan to
post videos, take the time to do them right.
A poorly orchestrated video is worse than
none at all.

Your phone number should be displayed
prominently on each page of your website,
ideally in more than one place. A toll-free
number is best. Phone numbers should be
positioned so viewers don’t have to scroll

down to find them. A simple e-mail form for
prospective clients is recommended for those
who don’t need immediate responses or those
who find phone contact inconvenient.

Adding links to your published articles
and hosting a dedicated area for newsletter
registration are other good, interactive web-
site interfaces; the latter allows you to col-
lect names to build a database for generat-
ing future leads.

An online presence need not be solely
through your website. Lawyers and firms can
blog; use pay-per-click advertising or adver-
tise on websites; include the firm’s name
in online directories; issue press releases;
and have a presence on Facebook, MySpace,
Twitter, and YouTube.

Don’t underestimate the importance of
branding, which involves more than a logo.
It encompasses the central theme of the
services your firm provides. Branding should
most clearly communicate your value prop-
osition to your intended audience in a way
that significantly differentiates your firm from
others offering the same or similar types
of services.

Marketing consists of the processes you
employ to present your brand to your tar-
geted audience. Examples include advertis-
ing, client development functions, and au-
thoring industry articles. Advertising is a form
of marketing that displays a firm’s message
for a certain period.

If people can't find something quickly on a site,
they leave and search another. Information should
not be more than three clicks away from the
home page, with two clicks being the preference.




Once you have your branding, you can
build an Internet marketing and advertising
program. Goals might include:

e Connecting with prospective clients
before and at the time they are
looking for services

e Establishing an identity apart from
other firms by way of branding
and communicating the value
proposition offered

¢ Ensuring first placement on the
list of attorneys to contact for
potential engagement

Times have changed, and so has the na-
ture of websites. Gone (hopefully) are web-
site elements associated with Web 1.0, in-
cluding lack of light-colored backgrounds,
outdated clip art images, boring text format-
ting (one size fits all), homemade pictures,
and lots of links. Enter Web 2.0 (closely fol-
lowed by Web 3.0) with features consisting
of bright, tasteful, coloring; floating, as op-
posed to “boxed-out,” sections; simple and
easy-to-understand navigation; and interac-
tive interfaces.

Time is increasingly becoming one of
our most precious commodities. If peo-
ple can’t find something quickly on a site,
they leave and search another. Information
should not be more than three clicks away
from the home page, with two clicks being
the preference.

Have multiple paths to access informa-
tion. For example, a firm’s web contact form
should be prominently displayed on every
page. Contact information should be, at a
minimum, in the header and footer of the
site. Prospective clients should not have to
work to find information. Cutting-edge firms
are implementing dynamic contact forms that
interact with smart phones and can automat-
ically generate retainer agreements and on-
line invoices.

Stand Out in the Crowd

There are several terms for optimizing
your website so it is found in the major
search engines like Google, Yahoo!, and
Bing. Examples include search engine opti-
mization (SEO), search engine marketing,
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on-page SEO, link building, organic search,
and pay-per-click.

If you have ever tried to hire a web de-
signer, you know there is a wide array of
experience and talent from which to choose.
Some specialize in cutting-edge design, in-
cluding the use of graphics like Adobe Flash
and video integration. Others focus on SEO
and design websites so the major search en-
gines can find them with ease.

The type of designer you choose should
be dependent on the goals you've set for
your website. If you plan to promote it from
traditional print media with a billboard-type
site, creative design using the latest technol-
ogy is important. If your goal is to get more
clients, it’s paramount that you build your
site right from the start so search engines
will crawl and rank it appropriately.

Certain platforms for building websites
are more search-engine friendly than others.
Ask your prospective designer about the plat-
form he or she would use and if it’s search-
engine friendly. Don’t forget to ask for dem-
onstrations and samples of prior designs.

Tips Straight from Google

Google wants your website to be found
by potential clients, and, in fact, has pub-
lished “Google’s Search Engine Optimiza-
tion Starter Guide,” Version 1.1, November
2008. This is a gold mine for web masters,
and most of the suggestions are still rele-
vant two years later.

Google recommends that web masters
create page titles that are unique and accu-
rate. Title tags can be important, as they typ-
ically show up on the first line of Google
search results. With that in mind, take your
time when creating proper title tags.

A page’s description meta tag is impor-
tant; it gives Google and other search engines
a summary of what the page is about. It can’t
be too long or short. It’s important to collab-
orate with your web master to create an origi-
nal meta tag for your law firm’s website

Google encourages web masters to “im-
prove the structure of your URLs.” A URL
(uniform resource locator) is the address of
your web page(s) on the World Wide Web,
displayed at the top of your web browser,
e.g., www.yourwebsite.com/page. Collabo-
rate with your web master to improve your
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URL structure to help your users and increase
your rankings. For tips on optimizing your
site, go to “Google Web Master Central” and
download a free copy of the starter guide.

Website quality content directly affects
rankings in the major search engines. Com-
petition for legal services on the Internet
is fierce. The goal of any major search en-
gine is to provide its users with quality ref-
erence sites directly related to the search
conducted. If a user types in “Michigan drunk
driving attorney,” Google and others will
want to return a result that best informs the
user about drunk driving. The more quality
content you provide on a given topic, the
higher you’ll rank. While other factors are
involved, take a look at the legal sites that
rank well. Most contain page upon page of
content on a variety of topics within a par-
ticular field of law.

Blogging has become a valuable resource
for individuals searching for attorneys, and
the major search engines are following suit.
There has been a huge increase in traffic
with sites that consistently provide quality
blog posts for prospective and current cli-
ents. Blogging is time consuming and diffi-
cult for a busy attorney to maintain, yet it’s
one of the easiest ways to increase site traf-
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fic and rankings without hiring an SEO pro-
grammer or link builder.

Major search engines track the number
of links back to your site and use this as
one criterion for ranking. It’s important that
these are quality links to boost your rank-
ings. Never use link farms or artificially cre-
ate these links.

The domain name you choose for your
site can also influence its rankings. Your
law firm may want its name in the domain
name; however, an additional domain name
can be secured that describes your prac-
tice areas and the matters you hope to get
from site searches. A good example is www.
kalamazoodrunkdriving.com. This domain
name is helpful because any time a person
searches “Kalamazoo drunk driving,” the
domain name will appear prominently in
the search results.

Many programs provide analytics to track
site traffic and results. Google Analytics is
one of them, and it’s free! Your web master
should be able to provide robust tracking
with graphs, charts, keyword analysis, and
the behavior of those who visited your site.
This information can help you tailor the
content or look and feel of your site to maxi-
mize your return on investment.

Websites that target specific areas of law
are regarded as niche sites, or microsites,
and should be considered as a part of your
Internet marketing strategy. Typically, a law
firm launches one site and lists all of the
different areas of law practiced. With the
increase in prospective clients searching
for information (and not a specific lawyer),
niche websites are successfully generating
traffic. For example, potential clients, espe-
cially in the area of criminal defense, are
looking for information about their crime. ..
not you! Therefore, it might be necessary
to launch multiple sites that target different
niche areas of the law with a great deal of
quality content on each.

Pay-per-click advertising can be a quick
way to drive targeted traffic to your site. This
differs from an organic search with results
usually appearing on the right side of a page,
typically with a “sponsored ads” label. Ma-
jor search engines allow you to place ads
and bid on placement when certain searches
are performed. Depending on the practice
area, cost-per-click varies widely. One click
for mesothelioma might cost hundreds of
dollars per click, while a search for obscure
areas of law could cost pennies.

In conclusion, law firms that understand
Internet marketing have a competitive advan-
tage over those who do not. If you plan to
make Internet marketing a priority in 2011,
it could indeed be a very happy new year! m
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