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Although law firms have spent the better part of the last decade learning effective marketing and sales techniques, traditional 
cultural issues have hindered the process, and law firms have had to play catch-up to other service industries with regard to 
marketing initiatives, sales training, and re-engineering their focus on client service. They are updating their view of marketing with 
the help of professional programs presented by groups like the National Law Firm Marketing Association (NALFMA). 

 
Norm Rubenstein, president of NALFMA and director of client relations for the law firm of McKenna & Cuneo, has described how a 
law firm‟s marketing director grows in sophistication and how the firm itself changes its view of marketing.  

 

The Four Stages of Law Firm Growth 

 
1. The Traditional Stage - Before the Brochure  

In this early stage, a firm‟s marketing effort includes task-oriented activities like implementing events, placing limited media, 
tombstone advertising, coordinating community activities and assisting individual attorneys. 
Like a journey that must begin with the first step, these basic efforts are crucial to the establishment and subsequent growth of the 
firm‟s marketing program. 

 
2. The Promotional Approach - Sell, Sell, Sell! 

The second stage of growth builds on the activities of the first stage. Now the management supports the marketing director and staff 
in implementing ideas, responding to requests for proposals (RFPs), coordinating training for attorneys, assisting in the coordinating 
of presentations, placing articles, putting on seminars, creating individual marketing plans, and exploring public relations and 
advertising. 
The firm‟s second-stage efforts, while still basic from a marketing point of view, are not proactive and demonstrate that the firm is 
learning the value of marketing. 

 
3. The Market-Driven Approach - Buyer Motivation Defines Marketing 

The third stage adds more sophisticated tasks to the firm‟s marketing activities. These tasks include placing targeted media and 
high-level print image advertising, conducting client satisfaction surveys, exploring and implementing alternative pricing methods, 
and setting up client and industry focused teams. 
At this stage, the firm understands that business success means meeting prospective and current clients‟ needs. Thus the firm‟s 
marketing activities have now become buyer-driven and are yielding specific and measurable results. 

 
4. The Strategic Approach - The Firm Defines Its Future Through Marketing 

Because success at this stage requires marketing director to have significant experience in results oriented marketing of the firm‟s 
services, fewer firms are consistently working at this mature level. Fourth-stage marketing activities may include the following: 
• Joint planning by client and firm to determine strategies 
• Formal, systematic, statistical client satisfaction surveys with frequent face-to-face follow-up meetings 
• Customized responses to RFPs 
• Project management that employs joint computer systems at both the law firm‟s offices and its clients‟ office 
• Market-driven compensation strategies 
• Market penetration research 
• Participation by marketing directors in presentations and bringing new business into the firm 
• Client-focused teams targeting specific geographical areas or industries. 

 
 



The theme of the 1995 Annual NALFMA meeting was Is Your Marketing Selling? 

Demonstrating how programs offered at NALFMA conferences and meetings have followed the maturing market, the theme of the 
1996 annual meeting was Is Your Marketing Selling? The keynote address was delivered by national sales consultant Neil 
Rackham, who addressed the topic of selling for lawyers. His talk was based on his best-selling book, SPIN Selling. 
Although changes in the cultures of law firms have been gradual over the past decade, lawyers are more and more often accepting 
a new fact of life: they need to market themselves and hone their selling skills. The win-win part of this growth is the increased focus 
on better serving the needs of the client. 
But how many firms are actually delivering service to their clients based on those clients‟ specific needs? Steve Barrett, marketing 
director for Paul Hastings Janofsky & Walker, leads his firm‟s client-focused efforts. He focuses much of his energy on finding out 
exactly how clients and prospective clients expect to receive the firm‟s services. He delivers the client-focused marketing concept to 
attorneys through professional sales and marketing training, coaching, market research, prospect debriefing, and ongoing service 
assessment interviews with clients. 
Barrett has turned to other industries that have long been masters of the proposal process. He points, for example, to aerospace 
and computer systems integration consultants who bid on multi-billion-dollar contracts. They put together teams of up to 20 
professionals who may work on a proposal for up to two years before they win the contract. Barrett extrapolates transferable 
techniques that will assist his law firm in its proposal process. 
When Paul Hastings responds to a proposal, a beauty contest or an RFP, a significant portion of the firm‟s proposal is tailored to 
how the lawyers will service the client. That is, what will the firm do to deliver stellar service—always as defined by the client—
consistently, from the start of the relationship? 

 
“Consumers of legal services? Law firm clients? Are consistently raising the client satisfaction bar and law firm 
competition is steadily increasing.” 

Barrett also points to industries that have service issues down pat. Companies like Nordstrom, FedEX and the Ritz Carlton are well 
known for delivering services precisely the way their customers want them. “In the process,” Barrett says, “these companies have 
led business people to expect extraordinary service. Consumers of legal services? Law firm clients? Are consistently raising the 
client satisfaction bar and law firm competition is steadily increasing.” 
At the May 1996 LawTech Conference held in Los Angeles, Barrett delivered a speech on the “what-ifs” in the delivery of 
extraordinary legal services. What if, he said 
• a firm‟s RFP and proposal processes were so well developed that prospects could get a clear idea of what it‟s like to be a client of 
that firm? 
• we could deliver client delight through the effective use of constantly evolving and customized technology? 
• a law firm had task-based billing so thoroughly and accurately analyzed that it could take less than 30 minutes to customize a task-
based billing codeset for a particular client? 

 
Law firms must take the initiative and ask their clients, “What can we do to create complete satisfaction in our relationship? 

Progressive law firms have come to recognize the fact that if they want to sustain client 
loyalty, they must create completely satisfied clients. In an article in The Harvard  
Business Review (December 1995), titled “Why Satisfied Clients Defect,” Thomas Jones and 
W. Earl Sasser point out that somewhat satisfied clients tend to look elsewhere. Law firms must take the initiative and ask their 
clients, “What can we do to create complete satisfaction in our relationship?” 
After a firm has asked a client what it wants, however, it must make sure the client gets what it has asked for. Failure of delivery can 
lead to disaster in a relationship. According to many of the in-house counsels I have interviewed, it can be a real sore spot if they 
have told the law firm what they want and the law firm still has not delivered. Francis R. Tunney, Jr., corporate vice president and 
general counsel of Allergan, Inc., comments, “I was working with one large law firm that had assigned an attorney to us in a 
specialty area. This attorney was not providing the decisive advice we needed in a timely fashion. I told them that this attorney 
needed to be replaced by a „bread and butter‟ specialist, someone with more experience. After my second request went unheeded, I 
simply switched firms.” 
To avoid being switched off, many firms are now training their partners in active listening skills that include asking questions to 
reflect understanding and encourage clarification. Once an attorney is an accomplished active listener, he can more precisely 
ascertain specific client needs. It then becomes natural for the attorneys to listen actively to prospective clients, and enhanced 
communication thus develops between the firm and its potential clients, which increases client satisfaction and loyalty. This is the 
essence of marketing, which successful rainmakers have always known. 
There is no question that law firms are aware that the bar has been raised. Firms that rise with the bar will notice an on-going 
continuation of new matters from both new and existing clients. They will lose fewer clients. Firms whose marketing practices remain 
down in stage 1 or 2, however, will achieve lower levels of success and, no doubt, lose clients to the firms working at stage 4. ? 
 

 


