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From TripAdvisor, Steve Jobs, and Our Colleagues Across the Pond

By Victoria Vuletich

“Design is not just what it looks like and
what it feels like. Design is how it works.”
—Steve Jobs

here is much talk these days
in the legal media and in

T

The talk tends more toward the negative

courtroom and office hallways

about the “soft” legal market.

than the positive, with plenty of finger
pointing and wide-ranging theories. Hav-
ing been around long enough to see many
market cycles, I tend to agree that the mar-
ket is restructuring significantly. So imag-
ine my surprise to learn that our market is,
well, not so bad after all.

This summer I spent five weeks in Eng-
land studying the new, liberalized legal
services marketplace in the UK. I was
stunned to learn the extent of the liberaliza-
tion and discover its implications for law-
yers in the U.S. What is happening across
the pond will come here and impact us to
a greater degree than we may think or want.

You think our marketplace is competi-
tive? In England:

e Sixty percent of legal services are pro-
vided outside of regulated environments.

e There is no equivalent of the unauthor-
ized practice of law in the U.K.

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 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 Help-
line at (800) 341-9715 to speak with JoAnn
Hathaway or Diane Ebersole, Practice Man-
agement Advisors.

e Individuals and corporations are free to
partner with lawyers and law firms in al-
ternative business structures and multi-
disciplinary practices.

e Twenty percent of solicitors practice in-
house and the number will continue to
grow—businesses of all sizes are doing
it themselves.!

Parliament’s goal in liberalizing legal serv-
ices is to make them more affordable and
accessible to the public. There was a preva-
lent notion that the legal services market
did not “work” for consumers, who reported
being intimidated about hiring a solicitor.
They were afraid of hidden fees. There was
widespread belief in government that re-
strictions on business models discouraged
innovation, hampering consumer choice.?

As you can imagine, there is currently
much bloodletting in the U.K. legal market-
place. Many solo and small firms are clos-
ing their doors or entering into strategic
mergers.?® Interestingly though, the firms that
are surviving report they are optimistic
about their practices even if the market is
more competitive.!

When I asked leaders of the English le-
gal profession what they are doing to help
solicitors and barristers thrive in the new
marketplace, there was one overall, but sur-
prising, response: branding and customer
service. The repeated response was that law-
yers are bad at distinguishing themselves in

the marketplace and keeping clients happy.
One leader said, “Law is just like any other
service. Our potential clients are used to
TripAdvisor and other businesses that make
accessing a range of services easy. We are
on the receiving end of that expectation
and we should realize that consumers will
judge us by it.”®

Though we will not see the magnitude
of change England has seen because of
our federal system, we will not be immune
from these market forces. Spain, Canada,
and Australia have also liberalized who can
provide legal services to the public. In Can-
ada, a local Walmart recently added a law
firm to one of its stores.® There is simply no
way we can regulate against these types of
market forces. Nor should we if the public
will benefit from it. LegalZoom and others
are here to stay.

This is where Steve Jobs comes in. The
reason the public turns to LegalZoom and
similar providers is because from the pub-
lic’s point of view, hiring LegalZoom “works
better” than hiring a lawyer—for several
reasons. In the long run, we know Legal-
Zoom and other such providers don't al-
ways work better than hiring a lawyer. But
the public doesn’t know that until long af-
ter purchasing a legal document.

That means the burden is on us to win
back the hearts and minds of the public.
Think about your practice. How do you
show potential clients the value is not in

How do you show potential clients the value is
not in obtaining a cheap document but in the
relationship—in hiring you?
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the shellf.

Each of us has something special we can use
to brand ourselves and help us stand out on

obtaining a cheap document but in the re-
lationship—in hiring you? How are you en-
suring that your practice “works” for your
clients? Are you helping your clients solve
their problems—or just handling their legal
matters? Those are two very different things.
How accessible and inviting are you? How
hard do potential and existing clients have
to work to connect with you? How are you
ensuring that your clients are satisfied?

Our colleagues across the pond are busy
learning how to brand themselves in the
marketplace. How do you distinguish your-
self on “the shelf space?” Most consumers
presume all lawyers are competent, so the
choice quickly becomes about other fac-
tors—convenience, reputation, access, and
feel. How does your branding make poten-
tial clients feel about you? (After all, choos-
ing a lawyer is usually an emotional, not an
intellectual, choice.) Many attorneys practice
the same area of law as you—why should
the consumer choose you? What is special
about you?

The happy answer to all these questions
is that each of us has something special we
can use to brand ourselves and help us
stand out on the shelf.

The question for the profession as a
whole is this: What about our real competi-
tion—the financial advisors, accountants,
and other professionals providing legal doc-
uments and services that work really well
for their clients’ purposes—eliminating any
need for those clients to separately hire law-
yers? Such incursions will only increase. The
thinking in the UK. is that it is better to
join forces and serve clients in a way that is
the legal, comprehensive customer service
equivalent of TripAdvisor. (No one is advo-
cating a wholesale move to online delivery
platforms, but you get the general point.)
We may not like it, but our clients will.

One of the shared characteristics of a
profession and all successful companies is

a devotion to the public and the custom-
ers they serve. Professions and companies
that do not keep their customers’ interests
foremost do not succeed. The disruptive
change occurring in our world will force
us to demonstrate our devotion in foreign
and sometimes uncomfortable ways. Law-
yers are resourceful and smart, though, and
I am eager to see the wonderful ways our
members will create practices that work for
their clients. m
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