
EvolvE to Win
The GrowinG role of TechnoloGy in 
law firm Business DevelopmenT
a Thomson reuters elite report
september 2014



EvolvE to Win: thE GroWinG rolE of tEchnoloGy in laW firm BusinEss DEvElopmEnt

1

EXEcutivE summary
in an increasingly competitive and consolidated global legal 
marketplace, the quantity and quality of client relationships—both 
old and new—is ever more crucial to a firm’s success. 

likewise, technology is playing an increasingly important role in 
nearly every market around the world and within every type and size 
of firm as part of the quest to better understand how those crucially 
important relationships can be identified, maintained and cultivated 
through marketing, communication and business development 
(BD) activities. whether through solutions designed for customer 
relationship management (crm), marketing automation or 
e-communications, technology is rapidly moving front and center in 
the battle to get ahead, innovate and differentiate.

in order to gain new insights into how law firms are utilizing 
technology for marketing and BD—and some of the challenges 
being faced—Thomson reuters elite collected the views and 
experiences of legal business development and marketing leaders 
across north america, uK and continental europe, and asia pacific. 

in summary, the results indicate that:

•	 	90%	of	firms	are	employing	BD	and	marketing-focused	
technology solutions in order to get ahead of the competition in 
the legal services marketplace 

•	 	Successful	implementation	of	cross-selling	initiatives	is	the	main	
tangible, measurable benefit from their use of technology in the 
BD arena

•	 	Firms	are	planning	further	investment	in	technology-based	
platforms, particularly in relationship management, to help 
support BD and marketing over the next three years

•	 	There	are	a	number	of	challenges	which	stand	in	the	way	of	fully	
realizing the potential and power of technology in the BD context, 
both cultural and technological

GaininG traction, But full potEntial  
not yEt rEalizED
although the legal sector has been somewhat slower to adopt 
technology solutions for BD and marketing challenges than  
other industries, such solutions appear to finally be gaining 
significant traction. 

Among	the	law	firms	surveyed,	an	overwhelming	majority	(90%)	
have already adopted some form of technology-based marketing or 
BD solution, ranging from e-marketing tools to comprehensive crm 
systems. indeed, the prevalence of these solutions is significant 
throughout	many	firms,	with	just	over	half	of	respondents	(53%)	
reporting ‘moderate’ or ‘significant’ adoption of technology solutions. 

Q:  Overall, hOw extensively have yOu adOpted technOlOgy 
sOlutiOns tO suppOrt the business develOpment and 
marketing functiOn at yOur firm? 

however, despite being used more frequently and more widely than 
ever before, law firms do not yet appear to have fully realized the 
potential of technology when it comes to marketing and BD. in fact, 
respondents were nearly unanimous in their belief that their firm 
still has further value to gain from their existing systems, with none 
feeling that their firm has yet realized the technology’s full potential.

These views may be explained by the fact that a majority of 
respondents believe that, BD aside, their firms are not yet fully 
ready—culturally, technologically or operationally—to adopt or 
utilize new technology-based systems, giving their organization an 
average	rating	of	only	3.09	(out	of	5)	in	this	regard.	Interestingly,	
respondents rated their firms a little higher (3.41 out of 5) when it 
came to readiness to prioritize and implement strategies for BD 
more generally, highlighting the distance which exists between 
overall tech readiness and BD savviness for many law firms.

still, respondents noted a range of areas where technology could 
potentially make substantial contributions in terms of BD. more 
specifically, notable proportions anticipated positive impact in the 
areas	of	contact	and	relationship	management	(32%),	client	and	
account	insight	(24%)	and	market	and	competitive	intelligence	(19%).	

“When looking at conflict between existing and 
potential clients, CRM can give a key piece of 
early intelligence. It turns up old relationships—
who knows who.”

chief marketing officer  
Global law firm

“Any CRM solution must be an integral part of 
systems [that] attorneys already use.”

iT Director 
uK Top 100 law firm
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Q:  in which Of the fOllOwing areas dO yOu feel that 
technOlOgy can make the greatest cOntributiOn tO drive 
marketing and business develOpment fOr yOur firm?

tanGiBlE BEnEfits anD nEW mEasurEs of succEss
even though firms may feel that they have not yet realized the full 
value of their BD and marketing technology solutions, the benefits 
(both tangible and intangible) from their deployment and utilization 
are being felt, according to survey respondents. 

among the top benefits reported were implementation of cross-
selling initiatives, identifying and building client relationships, 
and easier or more customized client communication. in addition, 
many firms also reported that these solutions had proven useful in 
spotting untapped opportunities or relationships, and for providing 
new metrics and data to support BD within their firm.

TaBle 1 

top BEnEfits oBsErvED from BD tEchnoloGy platforms

overall ranK BenefiT 

1 facilitation/implementation of cross-selling initiatives

2 identifying/building client relationships

3 easier/improved/more customized client communication

4 providing metrics and data to support BD

5 spotting untapped relationships or opportunities

The impact of having a “repository of data”—which technology has 
now made more accessible and functional—was particularly acute 
for several firms. as one chief marketing officer at a major global 
law firm explained, “when looking at conflict between existing and 
potential clients, crm can give a key piece of early intelligence. 
it turns up old relationships—who knows who.” one business 
development director identified the importance of systems which 
facilitate easy “knowledge transfer to an unwilling, unable and 
time-strapped population of salespeople—our lawyers.”

when it comes to how firms are using these systems and data in 
general to measure and report the success of BD activities and 
initiatives to management, a majority of respondents believed that 
performance	metrics—such	as	tender	success	rates	(45%),	client	
feedback	(31%)	and	invitations	to	tender	(17%)—were	the	most	
valued and sought after indicators of success. interestingly, about 
one-third of respondents said that they were not required to provide 
any evidence or fixed metrics in this regard.

in addition, many respondents also noted the role and importance 
of partner feedback. This more informal—but culturally important—
metric underscores the pivotal influence of fee-earners in assessing 
the value and impact of marketing and BD strategies and activities, 
and the technology platforms which support them. “The most 
important thing is to keep the attorney population happy,” noted 
one cmo of a major global firm. 

cultural BarriErs provE challEnGinG
Despite the benefits already being realized by many law firms, 
there are still significant challenges which remain when it comes 
to deploying such platforms, encouraging their utilization and 
realizing their full potential. 

firstly, nearly a third of respondents indicated that they had been 
required to redeploy their existing crm solution at least once, 
with	an	additional	15%	or	so	contemplating	doing	so	in	the	near	
future. among the reasons cited were overall lack of adoption, poor 
implementation, data issues, lack of business support involvement 
(ie secretarial or administrative staff) or poor system design.
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attorney population happy.”
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Q:   have yOu ever had tO redeplOy yOur crm sOlutiOn?

however, the majority of the challenges identified proved to be 
cultural	rather	than	technical.	Only	19%	of	respondents	pinpointed	
issues with the system design, interface or usability as their most 
significant	challenge,	compared	with	nearly	42%	who	highlighted	
adoption by partners and fee-earners as the single greatest barrier 
to the firm’s full realization of the technology. 

Q:  which, if any, Of the fOllOwing challenges has prOven the 
mOst significant when it came tO implementatiOn Of these 
systems within yOur OrganizatiOn, and realising their 
full pOtential? 

when asked about potential reasons why the technology had not 
been adopted by partners and fee-earners, respondents reported a 
‘lack	of	understanding’	of	the	individual	benefits	of	using	it	(34%)	or	
that the lawyers ‘don’t perceive that it delivers value to the attorney 
role’	(29%).	In	contrast,	only	9%	indicated	there	was	a	lack	of	senior	
management	buy-in,	and	only	3%	cited	the	need	for	‘more	training’	
to understand how to use the system. 

Q:  what, if any, has been the leading cause Of partners/fee 
earners’ failure tO adOpt the technOlOgy? 

several respondents also referenced perceptions among the 
attorneys that use of the system would be ‘time consuming’. in the 
words of one marketing leader, “the lawyer population is immune 
to technological innovation and has no time nor any interest in 
understanding it.” This perhaps perfectly underscores the continuing 
need for and importance of educating the firm about the efficiencies 
to be gained and individual benefits from system utilization. at the 
end of the day, “people only use software if there’s something in it for 
them,” as put by the iT Director of one uK Top 100 law firm.

some noted a feeling that generational shifts would have a key role 
to play in overcoming some of these cultural challenges, as more 
technologically-savvy junior lawyers continue to rise within the 
ranks of firms. in addition, another respondent felt that the key to 
adoption lies in making crm platforms “an integral part of systems 
attorneys already use,” such as financial management platforms or 
even microsoft outlook. 
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in it for them.”

iT Director 
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structural challEnGEs rEmain
Given the relatively recent widespread adoption of technology 
within the legal sector (and previously limited solutions available), 
it is perhaps not surprising that a number of firms also report some 
structural and technological challenges with their existing platforms. 

in particular, respondents noted significant difficulties when it 
came to how integrated or compatible their existing systems were 
with	each	other,	with	a	majority	(nearly	59%)	reporting	that	their	
existing array of solutions—crm-focused or otherwise—were ‘not 
very’ or only ‘somewhat’ compatible or integrated with one another. 
no respondents reported ‘seamless’ compatibility, and one law 
firm marketing Director noted the ongoing effort required “to get 
systems to talk to each other and not compete.”

another significant issue which was reported related to the need 
for ‘data stewardship’—non fee-earning staff time or even whole 
teams dedicated to data maintenance—for some existing solutions. 
The	vast	majority	of	marketing	leaders	surveyed	(84%)	indicated	
that ‘moderate’ or ‘significant’ amounts of staff time and resources 
have been necessary to update and maintain their crm systems. in 
contrast,	only	about	12%	said	that	little	or	no	data	stewardship	had	
been required.

Q:  fOr yOur existing crm sOlutiOn, tO what extent have 
resOurces dedicated tO ‘data stewardship’ been required? 
(ie nOn fee-earning staff time/rOles dedicated tO data 
maintenance)

it also appears that there are a number of needs which are currently 
not being met by available technology solutions within the BD and 
marketing arena. aside from the growing range of overall platforms 
designed for crm, marketing automation, experience management 
or business intelligence, respondents expressed a desire for new 
tools to assist with strategic planning and budgeting, quantification 
of client feedback, and end-to-end event management, to name 
just a few. however, all indicated that any new capability in the 
areas above would need to work seamlessly with their existing 
systems, so as to avoid the challenges and frustrations related to 
the lack of integration and compatibility noted previously.

What liEs ahEaD
The pace and scope of technological innovation within the legal 
services market overall continues to grow, and this is also proving 
true when it comes to the future role that technology will play within 
the BD and marketing sphere for law firms. indeed, respondents 
cited a number of wider trends—both technology-related and overall 
legal industry dynamics—which they feel will significantly impact 
the role, function and operation of BD and marketing in the future. 

foremost among these was the impact of legal industry market 
consolidation and competitiveness, noted by one-third of respondents 
as having the largest influence. in addition, the ‘growth of big data’ 
and ‘increased reliance on technology’ were both highlighted by 
nearly	one-fifth	of	respondents,	while	nearly	10%	cited	the	impact	of	
mobile and flexible working on the future of the BD function within 
a	law	firm.	Somewhat	surprisingly,	only	6%	said	that	they	believed	
cybersecurity and risk would have the biggest impact, indicating 
that such risks are perhaps viewed as more systemic across the 
entire firm rather than specific to marketing and BD.

Q:  which Of the fOllOwing technOlOgy-related trends is,  
in yOur view, likely tO have the biggest impact On yOur  
firm in terms Of the rOle, functiOn and OperatiOn Of 
business develOpment?

 

encouragingly, firms report that they are planning to continue to 
invest in new or expanded technology-powered solutions within the 
marketing and BD area over the next three years. more specifically, 
most respondents indicated that they particularly plan to invest 
further in platforms in areas such as relationship management 
(61%),	market	and	client	intelligence	(55%)	and	contact	and	
company	(data)	management	(55%).	
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  Growth of big data

  increased reliance on technology

  mobile/flexible working

  cybersecurity and risk

  market consolidation/
competitiveness

  fee pressure from clients

“Integration is key in a law firm.”

iT Director 
uK Top 100 law firm
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top fivE arEas of futurE invEstmEnt for BD anD 
tEchnoloGy (nEXt thrEE yEars)

area response 

relationship management 61.3%

market/client intelligence 54.8%

contact/company (data) management 54.8%

experience management 48.4%

marketing automation (e-marketing, etc) 41.9%

This robust level of investment comes despite the many  
challenges—whether cultural or technological—which exist, and 
thus appears to underscore overall understanding of the significant 
potential advantages to be gained by further harnessing the  
power of technology within the area of legal business development 
and marketing. 

however, most still feel that law firms have quite a way to go before 
matching their counterparts in other industries. as one Business 
Development manager noted, until BD is led by future trends and 
truly embraces technology and its full potential, the legal industry is 
likely to continue to remain “on the back foot.”

with an increasingly pressurized business climate and ever growing 
demands to demonstrate the value and effectiveness of marketing 
and business development within law firms, technology clearly 
has a significant role to play when it comes to improving efficiency, 
unlocking opportunity and strengthening relationships with clients, 
both current and prospective. in the words of one seasoned legal 
marketer, “technology is just such a big part of our lives these days, 
you either adapt… or get left behind.”

aBout this rEport
for this research, Thomson reuters elite commissioned an 
independent research organisation—uK-based spada research  
(www.spada.co.uk)—to interview and survey a wide range of senior 
business development and marketing leaders from firms across 
north america, europe and asia-pacific. a total of 38 survey 
responses were received, supplemented by four in-depth qualitative 
interviews from additional firms. 

The	vast	majority	of	survey	respondents	(77%)	came	from	firms	with	
a	head	office	located	in	the	US,	with	the	remainder	being	based	in	the	UK	(15%),	Europe	(6%)	or	Canada	(3%).	The	size	of	respondents’	firms	
ranged broadly from under 50 to over 1,000 fee-earners, with about half of respondents coming from firms with 250 fee earners or fewer.

The	total	annual	revenue	of	the	firms	surveyed	also	represented	a	similarly	large	range,	with	the	vast	majority	of	respondents	(61%)	from	
firms	with	revenues	of	between	$10	million	and	$250	million.	An	additional	6%	of	respondents	came	from	firms	with	revenue	smaller	than	
$10	million,	with	16%	representing	firms	with	total	revenue	of	more	than	$1	billion	each	year.	

aBout thomson rEutErs ElitE
Thomson reuters elite offers an end-to-end enterprise business management solution that allows law firms and professional services 
organizations to run all operational aspects of their firms including business development, risk management, client and matter management, 
and financial management. for over 60 years, we’ve demonstrated we understand the business and financial aspects of firm operations, 
with proven tools that streamline processes to increase visibility and workflow efficiency across the organization and provide the flexibility to 
change and grow your business. 

“Technology is just such a big part of our lives 
these days, you either adapt… or get left behind”

Business Development manager 
leading australian law firm


