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Colorado leads the nation in law-student loyalty.  Eighty-six percent of law students attending school in Colorado want to stay there after they graduate.  Seventy-nine percent of law students from Colorado, attending school elsewhere, would like to return to their home state when it comes time to join a firm.  

“Since geographic location is the primary factor used by law students in deciding where they want to practice law after graduation,” said Burkey Belser, “these results are very good news for law-firm recruiters in Colorado.”
Belser is president of full-service design firm Greenfield/Belser Ltd., located in Washington, D.C.  He was in Denver July 13 to speak on the subject of law-firm recruiting at the monthly meeting of the Rocky Mountain Legal Marketing Association (www.rockymountainlma.com).

By comparison, 57 percent of students nationally would like to practice in the vicinity of their law school; 56 percent prefer to practice close to their homes.  In Michigan, the lowest-ranked state, the loyalty numbers are only 28 percent and 38 percent, respectively.
“Our research demonstrates that it is most cost- and time-effective for law firm recruiters to focus their efforts on local law schools and local students.  In addition, look at states without major metro areas,” said Belser, “like Utah, Nebraska, Tennessee, Kentucky and Iowa.  Focus on these students!  They are often eager to relocate!”
Other factors important to law students include salary and benefits (55 percent), career-building opportunities (21 percent), potential colleagues (16 percent), firm reputation (13 percent), firm values (10 percent) and diversity (four percent).
“In addition, there is no question that size matters,” said Belser.  “There is a strong preference for larger law firms in major metropolitan areas.”

“When law firms think of marketing strategies, they are usually thinking in terms of clients and potential clients,” said Belser.  “But recruitment is a marketing function, too.  You are marketing the firm to law students.  As such, recruitment should be an ongoing, focused, year-round strategy rather than an ‘as needed’ or seasonal event.”

Homework
“Law firms invest hundreds of thousands of dollars of partner time in recruiting efforts,” said Belser.  “Shouldn’t you do some research up front to make sure that these dollars are being spent wisely?  What are your goals in the context of your size, your location, your salary, your client mix, your culture and your diversity?  Are your goals realistic?  How can you measure progress and success using hard data?”
Carefully analyze the demographics of your incoming associate classes from the past five years.  Are you wasting time year after year at schools where the firm has never been successful?  Are you taking full advantage of the rich pool of local law schools and local students who truly prefer to practice in your town?
“Once you have selected your target schools, and perhaps even your target students at those schools, you must increase their awareness of your firm,” said Belser.  “It is truly amazing how little law students know about individual law firms.”

Establish an on-going relationship with the law school faculty and placement offices.  Together with friends, who are usually fellow-students, these are law students’ three most trusted sources of information.
“In addition, law firms must carefully monitor and maximize their rankings and reputations with trusted associate resources like Vault.com, Findlaw.com, Greedy Associates and American Lawyer,” said Belser.  “These are far too important to be left to chance.”
Pay close attention to your firm’s web site.  Although personal contact with someone at the firm is a law student’s primary way of gaining information, 44 percent of law students will visit your web site.  “Your web site should not over-promise, but should convey an accurate picture of the firm’s culture, diversity and work/life balance,” said Belser.
Interviews and Follow-Up
Law firms should carefully select and prepare the partners they send out to conduct the actual on-campus and job-fair interviews.  “They should be young and energetic partners, not associates,” said Belser. “Anyone older than 45 is too old.
“Interviewers should reflect the true diversity of the firm,” said Belser.  “Minority students are sensitive and sophisticated.  They are not going to be fooled – and will be repelled -- by a ‘rainbow coalition’ team that does not reflect reality.” 
Interviewers should be equipped with a list of questions that convey important messages about your firm; the questions should also be approved by the recruiting office and the human resources department.  Interviewers should be provided with materials that are fun and memorable -- materials that will help your firm stand out from the blur of people and activity that characterizes most recruiting events.
When you find someone who is a good match, extend the candidate an invitation for an in-firm interview – via overnight delivery.  “Do this within 24 to 48 hours of the initial interview and you’ll definitely make an impression,” said Belser.  “At this point, even the most hyper-confident, overachieving law students are feeling insecure and emotionally vulnerable.  Use this to your advantage!”
Once an offer has been extended, step back and give the student a little space in which to make his or her decision.  “A phone call is OK if it is has a specific purpose,” said Belser.  “Otherwise, less-intrusive methods of communication work better during this period.”
A small but creative gift, or even a temporary subscription to your local newspaper, is appropriate.  Let students know who they can contact with any questions. Add them to the firm’s press-release and mailing lists.  If they are local, invite them to firm events.
“Legal recruiting has an awful lot in common with romantic courtship,” said Belser.  “More often than not, students’ decisions are based on emotional attachment rather than hard facts.  Don’t risk buyers’ remorse by setting the firm’s ‘courtship behavior’ aside after the student has accepted your offer!  They will want consistent reassurance that you still ‘love them’ and that they have made the right decision.”
The research cited in this presentation was compiled from a recent survey of 2,900 second- and third-year law students conducted by the National Association for Law Placement, Inc. (www.nalp.org) in conjunction with eAttorney, a web-enabled recruiting site for law students and legal professionals (www.eAttorney.com).

Greenfield/Belser has combined the NALP research with its own observations from hundreds of associate interviews to create a detailed program that firms can use to recruit law students.  The firm also offers a “law student metrics” program that provides in-depth intelligence on why students are declining interviews and offers from a particular firm.  For more information about any of these subjects, contact www.gbltd.com.
