RSS feeds, blogs and podcasts – oh my!
New media marketing makes sense for lawyers
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Be ready to communicate with your target audiences how they wish, where they wish and when they wish – or be ready to fail.

Not so long ago, lawyers and law firms could communicate effectively with the media using press releases, with clients and potential clients using hard-copy newsletters, and with trade and professional groups using public speaking opportunities.  In today’s marketplace, these tactics are still useful – but barely scratch the surface.  Today’s clients and potential clients are looking for more.
“First-generation electronic tools like web sites and email have weaned modern audiences from their dependence on passive communications,” said Doyle Albee.  “Today’s audiences are active and interactive consumers of business information.  Increasing, they expect their lawyers and law firms to communicate with them interactively, using the next generation of electronic communications tools.  Among these tools are RSS feeds, web logs and podcasts.
“While many people outside of the Internet industry are unfamiliar with these terms,” said Albee, “I predict that before long they will be just as well-known – and just as essential to doing business – as web sites and email are today.  Why?  Because they facilitate 360-degree rather than one- or even two-way communication.”

Albee spoke on the subject of new media and its impact on the legal industry at the monthly program of the Rocky Mountain Chapter of the Legal Marketing Association, held September 13 at the Denver Athletic Club.  He was joined in the presentation by John Metzger and Jim Kendrick. All three are professionals at the Boulder-based public relations agency Metzger Associates (www.metzger.com).
Really simple syndication

The technology that is currently revolutionizing Internet communications is RSS (really simply syndication).  RSS is a file format that uses XML (a scripting language) to organize and format web-based content in a standard way that is very attractive to search engines.

“The owners of content create an RSS feed, which usually includes a title and a brief description of the content,” said Albee.  “Internet search engines collect this content and ‘push’ it to people who have expressed an interest in receiving it.  These parties have RSS aggregators that allow them to subscribe to and look at the feeds in which they are interested.

“This is in stark contrast to ordinary web sites, which are essentially passive,” said Albee.  “In an ordinary site, you can post new content to your web site, but your audiences won’t know about it unless they take the time to periodically visit your site and look through it.”
How does RSS work?  Let’s say that a client of your law firm has an interest in development in the area surrounding Denver International Airport.  This client subscribes to your RSS feed, using the orange RSS button on your web site, for articles and updates on this subject.  The 1000-lawyer law firm of Wilmer Cutler Pickering Hale and Dorr (www.wilmerhale.com), for example, offers 19 RSS feeds in various subject areas.

If the firm publishes new content on DIA development on its web site (or perhaps in a blog), the client receives (through its RSS aggregator) a notice that includes the title and description of the content.  The client can click on the link, go to your web site and read the article – and perhaps call your attorney/author for assistance.
“This technology is also used as a research tool by media outlets and others who subscribe to RSS feeds in order to monitor breaking information on newsworthy subjects,” said Albee.  “Most media also offer RSS feeds to their audiences.   Law firms with RSS aggregators can use this tool to monitor clients, potential clients and target industries.  It is like having a personal newspaper or clipping service.
“In addition, law firms and lawyers can use RSS technology to monitor what is being said about them on the Internet – especially on blogs,” said Albee.  “This allows you to almost immediately capitalize on good publicity or take steps to defuse bad publicity.  As many have learned – ignore at your own peril what is being said about your firm or your company in the blogosphere!”

An additional benefit of RSS is that its technology operates independently of the email system (even though they have a joint user interface), which lets them bypass your clients’ junk-mail filters.  “Users subscribe to an RSS feed and agree to accept it,” said Albee.  “Another benefit is that RSS is very attractive to search engines, giving your firm’s content a higher ranking in search-engine results.”
Web log
A web log (blog) is a chronological, interactive online journal that is usually devoted to a single subject – like a political point of view, a personal interest or a legal topic.  It can be a great tool for establishing a law firm, a practice group or an individual lawyer as a thought leader within a particular marketing niche.
“Blogs are basically web sites,” said Albee, “but web sites are not necessarily blogs.  A blog can do everything that a web site does – and more.  What distinguishes them is that blogs are interactive – they create their own communities of interest around a particular subject through the use of comments, content feeds and active linking behavior.  Blogs encourage feedback, whereas web sites can only be amended by those with privileges.”
Blogs can be viewed passively like any other web site.  However, they can also be distributed actively using RSS feeds (which are built into the software) – so that new entries are automatically sent to subscribers.  “Because of the use of RSS and an abundance of fresh content, they are very attractive to search engines and tend to show up much higher in the rankings than static web sites,” said Albee.  “Blogs are all about the content and contain mostly text, whereas web sites usually include a lot of photos and graphics.”
For example, a law-firm practice group could set up a blog devoted to the subject of development surrounding DIA.  The blogger could add a paragraph of new information (or a reaction to breaking news) each day – including links to other sources (like news stories or other blogs) on the subject.  Readers within this community of interest can add comments or ask questions.  The site can include information about the blogger, the firm and links to other relevant content and the firm’s web site.
Obviously, there are certain ethical constraints on legal blogs.  A lawyer/blogger should be careful not to cross the line between general information (which can be provided) and legal advice (which cannot be provided without a formal relationship).  In addition, a lawyer/blogger must be careful not to disclose or permit the disclosure of privileged information.

“Finally, it is better to not have a blog at all than to create one and not keep it current,” said Albee.  “Lawyers who lack judgment, dedication, personality, writing skill and time (a few hours a week) will not make good bloggers.  For the right lawyers, however, blogs have enormous potential.
Podcast
A podcast is another emerging technology that serves the needs of today’s information consumer by giving him or her control over how, where and when to receive information.  Podcasting can stand alone, or it can take advantage of RSS technology.  

Podcasting takes advantage of the popularity of portable digital music players, which are used to download and store digital audio files for playback at a time and place convenient for the user.  “These devices are like Tivo® for radio,” said Albee.  “Even if you do not have a portable digital audio player, nearly any computer sold within the last three years will allow the download and playback of digital audio files.”
Many popular broadcasting networks and radio stations have been early adopters of podcasting.  “If you missed a favorite show – be it Al Franken or Rush Limbaugh – you can go to a station’s web site at your convenience and listen to the archived podcast,” said Albee.  “Alternatively, you can download it to a portable device and listen to it later.  You can even program your RSS aggregator to automatically download and store your favorite shows.”
Using very simple equipment, for example, a lawyer could record a podcast (perhaps a seminar that the firm is hosting) on the subject of development surrounding DIA and post in on the Internet (via web site or blog).  An RSS feed would go out to subscribers, alerting them to its availability.  The interested client could download the podcast to a portable digital music player and listen to it while commuting or exercising.
“Content that establishes a law firm, a practice group or a lawyer as a thought leader within a selected market niche can be presented in print or on static web sites,” said Albee.  “It can be snail-mailed or emailed.  It can be distributed via RSS feed, web log or podcast.  In the future, you can be sure that there will be newer, even more exciting modalities for communicating with your clients.

“The important thing,” said Albee, “is to keep current with the wide range of emerging technologies that will help you meet the needs of clients to access this informative content how, where and when they wish.”
