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The term “RSS” draws a blank stare from most lawyers and many of the administrators who work with them.  What they don’t know yet is that RSS is the emerging technology that has fueled the amazing recent success of blogs on the Internet.  Blog software was the first to routinely include the ability to generate an RSS feed.
In fact, RSS feeds can do much more than propel blogs.  RSS is one of the essential tools behind Web 2.0 – the most recent phase in the evolution of the Internet.
What is Web 2.0?  In an online article in Law Technology News, John Tredennick said, “Web 1.0 was about hyperlinks and static content which could be accessed from anywhere.  Web 1.5 was about dynamic content – web pages that changed on the fly as the underlying data changed.  Now comes Web 2.0, which is about collaboration and using the Internet as a software platform rather than just a networking tool.”  Tredennick is CEO of CaseShare Systems (www.caseshare.com).
Web 2.0 puts the power of the Internet into the hands of the users.  “Just as we have gone from personal websites to blogs, law firms will move from static websites to collaborative endeavors with both clients and other law firms,” said Tredennick.  The best of these may morph into broader legal services delivered over the web.”

Osler’s experience

The first Canadian law firm to take advantage of RSS was Osler, Hoskin & Harcourt LLP (www.osler.com), which added RSS feed to some of its website content in 2004.  Osler is a 400-attorney firm with offices in Calgary, Montreal, New York, Ottawa and Toronto.

“We have always prided ourselves on the depth of useful content on our website,” said Nanette Matys, director of client development at Osler, “and we are always looking for cutting-edge ways to provide better service to our clients.  “RSS feeds seemed like an ideal way for the firm to further both of these goals.”

Prior to 2004, Osler had offered its clients and website visitors the opportunity to subscribe to print or email versions of content (including publications, seminar invitations and other information) in 18 areas of legal interest.

In addition, visitors could subscribe to a general interest publication (The Ostler Outlook), a regular overview of Canada’s legal and economic framework and key business legislation (Doing Business in Canada), a bi-monthly legislative update and an alumni publication.

“Many of our subscribers selected the option of having these publications sent to them in email format,” said Robert Reid, website manager at Osler.  “In fact, we have very few print subscribers anymore.  However, as spam filters became more and more sophisticated, we discovered that many of these emailed publications were never reaching their intended recipients.  RSS offered the solution that we needed to this problem.

“We now code all of our content for both HTML email and RSS feed delivery – and give our clients the choice,” said Reid.  “If they prefer RSS, they can download the feed for as few or as many subjects as they choose from our website into their feed aggregator.  Once this is done, they receive any new content that we post – as soon as we post it – and it is never caught in a spam filter.”

Oster continues to set the pace by offering audio podcasts – similar to online radio shows – on select legal subjects for download by clients and others via RSS feed.  The use of RSS-fed podcasts will be covered in more detail in Part 3 of this series.

In addition, the Canadian Bar Association (www.cba.org) has worked with Joshua Fruchter at eLawMarketing (www.elawmarketing.com) to add RSS feeds to its PracticeLink content as well as to its newly launched series of podcasts.

RSS defined

RSS is a tool – a family of XML (eXtensible Markup Language) file formats that are used to communicate on the Internet.  Distribution of anything – content, photos, audio or video files – that is posted to the Internet can be enhanced with the addition of an RSS feed.  This means that RSS technology can be used with a wide range of existing law firm communications, including websites, newsletters, alerts, blog posts, advertising, press releases and internal communications – any activity that involves periodic updates.
Years ago, HTML (HyperText Markup Language) made it possible to publish information on the Internet in a way that surfers (and later search engines) could find it.  RSS supercharges HTML by making it possible to post content – and actively send it in real time to consumers of legal information who have expressed an interest in a firm’s content specifically (by subscribing to a feed) or in the subject matter included in a firm’s post generally (by entering keywords into an RSS search engine or aggregator).
This process is called syndicating a law firm’s new content.  In its most common definition, RSS stands for Really Simple Syndication.
Any discrete item can be coded with an RSS feed.  As mentioned above, most blog software has this ability built in, so that each new post is coded and sent out as an independent item.  What the reader usually sees is a headline and a summary statement.  If this is of interest, the user can click on the link – which takes the user to the complete post on a blog, a website or wherever else in the system the content happens to “live.”

Law firms that are thinking about re-designing their websites should make sure that these sites are built using a database (as opposed to pure HTML) and have RSS capability built in.  In a database, each item is a discrete entry that can be coded for RSS by your in-house IT or knowledge-management people, or by consultant.

In the fall of 2005, Vancouver-based Clark Wilson LLP (www.cwilson.com) announced that it had added 14 RSS feeds to some of the content on its website.  The 70-attorney firm offers feeds for publications and other updates in the areas of corporate, corporate finance/securities, technology and intellectual property, high learning, insurance, energy, strata property, construction, business litigation, labor and employment, immigration, tax, and tax and estate planning.

“Our database does not have RSS capability,” said Steve Matthews, knowledge services director at Clark Wilson.  “However, I really like working with this particular database, so I decided to equip it for RSS.  It took me about a month to produce feeds for the existing content in the database behind our website,” said Matthews.  “It works like a charm.”
If you have a website that is pure HTML, with no database, it is possible to retrofit it to include RSS feed capability – but most experts agree that it might be time to re-design the site from scratch.
“Most any good website today will be database driven, including sites built on blog software,” said Kevin O’Keefe, president of LexBlog, Inc., in a recent posting to Real Lawyers Have Blogs (www.kevin.lexblog.com).  “Too many law firms are making substantial investments in websites that will be outdated next year.”

Not all designers are aware of RSS and its uses in the Web 2.0 environment.  “Remember that website designers are not always content strategists,” said Rick Klau, a lawyer and vice president of Feedburner (www.feedburner.com), a company that works with clients to make their RSS feeds more efficient and measurable.  “Make sure that they understand RSS.  Make sure that your new website works as well as it looks.”

RSS as a push tool
When discussing the actual uses of RSS, it is helpful to think in terms of two processes:  Pushing out information (publishing) and pulling in information (consuming).  Law firms and others can use an RSS feed to “push” their content out onto the Internet for all to see.  Law firms, clients and potential clients, the media and others can also use an RSS aggregator to “pull in” and use the content that has been posted by others.

Pushing or publishing a law firm’s content to the Internet with an RSS feed has many benefits.  First and foremost, it makes the content accessible in real time in a way that is highly attractive to search engines and RSS aggregators.

In addition, since users often click on a link in a feed, RSS feeds drive users to a law firm’s website – where they are in an ideal position to learn more about the firm and its services.  In addition, since readers must “opt in” to subscribe to the feed, RSS-fed communications completely avoid spam filters.

RSS feeds help savvy law firms attract the attention of the media.  Virtually all of today’s news media post RSS feeds of their content; as a result, most reporters and editors are familiar with and use this tool.

Law firm press releases can be coded with RSS and posted on the Internet.  If reporters have subscribed to the firm’s feed, press releases will show up on reporters’ desktops in real time.  Since they have “opted in” to the firm’s feed, your release will stand out from the hundreds of snail-mailed and emailed releases they receive each day.

Reporters who are unfamiliar with your firm – and therefore have not subscribed to a particular feed – can still learn about it via RSS.  Reporters use feed aggregators to keep current with breaking news within their “beats.”  If a lawyer or law firm posts content to the Internet that is tagged with keywords in which the reporter has expressed an interest, the content will go right to the reporter’s desk.  This is a much more efficient and less expensive way to attract the attention of media than traditional PR efforts.
“Many reporters and industry-specific publications have picked up our contact information directly from a feed,” said Matthews, “and have contacted the firm for a quote, more information or permission to reprint our content.”
In the same way, economic analysts as well as business and industry leaders are now consuming content from the Internet via RSS aggregators.  An RSS feed focused on relevant issues within a target market is a good tool to help a law firm get on the radar of these important market influencers.

So far, no law firms are using RSS feeds for internal communications – but this is likely to be the “next new thing.”  RSS could be used to deliver content posted on an intranet or extranet to individuals who are interested in receiving real-time notification when new content is posted on those sites.  There is talk of using RSS feeds with client relationship management (CRM) systems, to notify users when new clients or contacts are added – or when changes are made to existing entries.  RSS could be used to deliver periodic training sessions or seminars – in print, audio or video form.

RSS feeds will probably be incorporated into document management systems (DMS) like Interwoven or Hummingbird.  In one of his blogs, Matthews asks:  “I’m just wondering – does anyone know how long it’s going to be before DMS software will be able to provide RSS feeds for their database search results?  I want to be able to search the system and click on a button that will create a dynamic RSS feed for that search.  How about, every time a lease was created for a firm client in the aerospace industry, your in-house team was notified via RSS?  Or every time a new precedent was added related to privacy law?  Or whatever?  If you do knowledge management for a living like I do, you know how powerful a tool this could be!” 

RSS as a “pull” tool
At the other end of the “push/pull” continuum, law firms can also use RSS technology to collect valuable RSS-fed content that has been published to the Internet by others.  This simple capability is rapidly revolutionizing the field of legal and business research.  In Part 1 of this series, which focuses on blogs, we discussed how this process works for lawyer/bloggers who are searching for relevant content for their posts.
The tool that makes this possible is the RSS feed aggregator, which is similar in interface to the software that is used to read email.  Users can register with aggregators online or they can download an aggregator application.  One benefit of using an online aggregator is that the account is available to the user anywhere, on any computer or even, increasingly, on any mobile device.  The cost of an aggregator ranges from free to about $20 per month.  The next version of Internet Explorer will have this feature built in.
Once the aggregator has been acquired, a lawyer can customize it for his or her own research purposes by subscribing to RSS feeds of interest and/or defining topics of interest using keywords.  To subscribe to an RSS feed, simply click on the orange box (containing the letters RSS or XML) included on content of interest and copy the URL into the “subscribe” space of the aggregator.

The name of the feed now appears on a list on the aggregator.  The aggregator begins to continuously scour the Internet for new posts in these subjects.  When new content is found, the name of the feed is bolded in the list and the number of new posts appears.  A user clicks on the name and is taken to the headline and perhaps a short summary.  If the headline is of interest, the user clicks on it and is taken to the complete post.

Subscribers to feeds through RSS aggregators are anonymous and can unsubscribe at any time.  This satisfies the wish of many users for privacy. “Web 2.0-generation users like the fact that they control the relationship,” said Reid.  “Law firms and other publishers, however, miss out on capturing as much visitor data.”

An RSS aggregator allows a lawyer or law firm to monitor content on tens or even hundreds of blogs, websites or other RSS-enabled posts without actually visiting each and every one of those sites every day.  “Current awareness” research that used to take countless hours in the law library is now automated.
“Your aggregator is like your personal newspaper,” said Matthews, “a newspaper that you designed to meet your specific needs and interests.  Each morning I scan the latest articles from 100 different news sources that are vital to my profession – in about 15 minutes.  I don’t have to wait two months for a print journal to arrive in my mailbox.”
For legal research purposes, an increasing amount of legislation, regulation, case law and journal information is now available with an RSS feed.  “When I demonstrate an RSS aggregator to new lawyers who join Clark Wilson, they are just blown away,” said Matthews.  “Once they start using it, they can’t imagine keeping current without it.”
Businesses and associations are also using RSS feeds for their content, as are most mainstream and business media.  For business research purposes, an RSS search engine can help a law firm track individual clients and potential clients, their press coverage, their industries, their associations and the legal issues that are affecting them.  Just put the client name and other keywords into the search engine.

Lawyers and law firms who want to participate fully in the next generation of practicing law and doing business on the Internet should familiarize themselves with RSS technology – to “push out” their own content and to “pull in” the content of others.
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