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What do
clients
wani?

Surveys can generate
new business and
important knowledge
about the needs,
perceptions of key
clients, |

BY SALLY J. SCHMIDT; SALLY J. SCHMIDT CONSULTING

here is one marketing actlvity that

will frequently provide important

information about the needs and
— pcrceptions of existing clients and
at the same time develops additional work
from them. It’s known as the client audit and
It's based on a very simple premise: you leam
by asking.

If client audits are so useful, why don't
more firms use them? Resistance from lawyers
fs a big reason, Many lawyers dislike letting
someone, particularly an outslde party, come

. between them and thelr clients. Some law-

yers fear clients will reveal inadequate service
was provided or there Is some problem with
the zelationship. Others may feel they al-
ready know the clients and their needs.

But actual experience with dudits tells us
there Is usually much to learn;

Through its interviews, one midwestern
firm learned a client automobile dealership
was actively seeking another law fitm to re-
place them as outside counsel. During the
interview, the client representative shared a
copy of the “job description” for the new
counsel and admitted he already had inter-
viewed several flrms as candidates. The inter-
viewer was able to determine there was still
hope for the flem to retain thé client.

While lawyers at the firm knew the rela-
tionship was somewhat strained, no one had
any Iidea they wete about to be replaced. In
ordet to keep the client, the law firm devised
a one-year plan to address his major con-
cems. The firm scheduled quanterly meetings
1o teview the status of files in litigation. They
scheduled to in-house workshops for the
client's managers on employment {ssues of
concetn. They reduced the fees on some
disputed Invoices. And they changed an
attomney astignment to ensure better commu-
nications and responsiveness, One year later,
the dealership was still a cllent.

New Business

Another midwestern fiom, through the au-
dit process, learned of a new business oppor-
tunity with a new client, 2 large financtal
services company. The law firm had handled
only employment-related matters. But when
asked by the interviewer whether the com-
pany had any present or anticipated legal
needs, the in-house counset responded the
outside lawyer who handled the copyright
and trademark work on the company's finan-
cial products was retiring and there was no
attorney in the wings to replace him. It was
a slgnificant amount of legal business, the
company's lawyer sald, Then he asked, “Does
yout firm do this type of work?”

The flrm’s attomeys prepared an immedi-
ate response end secured the business,

Not all client concerns are easy to address.
Anther mid-western law firm discovered a
distutbing pattem in its client audits: clients
feit the firm had become impersonal and
they were being teken for granted.

The solution included more personal con-
tact between the lawyers and clients, fewer
attorneys involved on each client’s matters
and more communication throughout the
handiing of clients' matters, Making these
adjustments will not be easy for the firm, but
it has set out a one-year plan to deal with the
preblems,

Caveat: Follow Up

If there is one caveat in the area of client
audits, it Is that you must follow up. Asking
clients for their ppinions and concetns and
then failing to act will do more damage than

good.
Ideally, the faw flem will make the changes

necessary to make the clients happy. But if
those changes are Impossible, the firm must
discuss why it cannot — or chooses not to —
make them,

One Iaw fim’s audlt of a major banking
client revealed that loan officers felt the
fitm's turnaround time on documents was too
slow, The attorneys, on the other hand,
claimed they had a 24-hout tumaround and
that it was physlcaily impossible to have
documents out faster.

In such a case, perception s more Impor-
tant than reality. If a client has a distorted
perception or unrealistic expectation, it must
be dealt with through communication.

Third Parly

Client audits generally should be handled
by an outstde party. An objective third par-
ty makes it easier for the clients to be can-
did, When attorneys ask clients for their
feedback, ¢lients often say what they think
the lawyers want to hear.

An outside interviewer altows clients to be
frank without fear of damoaging the relation-
ship they have with their primary contact at
the firm. Even with a thied party, clients
sometimes will request their comments not
be attributed.

If the interviewer is a representative of the
law firm, he or she should not be the attor-
ney with the closest relationship with the eli-
ent. Any marketing effort should begin with
the firm's existing clients, Not only do exist-
ing clients make up the firm's existing reve-
nue base, they represent future opportunities
through additional work and referrals,

The actual procedure for catrying out a cli-
ent audit will vary, depending on the goals,
resources and the particulor situation of the
law firm. Generally, the avdit will be con-
ducted In one of three ways: written ques- .
tionnalre, telephone survey or personal
interview.

The Questionnaire

A written questionnaire Is the least expen-
sive option, and it atlows the firm to survey
a large number of clients. Tt can be mailed
to hundreds of clients at minimal cost, How-
ever, the drawbacks to this method ate con-
siderable. )

First, the response rate is generally very low

_for written surveys. On average, fewer than

10 percent of recipients return a question-
naire. Second, it is quite impersonat and will
not generate the level of goodwill which the
other methods often do. Thind, it provides a
limited amount of information because in or-
der to ger more responses, written surveys
usually include many “closed-ended” or mul-
tiple cholce questions (yes or no, “very im-
portant]’ ot “not at all Important,” etc.).

Finally, written surveys allow clients to re-
main anonymous. If a client indicates he ot
she Is unhappy with some service or aspect
of the firm, it may be impossible for the law
firm to respond.

A written survey Is a useful tool for gather-
Ing a lot of information about & large num-
ber of clients — if a finn wants to assess its
image, for example. It is also a useful mech-
anism for regular follow ups to satisfied
clients. But for uncovering client concemns
or needs, the two other options are preferred.

Telephone Survey

A telephone survey will allow a firm to eas-
ily survey a fairly arge number of clients, up
to 50 or more. ft also allows for grouping of
clients by industry or the services which they
use. This can genemte particutarly useful in-
formation. The telephone survey is also less
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expensive than the pemsonal interview.

The greatest disadvantage of the telephone
interview, as opposed to the peesonal Inter-
view, is the depth of information — or lack
of it — which is generlly obtained, Rather
than “open-ended” questions which allow
the client to fead the interview, telephone
surveys need to be more structured, Gener-
ally, it is unwise to keep someone on the teel-
phone for more than 15 minutes, Also, some
clients may be Inaccessible,

Persona!l Interview

With a personal interview, you can dig
deeper inta an area of particular concern and
acquire more detailed informavion. Personat
interviews may range from 30 minutes {with
very satisfied clients) to up to two hours, with
the average being in the 45 minute to one-
hour range. You can also respond to non-
verbal clues with a personal interview. Body
language and faciat expressions became part
of the response.

The disadvantage is the cost. The inter-
viewer needs to go to the client’s place of
business. Because of the time and cost in-
volved, this usually means the number of in-
terviews is fairly small.

A personal interview is the best method
for ohraining in- depth information about a
select group of clients. It is often the best first
step. Once clients have been audited and
things are found 1o be satisfactory, follow ups
can be conducted with a less costly and time-
consuming method. .

Whichever method is selected, an impor-
tant step is to identify the clients to be sur-
veyed. This would be perhaps 10 to 15 for the
personal interview; 50 to 100 for the tele-

* phone survey; possibly hundrads for the writ-
ren questionnaire.

Which clients should you survey? Crirer-
ia might include:
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* The revenue produced by the client.

# The client’s potential to grow significantly.
¢ Whether the client has particular prob-
lems or concemns. )

& Whetlier the firm has a special reason to
have more information about the client.
Selected clients should get a letter from

the fio’s managing partner or the responsi-

ble attorney outlining the audit program and
procedutes and requesting cooperation.

The questions can involve any or all of the
following areas:

+ Client satisfaction with firm's legal serv-
ices; communications; handling of the
files, fees or administrative services; the
client’s relationship with responsible attor-
neys; even with the firm's work products of
technology, such as telephone systems, in-
voices, or word processing quality”

» Client knowledge of the firm's capabilities
— services, attarneys and office locatlons,

¢ Client perceptions about the firm's image,
{ts competitors, ot proposed changes such
as latera! hires or new office locations.

¢ Client values, i.2. what charcteristics they
most value in their legal relationships.

# Particular information about the client;
the company, the industry, the company's
present and future needs and its use of oth-
er professional service providers,

The cost of the audits will vary greatly de-
pending on the method selected and wheth-
er an outside party Is used to conduct the
audits. A simple questionnaire mailed to
clients, with the results compiled by the faw
firm, may cost fess than $500. A series of
personal interviews conducted by a profes-
stonal interviewer can run up to $10,000, de-
pending on the locatton of the clients and
the number interviewed.

Client audits entail a commitment on the
pare of the law firm to follow through, Ini-

tially, the fiem should send a note of thanks
to each client who participated in the proc-
ess. The firm should respond specifically to
those who voiced a concern, explaining how
the law fiem plans to address it (or why it
cannot). This can be done through a face-to-
face meeting, a tetphone call or a lerter.

For the long term, the fimm should plan to
follow up regularly with clients it surveyed.
In some cases, the situation may call for
quarterly status meetings. n others, an an-
nual relephone call or a written question-
naire may be alt that is required.

If they are done properly, client audits can
retain existing ¢lients and generate new busi-
ness. They are useful for collecting important
information about the needs and perceptions
of key clients, and assessing client satisfac-
tion or uncovering problems or concems.
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