The BLACK HOLE of

By Gerry Riskin @ EDGE INTERNATIONAL

hen| began practicing law it wasaprofession.
WThosewho argued that it might also beabusi

nessweretreated with suspicion. Too many cli-
entswerelined up at the doorsof too few lawyers—times
weregood. Then, theeconomic cyclescombined with swell-
ing enrolmentsin law schools changed the equation. The
“M” word, previoudy unspeakablein most top drawer firms
became essential —marketing had arrived in the practice of
law. With the contemporaneousliberalization of thelaws
governing communicationsby the professon, the brochure
wasborn. Thefirst onessquedledlikelittle piglets“wewe
we” al theway home—our pictures, our bios, our history,
our practiceareas, our philosophy our boring ourselvesto
death, | et alone the poor soulswho were supposed to read
them (but never did).

Fast forwarding through fadsfrom Steven Brill’sad-
aptation of Tom Peter’s“In Search of Excellence” for the
legal profession, to TQM (Tota Quality Management), to
enormous marketing departments... now wearriveat the
Branding phenomenon—alicenseto burn money.

Before someoneburnsmeat the stake, let metdll
youwhat | do believein:

1. Standing for something—having valuesand

living them; evenenforcing them.

2. Communicating cong stently withacommon
image

3. Providing clientswith grest value.

4. Choosing what you want to be good at and
focusing onthat.

5. Informing clientsabout 1- 4.

Inorder to achievethesethings, afirm needsto be managed
well... | havedready written onthissubject extensvely and
see no need to repesat those thoughts.

The Branding hypewill haveyou believethat the
righttaglinecantransformafirm. Let'sgetredl. Let'sthink
of prestigiousschools: Oxford and Cambridge. If you need
aNorth American example then Stanford or Harvard or
Cornell. Pick your own country’s preeminent school - the
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pointwon't change. Itissaid that these schoolsareintheir
own league. That iswhy they are prestigious. Thereare
thousands of schoolson earth. Let’'simagineyou arere-
tained to catapult aschool into thiscoveted echel on.

| will giveyou sometoolsto choosefrom and you
arrangethemin order of importance:

* Logo.

* Tag Line (“Theworld sgreatest |aw school” or
something...).

* Heavier paper stock.

* Recruitment of top notch talent.

* An obsession with training to ever improveindi-
vidual and group capabilities.

* First rate management striving for peak perfor-
mance.

* Standards of excellencethat are enforced.

* A clear visonand direction.

* Imaginative ways of reducing costswithout com-
promisng qudity.

« Skillstraining toincrease consumer satisfactionand
garner morereferrals.

The challengewith most “branding consultants” is
that they comefromthewrong discipline. Tothem, it sabout
getting to know you well enough to ensureyour logo com-
municateswho you are. Well, who areyou? Do you think
for ananosecond that agraphic artist or creative ad writer
could figure that out before the 22nd century, if ever? |
don't think so.

Thereisavery good chance that what you chose
first fromthelist abovehaslittleto dowith the stationery and
brochures. That isbecauseyouinherently know that thetop
spotsin the mind of the consumer are reserved for those
whose executionismasterful ... whose quaity isastonish-
ing... whosereputationisunbelievable...

So, | will argue, spend your money improving your
firm, or if you like, making your firm more cons stently ex-
cdllent, sothat you have an offering that you can communi-
cate about with enthusiasm (and without puffery) that will
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resonate with your desired audience. (If youwouldlikean
illustration, go to www.skadden.com).

Let'sreturnto“taglines’... please namethree ex-
amplesof taglinesof professiona servicefirmsthat youre-
member and believehavebeentransformational ... can't can
you... becausethetag linebranding istypically an exercise
innarcissism that appealsmoreto theinternal egosthanit
doesto clientsor prospectiveclients. (Incidentally, thatis
why most bioson web sitesare so pathetic —they appedl to
someinterna standard of humility instead of reachingtothe
clients needs))

Pleasedon’'t use Howrey & Simon’snow famous
tagline: “InCourt Every Day” asanillustration. Whilethe
phrase was extremely effective, it was part of avery fo-
cused, targeted advertising campaign which achieved great
recognition among apre-identified audience. It wasagreat
success and they ought to be proud of it. It was not about
branding —it was about advertising... if you want proof,
pleasevist they Howrey web site (www.howrey.com) and
findthat tag line—it’sthere... but buried. .. youwill haveto
usetheir search functiontofindit...why? ...because by
itsalf it’sof no consequence and they know it.

A firm needs to know what it standsfor and live
cons stency withitsvaueswhich meansenforcing them. But
thisisnot ajob for the PR. firm who wantsto read Tarot
cardsin order to decide what thefirm’s coloursshould be.
Itisajob for management —day in and day out.

| enjoy theartistry of anicelogo aswell asanyone—
but haveyou ever bought professional servicesbecauseof a
logo. Heck, you probably don’t remember aprofessional
servicefirmlogo unlessyou areassociated in some capacity
withthefirm.

Thelogoisthetail of thedog—if youlikethedog,
and thelogo remindsyouwhichdogitis, thenit connects
youwithachoice; apreference. That'swhy the soft drink
companiesspend zillionson their labelsand logos. Note,
thetwo leading soft drinks havelogosthat focus mainly on
their name—why. .. becausethe nameisthe most important
thing. Yes, they also have design that remindsyou of the
name, but alaw firm’snameisthemost important identifier
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for clients. What doesClifford Chanceconvey. .. how about
Baker & McKenzie, Accenture, Cravath, Deacons,
Shepstone & Wylie and more? Can you draw their logo
from memory —any oneof them?1syour impresson of them
based on their colour scheme? | don’tthink so. (Whileyou
areat it, pleasedraw alikeness of Oxford'sor Cambridge's
logo—if youdid not study there, youlikely don't haveaclue
—nor doyou care.)

Theday | hear an Inside Counseal of amajor corpo-
ration tell me she switched outside law firms because she
preferred onelogo over another, | will egt thisarticleandthe
publicationit appearsin- no chance. Infact, | will extend
thebettothetagline. 1 will admit readily that the communi-
cationsof afirm might makeaclient curiousenough to con-
sider your firm, but it will not, onitsown, land onemicro
speck of work.

Toaddtoyour chadlenge, asalaw firmyouareina
highly fragmented industry (profession). If you put thelarg-
est law firm in the world on the eyeball of
PriceWaterhouseCoopersit would not interferewithitsvi-
sgon. Whiletheremay beloca dominancein someinstances,
thereisclearly nogloba dominance. Thenthereisthat shoe
company that hasalogo likeacheck mark... ever wonder
how much was spent advertising to you so you would make
the connection? Market fragmentation meansno law firm
could spend one thousandth of that amount. Without ahuge
and continuousinvestment, very few aregoing to know what
thedarnlogo lookslikeor what your high priced tag line
evensays.

S0, branding specidistsout there, | am sorry. But |
do not believeyou can add value. Useof brandingjargonis
mere puffery. Infairness, some consultants provide solid
basicsunder thetitle of branding but most don’t. Havea
look aroundtheinternet... here swhat | foundin 5 minutes:

| could not makethisstuff up (I will giveyouthe URL'sso
you can enjoy the originalsand the context):

Brandingisthetopic of much discussion - fromcon-
ferencesto business schoolsto seminars- but pro-
1. http://www.whillsgroup.com/ppf/level1_id/1/level2_id/39/page_id/84/title/

Wellesley%20Hills%20Group%20t0%20Speak %200n%20Branding%20Prof essional %20Services/about_|2.asp

2. http://www.rainmaker-pro.com/articles/arti clebrandinglessons.htm

fessonal servicesbranding isoften overlooked. Be-
causeof this, many professiona servicesmarketing
and branding programs under-performin terms of
hel ping thefirm grow and generaterevenue.

"How you brand an SUV, pair of jeans, or soft drink
isdifferent fromhow you brand aservicefirm,” said
John Doerr, WHG Principa and event co-presenter.
"Understanding your firm'sspecia qualities, your
service promise, and your ‘true north' are essential
for building and communicating your servicefirm
brand."*

My comment: Perfect“ TrueNorth” isvery reveding... that
ispsychaobabblefor saying you should know who you are
and what you want to convey. Of courseyou should —but
advertising and PR typesarethelast peopleto understand
what alaw firmisand what it ought to convey. Ask themto
explain Cravath or Skadden or Slaughter & May. These
firmsknow precisely who they areand they don’t need an
advertising agency to convey it. Here’ sanother one:

Thevalueof abrand cannot be measured precisdly,
but it can be estimated roughly. Marketersusefor-
mulasto estimatetheva ue of thebrand by eva uat-
ing the earnings of aproduct market carrying the
brand, dividedinto thoseattributable (1) tothebrand,
(2) tofixed assetslike plants and equipment, and
(3) to other intangibleslike people, systems, pro-
cessesor patents. Theearningsattributableto the
brand are capitalized.?

My comment: | wonder what percentagethey attributeto
#3... those*“intangibleslike people’ —so pleaseremoveall
the peoplefrom Cravath tomorrow —they retire en mass—
sell thenameto someother firm and tell mewhat valuethe
brand will add to the acquisitor firm—theanswer iszero...
simply because as soon asyou disclosethat the peoplere-
tired, it would belike saying theworld' ssoft drink formulais
sllingitsassetsexcept for theformula—zero!
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Think of aprofessond servicefirmasawinery rather
than asoft drink company. Why do youtastethewineina
finerestaurant beforethe bottleispoured? Becauseevena
good winery occasionally hasbad bottles. Soft drinksare
commodities—pureandsmple. If you canfindyour favourite
brand for adightly lower price, youwill jumponit. A pro-
fessond firm needsto obsess over maintaining consistency
of quality —the advertisng agency can't touch that with aten
foot pole.

Sothebottom lineisthat branding isbolognaand
what firmsreally need isto get very redl - very rea about
getting continuoudly better... quantum legpsare extremely
rare... know any mediocrefirmsthat becameexcellent over
night —of coursenot.

Should afirm have agood graphicsperson... you
bet. Shoulddl thefirm’sgraphicsbeconsigtent... certainly.
Might acutetag line help convey amessagein an appropri-
atecontext... why not.

Theworst of brandingisthat it numbssomelawyers
into the complacent self deception that theworld will flock
to the firm because of itsirresistible image or message.
Sorry... many buyersof legd servicesof firmsof Szehavea
great ded of sophidtication. They may assumepositivethings
because you are biggest in your city or state or country...
they may assumethat if you can afford someglossy materi-
alsand anice addressthat you are reasonable successful ...
they may be charmed by your tag lineand like the design of
your logo but these buyers(clients) aretill looking for qual-
ity and valueand arenot fooled easily. Themarket research
| have done up and down the Fortune 1000 list of corporate
clients suggeststhese clients know exactly what they are
getting - they know what’sbehind the brand.

S0, yes, before coming towork, wash , dressnesatly
and appropriately (you decide), have appropriately presti-
giousor practical or convenient offices (again you decide),
keep your literaturelooking likeit camefrom thesamefirm,
givegreat valueto your clientsand keep the branding spe-
cidistsasfar away asyou can. Invest your money oncon-
tinuousimprovement sothat your clientswill get ever greater
vauefromyou.
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Invest asmall percentage of your businessdevel op-
ment budget on the stage upon which you perform (name
recognition... natureof offeringsetc) then spendthemgjor-
ity ontraining your peopleto satisfy and attract clients.

It'snot thebrand —it’swhat’sbehind thebrand. In
theend, youwin... and the branders go back to helping the
muffler shops.
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