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The data science  
of relationships

E  very significant economic event, from 
the global banking crisis to the present 
impact of the pandemic, prompts 
questions about the best approaches to 

winning new business and measuring the ROI of 
those approaches.

In the past, law firms have tended to focus on 
systems that affect existing client management, 
specifically client onboarding, conflicts and time 
and billing. Applications and information used to 
support business development and marketing have 
not received the same level of attention. But the 
trend is changing.

New definitions of client engagement
Law firms now have an unparalleled opportunity to 
redefine how they measure client engagement and 
how they use data to make strategic decisions. 
Artificial intelligence, machine learning and other 
technologies are now available to law firms to study 
data that was once disconnected and to convert it 
into meaningful insights, accessible across the firm. 
But siloed and unstructured data, built on rigid 
architecture models, pose challenges to this 
evolution. That’s because analysing data from only 
one silo doesn’t provide a true picture. For example, 
if you only look at financial metrics, you might see 

all clients for which you are achieving the same 
margin as equal. But if you consider the cost of 
winning that work, and the feedback the client gave 
when you closed the matter, you might get a vastly 
different picture.

Combining data from multiple sources can help 
firms to identify the most promising business 
opportunities. Best practice in the past was to push 
all data to track client engagement to the CRM 
system. By combining data science with master-
data strategies, that is no longer necessary. You can 
build a Power BI dashboard using Excel without 
having to create a massive data warehouse before 
you can deliver a meaningful output.

Cross-organisation collaboration
As the heads of the business operations 
departments collaborate to align their plans, there’s 
more of a process-focused approach to system 
implementation and information management. 
Rather than implementing systems to achieve 
specific business functions, firms are looking at 
business processes holistically and the data needed 
to support them. More importantly, they are looking 
at data from different engagement touchpoints 
across the client journey to measure the impacts of 
client engagement.

Michael Warren, VP, client development and intake, at Wilson Allen, says use 
data to redefine client engagement and drive opportunities
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By taking this approach, firms are identifying 
weak links in the chain when it comes to data 
capture. This clarity is enabling them to rethink 
integration strategies based on how data moves, 
who needs it and when, rather than which systems 
need to connect.

Focusing the effort
Sorting out ‘the pipework’ is only one step in 
getting the information flowing. Ultimately it 
would be best if firms focused on the questions to 
answer. When asked what partners want the most, 
it usually boils down to a relatively short list of 
needs, including:

•  Protect and maintain existing client relationships
•   Cross-sell and grow clients with development 

potential
•  Secure new business
•  Manage the wider relationship network (for 

example, referrers)
•  Manage the internal relationship network (who is 

the best person to speak to?) 
•  Connect the experience the firm has to the needs 

of their clients.

Reports generated in most law firms tend to be 

data dumps, not actionable insights. There’s also a 
tendency to focus on quantity of data, not the 
quality. It is far more important to ensure you can 
deliver consistent, accurate, actionable and real-
time data to produce reliable, insightful analysis. 

Marketing and business development should be 
seen as a science, not an art. While there is always a 
need for artistic flair in anything with a human 
dimension, it’s essential to place client metrics at 
the heart of your strategy. Everything  the firm does 
in terms of client engagement must be measured, 
and must ultimately be able to be brought together. 

For example, firms should be looking at these 
metrics as indicators of the impact of their client 
engagement efforts:  

•  Client revenue total – How much is the client 
worth?

•  Client revenue trajectory – Is the revenue 
declining, growing or flat?

•  Practice penetration – How many practices are 
working with the client?

•  Level and volume of engagement – How many 
relationships do you have and at what level?

•  Client feedback – how do they rate you in terms 
of service, quality of work, value for money? 
Include Net Promoter Score as a metric here if 
you capture it.

A decline in a client’s engagement, for example, is a 
predictor of a decline in revenue and satisfaction. 
This outcome is expected. However, the point of 
introducing data science is to prove empirically 
that which you already believe to be true 
instinctively. The result is greater value placed by 
stakeholders on the systems and support that 
marketing and BD provides and, more importantly, 
more focus on the behaviours that drive client 
satisfaction and engagement.  

For more information, visit:  
www.wilsonallen.com

>>

CONSISTENCY ACCURACY

REAL-TIM
EACTIONABLE

REAL-TIME 
RELIABLE 
INSIGHTS

http://www.wilsonallen.com
http://www.wilsonallen.com
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A  lot of law firm business development 
activity hasn’t been possible in the past 
year (alongside all manner of events, of 
course). But the goals of the effort that 

has been worked up to replace it are the same – 
winning profitable work from new and existing 
clients, maintaining strong relationships as a 
predictable source of future work, and preserving 
hard-won brand recognition over the years.

Firms may also want to see a solid return on BD 
spend and time spent. However, it appears proof of 
that might well be one of the hardest prizes of all to 

net. And the challenge can’t be attributed to the 
year of Covid-19.

Sadie Baron, chief marketing officer at Reed 
Smith, highlights the dizzying range of potential 
success indicators – external barometers of brand, 
RFP results, PR, web analytics, client feedback 
scores and more. “There’s just so much, so how do 
we make all of that meaningful for management? 
It’s really hard to make the connections and reliably 
prove that this event, or that piece of profile-raising, 
led directly to this introduction, which landed that 
piece of work.”

A recent Briefing roundtable, with Wilson Allen, considered the challenges for law firms 
when leveraging business development data to drive change. Richard Brent reports

 I N  C O N V E R S AT I O N

Measure of measures
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Deborah Fleming, marketing and business 
development director at Walker Morris, adds that 
some successes, such as revenue and cross-selling 
growth, are significantly easier to track than others 
– increased brand awareness, for example – and 
there’s a judgment call to be made about best use of 
time. “It’s easy to get dragged into measuring 
whatever you can, rather than prioritising what’s 
most useful,” she explains. “We regularly prepare a 
report, and find every time that it has grown 
through a new piece of analytics. We have to 
remember to keep asking whether new information 
will lead to doing something differently.”

Sean Twomey, director of marketing and 
business development at HFW, agrees. “Strategy is 
as much about what you don’t do, and law firms can 
really struggle with that idea. Once you understand 
the growth you want to see, you really need to agree 
your metrics.” Most interesting and indicative for 
him, he says, are referral numbers – which are a 
sign of both cross-firm collaboration and effective 
client listening.

Lake it or not?
Hogan Lovells global head of business development 
and strategy, Adam Soames, says his firm has 
invested in creating an enterprise data repository to 
help correlate finance, marketing and other data 
from a variety of systems for greater insight – and 

now it’s exploring which external data points can 
help with both client understanding and some 
predictive modelling. He agrees that complexity 
can snowball, however, and cautions: “You can 
throw a lot of money at things and get nowhere fast. 
Focus is key. You need to be selective and work on 
particular proofs-of-concept in priority areas.”

Mark Parr, global director of IT, also at HFW, 
says that firms also simply hold on to too much old 
data. “Keep it if it produces insights by all means, 
but you shouldn’t need to accommodate data that is 
20 years old. It isn’t providing value.” Firm-wide 
data strategy and governance is one of his top 
priorities, he says. “It was most acutely in focus 
when looking at our journey of migrating to the 
cloud. We don’t want to take all that data with us.”

On the other hand, sometimes key data to make 
the right link can be missing. “You have so many 
data points, and of course it’s a challenge to connect 
them all,” says Jan Meyer-Berkhout, head of BD 
and communications at Germany-headquartered 
Noerr. But humans can also present a problem. 
“Even where data is ‘good for them’, some lawyers 
might not like the level of transparency around 
their work, or not pay enough attention to it. 
Referrals are great, but you can’t just pull them out 
of a hat. Somebody needs to record them.” In short, 
if they aren’t already, lawyers need to be persuaded 
of the value of having high-quality data in their 

“Strategy is as much 
about what you don’t do, 
and law firms can really 
struggle with that idea. 
Once you understand 
the growth you want to 
see, you really need to 
agree your metrics.”

Sean Twomey, director of 
marketing and business 
development, HFW
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systems for said data to be entered.
Others suggest that the top obstacle may lie 

nearer the top – lack of an overarching data strategy 
as a firm. Robert Smith at Geldards says: “Forget 
ROI – data first needs to be joined up to be 
modelled and understood, but you also need a 
fundamental shift in business model that 
recognises it as a strategic asset.” A global IT 
director adds: “In order to interest lawyers in the 
bigger picture, it also needs to be explained in a 
very visceral way.”

Cross that bridge
One aspect that many are exploring is the relative 
strength of cross-selling clients services across the 
firm. Baron at Reed Smith says success can be 
measured in several ways – but she agrees with 
Meyer-Berkhout that the relationship between 
measurement and behaviours is critical.  For 
example, do firms run the risk of some 
retrenchment on recent progress toward sharing 
data and relationships in the fallout from the 
pandemic? “We have a data-management strategy, 
highly integrated systems, a single taxonomy set 
and measurement of relationship strength, but 
there’s still a risk of people deliberately holding on 
to relationships and work.” Are they sufficiently 
incentivised not to do so?

And for all the clear advantages of agile working, 

Smith at Geldards highlights that our long-term 
absence from shared office space has potential to 
reduce sharing behaviours as well. “We’re not 
bumping into one another in the corridors, of 
course, and there’s also a focus on understanding 
‘my day, my dashboard’. You don’t want technology 
to be driving even more siloed thinking. Perhaps 
even more than data or technology, I think this is a 
change management issue.”

Where these levers are effectively handled, 
Twomey at HFW believes that better measurement 
of results should also materialise: “If we incentivise 
and reward the right behaviours, the data ought to 
follow.”

But Fleming at Walker Morris highlights that 
data also has a part to play in changing the 
behaviours: “It’s the age-old problem of lawyers 
being measured in ways that might now be helpful 
to the whole. However, we’ve recently calculated 
that a department’s average revenue increases the 
more that other areas are sold – and we need to 
push more data like that out into the business. Law 
firms don’t do enough of that. Lawyers aren’t 
shown enough numbers for them to appreciate 
their value, and it needs to be built into the culture 
from the beginning of careers.”

In the meantime, Smith at Geldards adds: 
“Lawyers primarily deal in words, so you also need 
to think carefully about the way that the data is 

“Lawyers aren’t shown 
enough numbers for 
them to appreciate their 
value, and it needs to 
be built into the culture 
from the beginning of 
careers.”

Deborah Fleming, marketing 
and business development 
director, Walker Morris
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presented and explained to them for maximum 
effect.”

Michael Warren, vice president of client 
development and intake at Wilson Allen, 
recommends that firms create more solid stories 
from data points so that positive behaviours can be 
evangelised. “A statement based on client 
relationship scoring – such as ‘team-oriented 
clients produce higher revenues’ – can become a 
maxim that makes the link in enough people’s 
minds.

“Crystallise the results, remove some of the noise 
that is less relevant, but then have the detail ready 
to back up that you have been through a statistically 
robust process. You do also need people to buy into 
the methodology – to buy into the model.”

Incentive to change?
Soames at Hogan Lovells says cross-selling is an 
important metric, but so is evidence of client 
engagement. “How can we grow the relationship 
and where are the gaps? Are the clients happy to 
introduce us to other people in their business and 
in the wider market? Client engagement is very 
measurable. Brand is also critical, but I’m a firm 
believer that if you get engagement right, this will 
follow naturally.”

Anecdotally, he says, the Covid-19 period has 
certainly seen partners prepared to engage more 

thoroughly with their clients. But there’s a further 
common challenge to investment in other 
worthwhile BD projects – a longstanding 
reluctance to change or innovate when the existing 
business model has always been so profitable. Even 
in 2020, law firms have looked very resilient as a 
group.

“They now need to resist an immediate rush to 
defer too much change through cost-cutting in the 
short term, and continue to invest in projects that 
support longer-term sustainable growth strategies,” 
he adds.

Twomey agrees: “There will, of course, be new 
sets of winners and losers in the coming years. 
Investments must be strategically driven, but an 
overly short-term outlook might see some 
businesses suffer.”

Finally, on this point, Warren at Wilson Allen 
also advises that the road to greater insight through 
business intelligence and analytics needn’t be as 
expensive as often assumed. “You don’t have to fix 
everything behind the scenes at once – in all the 
different systems – to get started. Firms once 
thought getting business intelligence to lawyers 
was necessarily a five-year investment project, but 
there are ways to model more iteratively than that. 
Making a start, so you have something tangible to 
show, can help to build the emotional capital for 
longer-term investment and change.”  

>>
“You don’t have to fix 
everything behind the 
scenes at once – in all 
the different systems 
– to get started. 
Firms once thought 
that getting business 
intelligence to lawyers 
was necessarily a 
five-year investment 
project.”

Michael Warren, VP, client 
development and intake, 
Wilson Allen
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