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WILL THE 2009 LEGAL INDUSTRY TREND BE THE VIRTUAL OFFICE? 

The steady news of law firm layoffs no longer feels surprising.  Rather, we nod our heads and make note of yet 
another firm that has cut lawyers and staff in order to weather the recession.  But what becomes of the thousands 
of lawyers who no longer work in the country’s biggest firms?  Will they change careers and reinvent themselves, 
or will they change the way they practice law instead?  Is it possible that lawyers will create “virtual” firms, i.e. 
firms grounded by technology rather than real estate, and thrive in a home-office based environment?  Will law 
firm clients enable this evolution, or will they be skeptical?

At Jaffe, we find this question particularly enthralling, because our organization has been operating as a 
virtual company for one-third of its 30-year history, and we know how successful and satisfying a virtual office 
environment is for our staff and our clients.  If we transfer the virtual office concept to lawyers, rather than 
marketers as we are, will it succeed?  We, and others in the industry, believe that it surely will.

GOING “VIRTUAL”:  WHAT DOES THAT MEAN?  WHAT CHANGES, AND 
WHAT STAYS THE SAME?

The advent of reasonably priced and sophisticated telecommunications and information technology has al-
lowed for a proliferation of virtual businesses over the past few years across a broad range of industries.  We 
now see a radiologist based in Miami reading MRIs for patients in a Kansas City hospital, an event coordinator 
living in Los Angeles planning a gala in Houston, and an investment analyst in Bangalore doing research for a 
portfolio management team located in Boston.  The legal profession is not immune to such changes and, in fact, 
can realize a myriad of benefits from incorporating some virtual practices into their own models.

Of course, being virtual means there is no central physical location used as a headquarters for the company.  The 
removal of that overhead is substantial and not only includes the obvious expenses such as rent and other triple 
net lease items, but also administrative help, janitorial services, expensive decor for lobbies and offices, and 
even kitchen and bathroom supplies.  The impact on the environment is also substantial, as automotive fuel ex-
penses, electricity and other utility expenses, and even dry cleaning bills become almost non-existent.  Working 
from a home-based office not only breeds flexibility and, from our perspective, much greater productivity, but 
also naturally eliminates so many of the expenses and environmental no-no’s that live in the fixed facility world.  

While those types of expenses may diminish, there may be a need for new and better technology.  Systems that 
enable collaboration and on-demand communication are essential for camaraderie and efficiency.  Shared da-
tabases, intranets, and online meeting rooms are also necessary elements.  The more the firm resembles a “fixed 
facility” office, the easier it will be to interface with colleagues and clients.  For Jaffe, a Macintosh computer 
platform, with the exceptional iChat application, keeps a group of 30 people in touch every day via audio and 
video conferencing, basic IM service, and screen sharing.  There are multitudes of other collaborative software 
suites available on the market to explore for integration with a firm’s desired IT platform.  
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Other potential benefits of a virtual firm involve a number of human resource challenges.   For example, staffing 
flexibility is greatly enhanced by the ability to scour almost any geographic area in the world for qualified tal-
ent.  Virtual law practices may also have a better chance of attracting and retaining qualified professionals who 
might have otherwise chosen to stay home to raise a family rather than endure long commutes, office politics 
and full days away from home.  

These benefits don’t apply exclusively to firms that are completely virtual; traditional brick and mortar firms 
can benefit from the application of just some virtual business practices.  For instance, allowing qualified and 
interested employees to work from home even a day or two per week is a creative way to reward top performers 
in lieu of a raise, if budgets don’t allow for additional monetary compensation.  Perhaps this benefit alone might 
persuade a working parent to remain at a law firm as a result of the improved work/life balance.  A firm’s long-
term investment in such a person is thus preserved, saving the firm on the otherwise necessary recruiting and 
training costs associated with finding a replacement.  Plus, the firm and its part-time virtual employees would 
set an example of a green workplace, the measurement of which is showing up in the RFPs lawyers are receiving, 
similar to questions of diversity or women in the workplace. 

IF YOU BUILD IT…WILL THEY HIRE YOU? 

Change, particularly with lawyers, can be uncomfortable.  Old standards still work well.  However, if you look at 
the past several years, you’ll see that lawyers have indeed joined the Web world.   E-mail, instant messaging, it’s 
all part of the way lawyers practice now.  Consider the large in-house library…nowadays most lawyers and staff 
simply click onto searchable databases such as Lexis and Westlaw to do their research.  

As Paul Lippe, CEO of Legal OnRamp, a legal social networking community stated, “Lawyers were some of the 
first to embrace e-mail and mobile phone technology, because it was beneficial to their practice and clients.”  
That statement seems to go against the often-stated idea that law firms and lawyers are mired in tradition and 
slow to change.  Not so says Lippe; he contends that lawyers will quickly adapt to changes that are beneficial 
to their practice and clients, while paying little attention to new ideas, technologies and rhetoric that will not 
directly benefit their practice.  Perhaps that is why attorneys have not yet embraced the concept of tweeting on 
Twitter.  But we predict that Twitter will catch on, just as other 2.0 social networking tools – LinkedIn, Facebook, 
LegalOnRamp – have.

With increasing frequency, we find lawyers working remotely from client sites, hotels, airports and home.  Of 
course, many law firm clients are also working remotely.  But does this mean that clients will easily accept a 
virtual law office?  Will prospects believe in a virtual firm, without its metropolitan city address?  

Consider the firm of Virtual Law Partners (VLP), founded in 2008.  VLP is a Web-based law firm that states it 
goes beyond the constraints of brick and mortar law firms, providing legal service at rates lower than those of 
conventional law firms, and enabling lawyers to work from home-based offices. VLP partner David Jargiello 
explains that the virtual office allows him to have more control and more latitude regarding billing arrangements, 
as well as more time to spend with each client.  The service, Jargiello says, is efficient, professional, sophisticated, 
and less expensive for the client.
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The majority of the firm’s founding partners had previously represented technology-based and emerging 
businesses with entrepreneurial philosophies.  Many worked in California, with a particular emphasis in the 
Silicon Valley.  This particular legal practice focus and client base bodes well for a more non-traditional approach.  
However, like any other law firm, VLP’s success still hinges on the expertise of its lawyers, just as any virtual 
business would rely on the depth of its employees’ knowledge and the strength of its customer service.  While it 
may be too early to declare the impact of the virtual law office on the legal industry, we feel that the concept is 
worth watching, particularly since so many thousands of lawyers were laid off from their law firm jobs recently, 
and the virtual office may be appealing for many reasons.   Plus, as more and more law firm clients experience 
working with an attorney who works from a home office, the legal industry may feel more comfortable shifting 
to semi-virtual or totally virtual office business models.  

As Jay M. Jaffe, president of Jaffe Associates, commented in Legal Tech Newsletter (December 2, 2008), “The 
legal work environment is going to become more virtual.  Why? Because it can, and because it makes economic 
sense to move to a virtual environment with the resultant savings in both real estate and personnel expenses. 
But, it also allows for more and better collaboration of teams of lawyers without the bounds of physical walls 
and geographic borders.”  Jaffe continued, “Smart law firms will be much more flexible then they are today and 
will be able to expand and contract based strictly on client demand and workflow. The days of law firms staying 
together because of guaranteed signatures on leases will, eventually, cease to exist — and profitability and 
productivity should dramatically rise. The virtual work environment will also improve the quality of life factor in 
the legal profession and will be a great gender equalizer. The technology for all of this exists in the Web 2.0 world 
today. The only things holding up the transition are the existing attitudes about what a law firm “should” look 
like, and people who can’t enter this new world because they can’t type and gain speedy access to the Internet. 
It surely isn’t all going to happen tomorrow, but don’t underestimate the speed at which it will happen.”
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MARKETING A VIRTUAL LAW FIRM:  DO CLASSIC MARKETING 
TACTICS WORK? 

Yes…and, no.  These days, classic marketing tactics must be complemented by Web 2.0 tools, and that’s true 
for a bricks and mortar law firm just as much as a virtual law firm.  Here are our recommendations for a strate-
gic marketing approach that blends the classic and 2.0 tools.

•	 It	is	critical	to	have	a	very	savvy	PR	2.0	Web	site	that	allows	two-way	dialogue	with	all	audiences,	including	 
 clients, prospects, the press, and potential laterals.

•	 Web	site	elements	that	enable	this	communication	include	the	online	newsroom,	social	media	press	 
 releases, blogs, podcasts, biographies and group descriptions that include links to social network profiles,  
 webinars and videos, viral marketing tools, and social bookmarks.

•	 The	Web	site	must	be	optimized	for	search	engines,	via	coding	and	content.

•	 The	site’s	URL	should	be	straightforward.

•	 The	site	must	have	a	robust	content	management	system	and	easy-to-update,	user-controlled	database.		

•	 The	content	must	be	continuously	reviewed	and	refreshed.	

•	 The	firm’s	logo,	tagline,	and	branding	elements	should	be	thoughtfully	prepared.		A	virtual	law	firm	will	 
 not have signage on a well-known city building, so its logo, color scheme and overall visual identity must  
 be compelling and memorable.

•	 Media	relations	and	advertising	must	reach	the	traditional	outlets,	but	also	the	bloggers	and	other	 
 influential online outlets.

•	 Networking	for	new	business	must	take	place	face-to-face	as	well	as	online	in	social 

CONCLUSION

The virtual law office has many positive characteristics:  it is green, affords work/life balance, and allows for 
greater hiring flexibility.  To survive, just like any other business, it must have proven expertise and experience, 
along with exceptional client service.  Whether a law firm tries this concept as a benefit for some attorneys 
to work part-time from home, or whether a new law firm forms as an entirely virtual operation, clients will 
embrace the change as long as their level of counsel, availability, and results remain strong.  It may take some 
time for the legal world to feel comfortable with this work environment, but as noted above, lawyers will indeed 
tap into changes that are beneficial to their practice and their clients. To effectively market a virtual law firm, the 
lawyers must utilize classic and PR 2.0 techniques and tools.  Knowing that its Web site is its face, the site must 
be engaging, current and optimized.  

Change can happen quickly, and for the thousands of unemployed attorneys and legal staff members, a virtual 
office may become the legal trend of 2009.
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