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Recent law firm chief marketing officer appointments demonstrate
how firms are reimagining their marketing and business development
frameworks to stay competitive and responsive to evolving client
needs.

Some examples include:

e Ballard Spahr LLP recently appointed Ian Ribald as CMO
following his tenure at Norton Rose Fulbright, where he
advanced to the role of global head of business development.
Ballard Spahr's chair, Peter V. Michaud, in a statement on the
firm's website, said the person in this role must "be comfortable taking forward-
thinking, dynamic approaches to the way we serve our clients, attorneys, and
professional staff."
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e White & Case LLP announced in October that Jason Hill will join the firm as its new
CMO. Hill previously held the role of managing director and chief operating officer for
global marketing at Goldman Sachs. In the same announcement, White & Case
introduced Isabel Parker as chief innovation officer. Parker was formerly a partner
at Deloitte and the chief legal innovation officer at Freshfields Bruckhaus Deringer
LLP. The dual announcement underscores White & Case's commitment to innovation
and learning from best-in-class organizations.

e Sidley Austin LLP has adopted a dual-leadership model for its CMO role, appointing
Erin Baxendale and Kerri Vermeylen to jointly lead marketing initiatives, a shift that
reflects the firm's adaptive strategy in a complex marketplace.

These and other appointments signal three emerging trends in CMO hiring that are
reshaping the landscape. Here is a closer look at these three trends.

1. The Rise of First-Time CMOs

For many law firms, hiring a CMO is a relatively new endeavor, and there is a growing trend
of bringing in professionals who are stepping into the role for the first time. This new cohort
of CMOs is made up of highly talented, well-trained individuals who are eager to make their
mark.

First-time CMOs bring fresh ideas and energy. Their innovative approaches can propel a firm
forward in ways that seasoned professionals might not.

Many of these next-gen CMOs are fully digital natives, bringing a more nuanced and
relevant approach to rapidly evolving marketing platforms and technologies. For example,
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cloud computing has significantly decentralized how marketing departments manage and
store data, enabling new ways of viewing and interpreting data that were not available to
the previous generation of law firm CMOs.

New tools now allow firms to track cases, manage billing and use third-party data to offer
deeper insights into client needs. These technologies are evolving quickly and growing in
effectiveness. Many next-gen CMOs were among the first on their teams to work with this
technology from concept to implementation.

Their in-depth understanding of the potential and limits of new technology holds great
promise for helping firms provide clients with granular summaries of their capabilities and
for identifying areas of expertise that may not be readily apparent within the practice
structure.

However, the road to success is not always smooth. Firms must be prepared to support
these new leaders, providing them with the resources and guidance they need to navigate
the unique challenges of the legal industry.

It is an unfortunate truth that few law firms invest in leadership development for junior
professional staff. As a result, while a newly appointed CMO may have excellent leadership
potential, it is often untested or lacking formal development. Leading diverse teams is
complex, and the often opaque decision-making processes at many firms only exacerbate
these challenges.

For law firm leaders who wish to benefit from the remarkable capabilities of the rising
generation of marketers, investing in their development as leaders is essential.

For those stepping into this role, it is essential to stay grounded in your values and long-
term goals. Understand that while compromises are inevitable, your primary focus should be
on serving the firm, not just a select few partners.

2. Bringing in CMOs from Other Industries

Another trend is law firms hiring CMOs from other professional services sectors, such as
accounting, consulting or even tech. These hires can bring a wealth of experience and a
fresh perspective to a law firm.

CMOs from outside the legal sector can introduce practices and strategies that have proven
successful in other industries. This can be a game-changer for firms looking to modernize
their operations.

In most professional services organizations, especially in advisory and accounting practices,
sales acumen is highly valued and developed, along with the tools and processes to support
these efforts.

CMOs coming from other sectors bring insights into what has worked and what has not in
selling sophisticated services. They also understand what is required from the marketing
team to collaborate effectively, ensuring that all efforts are focused on the growth of the
organization.

But the transition is not without its hurdles. Law firms differ from businesses in other
industries in many ways, particularly due to their partnership structure. Decision-making
can be diffuse, and the role of marketing and business development is often viewed



differently compared to other sectors.

In many firms, decisions are made through collaboration and sometimes intense
negotiation. Often, this process occurs behind closed doors, and the meetings where final
decisions are rendered are more like announcements than opportunities to debate the
merits of the issue at hand. Developing the skills and instincts to build support, listen to
concerns, and craft solutions through quiet collaboration is therefore critical.

Lawyers are, by nature, highly skeptical — partly due to their legal training and partly
because of the personality traits that often draw people to the law. As a result, CMOs from
other sectors need to be prepared to defend their ideas at even the most granular levels
and understand that consensus is often the closest one will get to full agreement.

For CMOs considering a position in legal, it is advisable during recruitment to ask specific
questions about the firm's compensation system. Find out how origination is handled, which
activities are rewarded and what metrics are used by the compensation committee. Success
is often tied to the firm's compensation structure and what it values.

For CMOs coming from other fields, it is crucial to spend time understanding the firm's
culture and the nuances of the legal environment. Work closely with the managing partner
to get a sense of how leadership functions and where you can make the most impact. And
make a few friends who have been at it a while.

3. The Bifurcation of the CMO Role

Some firms are splitting the CMO role into two distinct positions: one focused on traditional
marketing and communications, and the other on business development. This bifurcation
can have its advantages but also comes with potential pitfalls.

The benefit of this approach is that it creates room for specialization and focus. Having two
CMOs allows each to concentrate on their specific area of expertise, which can lead to more
effective strategies in both marketing and business development.

The marketing function at large firms has matured and evolved quickly. While marketing
and business development are not entirely distinct disciplines, they are increasingly
becoming specialized areas of focus within most departments. Firms that view both
elements as forming a strong alloy can benefit tremendously. By having senior leaders for
each area, the firm can leverage higher levels of expertise in both realms.

For example, marketers can focus on developing highly defined brand standards and
communication strategies to support and create new opportunities that can be fully
leveraged by the business development team.

Conversely, the business development team can serve as an early warning system for the
marketers, as they witness firsthand how the firm's message is resonating with clients.

Having sophisticated leaders in each area ensures the firm can pivot as needed, with the
marketing and business development teams driving that change.

However, there is a risk that this division could create silos within the firm. It is essential
that the two CMOs work closely together to ensure that their efforts are aligned and that
there is a unified approach to achieving the firm's goals.



Before adopting this model, firms should thoroughly understand how integrated the
marketing and business development functions need to be. In many cases, success comes
from viewing these roles as complementary parts of a single strategy rather than as
separate entities.

Final Thoughts: What This Means for Law Firms

As the role of the CMO continues to evolve, law firms must be strategic in their approach to
hiring and supporting these leaders. Whether bringing in fresh talent, importing expertise
from other industries or experimenting with a bifurcated model, the goal should always be
to empower the CMO to drive the firm's growth and success.

This means that law firms should ensure that their CMOs have the resources, authority and
support they need to implement their strategies effectively. This includes not just financial
resources but also the backing of the firm's leadership.

Firms must also recognize that CMOs, like all leaders, will make mistakes. It is crucial to
create an environment where learning from these mistakes is encouraged rather than
penalized.

Looking ahead, we can expect a mix of professionals from within the legal sector and from
other industries to take on senior marketing roles in law firms. The key to success will be in
how well these individuals are integrated into the firm's culture and how effectively they can
lead in an environment that is often resistant to change.

In the end, the right CMO, given support and guidance from leadership, can be a
transformative leader within a law firm, guiding it through the complexities of the modern
legal market and positioning it for long-term success.
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