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COMPETITIVE INTELLIGENCE (CI) is 
garnering resources within law firms and is 
now seen as a useful business tool. Long 
used in other industries and professional 
services firms, CI as a discipline entered the 
legal services arena less than ten years ago.

As the global economy slowly emerges 
from ‘the great recession’, CI now arouses 
greater interest in law firms than ever. The 
legal profession and legal services industry 
are examining closely the value they deliver 
to clients and how they resource and price 
their services. Old and emerging law firm 
models are being challenged as firms and 
other industry players seek new advantages 
over their competitors. Conveniently, CI is 
a discipline designed to do just that – help 
a firm identify, create and sustain new 
competitive advantages and vault ahead of 
its rivals. 

This report is aimed at a broad audience 
– partners and senior managers of law firms, 
CI practitioners and others inside or outside 
law firms who want to understand how CI 
can be applied in that setting. 

It takes a highly practical look at how CI 
is applied in this space. It addresses how CI 
in the legal industry is similar to and distinct 
from CI in other industries, the challenges 
peculiar to law firms, typical law firm key 
intelligence topics and assignments, 
and more. 

This report will surprise some readers 
when it describes how some firms are 
already executing the full range of CI 
activities as that discipline is practised in 

the corporate world. As with other business 
disciplines once considered ‘not for law 
firms’, the full spectrum of CI activities, 
legally and ethically executed, is rapidly 
being accepted by more law firm leaders. 

The greatest demand in law firm CI 
these days is for sophisticated analysts with 
strong legal industry knowledge, business 
savvy and broad analytical skills. Without 
their eventual contributions, CI in law 
firms will not advance beyond information 
gathering, which, although useful, cannot 
offer decision makers the fuller benefits of 
actionable intelligence. 

Whether your firm already has informal 
CI in-house capabilities and wants to 
upgrade them, wishes to engage the services 
of external CI consultants or hopes to learn 
how to utilise its existing CI resources to 
become more competitive, this report will 
help you decide where to start. 

Part One provides an overview of CI as it 
is applied in law firms. This section includes 
detailed descriptions of processes and tools 
law firm CI practitioners use in each of the 
CI cycle’s four phases to plan and design 
intelligence projects; gather and organise 
information; analyse, synthesise and distil 
information into actionable insights; and 
disseminate that intelligence to decision 
makers. These first five chapters describe 
common CI challenges and offer suggestions 
about how to overcome them. Chapters 2-5 
close with tips for law firm CI practitioners at 
all levels – beginner, yeoman and guru – to 
advance their skills. 

Executive summary
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Executive summary

In Chapter 1, we consider the basics 
of CI – what it is and isn’t. The CI cycle is 
described, as well as ethical considerations 
that must be satisfied when developing or 
using CI. 

Chapter 2 explores ways law firm CI 
practitioners can work with harried busy 
clients (law firm partners) to clarify project 
requirements and produce actionable 
intelligence. The dangers of over-the-
transom assignments are described along 
with suggestions for overcoming this 
problem. This chapter describes how CI 
practitioners can become more conversant 
with frequent CI clients’ needs to develop 
intelligence that is more useful and timely. 

Chapter 3 focuses on information gathering 
– the types and sources of information (both 
primary and secondary) available to law 
firm CI practitioners. It also explores how 
information can be organised and prepared 
to make analysis easier and more revelatory. 
In an information age best characterised 
by ‘information overload’, we consider 
the reliability of information and ethical 
considerations related to information collected 
from social media and human sources. 

Chapter 4 demystifies analysis, that 
essential phase of the CI cycle where 
information is converted into intelligence. 
Common analytical tools and processes are 
described that CI practitioners use to find 
patterns in information collected, leading 
to actionable insights. The biases and blind 
spots that prevent analysts and decision 
makers from developing and using the best 
intelligence are also explored.

In Chapter 5 we look at how CI 
practitioners should disseminate actionable 
intelligence to decision makers who are 
lawyers. We also investigate how a CI unit 
can evaluate and improve its CI processes 
and products, the firm’s decision making 
processes, and CI’s ultimate value. 

Part Two of this report contains three 
chapters that focus on peculiar aspects of 
the legal profession, the legal industry, law 
firms and lawyers. The evolution of law firm 
CI functions and structures is described, 
citing different ways CI units are staffed and 
located within firms. This section also details 
typical law firm key intelligence topics (KITs) 
and CI assignments. 

Chapter 6 describes ways in which law 
firms, lawyers and their CI needs present 
peculiar challenges to CI practitioners new 
to the legal services arena, often causing 
fatal stumbles. This chapter helps new 
entrants recognise and respond successfully 
to these challenges. 

Chapter 7 describes the rapidly evolving 
nature of law firm CI units. Eight different 
organisational and staffing models are 
described – from a firm with part-time 
researchers who provide basic information 
briefs to a global law firm that can claim 
one of the most sophisticated CI functions in 
any industry. 

Chapter 8 describes common law firm 
KITs and CI projects, both strategic and 
tactical. CI assignments around both reactive 
and proactive decisions are discussed. The 
CI unit’s responsibilities for helping the firm 
avoid significant surprises with upside and 
downside potential and creating a firm-wide 
intelligence culture are explored.

Part Three of this report explores three 
areas of imminent expansion for law firm CI. 
Chapter 9 describes how law firms harness 
CI’s insights to shape successful strategies 
that guide the firm, and its practice and 
industry groups. 

Chapter 10 describes the growing use of 
human intelligence in law firm CI. It details 
the ethical techniques firms can use to elicit 
that intelligence from knowledgeable persons. 
This chapter also identifies human intelligence 
sources often useful in law firm CI. 
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IX

Chapter 11 offers a primer in scenario 
planning. It describes how law firms can use 
this popular CI tool to build the dynamic, 
flexible plans now required in a rapidly 
changing global environment. 

Contributors to this report include 
authors from Checkmate Intelligence, 
GE Healthcare, Hedley Consulting and 
Outward Insights.
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