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Introduction 

With the rise in popularity of social media, technical platforms are now available that 
allow individuals to create, share and exchange information and content in virtual communities. 
In the CLE world, this means all our users, not just our speakers and authors, have the capability 
of generating and sharing content.  The question for each CLE organization is: How are we 
going to address the opportunities and challenges of social media and virtual communities? 

When ICLE faced this question over a year ago, we decided to add value to our existing 
online CLE subscription service (the ICLE Partnership) by adding an online community of 
practice to the Partnership. This seemed like the best match for us. We already had over 9,000 
ICLE Partners who had user names and passwords and about 4, 000 of them logged into our 
website regularly to use their online ICLE resources. We weren’t sure how much our users were 
using Facebook or Linked In to find answers to their law practice questions. We knew they 
regularly used ICLE’s own website for finding answers to their law practice questions. Thus, we 
decided to build our online community of practice at our own website, allowing the user to use 
their familiar ICLE user name and password to access the community. Other CLEs may draw a 
different conclusion. It all depends on the patterns and habits of your users. 

What is a Community of Practice? 

To get started, we researched online communities and, in particular, communities of 
practice, which are comprised of individual professionals who practice in the same field and 
share knowledge, insight, experience and guidance. The most common communities of practice 
are in the medical field where those practicing in specialized fields share their practical 
experience with others worldwide to improve patient outcomes. Below is an outline of what we 
learned about creating a learning community and, more specifically, a community of practice.  

Elements of a Learning Community 

1. Group Identity (common history, mutuality) 
2. Social Interaction 
3. Individual Identity 
4. Participation 
5. Future Orientation (common goals, lasting bonds) 
6. Knowledge Generation 



  

How to Create a Learning Community 

1. Clearly define purpose 
2. Distinctive gathering place 
3. Promote leadership from within 
4. Define norms and code of conduct 
5. Allow for range of  member roles 
6. Allow for and facilitate subgroups 
7. Allow members to resolve their own disputes 

  

Additional Elements for a Community of Practice 

1. Domain of knowledge (examples: probate law, family law, law-related technology, etc.) 
2. Notion of Community (fosters interaction; sharing of ideas) see above re: creating a 

learning community. 
3. Practice ( has specific focus around which the community develops and shares its core 

knowledge) 
 

Role of Knowledge Management 

A community of practice is a rich source of helpful information as to actual experiences 
and best practices. For knowledge management, a community of practice is one source of 
content and context that, if codified, documented and archived, can be accessed for later 
use.  

Success Factors for Communities of Practice 

1. Individuals who are willing to share tacit  “know how” 
2. Social presence, i.e. relevant interactions and knowledge exchange 
3. Motivation to share (participants benefit, i.e. promotion, raises, enhanced reputation, self-

esteem, community interest or moral obligation) 
4. Collaboration is essential for a thriving community and a higher education level favors 

collaboration 
 
How do you launch an online community of practice? 

First you need to identify your best group of customers to target for an online community of 
practice. You want to focus on a group that has a group identity, i.e. common history or 
mutuality. This might be a particular Section of the bar; or solo practitioners, or attendees of a 
major annual event. They should have a shared domain of knowledge and common experience.  
Do they practice in one field of law? Do they all run solo practices? Are they all associates at 
large firms?  A common domain of knowledge and practice gives them something to share with 
one another.  



Of course, they also need to be willing to share ideas and have social interaction. We thought this 
might be a problem among lawyers who compete with one another. Our experience has been that 
ICLE Partners are willing to share quite a bit with one another. They are especially eager to 
discuss fees, billing, local practice, and use of technology for their practices. They also share 
plenty of practical legal advice based on their own prior experience with particular issues. We 
provided significant staff support and clear ground rules for our community—that may have 
helped overcome any reluctance to share knowledge. 

A community of practice also requires individual identity and participation. We require that 
everyone use their name, firm name and location. (These are ICLE Partners and we were able to 
pre-populate the member profiles with this basic information, plus the year each was admitted to 
the Michigan bar.) Community software provides individual member profiles which allow 
members to share their photo, biography, credentials and interests.  

At ICLE, we worked with a large, representative group of staff to share the results of our 
research on communities of practice as well as the experiences of staff member who participated 
in various online communities. We balanced “best practices” for social media communities 
against our customers’ expectations for value from ICLE’s paid services. We focused on using 
the functions and features of interactive community software to create added value for a 
significant group of our customers.  Our research and team discussions helped us draw a picture 
of what would make a successful community of practice. See Exhibit 1. 
 
At the outset, I anticipated we would develop communities by practice area. Instead, based on 
our research and the wisdom of the team, we decided to build a community for all ICLE 
Partners, i.e. annual subscribers to ICLE webcasts and other extensive online practice resources. 
We also decided to gear the community to those in solo and small firm practice (our most active 
and loyal Partners).  This group had a number of common interests—core  fields of practice 
(Michigan law) and a need for practical advice; common issues of running a law practice; a 
common set of subscription-based practice resources from ICLE; and an interest in being known 
by other Michigan lawyers for their field of expertise. 
  
Once you decide on a target group that meets all or most of the criteria spelled out earlier for a 
successful community of practice, the next step is to draft a vision for your community. See 
Exhibit 2 for a sample Vision and Exhibit 3 for Key Elements, Guiding Principles and Measures 
of Success.  These final documents were the result of much team discussion among those who 
would work with the community—customer service, marketing, seminar planners and legal 
editors.  We took the time to assure all had the same vision and end goals in mind. While we 
spent a lot of time on up front planning, implementation was efficient and effective. As you can 
see from the Exhibits, ICLE’s long term plans call for multiple communities—to date we have 
only launched the ICLE Partner Community. 
  
 

What Software Should you use for Your Community? 



Popular Features in Community Software 

Most community software packages will include some version of the features listed below.  
Their robustness may vary by package. For example, the ability for users to customize their 
profiles may vary. Look closely at the features you want to be sure they meet all of your needs.  

Community features 

 Private discussion forums 

 Resource libraries 

 Member profile 

 Member directory 

 Wiki glossary, knowledge base 

 Polling 

 Search 

Social networking features 

 Private messaging 

 Blogging capabilities 

 Badges and other point-based recognition 

 Ability to share across social networks 

 Ability to recommend resources 

 Tagging 

Revenue generation 

 Event promotion and registration 

 Ability to offer advertising from external orgs 

 Analytics regarding member engagement 
 

Deciding Factors in Selecting Community Software 
 

When we looked at our options for community software, we looked at the following 
differentiators and eventually decided to go with Higher Logic because we didn’t want to build 
and maintain our own platform and wanted software that integrated with our customer database 
software, iMIS. Here are the differentiators to consider as you chose software.  

1. Do you want a hosted service (Software as a Service – SaaS) or do you want to maintain the 
software on your own?  



2. Does the software need to integrate with an AMS or other CRM database? Make sure your 
community software can integrate securely with whatever AMS you use. More and more 
AMS systems are developing their own community features. Check with your AMS 
provider as part of your community software search. For example, the most recently 
released version of iMIS  (iMIS 20) now includes some community features. 

3. Will your community integrate with your existing web site, stand alone as a separate product, 
or serve as your entire site? If you want your community to integrate with an existing site, 
consider the vendors’ options for providing a single sign on (one login that will give access 
to your current web site and the community); the ability to pass user information securely 
between your existing site and your community; the ability to combine searches if needed; 
and the ability to display information from one site on the other, e.g., reliably display a list of 
recent community posts on your web site home page. 

4. Do you require control over branding and design? Community providers offer varying levels 
of service for design and brand integration. Be sure the level of service provided matches 
your needs.  

5. What level of customer service and support is provided? When it comes to hosted services, 
the level of support and the speed at which the provider resolves problems is critical. Check 
references and reviews to be they offer the level of service and up time that meets the needs 
of your organization. This information should be part of their SLA (service level agreement) 
and part of your contract with the provider. 

6. Is there an active community you can learn from? Other associations who use the software 
can be a valuable resource for problem solving, generating ideas for user engagement, and 
gathering support for new features. Look for software that has an active user community.    

7. Do you need microsites or private groups? Community software packages vary on their 
ability to provide private sites, e.g., communities that are private for committee members. 
Some allow users to set up their own private groups, some don’t offer the feature at all, and 
some charge for each new group. If you need this feature, look carefully at the options before 
choosing a software service. 

8. What can you afford? The cost for community software services vary widely. Many vendors 
base pricing on what features you choose to use, how many members will use your site, etc.  

Align your community policies with your values 

One of the most important steps we took as we developed our online community was to align our 
community services with ICLE’s core values. As we planned our community, assigned staff and 
set policies for it, we explicitly used our core values to guide us.  Our values are: trustworthy, 
practical, partnership, innovation and competency. These values gave us the answers to all our 
policy questions. 

First and foremost, our customers relied on us to provide them with trustworthy guidance on how 
to practice law in Michigan. These values meant we needed to set up a system that made the 



community discussions and advice trustworthy even though the advice would often come from 
peers and not from a “vetted” ICLE expert as was the case with our books and seminars.  

We did many things to assure trustworthy, practical advice. First, users had to agree to a code of 
conduct. See Exhibit 4. Every post included the posting member’s name, firm, city and year 
admitted to the Michigan bar. Second, we set up a system of Community Champions who agreed 
to visit the community regularly, develop posts about practical Michigan law practice issues in 
the month preceding launch, and answer questions as needed once the community launched. See 
Exhibit 5. When our community launched on October 1, 2012, those who visited saw an already 
active and vibrant community. As a result, members joined in from day one. 

Another important step in making the community advice trustworthy was adequate staffing. We 
added a lawyer to our staff to help absorb the extra work and we committed to answering all 
questions within 48 hours. Ninety percent of the time, the community of peers answers the 
questions and often gives several perspectives. If a question goes unanswered by the community, 
one of our staff lawyers will urge a Community Champion to respond. Or, the staff lawyer will 
call an ICLE speaker or author to get their response to the question and post it on their behalf.  

Work in and with the community is now part of the responsibilities of all our staff lawyers. They 
each monitor community discussions and questions in their practice area daily. It’s an avenue for 
identifying topics where we need to develop more resources. Our staff lawyers also write and 
post blogs in the community that highlight new or challenging issues for Michigan practitioners.  
See Exhibit 6 for our blogging guidelines; Exhibit 7 for Writing Tips for Community; Exhibit 8 
for Best Practices for Staff Lawyers in Community; and Exhibit 9 for a sample Staff Attorney 
job description.   

Partnership is another ICLE value. Our online community reinforces the idea that ICLE is the 
place to come for reliable answers and to partner with helpful, experienced Michigan lawyers. It 
reinforces ICLE’s connection to the legal community and to a network of experts. We also try to 
reinforce our core value of “partnership” in the community by opening up two-way channels of 
communication. For instance, we let members know a studio webcast on a particular topic will 
be recorded in several weeks. We ask members to share what practical issues and questions they 
would like our experts to address during the webcast. Members post their questions (or e-mail us 
directly) and we then pose community questions to our experts. Our staff lawyers then share 
some of the tips from a webcast with the community. Community forums are a good way to tap 
into the concerns and needs of members. 

Lessons Learned 

 Allow plenty of up-front planning time and involve a team so that all areas of your 
organization understand what’s expected and the importance of adding community to 
your services. 
 



 Align your community with your core values. Then set your policies and staffing for the 
community to support your values. 
 

 Plan ahead and prepare the community prior to your official launch date. We used 
Community Champions to “seed” the community with lively discussions and blogs in the 
month prior to launching the online community. When users took their first look at the 
Community, it was active and filled with practical discussions and interesting blogs. Our 
staff lawyers and community champions had completed profiles and pictures. In effect, 
we took the approach of “showing”, not “telling” our users what we expected the online 
community to be. We have had steady and active participation right from the start.  

 Create an online community for an existing group of customers and automatically enroll 
them. It helps a lot if you can pre-populate your community with a set of subscribers or 
annual attendees to one of your conferences. Right from the start, community members 
see that they are part of a larger whole—they do not have to be the first one to join.  

 Auto-enroll participants in a daily digest of the community discussions. We initially 
thought our Partners would be annoyed if we sent them a daily digest that they had not 
actively signed up for. Higher Logic assured us that auto-enrolling members into the 
community and sending them a daily digest was essential for a successful community. 
They were correct. Only 15% have opted out of the daily digest. Almost 50% of our 
members report that they read the daily digest and find it informative. A much smaller 
percentage actively logs into the community at our website. The daily digest is essentially 
content marketing for the Community that is pushed out to every ICLE Partner every day.  

 Make community participation part of each staff lawyer’s job. The community 
discussions are a great way for staff lawyers to stay abreast of legal and practice issues 
that concern our customers. It also is a new channel for communicating with customers 
and getting their input on proposed new seminars or other products. 

See Exhibit 10 for the full report from our Lessons Learned meeting for the community. 

How Have We Done So Far? 

Since October 1, 2012: 

 3,681 ICLE Partners have agreed to Community Terms 

 553 ICLE Partners have created profiles 

 902 discussion threads with over 2,000 posts 

 85% of ICLE Partners opt to stay with daily digest of community discussions 

 Top 10 community blogs get 400+views each 



As many as 66 click-throughs to a product in ICLE’s Partnership when mentioned in a 
community post. For a current report management report on ICLE’s Community, see Exhibit 11 

 
The Transforming Power of “Social” 

In Michigan, adding an online community to our online subscriptions services has 
transformed our organization.  

Business model. First, the online community added real value to our business model of web 
and mobile-based subscription services. In addition to accessing our online content, now our 
subscribers can get their specific practice questions answered. In addition, the community helps 
subscribers become aware of the full value of their subscription content. Community questions 
and discussion draw attention to existing subscriber content and raise awareness among 
subscribers.  For CLEs that do not have online subscriptions, creating community and discussion 
around a major annual CLE event would be a way to add value to an existing product. Or, you 
could create a stand-alone community as a new service. But, my recommendation is to add 
community to enhance a product or service you already offer. 

Greater Customer Role and Feedback Loop. Adding an online community also transforms 
the way an organization operates. At ICLE, the customer now has more control over what 
content will be offered—they ask for the content/answers they need. They control the timing. 
We, in turn, set up a new system and process for responding to our customers questions….on 
their timetable. Our customers also serve as contributors—they answer each other’s questions. 
The online community gives ICLE staff a daily window into the work, the issues and the needs 
of our customers. The community also offers a new avenue for soliciting customer feedback on 
our services. We can and do ask the community what practical issues they would like addressed 
in specific upcoming studio produced webcasts. We have the opportunity to work questions from 
the community into the questions the moderator poses during a webcast. Adding an online 
community gives your organization a two way communication channel about your services. 

Staff work. Community also transforms how staff work. Our staff lawyers’ job descriptions 
were modified to include monitoring the community, working with online community 
champions, getting answers from contributors to questions posed in the community if they were 
not answered in 24-48 hours. We also added blogging to our staff lawyers’ duties and they 
regularly post blogs on Michigan law topics in the Community. They post their own profile and 
they pose and answer questions in the community as needed. All of these are new and additional 
duties. Our staff lawyers are more visible and have more interaction with both customers and 
contributors as a result of the online community. 

 

 



Interested in Adding Community to Your Services? 

Check out the  packet of sample ICLE policies, letters, announcements, vision, and measures of 
success attached as Exhibits to this paper. And, we are always happy to share our experience. To 
discuss drafting a vision and determining business value, contact Lynn Chard at lynn@icle.org. 
For process, guidelines and management, contact Cindy Huss at cmhuss@icle.org.  For working 
with Community Champions and for generating community discussions about webcast topics, 
see Lisa Geherin at lgeherin@icle.org. For the software platform for communities, see Yvette  

  



Online Communities: Exhibit 1 

  

 

Re-cap of ICLE’s Communities Discussion 

(with revisions per Community Team discussions in March/April  2012) 

 

ICLE’s Strategic Goals for developing online communities 

1. Turn ICLE online subscribers into ICLE members (increase value & loyalty) 
2. Attract and retain new lawyers as career-long ICLE members/customers 
3. Turn Bar Section members (who are not ICLE subscribers) into ICLE members 

 

ICLE’s communities will impact all areas of our strategic plan:  

1. Research and Development (use our R & D process to investigate communities) 
2. Content Plan & Quality System (Learning communities may generate knowledge bases; 

Quality standards need to be set for content generated by community) 
3. Interactive Training Modules ( learning community may be part of a training program) 
4. Tiered Membership (different levels of learning communities perhaps dependent on level 

of membership) 
5. Attract New Lawyers to become loyal ICLE customers (we will incorporate mentoring, 

support and a sense of belonging into our various communities to meet new lawyer 
needs; we will use free trials and deals to make our communities accessible to them.) 

6. Web 2.0/Social Media and Mobility (might include things that enable feedback—like 
button, user comments, etc.) 

7. Tech Platform (for communities and collaboration; knowledge base) 
8. Develop Communities/Collaborative Relationships (add value, experiment, access—what 

we are focusing on with these meetings) 
9. Culture and Professional Development (New staff roles and training) 

 

Elements of a learning community or community of practice: 

1. Group identity (common history or domain of knowledge) 
2. Social interaction 
3. Individual identity 
4. Participation (share practical know how) 
5. Common goal, purpose, lasting bonds (future orientation) 
6. Knowledge generation (knowledge database generated from discussions) 



7. If community participants want to refer others to a discussion in the ICLE 
community, they should refer to the discussion and provide a quick link that takes the 
reader to a landing page for log in and quick entry to the ICLE community. (ICLE 
will provide password-protected share options for customers..) 

8. Community participants should not copy and paste ICLES community discussions 
verbatim and post them outside the private ICLE Community. They may, however, 
use ICLE’s share option. 

9. ICLE will make it technically difficult to copy and paste the community discussions/  
10. We will have disclaimers that discussions are not legal advice, not guaranteeing 

quality of the opinions expressed by others, etc. 
11. Quality standards will be developed and posted for community content 
12. We will have a clear statement  that participants should be cautious about potential 

conflicts of interests and should not reveal privileged client information 
13. Procedure for handling violators of the policy—take down their ability to talk but 

they can still listen 
14. We will moderate the discussions. May be a moderator from the group or ICLE staff 

or a combination 
15. Discussion must be relevant and civil: professional content and appearance. 
16. No political discussions 
17. No campaigning or solicitations 
18. No avatars or signatures  
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Strategic Goals for ICLE’s Online Learning Communities/Communities of Practice: 

 

 ICLE online subscribers become ICLE Partners/ members (users receive more value and 
loyalty/ repeat usage increases) 

 New lawyers are attracted to ICLE and form a career-long connection with ICLE 
 State Bar Section members, who are not currently ICLE subscribers, become ICLE 

members 
 

 Vision for ICLE Learning Communities/ Communities of Practice 

Overall 

Variety of Communities. By 2020, ICLE has a variety of thriving online learning communities 
where groups with common interests willingly share practical know-how, interact socially, and 
generate a knowledge database from their online discussions.  These communities include:  

 ICLE online subscribers (Partners/members) with a focus on solo and small firm practice; 
 State Bar Section-ICLE members in major practice areas where the Bar Section chooses 

to work with ICLE in developing a joint community 
 ICLE contributors (speakers, authors, online moderators, mentors, subject area experts, 

etc.) 
 ICLE staff 
 Change Leadership Network. 
 Participants in various ICLE certificate programs of study or boot camps 
 ICLE’s Executive Committee 
 

The value delivered. Members in each of these communities routinely participate to get answers 
to practical questions--sometimes within minutes of posting a question. Each community 
facilitates formation of subgroups around more specific areas of interest or specific projects. 
Community participants share ideas, problem-solve and even meet off-line. They gain a sense of 
support and acceptance from participating in ICLE learning communities. They have the benefit 
of peer recommendations, rankings and reviews re: professional resources. Plus, members of 
ICLE’s online education programs may access online charts and tools to track their individual 
progress toward goals and learning objectives. 

 



Relevant, respectful engagement. To build trust and encourage sharing, ICLE communities 
have a common set of guidelines or code of conduct.  Participants must self-identify and be part 
of the relevant legal, contributor or staff community.  Everyone agrees to stay on topic, be 
courteous, and refrain from political advocacy or commercial advertising. Online discussions 
take place in password-protected areas of ICLE’s website and are not open to Google searches 
and web crawlers. Discussion threads are recorded, organized and archived for easy member 
access at a later time.  

 

Moderated.  Designated moderators help guide the discussion and keep it relevant and enforce a 
code of conduct for each community. ICLE staff and volunteer mentors help foster active 
discussions, share experiences, encourage multiple viewpoints, refer to relevant authoritative 
sources, and mention opportunities for in-person learning and networking. Members report that 
they are more engaged with ICLE, its resources, its speakers and authors and other learners, than 
they were prior to the launch of our communities. 

 

Collaborative software platform. All of ICLE’s communities have a user friendly technical 
platform that enables collaborative functions. It’s easy for participants to learn and use these 
features. The Higher Logic learning community platform is used across ICLE’s partner-facing 
learning communities. Our partners can easily communicate through discussion groups, email, 
wikis and document sharing. They can network through profiles and self-forming learning 
community groups. Learning management software is used to engage program participants in 
targeted discussion, assignment tracking and group work. SharePoint is used as our intranet 
platform and is the workspace for staff content development and collaborative work at ICLE. It 
includes access ICLE’s internal documents, team and department documents and schedules, and 
an ICLE knowledge base. Through the intranet, staff will have the ability to chat, instant 
message, and participate in phone and video meetings. In addition, staff and contributors can use 
the intranet to collaborate on group activities by using shared calendars, project management and 
workflow management software and status reporting tools.  

  



Online Communities: Exhibit 3 

ICLE Partner Community: Key Elements & Guiding Principles & Measures 

Key Elements 

We going to….. 

1. Develop an online” community of practice” for ICLE Partners. 
2. Provide a user-friendly technical platform that enables collaborate functions for robust 

private communities. 
3. Drive user traffic back and forth between ICLE’s community and our other resources and 

education. 
4. Develop community policies and processes to foster community activity that matches 

with ICLE’s brand, i.e.  practical, reliable MI law practice advice, “a partner in practice”.  
5. Have community guidelines that build trust and encourage sharing 
6. Assign staff, moderators, community champions and other volunteers to share 

experiences, answer questions, encourage multiple viewpoints and refer to relevant 
authoritative sources (including ICLE resources) and educational opportunities.  

7. Conduct a one year experiment with a joint ICLE-Probate & Estate Planning Section 
community to determine costs versus benefits and the feasibility of longer term 
arrangements for co-branded ICLE-Section communities.  

8. If feasible, develop a standard approach to and financial arrangements for joint ICLE-
State Bar of Michigan Section co-branded online communities 

9. In conjunction with certificate and other programs of study, provide learning 
management software for learning communities and encourage student-teacher as well as 
peer to peer interactivity for those programs. 

10. Monitor the community daily to assure adherence to the code of conduct and ICLE’s 
brand. 

Guiding Principles 

In a manner that…… 

1. Is consistent with ICLE’s brand for reliability: multiple viewpoints and opinions of peers 
are easily distinguished from ICLE’s vetted resources and the opinions of experts 

2. Partners with and draws upon the knowledge and expertise of ICLE’s contributors and 
cooperating Sections of the State Bar of Michigan 

3. Is practical: encourages discussion of the practical application of the law, the ins and outs 
of courtroom procedure and the real world issues of running a law practice. 

4. Is designed to save lawyers’ time: lets them access relevant discussions and answers 
quickly and easily 



5. Encourages  “ICLE connections”—peer to peer, mentor- mentee; student-teacher, ICLE 
staff-customer 

6. Integrates the new ICLE online Community with ICLE’s current site and vetted resources 
without losing the distinction between vetted ICLE content and community discussion. 

7. Puts reasonable controls on the amount of staff time spent on Community-related work. 

Measures of Success* 

 
1. Meet targets for timely moderation and responses by ICLE staff (or invited tech or other 

experts). 
  

2. Meet or exceed targets for Community Champion participation in ICLE Community.  
 

3. Meet or exceed passive community participation targets in first year, i.e. Sept 2012- June 
30, 2013, with 20%+ growth in second year and 10%+ annual growth thereafter.   

 
4. Meet or exceed active community participation targets  in first year, i.e. Sept 2012- June 

30, 2013, with 20% growth in second year and 10%+ annual growth thereafter. 
 

5. Meet or exceed target number of “click-throughs” on ICLE Store links community & 
learn which links are most effective in triggering “click-throughs” 
 

6. Meet or exceed target number of “click-throughs” on links to Partnership resources 
posted in the community discussions or blogs. 
 

7. Meet or exceed targeted awareness and satisfaction ratings among lawyers given access 
to the ICLE Community.  

 
8. Each year 20 or more new or enhanced ICLE products/seminars/services originate from 

ideas or discussions in the ICLE community 
 

 

*Detailed targets and guidance for tracking & reports set forth  in “Measures of Success” 
document 
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Code of Conduct 

Code of Conduct and Discussion Group Etiquette (for the ICLE Community) 

Thank you for being part of the ICLE Community. By accessing the ICLE Community, you agree to adhere 
to this Code of Conduct and Discussion Group Etiquette. 
 
The ICLE Community is a learning community where lawyers can discuss topics relevant to their practice 
with each other. The Institute of Continuing Legal Education (ICLE) does not actively monitor this site for 
inappropriate postings or undertake editorial control of postings. ICLE does not check the content in the 
Community for accuracy or edit it. The user assumes all responsibility for determining the reliability of the 
information provided. These services and information do not constitute legal advice, and their use is not a 
substitute for a lawyer’s or a law firm’s independent professional judgment.  
 
However, if an inappropriate posting is brought to ICLE’s attention, ICLE may remove the material or 
suspend or terminate the user’s access to the ICLE Community. 

Rules of Conduct 

1. You must be a lawyer (licensed to practice law in Michigan or another jurisdiction) to 
participate in the ICLE Community. ICLE reserves the right to invite a few nonlawyer 
experts to participate in the ICLE Community to share their expertise. Selected ICLE 
nonlawyer customer service staff will also have access to the Community.  

2. These rules of conduct apply to all content in the ICLE Community, whether comments, 
discussion, blogs or other material.  

3. You must post under your own name. ICLE encourages you to add your photo to your 
profile. A photo is not required, but “avatars”, logos or “icons” in place of a photo are not 
allowed.  

4. All posts must be civil. This is a learning community of your colleagues.  
5. Do not disclose confidential client information, and avoid potential conflicts of interest.  
6. Do not use or post any abusive, harassing, defamatory, threatening, or obscene 

language or material.  
7. Do not engage in political discussion. This includes taking positions on political issues or 

candidates. Avoid topics that may have some legal relevance but may be perceived by 
your colleagues as political.  

8. Respect copyright. Do not copy or reproduce significant portions of copyrighted materials 
owned by others unless you have the owner’s permission or it is permitted by the law of 
fair use. By posting material, you represent that your post adheres to this rule.  

9. Do not post messages that encourage or facilitate users to arrive at any agreement that 
either expressly or impliedly leads to price fixing, a boycott of another's business, or other 
conduct that could reasonably be interpreted as illegally restricting free trade. Messages 
that encourage or facilitate an agreement about the following subjects are inappropriate 
and not allowed: prices or fees, discounts, terms or conditions of sale; salaries; profits, 
profit margins, or cost data; market shares, sales territories, or markets; allocation of 
customers or territories; or selection, rejection, or termination of customers or suppliers.  

10. Do not post commercial messages on any discussion group, shared docs area, or other 
area where others might see it. If you recommend a product or service provider, you must 
disclose any personal interest or relationship you have with the product or service that 
might be interpreted as a conflict of interest.  



11. Do not copy or post material (including posts, blogs, comments, and materials) from the 
ICLE Community outside the Community. Lawyers must feel comfortable discussing 
topics relevant to their practices or the profession.  

12. ICLE reserves the right to delete or modify any message for any reason, including 
violation of these rules or failure to follow discussion group etiquette. ICLE also reserves 
the right to suspend or terminate Community access to any user who does not abide by 
these rules and etiquette.  

Discussion Group Etiquette 

 Do your own legal and factual research before asking a question. The Community is not 
a substitute for checking the court rules or statutes, and you’ll quickly annoy others if you 
try to use it this way.  

 Post your message or documents only to the most appropriate Groups. Do not spam 
several Groups with the same message.  

 Include a signature tag on all messages. Include your name and firm name.  
 State the topic of your comments concisely and clearly in the subject line. This allows 

others to respond appropriately to your posting and makes it easier to search the 
archives by subject.  

 Correct errors in a comment quickly and, if appropriate, modify an earlier comment to 
clarify that you have corrected an error.  

 Do not send administrative messages, such as “remove me from the Group.” Instead, 
use the web interface to change your settings or to remove yourself from a Group.  

 Send messages such as "thanks for the information" or "me, too" to individuals—not to 
the entire Group. Do this by using the "Reply to Sender" link to the left of every 
message."  

 If you are changing e-mail addresses, you do not need to remove yourself from the 
Group and rejoin under your new e-mail address. Simply change your settings.  

Disclaimer; Limitation of Liability 

The ICLE Community is provided as a service for ICLE Partners who are practicing lawyers. ICLE is not 
responsible for the opinions and information posted on this site. ICLE disclaims all warranties with regard 
to information posted on this site, whether posted by ICLE or any third party; this disclaimer includes 
implied warranties of merchantability and fitness for a particular purpose. ICLE (including ICLE's 
employees, officers, agents, sponsoring organizations, and contributors) is not liable for any loss, injury, 
claim, liability, or damage resulting from errors or omissions in postings and material in the ICLE 
Community or any interruption in providing access to the Community. ICLE is not liable for any direct, 
special, indirect, incidental, or consequential damages of any kind arising in connection with the use of the 
Community. Your use of the Community constitutes your agreement to release ICLE and its members 
from all liability for the same. THESE SERVICES AND INFORMATION DO NOT CONSTITUTE LEGAL 
ADVICE, AND THEIR USE IS NOT A SUBSTITUTE FOR A LAWYER’S OR A LAW FIRM’S 
INDEPENDENT PROFESSIONAL JUDGM 
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Community Champion Role and Responsibilities 
 

What is the ICLE Community? 
 
The ICLE Community is a password-protected “community of practice” 
where ICLE Partners can ask and answer law practice questions, connect 
with colleagues and experts, write blogs, discuss ICLE resources, and 
share law practice information. It is a new feature of the ICLE Partnership 
designed to supplement, not replace, ICLE’s existing edited and vetted 
Partnership resources. 

 
The Community’s three main features are: 1) user profiles; 2) online 
discussion groups, where lawyers ask and answer questions about their 
practice and their Partnership resources; and 3) blogging software, which 
lets lawyers create a blog and read other lawyers’ blogs. 

 
The ICLE Community focuses on substantive law practice 
discussions and operates under a set of guidelines that prohibit, 
among other things, commercial or political messages. ICLE lawyers 
will participate  in the Community to encourage fruitful discussions 
and get ideas for ICLE products and services. 

 
When Does the ICLE Community Launch? 
 
A pilot for ICLE Champions and staff runs from August 20–
October 1, 2012. During that time, the champions will begin 
discussions and ICLE staff will post blogs to give the Community 
its initial content. 

 
The Community opens to all lawyers who are ICLE Partners on October 1, 
2012. When the Community opens, our goal is that users will log in to see 
their respected peers (Champions) already participating in lively, practical 
discussions. 



 
While we are launching the Community for ICLE Partners initially, we expect to discuss 
granting access to State Bar Sections in the future. 

 
 
What is a Community Champion? 
 
To get the Community off to a great start, we’ve invited 40 ICLE Partners to actively 
participate in the ICLE Community as Champions.   (At its discretion, ICLE may invite 
certain non-Partner and/or non-lawyer experts to be Champions). We chose you based 
on your practice experience and interest in working with ICLE. 

 
What is a Community Champion? 
 
To get the Community off to a great start, we’ve invited 40 ICLE Partners to actively 
participate in the ICLE Community as Champions.   (At its discretion, ICLE may invite 
certain non-Partner and/or non-lawyer experts to be Champions). We chose you based 
on your practice experience and interest in working with ICLE. 

 
Benefits of being a Champion 
 
o Special recognition from ICLE (“Champion” badge in the Community 
o Visibility and exposure in the ICLE Community and your practice area 

 

o Connections with ICLE Contributors, ICLE lawyers, and other ICLE Partners 
 

o Training and support from ICLE lawyers and staff 
 

o Opportunity to influence and provide feedback about ICLE’s online Community 
 

o For those who fulfill the Champion responsibilities above (adding to your Profile, 
posting weekly, and responding to two surveys) a $200 ICLE Gift Certificate, 
which can be used toward any future renewal invoice or new purchase. 
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Blog Writing Guidelines for ICLE Lawyers 

In general: 

An ICLE blog must match ICLE’s brand and values: it focuses on Michigan law and practice, 
and it is trustworthy and practical. An ICLE blog facilitates a sense of community and 
connection between and among our partners and ICLE. 

These blogs will focus on featuring good content, tech, and law practice management. Blogs may 
also address subject matter topics that are commonly encountered or re-occurring common 
practical issues (ex: what to look for when deciding whether to challenge the annual property tax 
assessment on a home). 

How to write a blog: 

1. Take a point of view 
 

Example:  this is an important case because… 
This holding will have implications for… 
The three most important take-aways I got from x presentation 
were… 

 
2. Don’t use people’s names (i.e., contributors or customers) in the blog without their 

permission unless you are just identifying them as a speaker or author of content 
mentioned in the blog 

3. Do NOT give legal advice 
4. Write for a general audience. Don’t use language that only a specialist in that topic would 

be able to understand. 
5. Reader should be able to quickly read and digest the blog: use concise, clear writing; 

active voice; short paragraphs; bullets 
6. Don’t use words you would use only in writing—write like you would orally convey the 

information—but still be professional! 
7. Avoid abstract principles; use concrete examples or anecdote  
8. Don’t copy other people’s content into the blog without permission or otherwise violate 

copyright laws 
9. The blog should be 200-250 words or less. (Use Word Count under Review tab in Word.) 

 

Write a good title: 

1. Title must be 50 characters with spaces, or less. (Use Word Count.) 



2. The title must spark interest and be engaging but at the same time be concrete and convey 
the message/opinion in a nutshell.   

3. The title needs to work well in a search (it will be searched from the Community). 

What topics should be addressed in an ICLE Blog: 

 Important new cases: use MLO summary but talk to contributors so the blog can contain 
additional comments regarding its practical implications 

 New legislation and court rules and likely practical implications (not in depth….just a 
mention of the implications) 

 Substantive comments on something the ICLE lawyer learned while attending an ICLE 
seminar or viewing a webcast.  

 A new tech-related tip or insight that applies to lawyers 
 A law practice management tip of use to our customers. Focus should be getting clients, 

making money, saving money 
 Interview with a contributor about a legal topic of interest to our Partners 
 Tidbits from other legal blogs with good practical law or tech-related advice our Partners 

would find valuable 
 Tidbits about news/changes in local practice that will impact ICLE Partners (this could be 

submitted by champions) 

Provide a link: 

If the blog discusses a substantive issue, you may want to refer (and link) to an ICLE resource or 
event for additional information. 

Make sure the language leading to the link is clear. The reader should not be confused when they 
land on the linked page—they should know what they are going to see before they land there.   

The link must provide additional information beyond what is provided in the blog.  They should 
not feel like they have wasted their time by clicking on the link. 

Follow Blog Posting Instructions for directions on how to create the link. 

Linking to External Sites: 

 Do not pick content that has advertising embedded in the content itself.  Example: a video 
clip with a lexis ad at the beginning.  There can be advertising on the page surrounding 
the content, but do not pick pages that contain more advertising than content.  The 
advertising must be minimal 

 Do not link to content that advocates or opposes politically or environmentally, or 
socially controversial subjects, issues or candidates 

 Do not link to subscription sites or sites that require signing up even if they are free 
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Community Writing Tips 

Marketing department’s direction on writing for the community—the different areas and how 
they work together and feed on each other.  

There are three areas to work with: 

1. Announcements 

2. Blogs 

3. Discussion posts 

They should work in tandem but each has its own purpose. 

Overall the Community tone is substantive and conversational, everything should be written as if 
you are talking to your peer. It markets with subtlety. It uses “content” to drive the customer 
where you want them to be and then mentions other things they should consider. I have to give 
myself little rules to help me keep the tone I am writing for in mind. So when I think about my 
rules for the community a few things come to mind: 

• Lose the adjectives and definitely not 2 strung together. 

• Tone down the calls to action.  

• No exclamation points ever. 

• Don’t sell. 

• Make sure your substance shines and is prominent. 

• Be conversational. You’re seeking engagement. The other person is supposed to respond 
to you. You’re trying to make them feel like an expert. Remember – this is where they go to 
market themselves to their peers as knowing what they’re doing. 

 

Examples of how this might play across the three areas using iPAD seminar: 

Announcements  

These would have your maximum in “marketing speak” but even that is toned down. It needs to 
be conversational: “Hope to see you there” instead of register today; “Share your ideas” instead 
of network with peers.  



We’re excited that Paul Unger will be returning to ICLE February 12 with another iPAD 
training. At our last session, attendees learned to use apps like Snap2PDF to turn their 
iPAD into a portable scanner for documents and receipts. This time we’re including both 
a basic and intermediate session so you can get the training that’s right for you. We hope 
to see you there. [Note: put hyperlinks on the basic and intermediate if possible, or list the 
semimars below and link there.] 

Blog 

This is your super content. The hook that brings them where you want them to be and has 
enough content that they find value in it all by itself. They have to stay with it to get to your 
cross promotion which is last. They have to finish the content and think “that was valuable 
information, I want more” – which leads them nicely to your seminar or content. 

I would get inserted into the end of Unger’s blog. Something like “Hear me talk more 
about putting iPADs to work in your practice when I present at ICLE’s upcoming iPAD 
seminars. I’ll do one on the basics and one on more intermediate uses. I’d recommend 
you’re attending both. (These would link to each seminar). Let me know if there’s 
something in particular you’re interested in hearing about. 

Discussion Post 

This is engagement focused first and foremost. The point is to get them responding to you and 
each other. It needs to ask a question and seek DISCUSSION. Remember it shows up in their e-
mail box. I think it’s dangerous for this to have any marketing speak at all. There’s no quicker 
way to turn off your customer completely. We tell them they’re getting this as a benefit of what 
they pay for. 

Are you using DropBox on your iPAD in your practice? Paul Unger talks about security 
issues with DropBox in his latest blog (link). You can improve security by storing files in  
PDF format. Adobe Acrobat lets you protect the files with your own password. Paul will 
be speaking for ICLE in February at our iPAD seminars. Are there topics we can cover 
for you? 
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Best Practices for ICLE Lawyers in the Community 

This guide describes best practices for ICLE lawyers monitoring and posting discussion threads in the 
Community. There are separate guidelines and procedures for writing and posting blogs in the 
community. 

1. Create a Profile: 
 
a. Add photo and contact information: Check with Becky if you do not have a copy of a photo (or 

need one taken). Review and update the contact info that was imported for you. Use your direct line. You 
may also want to add the toll free line for callers who need that. 

b. Tailor your biographic statement: Tailor your biographic statement to your role at ICLE and in 
the community. Look at other ICLE Staff lawyers, including Lynn’s, for examples (click on the  directory 
tab and then type in a name).  Write in the first person:  “I…..” rather than “Jeff Kirkey…..”  If you 
import your Linked in profile, modify the biographic statement to tailor it for the ICLE partner 
audience.  State the practice areas and product lines you work on and any special interests related to ICLE 
work. 

 
2. Monitor the Community 

 
a. Check at least twice a day:  All ICLE lawyers must open and look through discussion threads 

and blogs at least twice a day (morning and afternoon).  You can leave the community open to monitor 
throughout the day but note that you need to refresh your browser periodically because the community 
does not automatically refresh. 

b. Respond with posts in your practice area: Respond to content related discussions in your 
assigned practice areas as needed. (See Community Assignments.) Even if you cannot resolve a question 
or issue, you should try to respond within 24 hours.  If the question or issues arises outside business 
hours, you should try to respond within the next business day.  

c. What to report to others: 
i. Violations of the Code of Conduct: if you see something that appears to violate the Code of 

Conduct report it immediately to Jeanne and Lisa, who are moderators for the community. 
ii. Customer Service Issues: if you see a customer service issue, like I couldn’t register for a 

seminar or where do I download forms, send an email to customerservice@icle.org. 
iii. Issues/Questions outside your practice area: send an email to the seminar planner and legal 

editor assigned to that practice area. [See Community Assignments.] 
iv. Issues/Questions about search/browse/errors on the website or in the community: report 

to Stephanie Fowler 

For a thread post, click on forward in box on left, identify author and subject of the post and the issue you 
have identified and send to the appropriate person.  For a blog, copy the permalink (at the end of the blog 
in first blue box) into an email, identify the author and subject of the blog and the issue you have 
identified and send to the appropriate person. 



Note if you receive one of these emails from another person: Use the permalink for a blog to go into the 
blog in the community.  For a thread discussion, browse through the discussion threads or use search to 
see the thread in the community. 

3. Post in the Community 
 
a. When to Post:  Refer to the Community Assignments document for specific posting 

assignments.  All ICLE lawyers, however, can initiate thread discussions as appropriate within their 
assigned practice areas. All ICLE lawyers must be in the community at least twice a day and respond to 
thread discussions as appropriate within their assigned practice area expertise that are initiated by 
Champions and/or ICLE Partners.   

b. What to post: ICLE lawyer discussion thread posts should be consistent with the Vision for 
Community Discussions and our brand (trustworthy & practical) and with the Code of Conduct and 
FAQs, which are located in the Community (under help). Also refer to Fowler’s Community Writing 
Tips. 

Vision for ICLE Community Discussions 

ICLE Partners find the ICLE Community is the perfect companion to their vetted ICLE 
Partnership resources. In the Community, ICLE Partners quickly find solutions to 
practice questions that aren’t answered by ICLE’s other resources. Perhaps, the question 
is too fact-specific for a book or seminar discussion. Or, it delves into local practice or 
calls for prior experience with a similar set of circumstances. At other times, ICLE 
Partners simply post to get help finding (or getting ICLE to add) the form, update, or 
piece of advice they need. Finally, ICLE Partners also see the Community as a great 
place to get advice from peers and experts on use of technology and smart business 
practices for running their law offices. ICLE Partners demonstrate a remarkable 
willingness to share and help raise the level of practice for all. The ICLE Community is 
the ‘go-to” place for practice advice from peers—it’s a real timesaver!  

 
c. How to post: To post a discussion thread, go to the ICLE Partner Open Forum, click on 

Post. 
 

i. Titles: Write a good title in the subject line: make it descriptive.  A post title should be 
descriptive enough so others can decide whether to click and read the post. If you are 
replying to a post, there is no need to change the original post’s title (the original post’s 
title will serve as the title for the discussion thread).  

Poor: DPOAs 

Better: Durable Power of Attorney and New Acknowledgement of Duties 

Note that if you use an acronym  in the title, make sure to spell it out in the text.  
A searcher who is not a probate specialist might not know the acronym and even 
a probate specialist might not use the acronym in a search.  



ii. Message:  Click in the message box to type of text of your message.  (You can create 
your post in Word and copy and paste into the message box: 

 Do NOT give legal advice in a post.  

 Use a conversational tone.  Don’t use words you would only use in writing—
write like you would orally convey the information—but still be professional.   

 Run spellchecker and carefully proof your post.  You cannot edit or delete a 
discussion thread post after you have posted it.  Consider it works in the same 
manner as email—once you hit post, it is gone.  But, in extreme 
circumstances, a post can be moved by one of our moderators (Jeanne and 
Lisa). 

For guidelines and directions on writing and posting a blog, see the separate Guidelines for 
Writing a Blog. 

c. How to link to ICLE content in a post: When linking to an ICLE resource, include the full 
name of the resource and refer to the contributor if possible. Use the Hyperlink Manager to create 
hyperlinked text; do not just paste a url. 

 

1. Write the text you want to use for the link and highlight it. Click the Hyperlink Manager button 
(see above). 

2.  Open the ICLE content you want to link to in a separate window and copy the url. 

3.  Highlight http:// in the Hyperlink Manager URL box (see below) and paste the url of the ICLE 
content into the box. Click ok.  (Make sure to check the link after you have posted it). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



4.  
4. Add this text to the end of the URL without any spaces: &from=com.  This will allow us 

to track clicks on the link from the Community into icle.org.  

http://www.icle.org/modules/books/chapter.aspx?Chapter=4&book=2002557114&lib=RealProperty&fro
m=com 

Note on creating a link to a specific section in the book:  Use the jump list at the top of the chapter to 
jump down to the Roman Numeral section in which the section you want to link to (section 4.6) is 
located.  Copy the link into a word document (so you can test it before putting it in the Hyperlink 
Manager): 

http://www.icle.org/MODULES/BOOKS/CHAPTER.ASPX?CHAPTER=4&BOOK=2002557114&LIB=
REALPROPERTY&FROM=COM#i2002557114-ch4-ti6 

Replace the highlighted part with 4-6 and insert the &from=com before the hash mark (#): 

http://www.icle.org/modules/books/chapter.aspx?Chapter=4&book=2002557114&lib=RealProperty&fro
m=com#i2002557114-4-6 

Test the revised link to make sure it works and then past it into the Hyperlink Manager. 

d. Linking to non-ICLE websites: If you want to link to non-ICLE content, follow the same 
process as linking to ICLE content.  If you decide to link to an external blog, you should get the 
permalink so that the link jumps to the actual blog. Generally, by clicking on the title of the external blog 
you can get to the permalink to copy and paste into the Hyperlink Manager.   

Follow these guidelines before deciding to link to non-ICLE content: 

  Do not pick content that has advertising embedded in the content itself.  Example: a video clip 
with a Lexis ad at the beginning.  There can be advertising on the page surrounding the content, 
but do not pick pages that contain more advertising than content.  The advertising must be 
minimal. 

 Do not link to content that advocates or opposes politically or environmentally, or socially 
controversial subjects, issues or candidates. 

 Do not link to subscription sites or sites that require signing up even if they are free. 

4. Sample Posts and Discussion Threads 

Thread Title: DPOAs – separate document with acknowledgment of duties language  
 

Lawyer 1: I see that the John Bos DPOA has the new acknowledgment of duties language. 
Are most people incorporating it right into the DPOA? I prefer a separate form for it.  

Jeanne Murphy (ICLE Lawyer): We’ve updated all the Durable Power of Attorney forms 
with the new acknowledgment of duties language. There is a separate form for the 
acknowledgment in the Formbank in case attorneys want to do it that way. Here is a link to 
Dan Marsh’s form, which is in the ICLE book, Michigan Estate Planning Handbook, Second 
Edition. 
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ICLE Staff Attorney Job Description 

 

Basic Responsibility 
Subject area specialist responsible for creating legal content and education in response to legal 
developments and the needs of the legal community.  Includes developing networks of legal experts and 
applying best practices to create educational online content and live presentations. Participates in and 
contributes to ICLE’s online customer communities. 

 
Reports to:  Designated Director 
Role: Professional 
Direct reports:   Functional supervision may be exercised over editorial and administrative staff 
FLSA: Exempt 
 

Specific Responsibilities: 

25%   Serve as subject area specialist for the creation and development of content and services 

Have knowledge of legal and practice issues in assigned subject areas; keep up with new developments. 

Establish and nurture relationships with an extensive network of lawyers in assigned subject areas—
customers, contributors, champions in communities and social networks, mentors, and State Bar Section 
leaders. 

Develop and maintain effective recruitment and working relationships with volunteer contributors as well 
as paid subject matter experts.  

Actively participate in ICLE online communities and other social media groups relevant to subject area 
specialty. Includes drafting comments, raising questions, developing champions, and recommending 
information as appropriate. Represent ICLE’s brand in these communities. 

Conduct customer needs assessments in assigned subject areas. Includes gathering feedback via surveys, 
social media networks, ICLE communities, focus groups and customer interviews.  

Propose new products and services to meet lawyer needs in assigned subject areas: participate in periodic 
product planning sessions and retreats and propose additions and improvements to ICLE’s content plan. 

 

60%   Plan, develop, and implement new content and educational offerings 

Pursuant to ICLE’s content plan, develop an expanded set of subject area resources. Includes creating and 
posting frequent, short content pieces in ICLE’s online communities and on other social media networks.  
Maintain and update content as assigned. 



 

Conduct in-depth legal research and draft or edit accurate and practical legal resources as assigned. 

Plan and oversee education and events for lawyers and related professionals as assigned.  This may 
include video modules, exercises and scenarios for self-testing educational content. 

Work with a team to plan, develop, and execute interactive education and/or online resources that match 
customers’ needs. Includes seminars, studio webcasts, certificate programs, and online products.  

Create overall marketing message and identify primary target audience for promotions department. 

Meet education, marketing, social media, learning community, ICLE quality, curriculum, membership, 
contributor and revenue goals for assigned projects and content. 

10% Participate actively in ICLE teams and project groups 

Actively participate in ICLE teams and project groups to achieve process improvements and implement 
initiatives within ICLE’s strategic plan. 

5% Other duties as assigned 

Perform other duties as assigned.1`Ensure compliance with affirmative action and safety programs 
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Lessons Learned Meeting Results 

 

Attending:  Lynn, Mary, Jeanne, Dan, Bekah, Jeff, Lisa, Stephanie Stenberg, Ryan Baily, Cindy, Ryan 
Coulter, Denise, Yvette, Rekha, Karen 

Absent:  Rachael, Stephanie Fowler 

Purpose:  What we learned as we developed ICLE’s community of practice.  What tips would we share 
with other teams taking on a strategic change initiative that is: 

 High level 

 Long term 

 Institute-wide 

What worked well and what could have been improved in these areas: 

 Getting the concept of the ICLE community 

 Software/Design 

 Implementation planning 

 Involving others (Champions, Probate Section) 

 Training/New work (software, blogging, etc.) 

 Launch/Customer Experience support 

Getting the Concept of the ICLE Community 

What worked well 

Holding large meetings up front to figure it out together (all the lawyers and representatives from 
other areas were involved in these large meetings.) The group learned together and took the time 
to sort it out 

Did research on what makes a successful community of practice:  what that means. Included a 
statement of the principles of what makes a successful community of practice (from research 
done on other communities) 

Looked for examples and ideas outside the legal community (for example communities for 
runners, health care, etc.) 

ICLE and the group appreciated its importance.  Director called the meetings and said it was 
mission critical: it needed this investment of time and resources. An additional attorney was hired 
to provide resources. 



There was time to get over the mental blocks about this change.  The group had enough 
discussions and “batted things back and forth enough” to understand and accept what it was 

There were fresh perspectives. No one had the answers up front 

The group was able to stop at different points and question the approach; for example, if what 
was evolving was true to the ICLE values and brand.  

The community approach evolved organically. We sketched out our own ideals and came to a 
shared vision. 

What to improve 

Bring alignment with the organization’s values early in the process.  Values are front and center 
(foundational) to the concept 

Be ok with reevaluating and learning as you go.  One who self-identified as the “biggest skeptic” 
was concerned about 3 areas that in the long run proved to be the right decisions (and critical to 
the success of the project):  use of champions; the outside vendor; use of the daily digest 

Some projects justify the time for having large foundational meetings (this one did).  Others may 
not.   

Software/Design 

What worked well 

There were only 2 vendor choices because we needed to link to our iMIS database.  Of those 2, 
one was “approved” by iMIS.  Lynn and Yvette attended a conference and met one of the vendors 
who helped to inform their final, and they feel right, decision. The “approved” iMIS vendor 
would not have been the best choice. 

It was better to let the software choice evolve by learning as much as we could about the 
community.  The software itself is evolving rapidly (we chose a service). We could have made 
detailed plans based on early assumptions and had to redo things. 

Trusting (with confirmation) the vendor, who had experience with similar customers.  The vendor 
strongly advised sending the daily digest, which was not the inclination of the team, but proved to 
be critical to the success of the community 

At this point in the project the group was working in two smaller teams (design and planning).   

We did not create the software ourselves, but used a vendor/service.  This limited our options (for 
tweaking or adding features). Time and money were saved not trying to customize. 

Keeping good documentation of designs through the process because the vendor upgrades led to 
changes. 

The timetable was urgent.  A target date was set for the State Bar meeting and before the decision 
to change the Partnership was made. A concentration of time and resources institute-wide resulted 
in order to meet the deadline.  Everyone had to come together 

The vendor provided examples from other communities.  There were ideas for “what this looked 
like” 



What could be improved 

The initial service was confusing.  There were 3 customer representatives and we did not get 
responsive service.  Calling the VP directly resulted in the best service 

Take screen shots of what you have done (designs).  The vendor made changes (upgrades) 
without good communication to ICLE staff and we would see things change unexpectedly. Find 
out when and how the vendor does updates so you can be prepared. 

Keep your options in line with what your service provides and be ready to adapt/adjust.  At this 
point there were two parallel teams: the planning team and the software development team.  
There needed to be excellent communication between the two.  The development team was 
constrained by what the vendor provided (or changed).  The planning team was not always aware 
of the options or limitations and would request things that could not be done.  This was 
frustrating. 

Implementation planning 

What worked well 

The initial thought was to assign a community manager position with the responsibility for the 
community.  As the planning unfolded, we realized this was not the way to go. The community 
was an institute-wide endeavor and responsibility for it was put in the normal work day channels 
of all the lawyers.  All needed to participate and be part of this change. 

We achieved a diverse ICLE voice be having the big meetings 

Leveraging ICLE connections with experts and including staff contributions 

On meeting an urgent deadline 

Did what the software allowed rather than customize heavily.  Worked with the vendor 
rules and put effort into good communication with customers to mitigate the effect of 
rules (where we might have customized if we did it ourselves).  

Deadline helped team prioritize what needed to be done 

Supervisor (Cindy) role was critical to ensure people knew what needed to be done and to 
follow up to make sure things were getting done 

Decisions were timely. 2 strong decision makers (Lynn and Stephanie Fowler).  
Consensus was not needed on everything. 

Agreement that things did not have to be perfect.  The community was evolving and we 
would adapt as we go.  Adopted an attitude of trying things 

“Get it done” was the word.  We were willing to let go (of our opinions?) as long as 
options were in line with our values 

We took time up front to make sure the big things (concepts) were right so the little things did not 
tie us in knots. The foundational decisions were right 

What it (community) was 



Software 

Supervisor 

Champions 

We had time to build content before we went public 

We had room for creativity because we did not have (assume?) answers up front.  It was an 
organic process 

What could be improved 

Involve the supervisor earlier in the process.  

Use training structure already in place 

Good that we did not use objective level teams to implement.  We went from planning to 
implementation using the staff who have the responsibility.  Inserting objective level teams would 
have created confusion and interfered with the outcome. 

Involving others (Champions, Probate Section) 

What worked well 

The champions proved to be mission critical.  There was opposition to using them at first because 
it seemed artificial but it allowed us to  

 Have a true test  

 Launch with content already in place 

 Have input into the design 

Prepare FAQs for final launch 

Offering a gift certificate 

We looked for a “right fit” for the champions (younger lawyers, solo/small firms practice, etc.). 
We did not assume our best speakers would automatically be the right profile for a champion 

 Speakers who use the community themselves 

 We sent messages to advisory boards 

 Seminar planners targeted their speakers for recruiting 

 Had a month using the community with the champions as a true beta test 

Talked with the Probate Section early so they felt involved.  Did not tailor the Community to the 
Section.  Kept our own priorities for what we wanted and how it would work 

Interdisciplinary nature of the community worked better than specificity of list servs (that were 
more associated with Sections) 

What could be improved 



Don’t assume tried and true speakers would be the right fit 

If giving a monetary incentive to the champions ($200) follow up to see that they are doing the 
work 

At first we had an exaggerated idea of how much the Probate Section participation would be 
needed (to make the community successful).  We learned from the Top Tips experience with the 
Tax Section to learn it our own way first before involving the Section 

First determine what will work best for you and be matter of fact about communicating with 
others:  This is what we are doing and why.  If receive rejections, don’t give up. Find a way to 
accomplish your goal that will work for you.  This likely will work for the other party as well.  
(Compromise can be a lose-lose outcome) 

 

Training/New work (software, blogging, etc.) 

What worked well 

Got everyone on the same page with what our standards would be 

Trained (tried out) with a small group (of lawyers) and then rolled out expectations to the large 
group (not a democratic process) 

Training rolled out as implementation happened 

Pilot group consisted of staff members who would be doing the job. This provided more 
“experts” to share their knowledge down the line 

Hired 2 new attorneys at the same time, which created a need for new training 

Supervisor sent out reminders day to day of what needed to be done—especially to those who 
were not logged in daily   

Staff had the same system so they could see what the customer sees. 

Everyone felt responsible for the success of the community 

What could be improved 

Instruction was unclear and changing for those being trained later.  Need better communication.  
Would help to have follow-up meetings on a regular basis for all staff involved in the community 

Figure out what the communication needs to be at the time something has been worked out (Make 
it part of the same process) 

Overcoming hesitation to answer—hoping to let someone else answer.   

Don’t be quick to answer yourself.  Give time for someone else in the community to answer 

Training needs to be ongoing. 

Launch/Customer Experience Support 



What worked well 

Extensive, detailed training (for weeks) for Customer Experience staff. 

 They joined the community themselves to prepare to support customers 

 Trained in teams and had scenarios, hands-on training 

Training well timed—not too early 

Lawyers were given practical training (like Customer Experience staff) too.  Could help 
customers with such practical steps as posting a photo 

Those with administrative rights to the software could impersonate a user to see what they were 
trying to do so they could offer assistance. This is very helpful. 

Continue to “plug” the community in advertising and events.  Attitude that the launch never really 
stops.  It’s part of the everyday fabric. Design never stops 

Everyone felt well prepared.  Helping champions before the launch was good preparation for the 
launch 

Marketing messages were benefit oriented:  why customers would want to participate 

Overall impressions 

Painful (large) meetings up front made implementation really fast.  The right foundation was in 
place. 

3 things that were viewed skeptically proved to be the most important 

 Champions 

 Outside vendor 

 Daily digest 

Evolve organically and allow creativity in the process 

The right supervision at the right time, especially consistent follow up 

  



 

Online Communities: Exhibit 11 

 

Community 

 

Feedback from Partners: 

 

Enthusiastic response to photo booth at the Family Law Institute. About 46 customer community 
profile photos added. 

 

Number of Partners Who Agreed to Terms: 

July Aug Sept Oct Nov Dec Jan Mar Apr May June 
2970 3159 3308 3423 3670       
 

Engagement Factors (as of 12/4/2013): 

 
Activity 

 
Since 7/1/2013 

Website pages viewed 54,982
Blogs viewed 6,857
Blogs written 40
E-Group posts written 964
 

 

Top Viewed Blogs (as of 12/4/13): 

Name of Blog Poster Date Views 
R.I.P. A/B Trusts (The Day Elder Law Supplanted 
Estate Planning) 

Chalgian (partner 
blog) 

2/19/13 717 

Passwords for the Internet Age Chard (tech) 1/25/13 563 
Hot iPad Tips Kirkey (tech) 10/26/12 551 
Is Time Entry Dragging Down Your Billables Unger (tech) 2/7/13 482 
A Tale of Two Daddies Taylor (staff) 10/9/12 477 
Condominium Association Fees, Debt Collection 
Laws and You  

Hagan (staff) 1/4/13 460 

Build Your Website Right and Clients will Come: 
Search Engine Optimization 

McNeill (tech) 8/5/13 451 

Keep Your iPad Data Safe in the Cloud Unger (tech) 3/4/13 421 
“Kill Your Darlings” and Other Writing Tips Hagan (staff) 11/26/12 400 



Is Law School Worth the Debt Stenberg (staff) 6/5/13 399 
 

Staff Blogs Posted since 7/1/13 (hits as of 12/4/13): 

Name of Blog Poster Date Views 
Thinking Outside of the (Business Card) Box Stenberg 11/25/13 68 
Drones Over Michigan Kopka 11/18/13 111 
A Few of My Favorite Things Huss 11/11/13 34 
Are Outdated Ethical Rules Hagan 11/4/13 67 
Baby Veronica’s Fate in Michigan Taylor 10/29/13 213 
ICLE’s New and Improved Website – A Short 
Rundown 

Page-Gourley 10/22/13 68 

Liability on the Golf Course: “The Timorous May 
Stay at Home” 

Kopka 10/15/13 104 

Goodbye DOMA: Hello Questions Taylor 10/8/13 108 
Is Your Law Firm Under Cyber-Attack Geherin 9/30/13 34 
Five Things to Put You At Ease In the Community Murphy 9/23/13 59 
Cocktail Parties and the Law: A Recipe for 
Disaster? 

Bailey 9/16/13 139 

New Search Features Huss 9/9/13 68 
Unpaid Interns Can Spell Trouble for Companies Stenberg 9/3/13 174 
Revocation of Paternity Act Highlights Geherin 8/26/13 56 
Virtual Assistant-Real Dollars Huss 8/19/13 130 
Michigan Supreme Court Gives Creditors Two 
More Years to Collect 

Page-Gourley 8/12/13 98 

“Legal Custody” in Stepparent Adoption Taylor 8/5/13 150 
Getting What you Want After Death Murphy 7/29/13 75 
Is a Lower BAC for Drunk Driving on Tap Kopka 7/19/13 67 
The Ever-Evolving Law of Medical Marijuana Hagan 7/15/13 110 
Legal Writing for the Electronic Screen Page-Gourley 7/8/13 146 
 

Click Through Information (7/1/13-12/4/13): 

Partnership: 186 

Store: 21* 

 

*Attorney Fee Agreements in Michigan, Fifth Edition; Family Law Institute,12th Annual; No-Fault Summit 
1st Annual; Labor & Employment Law Institute, 39th Annual;  Michigan Estate Planning Handbook, Second 
Edition; Technology to Revolutionize Your Family Law Practice; Michigan Medicaid Planning Handbook 

 

Top Partnership Click-Throughs (since 7/1/13): 

 Discovery in Divorce Cases (Seminar) – 23 
 Using Video Recordings in Contested Child Custody Cases (tips) – 18 
 Handle a Capacity Issue with a Prospective Client (kit) – 16 
 Money-Saving Ideas for Your Law Practice (tips) – 16 



 Revocation of Paternity Act: Practical Implications (hot topic) – 10 
 

 


