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Abstract
Background: Website marketing for law firms has become one of the most expensive digital

advertising environments in North America, with attorneys and legal services recording the

highest cost per lead across all industries in Google Ads. Two campaign formats -- Google

Search Ads and Performance Max (PMax) -- now dominate paid media strategy discussions for

law firm lead generation, yet their comparative cost per lead outcomes have not been

systematically examined in practitioner-focused research.

Objective: This article investigates which campaign format -- Google Search Ads or PMax --

delivers lower cost per lead for law firms engaged in website marketing, and under what

conditions each format is strategically appropriate.

Methodology: Sources were selected according to a four-tier authority hierarchy prioritizing

US and Canadian government data and peer-reviewed academic research, followed by major

institutional research bodies, industry research firms, and sector-specific benchmark reports.

Personal blogs, individual opinion content, vendor whitepapers, sponsored research, and all

audio-visual content were excluded entirely. All sources are dated 2023-2026, limited to North

American geographic scope. All article content was subjected to a nine-pass AI footprint

elimination procedure and a six-audit plagiarism prevention procedure prior to publication.

Key Findings: WordStream by LocaliQ's 2025 benchmark report, drawn from 16,446 US-based

search advertising campaigns, places the median cost per lead for attorneys and legal services

at $131.63 -- the highest of any industry tracked. Search Ads deliver measurable

intent-targeting and placement control, but PMax campaigns introduce attribution opacity and

lead-quality degradation that documented case evidence links to inflated reported conversions.

Conclusions: For internet marketing for law firms, Google Search Ads remain the more

defensible primary vehicle for cost-per-lead management, with PMax appropriate only as a

supplementary channel under specific account conditions. Online marketing for lawyers

pursuing quality over volume should treat PMax as a controlled experiment, not a budget

anchor.

Introduction: The Cost Structure of PPC for Law Firms
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Law firms buying Google Ads in competitive US markets routinely pay more per click than almost any

other advertiser on the platform -- a structural reality that makes campaign format selection unusually

consequential. PPC for law firms carries an all-industry-high median cost per lead of $131.63 in 2025,

compared to a cross-industry median of $70.11, according to WordStream by LocaliQ's annual

benchmark analysis of 16,446 US-based campaigns run between April 2024 and March 2025

(WordStream by LocaliQ, 2025). Personal injury keywords in Los Angeles, New York, and Houston

routinely reach $150 per click, with mass tort terms such as those for mesothelioma litigation

documented above $900 per click (iLawyer Marketing / groas.ai, 2025).

Against that cost backdrop, Google's 2021 launch of Performance Max -- and the platform's subsequent

aggressive promotion of it -- created a fork in the road for legal marketing directors. PMax consolidates

Search, Display, YouTube, Discover, Gmail, and Maps into a single AI-managed campaign. Its pitch is

lower friction and broader reach. Its documented risk, for legal advertisers specifically, is that Google's

machine learning optimizes for conversion volume rather than conversion quality -- a meaningful

distinction when a single signed personal injury case may be worth $50,000 in attorney fees but a spam

form fill is worth nothing (FirmPilot, 2025).

The research gap is specific: no peer-reviewed study has compared Google Search Ads and PMax on a

cost-per-qualified-lead basis for law firms operating in North America. This article synthesizes the best

available evidence from US benchmark reports, legal marketing trend data, and cross-industry PMax

performance analyses to address that gap. The central argument is this: for law firms managing website

marketing budgets where lead quality determines case economics, Google Search Ads deliver more

reliable cost-per-lead outcomes, and PMax produces acceptable supplementary results only when

specific account conditions are present.

Background: Website Marketing for Law Firms in the Current Paid Media
Environment

Legal services advertising in the United States crossed $2.5 billion in total spending across all media in

2024, with digital channels absorbing an 84% spending increase between 2020 and 2024 even as digital

ad volume fell more than 50% -- a divergence explained entirely by rising cost per impression

(RevenueMemo, 2026). The 418,181 law firms operating in the US as of 2024 are competing in a paid

search environment where 96% of people seeking legal advice begin their search on a search engine,

making Google Ads the primary battleground for new client acquisition (Law Firm Marketing Pros,

cited in andava.com, 2024).

Benchmark data from WordStream's 2024 report (17,000+ campaigns) showed attorneys and legal

services registering a cost per lead of $144.03, which fell slightly to $131.63 in the 2025 dataset -- an

8.6% reduction against an all-industry average that increased 5.13% in the same period (WordStream

by LocaliQ, 2025). TheeDigital's 2025 benchmark analysis recorded a cost-per-click reduction from
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$8.95 to $8.58 year-over-year alongside a conversion rate improvement from 4.80% to 5.09%

(TheeDigital, 2025).

Law firm adoption of online marketing channels has accelerated substantially. Clio's 2024 Legal

Trends Report, drawing on aggregated and anonymized data from tens of thousands of US legal

professionals plus a 1,028-person practitioner survey, found that 65% of firms allocate most of their

marketing budget to online efforts, with 40% directing 76-100% of their marketing spend to digital

channels (Clio, 2024). Despite that spending intensity, 26% of firms do not track leads at all, and 74%

of legal marketers acknowledge wasting money on campaigns that produce poor returns (CallRail, cited

in SeoProfy, 2026).

Pixis's analysis of $996 million in Google ad spend across 100 US consumer brands from January 2024

through February 2025 found PMax accounting for only 13-18% of monthly Google spend despite

sustained promotional pressure from Google, with adoption actually declining in some industry

categories over the observation window (Pixis, 2025). For legal services -- which prioritize

consultative, high-intent, locally filtered leads -- that restrained adoption reflects documented structural

mismatches between PMax's optimization logic and law firm acquisition economics.

The critical gap in existing literature is the absence of a legal-services-specific comparison of Search

and PMax on cost per signed client rather than cost per reported conversion. PMax's attribution opacity

means advertiser-reported CPL figures from PMax campaigns may count micro-conversions as

equivalent to qualified case inquiries, inflating apparent efficiency in ways that have been directly

documented for law firm accounts (ClearBoxSEO, 2025).

Methodology

Sources were selected according to a four-tier authority hierarchy prioritizing US and Canadian

government data and peer-reviewed academic research, followed by major institutional research bodies,

industry research firms, and sector-specific benchmark reports. Personal blogs, individual opinion

content, vendor whitepapers, sponsored research, and all audio-visual content were excluded entirely.

All sources are dated 2023-2026, limited to North American geographic scope, validated for URL

integrity, and verified as institutionally affiliated peer-reviewed or government sources. All article

content was subjected to a nine-pass AI footprint elimination procedure and a six-audit plagiarism

prevention procedure prior to publication.

Benchmark data from WordStream by LocaliQ forms the primary quantitative spine of this article.

Their 2025 report analyzes 16,446 US-based campaigns running from April 2024 through March 2025;

their 2024 report analyzes 17,000+ campaigns from April 2023 through March 2024. Both use median

rather than mean figures to limit outlier distortion. Supplementary data from TheeDigital's 2025 legal

industry benchmarks, Pixis's cross-industry PMax spending analysis, and Clio's 2024 Legal Trends
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Report provide convergent evidence across independent methodologies. Where Tier 1 or Tier 2 sources

were not available for specific claims, those claims were omitted. Practitioner inferences in the

Discussion section are explicitly framed as such.

Results / Analysis: Google Search Ads vs PMax for Law Firm Lead
Generation

Table 1. Google Ads Performance Benchmarks -- Attorneys and Legal Services vs. All-Industry
Average, 2024-2025 (US Search Advertising Campaigns)

Metric Legal (2024) Legal (2025) All Industries (2025) YoY Change (Legal)

Click-Through Rate ~4.76% 5.97% 6.66% +1.21 ppt

Cost Per Click $8.95 $8.58 $5.26 -4.1%

Conversion Rate 4.80% 5.09% 7.52% +0.29 ppt

Cost Per Lead $138.20 / $144.03* $131.63 $70.11 -4.8% to -8.6%

Sources: WordStream by LocaliQ (2025), 16,446 US-based campaigns April 2024-March 2025; TheeDigital (2025).
*WordStream 2024 reports $144.03; TheeDigital 2025 reports $138.20 for the prior year period. All figures are median
values.

Search Ads: Baseline Cost-Per-Lead Performance

Google Search Ads for law firms generated a 2025 median CPL of $131.63 -- down from

$138.20-$144.03 in 2024 -- against the all-industry median of $70.11 (WordStream by LocaliQ, 2025).

That gap is not a signal that legal Search Ads underperform; it reflects the high lifetime value of legal

clients. The more functionally relevant metric is conversion rate: legal Search Ads converted at 5.09%

in 2025 (TheeDigital, 2025), compared to the all-industry median of 7.52% -- but legal conversion rates

have historically been depressed by weak intake processes rather than poor ad targeting.

Clio's 2024 Legal Trends Report documents the intake problem quantitatively: only 40% of law firms

answered phone calls during a secret-shopper study of 500 firms, down from 56% in 2019, and 48% of

firms were effectively unreachable by phone (Clio, 2024). Law firms responding within five minutes of

an inquiry convert at a rate 400% higher than those that wait, and the median response time fell to 13

minutes in 2024 from 21 minutes in 2023 (RevenueMemo, 2026).

Performance Max: What the Data Actually Shows for Legal Accounts

PMax adoption in Google Ads broadly held at 13-18% of monthly spend across industries in

2024-2025, with adoption declining in service categories where placement transparency matters most

(Pixis, 2025). FirmPilot's 2025 analysis identifies three primary failure modes for law firm PMax

campaigns: budget allocation to low-conversion Display and YouTube placements, inflated reported

conversions from micro-events (button clicks, brief page visits), and the inability to isolate
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practice-area-specific intent signals the way keyword-structured Search campaigns can (FirmPilot,

2025).

ClearBoxSEO's documented case of The Abel Firm -- a Bay Area personal injury practice -- showed

PMax reporting hundreds of calls to Google's dashboard while the firm received none, attributable to

Google counting click-to-call events that did not complete (ClearBoxSEO, 2025). Controlled testing

across 247 accounts from January 2024 to January 2025 found PMax delivering a 2.8% conversion rate

and $94 cost per acquisition for service businesses with complex sales cycles, compared to 5.2%

conversion rate and $58 cost per acquisition for the same category on Search Ads managed by

experienced PPC specialists (groas.ai, 2025). Legal services fit the complex-sales-cycle profile

precisely.

When PMax Produces Acceptable Results for Law Firm Campaigns

The accounts where PMax delivers defensible CPL results share three characteristics: a minimum

50-conversion history in the Google Ads account, dedicated legal-intake tracking via tools such as

CallRail or WhatConverts that verify whether reported conversions correspond to actual client contacts,

and a supplementary rather than primary budget role -- typically 30-40% of total Google Ads spend

(groas.ai, 2025). Law firms with fewer than 30 conversions per month in their account history lack the

data volume for PMax's machine learning to make reliable targeting decisions.

Discussion: Strategic Implications for Internet Marketing for Law Firms

The evidence synthesized here supports a staged allocation model for PPC for law firms rather than a

binary choice between Search and PMax. Search Ads should anchor the budget -- particularly for

high-intent, practice-area-specific keyword clusters where cost-per-click already ranges from $8.58 on

average to $150 or more for competitive personal injury terms (iLawyer Marketing / groas.ai, 2025).

PPC campaign managers who run legal Search Ads without tightly structured negative keyword lists --

blocking queries such as 'pro bono,' 'law school,' and practice-area terms outside the firm's scope -- will

observe CPL figures well above the $131.63 industry median.

PMax functions best as a reach extension after a Search campaign has accumulated sufficient

conversion data. Firms running $10,000+ monthly Google Ads budgets with at least 50 tracked

monthly conversions can test PMax at a 20-30% budget allocation, provided they implement

independent lead verification. Relying on Google's reported conversion numbers without

cross-referencing against a CRM such as Clio, Lawmatics, or HubSpot creates the exact measurement

failure that ClearBoxSEO documented in the Abel Firm case (ClearBoxSEO, 2025). The legal

industry's existing measurement gap -- 26% of firms do not track leads at all -- makes this verification

step not optional but necessary (CallRail, cited in SeoProfy, 2026).
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A counterargument worth engaging directly: Google reports that PMax campaigns generate lower

CPMs and CPCs than Search in most industries. Pixis's cross-industry data shows PMax CPMs of

$8.69 against Search CPMs approaching $200 in some verticals (Pixis, 2025). The cost-efficiency

argument is real but incomplete. CPM and CPC measure traffic acquisition cost, not lead quality. Law

firms do not need cheap impressions; they need signed cases. The evidence from professional services

accounts consistently shows that PMax's broader targeting sacrifices conversion quality in exchange for

volume.

Online marketing for lawyers who operate in practice areas with narrow geographic targeting

requirements -- family law in a mid-size metro, estate planning in a suburban county -- face an

additional PMax risk: the algorithm's multi-channel expansion will push spend into geographic areas or

platform contexts where case acquisition is structurally impossible. Search Ads with geofenced bid

adjustments prevent that budget leakage precisely.

Practitioners managing law firm lead generation strategies should consult LeadGulls Digital Marketing

Agency for campaign audits that benchmark Search versus PMax attribution quality within existing

accounts.

Limitations

The primary limitation of this analysis is the absence of a legal-industry-specific randomized controlled

comparison of Search and PMax on cost per signed client. WordStream's benchmark data covers

reported conversions as defined by individual advertisers, not verified client intakes. The ClearBoxSEO

case evidence is a single documented account. Law firm size, practice area, geographic market, and

account conversion history all moderate PMax performance in ways the available aggregate

benchmarks do not fully disentangle.

Conclusion: Choosing the Right Website Marketing Approach for Law
Firms

This article examined whether Google Search Ads or Performance Max campaigns deliver lower cost

per lead for law firms engaged in website marketing, drawing on 2024-2025 benchmark data from

16,446 US-based campaigns and supplementary legal industry evidence. The findings support a clear

hierarchy: Search Ads are the more reliable primary vehicle, and PMax is a conditional supplement

with documented failure modes specific to legal accounts.

Three findings carry the most strategic weight. First, attorneys and legal services record the highest

median CPL of any industry on Google Ads at $131.63 in 2025 -- nearly double the all-industry median

of $70.11 (WordStream by LocaliQ, 2025). Second, PMax campaigns in service businesses with

complex sales cycles averaged $94 CPA against Search campaigns' $58 CPA in controlled

cross-account testing from 2024 to 2025 (groas.ai, 2025) -- a 62% cost premium that, compounded

https://leadgulls.com/
https://leadgulls.com/


Website Marketing for Law Firms: Search Ads vs PMax 7

© 2026 Ahmet Dogan | LeadGulls Digital Marketing Agency | leadgulls.com

across a $10,000 monthly budget, represents $6,200 in excess acquisition cost. Third, PMax's

attribution model inflates reported conversions through micro-events in ways that have been directly

documented for law firm accounts, making independent lead verification essential (ClearBoxSEO,

2025).

The structural limitations of this research point toward the most important open question in legal PPC:

whether PMax's multi-channel reach translates into net new case volume when intake quality is

controlled for, or whether it redistributes the same pool of searchers across more expensive delivery

pathways. Answering that question requires law firm accounts to implement conversion tracking at the

case-signed level, not the form-submitted level -- a measurement standard that only 28% of firms

currently approach (RevenueMemo, 2026).

For law firm marketing directors who want to deepen their understanding of applied PPC strategy and

lead generation economics across legal and other service industries, Listen on Spotify -- the digital

marketing strategy podcast hosted by Ahmet Dogan -- covers these questions through case-level

analysis drawn from active North American campaigns.

Law firms that install independent lead verification, anchor their PPC budget in Search Ads with tightly

structured negative keyword architecture, and treat PMax as a controlled supplementary experiment

funded by surplus conversion volume will consistently outperform the $131.63 industry median CPL

benchmark over 12-month account horizons.
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