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INTRODUCTION
Law firm leaders are agreed
that the pace of change
in the legal industry is
accelerating.
This was the view from 98% of the
law firm leaders surveyed as part
martin gill
of our law firm leadership survey
lead partner
which also pointed to a range
bdo scotland
of factors that would have the
greatest impact on law firms over
the next five years with technology, greater client demand,
generational change and legal market consolidation at the
very top of this list.

One Scottish legal leader commented:

Another UK leader commented:

“We don’t want to be another Betamax, we
would rather be a fast follower.”

“Having a sense of perspective is important
- technology is hitting the press now
because the legal sector has done its best to
ignore it.”

Our research shows that technology is expected to have the
greatest impact on law firms over the next five years. Technology’s
impact on the law is not new, but the degree of change over the
next five to ten years is likely to be very different.
Legal work has changed in the past 10-15 years with an explosion
in the use of digital data. The use of email and an exponential
increase in digital processes and documentation has transformed
transactional due diligence and litigation discovery processes. The
technology used by clients has already transformed the work of
most corporate lawyers, but now the technology used by lawyers
themselves is advancing rapidly.

One law firm leader concluded that the global legal industry is at
a tipping point suggesting that there is urgent need for firms to
consider the longer term impact of technological change on their
strategic and competitive market position.

“The increasing cost of a transaction is in harnessing data. It’s now
about 90% of the cost. Technology will bring that down to 45%”
was the view of a law firm leader.

In the first report in our four part series, we put a spotlight on
some of the wider industry issues that law firms are facing and
explored how UK, international and global firms are remaining
adaptable and agile enough to overcome the challenges that lay
ahead. (In BDO’s 2016 Survey of Scottish independent law firms*,
all respondents confirmed that they either had or were planning to
invest significantly in technology.)

Others point to indications that the next phase of technological
development in the law will be different to previous ones. The
largest law firms are investing heavily and setting up separate
functions and innovation spaces to experiment with new tools. On
the supply side, legal technology start-ups are proliferating and
it is likely that artificial intelligence will be disruptive to the legal
industry in a way that email, for instance, was not.

One of the main challenges of technology today is how to fund
the investment in technology, in the partnership model, in order to
keep up to date with the competition. We also consider how firms
are keeping up with the latest tech solutions. Are law firm leaders
willing to be pioneers or would they rather sit back and wait to see
what the competition is doing?
The law firm leader’s series will explore a number of
themes in more detail. Over the coming months we will be
releasing the following reports:
• July 2017: Law firm structures and models
• September 2017: Changing client relationships
The full series of reports will be available on the Law Firm
Leadership Series website
Our research was conducted with RSG Consulting and
we surveyed 63 law firm leaders and held seven in-depth
interviews with Managing and Senior Partners.
*BDO Survey of Scottish Independent Law Firms 2016
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FROM AN OPERATIONAL TO A STRATEGIC MATTER
leader

global law firm

As one law firm leader
explained, the impact of
technology on their firm is...

“...no longer operational. So
we need to build a different
business, culture and
promotional model.”
As we reported in the first report in this series, four out of
five law firm leaders named technology as one of the factors
which would have the greatest impact of their firm over the
next five years.
It is no longer just about efficiency, but changing the
way lawyers work, which in turn has broader and more
significant implications for law firm businesses.

Which of the following
statements best describes
how you view changes in
technology?
No law firm leader surveyed thought that technology was
not important, or considered it a purely operational matter.
Technology is considered a strategic priority for 94% of
law firm leaders surveyed. However, it is the top strategic
priority for only 6% of leaders.

6%

6%

One of the strategic
priorities for the firm
The top strategic
priority for the firm
Important, but not a
strategic priority
Not important

88%

A purely operational
matter
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THE CHALLENGE OF KEEPING UP
“The challenge
is how to crosspollinate from seeds of excellence.
You can’t just dump a computer
scientist into each team”.
leader

global law firm

What is the greatest challenge your firm
faces in keeping up with the pace of
technological change?
All Firms

Global

International

National
Percentage of participants

Cultural change is the greatest challenge law firms face in
keeping up with new technology, named by just under half
(49%) of the law firm leaders surveyed. This combines 29%
who said that cultural change across the firm was the greatest
challenge, with 20% who thought cultural change amongst
the partnership was more specifically the issue.

40%

30%

Amongst global law firm leaders the overall trend was
reversed, with twice as many believing that cultural change
amongst the partnership than across the whole firm was the
main barrier. National law firm leaders, on the other hand,
were three times more likely to say the challenge was at the
firm than partnership level.
Global firms were most likely to say that funding new
investment was the greatest challenge, perhaps because of
the scale of investment many are looking to make in new
technology. Although one firm cautioned, “you don’t need to
spend, spend, spend. It needs to start from client need”.

20%

10%

Cultural change
across the firm

Cultural change
amongst the
partnership

Funding new
investment

Hiring people with
the right expertise
and skills

Non-legal business
professionals
within the firm

Cyber security
and risk
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HOW WILL TECHNOLOGY CHANGE LAW FIRMS
- WILL IT BE THROUGH IMPROVEMENT OR DISRUPTION?
We asked law firm leaders how they expected technology to have changed their law firms in five years’ time. Responses ranged
from refining and improving current process to disrupting the business model. The top five responses, and the implications law firm
leaders felt they would have are:

Of those who responded...

the implications of which could be...

20% said "Artificial
intelligence"

• Replace lawyers
• Replace revenue streams

• Will have an impact – but don’t know
what or how yet

18% said "Greater
productivity and efficiency"

• Incremental, not revolutionary changes
• Refine processes, not replace them

• Reduce production costs
• Client expectations for greater efficiency

10% said "New services
& delivery models"

• Advise clients on legal technology,
systems and processes
• Ability to deliver more in-depth analysis

• New ways of packaging and charging for
legal services

10% said "Commoditisation"

• Greater competition for specialist advice
and consulting type services

10% said "Fewer junior
lawyers"

• More work will be done by clients and
non-lawyers
• Decreased leverage at many law firms

• Fewer junior resources in expensive
locations like London

“New technologies are likely to replace some of the routine work
which is currently undertaken by junior lawyers. In turn, this will have
an impact on the shape of the law firm of the future.”

BDO LAW FIRM LEADERSHIP SERIES 2017 | REPORT 2: THE IMPACT OF TECHNOLOGY THE SCOTTISH PERSPECTIVE

The argument for disruption
Artificial intelligence will have the greatest impact according to
some law firm leaders surveyed. Most of the 20% of leaders who
mentioned artificial intelligence said they thought it would replace
the work of lawyers or strip out a significant layer of work and
revenue from law firms. This will in turn bring about changes to the
resourcing mix at law firms, their model and financial structures.
However, many felt the effect of AI was unpredictable and its scale
still largely unknown.
As more routine work is commoditised and can be performed by
technology, law firms are likely to need fewer junior lawyers. More
work may also be done by paralegals and in-house lawyers. As the
shape of the law firm pyramid changes, leaders will need to rethink
not only the financial model, but also the way they use and train
junior lawyers.

v

The argument for incremental improvement
More areas of bespoke work were expected to be commoditised.
One respondent commented that this would lead to greater
competition in providing specialist advice and consultancy type
services as lawyers concentrate on higher value work.
One in ten said that technology would lead to their firms offering
new services to clients and changing the way they are delivered.
Technology would not simply replace the work of lawyers, but
enable or drive them to offer a wider range of services to clients,
and provide better and deeper legal analysis. One law firm leader
suggested that a key part of their client service will be advising
them on systems and processes.
In most responses, law firm leaders saw the opportunities offered
by new technology: to make lawyers more efficient, but also to free
them from routine tasks to concentrate on higher value work.

The second most frequent response, from almost a fifth of
respondents (18%), was that technology would lead to greater
efficiency and productivity, but not necessarily disrupt the business
model.

“100 years ago lawyers were consiglieri. Now we are scribes.
Technology can help us get that agenda back.”
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PERCEPTION AND REALITY: PIONEERS AND FAST FOLLOWERS
Amongst law firm leaders interviewed there was a debate over
whether it is better to be an early adopter or a fast follower when
it comes to technology. The larger and more global law firms
were most likely to want to pioneer new technology ahead of the
market.
There was also some scepticism over how much competitors are
really doing with technology, and how much is pure marketing.
Fighting internal battles over perception and whether or not the
firm is keeping pace is a major challenge for some leaders.
But some technology pioneers have already seen clear returns from
investing a step ahead of the competition. One law firm leader
explained, “We used a lull in the market to do research. We started
using technology and redesigned the process. Then the market
came back in and now we have the fastest growing practice in the
industry.”

“We have a group of partners
who assume you need to be at the
forefront of technological change.
Otherwise they feel they can’t
build their practices and therefore
management is slipping behind.
There is always a perception that
you are not keeping pace. But I
expect the reality is that everyone is
behind.”

BDO LAW FIRM LEADERSHIP SERIES 2017 | REPORT 2: THE IMPACT OF TECHNOLOGY THE SCOTTISH PERSPECTIVE

vii

CASE STUDY

FIELDFISHER COMBINE TECHNOLOGY AND LEGAL
EXPERTISE TO TRANSFORM LEGAL SERVICES
As our research shows, there has been some
debate amongst law firm leaders about what level
of investment is needed in technology to enable
their firms to stay ahead of the competition.
What we are seeing is that there is a group of law firms already
investing in pioneering technology to transform the way that legal
services are delivered. In an increasingly challenging economic,
political and regulatory environment in which clients are
demanding faster and cheaper solutions for their business needs,
firms are now responding to this demand by providing alternative
legal solutions which go beyond the traditional law firm model.
Many firms have adopted a consultative led approach to innovation
and are doing this by responding to a specific client need.

In one such case, top 50 law firm Fieldfisher identified a need for a
technology platform which would deliver a powerful new way of
helping their clients to navigate an increasingly difficult regulatory
framework. This challenging regulatory environment meant that
their clients were forced to make changes to documentation and
conduct documentation outreaches faster than they have had done
so before and so a bespoke technology platform was designed to
solve this problem.
Launched in January 2017, Condor Alternative Legal Solutions
was developed to provide outsourced contract negotiations, large
scale documentation projects and data extraction/data analytics.
The platform brings together the legal and regulatory expertise
of Fieldfisher lawyers with the document, data management
and technology solutions of market-leading third party service
providers.

Whilst technology has been paramount in enabling Fieldfisher to deliver a highly cost-effective, fixed price solution, it is only when
paired with the rigour of skilled legal professionals the solution becomes distinct from other technology solutions.

“While a potential client
could go directly to some
of the business process outsourcing solutions
which are available, there is often a lot of in-house
legal work involved in co-ordinating and project
managing these solutions, and ultimately the
client will still have to take all the responsibility
for contract negotiations. This means it's rarely
a total solution, whereas Condor is providing a
package service that includes the use of thirdparties, but also Fieldfisher' legal expertise.
Again, with the data extraction there are some
technology solutions that can do this up to a point,
but our clients are telling us that it still requires a
lot of work at their end because they are not legal
solutions, they're tech solutions. Existing solutions
are also not well equipped to create bespoke data
models for documents that are not homogenous.
CEO

condor

In short, our Condor platform is designed to
make life easier and more cost-effective without
compromising on either quality or service..”
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THE SCOTTISH PERSPECTIVE
As part of BDO’s series of reports on law firm leaders and
managing change, we surveyed 63 law firm leaders based in
the UK, including 13 at independent Scottish law firms.

HOW WILL TECHNOLOGY CHANGE LAW FIRMS?

Over the next five years, technology was expected to have the
greatest impact on all law firms surveyed, and Scottish law
firms were no exception. Over two-thirds (69%) of Scottish
law firm leaders named it as one of the top three factors which
would impact their firms.

By improvement, not reinvention
Scottish law firm leaders were more likely
than their peers in the rest of the UK to say
technology would improve current ways of
working, but not disrupt or reinvent them.

Through Artificial Intelligence
Only one Scottish law firm leader thought
that artificial intelligence would have the
greatest impact, compared with a fifth of
participants in other parts of the UK.

Leaders most commonly said it would
lead to greater efficiency and productivity
(42% of Scottish participants), followed
by more opportunities for people to work
remotely or in a more mobile way (17% of
respondents).

His view was that AI would reduce the
need for some jobs, while creating others,
and would lead to a wider range of pricing
options for legal work.

“I don't believe that
technology will fundamentally
change the way that we do
business in the next 5 years
but it will probably help us
to deliver our service more
efficiently and allow our
lawyers to be more mobile.”

Through greater commoditisation
New and greater use of technology was also
expected lead to more commoditisation of
certain types of legal work as Scottish law
firms strive to competitive in these practice
areas.
One law firm leader said that while ever
more demanding clients “want access to
senior resource for bespoke advice, they
expect the work that is lower level and can
be commoditised to be done quickly and
cheaply”, and that technology would be
essential to achieving this.
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WHAT ARE THE CHALLENGES?
Half of Scottish law firm leaders surveyed said time and
resources were the greatest challenges to keeping up with the
pace of technological change.
This compared to only 13% of law firm leaders based in other
parts of the UK.
The cultural change across the partnership, the firm as a
whole, and the need for new skills and resources were the next
most frequently mentioned challenged.

What is the greatest challenge your firm
faces in keeping up with the pace of
technological change?
Scotland

Rest of the UK
Percentage of participants

“We are utterly dependent on IT as a business” said one law
firm leader, adding that as a firm they are now spending
more on technology and investing in specialist staff such as
programmers and technical developers.

50%
40%
30%
20%
10%

Time and
resources

Cultural change
across the firm

Cultural change
amongst the
Partnership

Hiring people
with the right
expertise and
skills

Training

It's not a
challenge

Funding new
investment

Cyber security
and risk
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