
By Richard Hugo-Hamman

Strive for more than faster horses…

“If I had asked people what they wanted, they would have said faster horses”

- Henry Ford, Ford Motor Company

Every business wants profit growth but it is very unlikely that can be achieved without changing something. If you have been working 
the same way for many years, it is possible that you and your staff have an ‘if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it’ attitude. The reasons for this 
include:

Change is hard;

Change is disruptive;

People who have been in the same job for many years are made insecure by change and oppose it;

It is easier to do nothing; OR EVEN

You are making enough money and don’t care.

However, if you want to grow your business to be more profitable, you can’t let your business decisions be made by conservative 
fearful support staff. As the leader of your business you need to lead the charge - hoping that your ‘horse’ can be made to run faster 
is futile.

Technology has been the biggest driver of innovation in all spheres of life for the past 40 years. In fact, most law firms operate 
completely differently to how they operated just 10 years ago. The application of technology in small law firms has been driven by 
competition (there are more law graduates than ever before) and by market pressure on price. Small law firms are being forced to 
change to maintain profitability. But there is the opportunity to be pro-active rather than just re-active.

You have to think innovatively. 

If Henry Ford had not thought differently, not thought outside the box or not fought the resistance to change, he would not have 
created a car for every man and woman and transportation would not be as we know it today. 

10 years ago, if Steve Jobs had not imagined that more than just business men and women would find it useful to gain access to 
their email and the Internet from their phones, the iPhone would not be one of the most popular devices in the world today. Mobility 
for the masses may not have existed! Today the Internet is used by more smartphones and tablets than any computer, an amazing 
achievement brought to life by one man thinking innovatively. 

So as a small law firm owner, what technological innovations do you need to be aware of?

Granted, not everyone is a genius inventor! However, one of the nice things about innovative technology is that you do not need to 
be particularly entrepreneurial to get the benefits of innovation – all you need to do is invest and implement it. You did this when you 
bought a smartphone and you can do it by investing in modern practice management technology for your firm.

Software companies are driven by the need to innovate in order to succeed, therefore, we are constantly striving to provide better 
products. The mere introduction of a new software solution will introduce innovation into your law firm.
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What are the legal innovators doing?

The introduction of cloud based legal practice management software is creating a host of new ways to structure a firm.

IT simplification

The fact that you no longer need to spend time and money managing IT server infrastructure makes life a lot easier. The money 
previously spent on this big ticket item is available for re-investment in growth or can just go straight to the bottom-line. The time 
saved can be spent on client work or thinking about your business. Increasingly, small law firms have a marketing or business 
development manager. These roles have become affordable because expenditure is being re-allocated to business building activity.

Workforce location

The traditional paradigm of having to have staff travel into a central office location is gone. Instead of wasting time travelling for 3 
hours a day, highly productive workers can work from home (or wherever else they choose) without wasting time on the commute. 
Not only are they working from home, but you, the law firm owner, no longer have to provide the office space and all the attendant 
infrastructure to enable them to work. This significantly reduces costs also. 

Mobility

You can really work from anywhere now. All you need is an Internet connection. Some systems allow you to work offline as well, 
automatically synchronising when an Internet connection is re-established. For example, you can use such systems when flying, 
and then once off the plane all your work will automatically synchronise with the Server and instantly be available to your 
colleagues and staff.

Just a few years ago mobility for a lawyer meant carrying a manila file of confidential client information around. Today you can sit 
in court and access the electronic file for a matter on your iPhone or laptop. You can send emails, check financial balances and send 
messages from the matter, from the palm of your hand. All the information is up to date and can be shared with anyone else in your 
office. You can communicate with your office and clients.

Changing the revenue earning: support staff ratio

This is crucial and I will mention just two what I call core processes. Producing documents and generating bills used to require 
support staff. Automation has very largely eliminated the need for these staff. As almost all lawyers now use email, there is universal 
familiarity with typing, and generating documents using precedent templates is easy, accurate, fast, and best of all, the documents are 
accurately filed and cannot be lost because they are digitally stored! 

Billing is a traditional problem through the whole process from getting a costs agreement in place to generating the bill and collecting 
the money.

A Costs Agreement, for the type of matter you are dealing with, can be produced accurately and effortlessly, by a lawyer. No lawyer 
today should have any issues with the regulators in this regard. And yet many do. And almost all of them have ignored the advances 
in technology that make it so easy.

There is no longer any need for support staff of any kind to be involved in generating a bill and doing the associated accounting 
entries. A lawyer, with even ordinary typing skills can create a bill from time records or otherwise and send it to the client by email 
instantly.

Many firms still have full-time bookkeepers because of a failure to change. We know for a fact that many of those firms only really 
have half a day’s genuine bookkeeping work per week using a modern system. But they continue to carry the cost of out dated 
technology and unnecessary wage bills.
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What are the legal innovators doing?

The introduction of cloud based legal practice management software is creating a host of new ways to structure a firm.

IT simplification

The fact that you no longer need to spend time and money managing IT server infrastructure makes life a lot easier. The money 
previously spent on this big ticket item is available for re-investment in growth or can just go straight to the bottom-line. The time 
saved can be spent on client work or thinking about your business. Increasingly, small law firms have a marketing or business 
development manager. These roles have become affordable because expenditure is being re-allocated to business building activity.

Workforce location

The traditional paradigm of having to have staff travel into a central office location is gone. Instead of wasting time travelling for 3 
hours a day, highly productive workers can work from home (or wherever else they choose) without wasting time on the commute. 
Not only are they working from home, but you, the law firm owner, no longer have to provide the office space and all the attendant 
infrastructure to enable them to work. This significantly reduces costs also. 

Mobility

You can really work from anywhere now. All you need is an Internet connection. Systems like LEAP allow you to work offline as 
well, automatically synchronising when an Internet connection is re-established. For example, you can use LEAP when flying, and 
then once off the plane all your work will automatically synchronise with the Server and instantly be available to your colleagues 
and staff.

Just a few years ago mobility for a lawyer meant carrying a manila file of confidential client information around. Today you can sit 
in court and access the electronic file for a matter on your iPhone or laptop. You can send emails, check financial balances and send 
messages from the matter, from the palm of your hand. All the information is up to date and can be shared with anyone else in your 
office. You can communicate with your office and clients.

Changing the revenue earning: support staff ratio

This is crucial and I will mention just two what I call core processes. Producing documents and generating bills used to require 
support staff. Automation has very largely eliminated the need for these staff. As almost all lawyers now use email, there is universal 
familiarity with typing, and generating documents using precedent templates is easy, accurate, fast, and best of all, the documents are 
accurately filed and cannot be lost because they are digitally stored! 

Billing is a traditional problem through the whole process from getting a costs agreement in place to generating the bill and collecting 
the money.

A Costs Agreement, for the type of matter you are dealing with, can be produced accurately and effortlessly, by a lawyer. No lawyer 
today should have any issues with the regulators in this regard. And yet many do. And almost all of them have ignored the advances 
in technology that make it so easy.

There is no longer any need for support staff of any kind to be involved in generating a bill and doing the associated accounting 
entries. A lawyer, with even ordinary typing skills can create a bill from time records or otherwise and send it to the client by email 
instantly.

Many firms still have full-time bookkeepers because of a failure to change. We know for a fact that many of those firms only really 
have half a day’s genuine bookkeeping work per week using a modern system. But they continue to carry the cost of out dated 
technology and unnecessary wage bills.

Not all firms take these steps, but the innovators do, and their firms are growing and they are making more money because they have 
significantly fewer non-income generating staff.

The selection of precedent and form templates and the fewer support staff a firm has, the more profitable it will be. Entrepreneurial 
firms are completely changing the ratio and try to have as many staff in fee earning roles as possible.

Flexible working arrangements

The change in the gender balance of the profession coupled with a change in attitudes to the need for physical attendance, means that 
many women who previously left the workforce completely to have children, are now able to continue their careers on a part time 
basis, working flexibly around their other commitments and return to full time work when they choose without any loss of continuity. 
This is a very big change that has been completely enabled by technology. Innovative firms are using this capability not only to keep 
staff. They are actively recruiting women who want to work flexibly in this way, and are building their law firms. 

Disparate and part-time resources

It is quite amazing what can be done. I was recently in a successful small firm in Bendigo and the managing partner told me that she:-

Used a reception service based on the Gold Coast;

Has a bookkeeper who lived in Sydney; and

Had a secretary/paralegal who lived in London!

All of these services were purchased by the law firm on a “use only” basis and without any of the traditional fixed costs. In addition 
to this, law firms in country areas find it difficult to get good staff, and in some areas any staff at all. Cloud computing means that it 
no longer matters. They can focus on providing the legal advice and services and source support from anywhere in the world.

Online activity

Research shows that 75% of consumers research a product online before making a significant purchasing decision. 

For most of us, going to a lawyer, whether from an emotional or cost perspective, is a significant purchasing decision. Some firms 
do not even have a website. Some that do haven’t had it updated for years. And yet it is the modern window into their firm. It is the 
brochure and the receptionist combined.

The opportunity for the legal innovators is to take advantage of this. We increasingly see law firms that use online methods to attract 
clients and build their firms. The most innovative firms are using their websites, blogs and automated client newsletters to attract 
clients. It is telling that start-up firms are the most successful at this. Maybe it is because someone who takes that entrepreneurial step 
understands the necessity for successful online marketing.

If your firm is not innovating in this area, then it is guaranteed that a competitor of yours is – and they are eating your lunch!

Of the social media environments LinkedIn is increasingly important for attracting clients.

Benefits for clients

The adoption of cloud technology by small law firms has two major benefits for clients of small law firms and the community at large.

The first is convenience. It is often difficult to visit a lawyer’s office. Long working hours, traffic, expensive parking and poor public 
transport all contribute. However, lawyers can now easily work from areas closer to the clients - even from their homes. This is 
making the law more accessible.



The second and most important is cost. Without the enormous overheads of the traditional law firm, the innovators are able to reduce 
costs for clients and be more profitable. This is the historical driver of innovation and it is happening right now for small law firms 
around the country.

If your firm is using a 15 year old legal practice management system, the question to be answered is this – if your favourite airline 
had not upgraded its computer systems for 15 years would you fly in its aeroplanes? 

If you are one of these firms, you will have suffered a slow but steady decline in efficiency for the past 15 years. It is imperceptible 
and immeasurable, but I have visited hundreds of firms over the years, and almost without exception, the firms that tell me times are 
tough, that they cannot find good lawyers, or that the government is to blame, are the firms that are using old and inefficient systems. 
Of course what has happened is that purchasers of legal services have moved to firms that are more efficient and probably more 
economical because they will be providing better service. The innovative firms are booming.

So, returning to Henry Ford’s quote, there aren’t any faster horses...

Don’t be afraid to think outside the box. You have to take dramatic steps and change the way in which your firm works if you want 
to grow your profits. It takes courage to embrace new ideas but if history is a guide, the innovators always win.

Richard Hugo-Hamman is CEO of LEAP and has been involved in developing software for small law firms for more than 20 years. He may be 
contacted at richard.hugo-hamman@leap.com.au or on his mobile 0409 846 512. You can connect with Richard on LinkedIn or Follow LEAP’s 
company page on LinkedIn also.
 
You can also visit www.leap.com.au for more information.




