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KNOWING BETTER
The global knowledge team at Hogan Lovells 

starts a new strategic chapter

INNOVATION GAME
Tony Williams at Jomati assesses the 
latest addition to the law firm C-suite

CONSULT WITH CARE
Catherine Allen at Bevan Brittan on 
putting lawyers on the risk register 

Take on the system
Transformation in legal is not for the faint-hearted – but do firms  

have a new breed of business technology within their grasp?
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T    he practice management system 
(PMS) is the backbone of a firm – it 
handles time and billing, generates the 
firm’s management accounts and 

reports and often much more, providing tools for 
estimating fees, opening files, managing matters 
and managing teams. So, with so many firms 
currently looking to replace their metaphorical 
backbone while the patient is still trying to carry on 
operating as normal, this area of tech faces both 
massive challenges and opportunites. Few firms 
can afford to be unable to issue bills for any 
significant length of time, so getting any PMS 
project right is crucial. But, if approached in the 

right way, these projects are also great 
opportunities to deliver real business benefits and 
make fee earners’ lives easier. 

Hot topic
Several of the common PMS products used in law 
firms are being brought to the end of their life by 
suppliers. These include Axxia, Elite Enterprise 
and Elite Envision, which are no longer being 
developed and will cease to be supported (meaning 
that if the system goes wrong there will be nobody 
to fix it). Although this is not news, firms still using 
these products now have a very short timeframe in 
which to replace their systems.  

With so many firms looking to implement new finance or practice management 
systems in the near future, this sector of the legal technology market is really heating 
up, says Paul Longhurst at 3Kites Consulting  

The right replacement
 I N D U S T R Y  A N A LY S I S
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For more information, visit: 
www.3kites.com

Furthermore, some of the older products in use 
in law firms are struggling to keep up with the 
demands that are now being placed on business 
systems. Compared with the R&D budgets of 
global giants like Apple, Amazon and Facebook, 
suppliers of legal PMSs are miniscule, but users’ 
expectations about systems’ ease of use have 
generally been raised by familiarity with those 
global products. Suppliers of PMSs must also 
contend with the requirement to develop their 
products for mobile devices and the increasing 
desire for systems to be cloud-based. However, 
even with the extensive end-of-life notice provided 
by many suppliers, there are still scores of UK top 
200 firms which need to change their PMS within 
the next few years, not to mention those that have 
evolving requirements. For the suppliers which 
have invested in developing their products, it’s 
actually reaching the point where they have more 
opportunities than they can handle, and firms are 
sometimes having to wait weeks just to get 
suppliers to give an initial demo of their products. 

In addition to longstanding PMSs, some of the 
products now available are ERP (enterprise 
resource planning) systems.  These operate on the 
basis that a professional firm’s key resource is its 
people, and they therefore provide tools to help 
source teams for matters, while managing the 
utilisation of those individuals. Opinion is divided 
about the extent to which a true ERP approach 
works in law firms – it certainly requires a 
dramatic change of working practice but, for firms 
whose type of practice can take advantage of it, the 
effort may be worthwhile.

Opportune moments
There is an upside for firms operating on PMSs 
which have been in place for a decade or more and 

haven’t been substantially upgraded in that time, 
however: big improvements are available. As 
clients (and the courts) demand closer attention to 
the management of costs, many products provide 
better, more structured, real-time visibility into 
how these are mounting against budget estimates, 
which enables lawyers to manage their matters 
more effectively and be warned of cost overruns 
early enough to do something about them. In 
addition, there are benefits to being able to 
estimate for new work more accurately, based on 
past matters of a similar type but with the ability to 
take account of differences in circumstances. The 
availability of dashboards for key financial 
information – for example, at a fee earner, team, 
client and matter level – can also enable users to 
stay on top of their work, provided they are 
encouraged to look at them. Being able to refer to 
this data from mobile devices also helps. 

Ensuring simplicity 
Another potential benefit is the opportunity to 
streamline financial processes which may have 
become convoluted, and this could mean a radical 
review of who does what in relation to opening up 
a client matter and generating bills. But caution is 
advisable, because inefficiencies in these processes 
often arise from the fact that some firms’ legacy 
systems can’t retain the level of high-quality detail 
about fee arrangements that’s now common, so 
bills are produced at incorrect rates, or showing 
incorrect information and have to be reissued, 
causing embarrassment as well as generating 
additional work. Getting the right information into 
the system from the outset of a new client 
relationship or a new matter is one of the main 
advantages of a new system, but a PMS project will 
need to look closely at the quality of data being 
migrated, or the credibility of the new system 
could be undermined from the outset. 

A new PMS should reduce lock up and improve 
profitability, but the benefits only come from 
changes in the way things are done, and change is 
hard in law firms. These systems are inherently 
complex, so change management is key to their 
success.  

There are still scores of UK top 200 
firms which need to change their 
PMS within the next few years, not 
to mention those that have evolving 
requirements
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