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because IT is not our core business. Our 

core business is being a law firm”.

“I think people want to move to the 

cloud,” she says. “There are lots of 

issues, but they’re all around integration 

as well as our fears about confidential-

ity and jurisdictional issues, where the 

information is held.”

Law firms have to integrate PMSs to 

their own shapes, and everything flows in 

and out of that PMS – “that’s why almost 

none of them are cloud-based”, she says. 

This is one of the reasons Durant moved 

Lewis Silkin away from Open Text DM 

and onto SharePoint – lots of providers 

can provide managed services around 

SharePoint, because it has huge penetra-

tion across a lot of sectors.

And, she says, “once you’ve bought 

those licences, you can get it supported 

anywhere”. Durant’s key argument is that 

the cost of the system isn’t as important 

as the total cost of ownership (TCO) 

– and a future of competition among 

managed service providers offering 

SharePoint, and a host of SharePoint 

developers turning out law firm PMS 

modules, is one Durant likes the sound 

of – because the TCO will be lower.

Maintenance costs, she says, on a cre-

ated SharePoint set-up like that at Lewis 

Silkin are also lower than paying a yearly 

fee to a large, established vendor.

Surely co-developing a SharePoint 

set-up like Lewis Silkin’s still costs money 

to maintain? Sure it does, she says, “but 

we’re not making profits on ourselves are 

we? The software houses are – they’re 

not ploughing all that money back into 

development of the product”.

So, despite the in-house SharePoint 

build at Lewis Silkin being an adventure 

that left Durant saying she’d “never, ever 

build something myself again”, she’s very 

happy with where it’s ended up.

“There just wasn’t anything available 

for me to buy at the time. I would always 

say ‘buy not build’, but there just wasn’t 

anything. All our systems seamlessly talk 

to each other now.” Lewis Silkin has its 

extranet and DM system on SharePoint, 

and Durant isn’t stopping there – the next 

job, she says, is to roll out a new Share-

Point HR system, “so that everything will 

join up together – all the appraisals and 

the [staff] self-service, everything. There 

will be one place for everything, and that’s 

in our SharePoint document centre”.

Headlong into the mainstream

One of the big advantages to SharePoint 

(and to an extent Elite, she adds later) is 

that it’s widely used, which means there’s 

more developer choice than legal IT lead-

ers are used to.

“We wanted an extranet with granular 

security for our clients – and we needed it 

for a very important client, within a month. 

I heard this just before Christmas. But you 

can go to any SharePoint house – and 

I got three very competitive quotes, 

because they can’t pull the wool over 

your eyes any more.”

Durant says she’s convinced Share-

Point has a huge future in legal business, 

because of this mix of capability, cost-

efficiency and competition in supply... and 

because it’s Microsoft.

Microsoft owns the legal desktop and 

email – the number of mid-size or larger 

law firms that use other systems, such 

as Google Apps, can likely be counted 

on one hand. It’s this ubiquity that Durant 

says will carry SharePoint through into 

being one of the dominant ways future 

law firms will operate firm-wide IT.

“We’re all going to be using [MS] Office 

forever aren’t we? We’re selling docu-

ments, we’re selling advice, so emails and 

documents are key; and we’re all going to 

be using Outlook.

“I’m not emotional about software. I’m 

not here to like or dislike stuff. I’m here to 

deliver my law firm the applications they 

need at as low a cost as possible. And 

Microsoft technology ticks that box.”

Far more interestingly, Durant says 

“I’m not emotional about 
software. I’m not here to 
like or dislike stuff. I’m here 
to deliver my law firm the 
applications they need at as 
low a cost as possible. And 
Microsoft ticks that box.”
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SPONSORED EDITORIAL

These are challenging times 

for law firms. New regula-

tion, increased M&A activity, 

new business structures and 

the shift to the alternative 

fee arrangement model are 

all unleashing rapid changes 

in the legal sector.

Against this backdrop, 

demonstrating good financial 

management, business 

practice and compliance is 

paramount. To make life even 

more complicated, the tough 

economic climate is leading to 

a number of law firm mergers 

with overseas partners, which 

means strong multi-lingual, 

multi-jurisdictional and multi-

currency support is essential.

As a result, law firms need 

systems that will help them 

operate as profitable, com-

mercial entities – not just legal 

businesses.

Practice management 

systems are inadequate

Technology will continue to 

play a vital part in law firm 

operations, but traditional 

practice and case manage-

ment systems will become 

inadequate as the industry 

develops. Being ‘good at law’ 

is a given – firms must also 

become good at collaboration, 

project and risk management, 

and financial planning.

Practice management 

systems (PMSs) are currently 

designed to manage case, 

client and time records, billing, 

schedules, appointments, 

case deadlines and client files. 

They also facilitate and help 

enforce legal sector-related 

compliance, such as with 

document retention policies 

and courts’ electronic filing 

systems. But this isn’t enough.

Enterprise resource planning 

(ERP) systems integrate inter-

nal and external management 

information across all business 

functions, facilitating a seam-

less flow of information within 

the boundaries of the firm 

while managing connections 

to outside stakeholders – in a 

single integrated environment.

It’s my view that law firms 

must transition to ERP 

systems – because they are 

much wider in scope, encom-

passing business, financial 

and practice management 

functionality, underpinned by 

workflow.

Creating resource 

efficiency

Law firms should be properly 

managing their resources to a 

fairly granular level to reduce 

costs, maximise expertise, 

deliver client satisfaction and 

cost-effectively comply with 

the raft of legislations across 

geographies.

ERP systems automate 

resource management by 

combining time, billing, 

financial and human resource 

management into a single 

solution. This ensures that, for 

every type of legal work, the 

right level of skills and people 

are assigned to the job, result-

ing in cost-effective delivery of 

a superior service.

Crucially, with ERP, firms 

are also able to undertake 

skills analysis for their entire 

workforce to forecast the need 

for new skills or development 

of existing ones in preparation 

for new business, or growth 

and expansion plans. Such 

information can also be very 

useful for firms looking to 

expand their current offer-

ing, as it helps to mine the 

knowledge that already exists 

in a firm that might not be 

apparent.

The need for skills analysis is 

heightened even more during 

merger and acquisitions, 

because the newly merged 

entity doesn’t necessarily 

know the skill set the respec-

tive organisations contain. 

This level of analysis will also 

help deliver compliance with 

the new outcome-focused 

regulation, because a greater 

understanding of the business 

can be had, and greater level 

of detail.

PMSs may help with all the 

above, but they will fall short 

of delivering on both the detail 

and scope required to make 

Firm-wide enterprise resource planning IT will be indispensable 
for the successful firms of the future, says Tim Cheadle,  
general manager for LexisNexis Enterprise Solutions

From practice 
management to ERP

INDUSTRY ANALYSIS ENTERPRISE RESOURCE PLANNING
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