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The legal sector has remained largely unchanged for decades, until now. A handful of pioneering
legal firms are adopting tools and practices to enable them to automate and digitise manual
processes; joining disparate information to gain visibility and insight into their business; and
empowering lawyers to come up with their own ideas and solutions in response to real-world
client challenges.
We caught up with David Lee, IT Director at transatlantic law firm Womble Bond Dickinson to discuss
how the organisation is already revolutionising the way it delivers legal services to its growing client
base.
David, you’ve worked for Womble Bond
Dickinson for 17 years, you must have
witnessed considerable change in the way
legal services have been delivered during that
time period. What do you think has been the
biggest change?
Back then, IT was all about operational delivery and
keeping the lights on. Whereas today, 50% of our time
is spent looking at how we can deliver new services to
clients digitally. Our goal is to empower our lawyers to
be able to solve real-world problems using the latest
technology, enabling them to work more efficiently and
deliver services faster, at a lower cost whilst mitigating
risks.
One of the biggest changes is that IT is now perceived as
an area of the business that can deliver real value and
actually make a huge difference to our clients. Key to this
is innovation, but in order to innovate, you need to be fast
and more importantly, you need to be given room to fail
so you can reflect and refine. If every piece of innovation
had to come from the IT department, you’d end up with
a department of over 100 people, so we’ve strategically

invested in platforms that we believe can put the power
in the hands of our lawyers, partners and legal solutions
centre. Our jobs now are to build platforms that are highly
integrated, secure, available to anyone who wants to
design and build on them as well as being accessible to
our clients anywhere, anytime on any device.

Consumer expectations are forcing every
industry to transform the way they deliver
services, is the same true of the legal sector?
Of course. Technology has affected all aspects of our life
and culture, including client expectations and the way
that business is conducted. Because of the mobile and
cloud revolution, we now have instantaneous access
to information, resulting in consumers who are more
knowledgeable, more selective, and more demanding.
Online payments are now the norm and consumers have
come to expect more for their money, faster response
times, and quick answers.
So when “clients” suddenly require legal advice and
support, their expectations don’t suddenly change.
Today’s clients expect just as much from their legal firm

as they do from other non-legal service providers which
is why it is so crucial for the industry to innovate.
We firmly believe that innovation comes from the ability
to see things from a different perspective. This is why
we have launched services like WBD Advance, a flexible
solution that pulls together all of our key technology
and business services that are becoming increasingly
essential to clients alongside our traditional legal advice.
These services include support for high-volume projects
such as due diligence; document review; project and
risk management of legal work; automation and process
design; managing knowledge and information; and
flexible resourcing including flexible lawyering options
for in-house counsel. WBD Advance delivers these
services through a multidisciplinary team of more than
100 people focused on developing new ways of working
for clients – this includes lawyers, project managers,
technologists, data analysts, knowledge managers and
operations professionals.

Earlier you mentioned that you are empowering
your lawyers and partners through the use of
technology, but how are you actually doing
this?
Recently, we’ve invested in a lot of ‘as a service’
technologies. We’ve got a platform that allows us to
create client portals. But instead of our lawyers coming
to the IT department and asking for a platform, they
can build it, customise and develop it themselves.
The platform can incorporate project management,
delivery of financial metrics, event tracking, document
automation and analysis, even data visualisation tools.
This means our lawyers can take any document within
our document management system and feed it into a
machine learning platform that can visually represent
patterns and trends which they can then present back
to clients.
This is a massive leap forward for our business
because our client teams no longer have to rely on the
IT department to build these platforms. Instead we’re
empowering them to use their own imaginations to
come up with ways to deliver digital services to their
clients.
Back in the day, they’d be coming to us saying we need a
portal and we’d have to get business analysts involved,
IT techies and developers. We’d then go away, build it
and test it, a process that could take weeks or even
months, but now the time between having a real-world,
problem solving idea to making it happen is really, really
quick.

“We
need to
dramatically
improve the
speed at which
we deliver IT.
We need to be
able to deliver
technology and
services faster
than students and
staff can deliver it
themselves.”

“Today’s clients expect just as much from their
legal firm as they do from other non-legal
service providers which is why it is so
crucial the industry starts to innovate.”

In addition, we have a dedicated Innovation Group
that works with our lawyers and clients to help identify
opportunities for us to rethink what we do and how
we do it, to deliver lasting value. The Innovation Group
coordinates initiatives and projects across the firm to
help us drive our business forward.

Are there any other emerging technologies
that you are exploring?
We’ve been keeping an eye on the development of
chatbot technology and this is something our colleagues
in America have been looking at more closely.
Chatbot technology is quite interesting because it’s
not a new development. Chatbots have been around
for years but still have a long way to go. In my personal
experience, I’ve yet to be wowed by a chatbot solution
but that’s not to say they don’t have the potential to add
value to the legal industry.
Chatbots could be hugely beneficial to the sector if
they are used in the right way. To give you an example,
chatbots could be used to support natural language
search to return information about a particular type of
law. Say for instance I am searching for a real estate
specialist in a certain jurisdiction, or work type, I could
do a natural language search using a chatbot that
could then return a list of suggested lawyers I would
be best talking to. It could return biographies on the
lawyers, relevant documents and emails, names of the
last 5 people to work on a similar case, how much they

billed and how long the case took. This would all be
immensely helpful but we’re not quite there with this
technology yet. It’s certainly something we’re exploring
though.

What do you think will be the most exciting
change to shake up the industry in the
coming years?
I think we’re already in the midst of some really exciting
developments. It’s very encouraging every time I walk
into a meeting and see one of our lawyers demonstrating
a portal they’ve created using our integrated solutions
without the support of our IT department.
I think the next natural stage will be to turn to technology
for decision-making but that’s a completely different
ballgame. I think this will work for some types of work
and processes but ultimately, I am cautious because
I don’t think we can, or should attempt to completely
replace the human relationship. At the end of the day,
we are a people business and the services we offer are
centred on trust. When it comes to legel matters, most
people would still rather speak to a human.
In the future I think we can expect to see both humans
and computers working in conjunction to deliver
improved services that will be more efficient, accessible,
flexible, easier to navigate and significantly reduce risk,
but there’ll always be a human just a voice or video call
away.

// TO READ MORE OF OUR CUSTOMER STORIES, VISIT OUR WEBSITE ANS.CO.UK

