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Abstract 

Information technology (IT) is a powerful tool which can 'leverage' information and knowledge, the stocks-in-trade of 
the legal profession.  However solicitors in Scotland have, in general, been slow to introduce IT for tasks beyond 
standard administrative functions such as word processing.  For many firms Richard Susskind's IT-driven 'future of law' 
seems idealistic. 

The adoption of any new technology is an innovation.  Considering adoption and diffusion models from the innovation 
literature, the paper presents the results of a number of interviews carried out in Scottish legal practices.  The particular 
focus is small firms with less than 9 partners.  Avoiding the pro-innovation bias contained in much of the literature, the 
paper examines attitudes of both innovative firms and those of the majority who at present perhaps regard IT as a 
necessary evil. 

1  Introduction 

We live and work in a new era.  In this new era knowledge has become the prime means of wealth creation (Drucker, 
1969; Handy, 1989; Scarborough, 1996).  A key to the acquisition and application of knowledge are systems for the 
conversion, storage, processing and transmission of information (Davis and Olson, 1984), and such information systems 
(IS) have always existed in organisations (Land, 1992; Ward, 1995).  However in recent years IS have been transformed 
by the integrated circuit and allied technologies, collectively known as Information Technology (IT) (Scott Morton, 
1995).  Opportunities to benefit from this new technology are available to firms of all sizes (Delone, 1988; Venkatraman, 
1994). 

Professional service firms such as accountants, management consultants and law firms are information-intensive (after 
Porter and Millar, 1985) and knowledge-intensive (Starbuck, 1992; Quinn et al, 1996).  The increasing importance of 
information, knowledge and IT have encouraged an interest in how professional service firms operate (Pinnington and 
Morris, 1996). Some authors argue the characteristics of professional work, such as individual autonomy and working in 
project teams, make professional firms a role model for all organisations (Handy, 1989, 1995; Peters, 1993). 

Combining the twin themes of IT for firms of all sizes and the growing interest in the professional firm, this paper 
focuses in particular on the impact of IT on small legal practices in Scotland.  A model of the factors influencing the 
decision to adopt or reject information technology is presented.  The IT experiences of a number of small legal practices 
are described, and reasons why practices may decide to adopt or reject aspects of information technology are examined. 

2  The professional firm and information technology 

2.1  The nature of the small professional firm 

Using Mintzberg's terms, the organisational structure found in the professional firm features a highly trained and skilled 
operating core, which operates as individuals under the supervision of professional regulatory bodies.  Middle-hierarchy 
and technostructure are minimal, but a large support staff exists to support the professionals' work (Mintzberg, 1989; 
Starbuck, 1992). Individuals are granted considerable autonomy and are organised into project orientated work groups 
(Handy, 1995).  There is a reliance on face-to-face interaction with the client; and customisation of the service provided 
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(Maister, 1993). 

Strategy-making is highly informal, with a tension between the self-interest of the individual, and the common good of 
the firm (Mintzberg, 1989).  Reputation and the ability to build and sustain relationships with clients are distinctive 
capabilities (Kay, 1993) by which small legal firms differentiate themselves from competitors (Love et al, 1995). 

Small legal firms share characteristics with small firms in other business sectors.  They may be resource poor, with 
limited financial reserves and human expertise (Welsh and White, 1981).  Access to key external data is often limited 
(Martin, 1989).  The client base may be limited.  If able to cope with these constraints, small firms may be more 
innovative than larger firms (Storey, 1994). 

The quality of top management is still crucial to the firm's chances of success (Martin, 1989; Merz and Sauber, 1995) and 
the partners' personalities can have a significant impact on the strategy and decision-making style pursued (Miller and 
Toulouse, 1986). 

Legal firms are under increasing pressure from the growing burden of professional and statutory regulation, changing fee 
structures, increased scrutiny over ethics, and increasing competition for services (Fitzgerald, 1994; Gibson, 1995; Mill 
et al, 1992).  To meet these challenges firms are turning to strategic thinking (Bevan, 1991) and a view of the firm as a 
business rather that a practice (Cooper et al, 1996; Mill et al, 1992). 

2.2  The role of information technology 

In the particular context of legal firms, information systems can be used in two ways.  Using Widdison's terminology 
(1993), administrative uses involve the application of IS to tasks essentially concerned with the internal management of 
the firm such as time recording, client billing and word processing.  Operational uses such as an expert system use IT to 
replace or augment the lawyer's specialist knowledge to directly satisfy client requirements (see Figure 2.1).  A more 
colloquial description of the two terms could be 'back-office' and 'front-office'. 

Figure 2.1 The role of IT in a legal practice 

Regarding operational uses of IT, in his recent book Richard Susskind (1996) outlines a Legal Information Continuum 
(Figure 2.2).  On the one hand, enabling techniques provide IT-based legal expertise ranging from text retrieval systems 
(refinements of a standard word processing search and replace function) through to knowledge-based systems allowing 
the acknowledged expert(s) on a topic to be "sitting on the desk of every lawyer in the land" (Susskind, 1996, p200).  On 
the other hand, sources of legal guidance range from the primary sources of statute and case law, to human legal 
specialists. 

Figure 2.2  The Legal Information Continuum 

Susskind's (1997, p7) argues that at present we are in a transitional phase where work previously carried out manually 
can by systematised through the use of IT.  Firms can mix and match the enabling techniques with the sources of legal 
guidance.  Providing for example a skill-led mixture of human legal specialists with the minimum of technology; or 
perhaps an IT-led combination of relatively unskilled staff with a state-of-the-art expert system; and a myriad of other 
possibilities. 

According to Susskind (1996, pp228-30) small legal firms have an advantage over larger firms when introducing IT.  
Introducing new systems into large practices requires an expensive, complex and time-consuming process.  Although 
similar selection and implementation activities should still be carried out (see for example Archbold, 1996), small firms 
with comparatively little existing IT can quickly introduce systems powerful enough for their needs.  This will enable all 
sizes of firm to compete for business.  For example small firms with differing specialities could form a virtual legal 
practice using the Internet/World-Wide-Web. 

2.3  Introduction of IT into smaller practices 

Falling costs and user-friendly software allow IS/IT to be introduced by firms of all sizes and business sectors (Delone, 
1988; Venkatraman, 1994) including the legal profession (Chalton, 1989).  Personal computer networks have become 
reliable, cheap and are easily installed by local suppliers (Susskind, 1996).  Graphical User Interfaces (GUIs), 
comprehensive reference manuals, and on-line self-teaching tutorials flatten the learning curve required for new software 
(Naylor and Williams, 1994). 

Factors positively related to the successful introduction of computer-based information systems (CBIS) by small firms 
(predominantly from the manufacturing sector) include: user participation in the development process (Montazemi, 1988; 
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Yap et al, 1992), the number of administrative applications in the firm (Raymond, 1985), and presence of a systems 
analyst (Montazemi, 1988). The influence of the personality, commitment and participation of top management is crucial 
(Delone, 1988; Thong and Yap, 1995; Yap et al, 1992).  Previous experience with CBIS was not a key factor (Delone, 
1988; Montazemi, 1988; Raymond, 1985), though Yap et al (1992) did find a positive relationship.  This perhaps lends 
support to Susskind's (1996) argument that small firms with less historic use of IT may be well-placed to benefit from 
future developments. 

The systematic approach required for IS development (for example Archbold, 1996; Flynn and Goleniewska, 1993) may 
clash with the typically informal management style of small businesses (Raymond, 1989).  Despite falling prices IT still 
requires considerable investment in both time and money (Cragg and King, 1993).  The absence of internal specialists 
and pressure on management time results in firms placing considerable reliance on the knowledge and expertise of  IT 
suppliers and consultants (Chau, 1994; Raymond, 1989; Yap et al, 1992).  Naylor and Williams (1994) observe that user 
satisfaction with IS is linked to prior expectations as well as actual benefits achieved. 

3  Innovation and the adoption of information technology  

3.1  Innovation-diffusion models 

The introduction of new information technology (IT) into an organisation can be considered to be an innovation (Cooper 
and Zmud, 1990; Heikkilä, 1995; Kaplan, 1991; Thong and Yap, 1995). The innovation literature has been used to 
consider the adoption of information systems by a particular organisation (eg Heikkilä, 1995), and the diffusion of an 
innovation across the organisations in a particular sector (eg Robertson et al, 1996).  It has also been used to integrate 
different strands of the IS implementation literature (Cooper and Zmud, 1990).  The work of Everett Rogers (1995; 
Rogers and Agarwala-Rogers, 1976) is regarded as seminal in the innovation-diffusion literature (Clark and Staunton, 
1989; Heilkkkä, 1995; Kaplan, 1991; Van de Ven, 1993).  Based on his own research and a synthesis of innovation 
studies Rogers' work forms a "common diffusion paradigm" (Frambach, 1993, p23). 

The diffusion of an innovation concerns  

"the process by which an innovation is communicated through certain channels over time among the members of a social 
system" (Rogers, 1995, p10). 

There are four key elements: the innovation itself; the communication channels by which knowledge of the innovation is 
transmitted; a temporal dimension tracking the adoption of the innovation over time; and the social system in which the 
individual adopters exist. 

According to Rogers (1995, p11) an innovation is "an idea, practice, or object that is perceived as new by an individual 
or other unit of adoption".  Newness is a key characteristic on two counts.  Firstly, it is the key difference between an 
innovation and other forms of organisational change as although something new will require some change to 
accommodate it, not all changes require something new (Rogers and Agarwala-Rogers, 1976, p153).  Secondly, the 
innovation need only be perceived as new by the unit of adoption, it may already be in use elsewhere (Slappendel, 1996). 

In general, innovations are more readily adopted when they provide a relative advantage compared to old ideas; they are 
compatible with the existing value system of the adopter; the innovation is readily understood by the adopters (less 
complexity); the innovation may be experienced on a limited basis (more trialability); and the results of the innovation 
are more easily noticed by other potential adopters (observability) (Rogers, 1995). 

Communications channels transmit information regarding a potential innovation to potential adopters.  A social system 
defines the boundary within which diffusion is studied and may be a village, the consumers in a country, or a 
professional group.  The system's structure and norms can influence the rate of diffusion.  Opinion leaders who have 
recognised competence and conform to group norms may be particularly influential (Rogers, 1995).  This leadership is 
distinct from any formal authority the person or firm may have within the system. 

Communication of ideas is most likely to take place within the system.  However new ideas regarding potential 
innovations from outside the system may be crucial in affecting the behaviour of potential adopters (Rogers, 1995; 
Robertson et al, 1996).  These non-standard links to knowledge and information beyond group norms are known as 'weak 
ties', and the strength of weak ties is seen as an important factor in the diffusion of innovations (Robertson et al, 1996). 

The innovation process in an organisation can be divided into two main parts - initiation and implementation. The split 
between the two parts being the point at which the organisation decides whether or not to adopt.  These two main 
elements are sub-divided into five further stages, see Figure 3.1. 
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Figure 3.1  The innovation process in an organisation 

In the Initiation phase, problems and opportunities come to the attention of management (agenda setting) against which 
potential innovations are matched.  This phase includes all the information gathering and planning, resulting in a decision 
whether or not to adopt the innovation.  If the innovation is adopted then a second Implementation phase will follow.  
During redefining there is a small window of opportunity when the innovation may be re-invented (Van de Ven, 1993) to 
achieve a closer fit with the needs and expectations of the organisation.  After this period the innovation rapidly becomes 
part of the routine of the organisation, eventually losing its novelty and innovative character. 

3.2  Extending Rogers' model 

Other models describe the innovation process in a similar way to Rogers.  For example Kwon and Zmud's IS 
implementation model (1987) moves from initiation providing scanning of organisational problems and opportunities 
where IT could provide a possible solution, through to incorporation of the innovation.  However the innovation process 
is much more complex than stage models suggest.. 

The innovation process rarely follows the linear pattern of the model from setting an agenda through to routinization.  In 
reality the various phases may be underway at any part of the process (King and Anderson, 1995; Van de Ven, 1993).  
Some models include feedback loops to take this into account (eg Kwon and Zmud, 1987). 

Although models such as Rogers' include both pre- and post-adoption phases, research has frequently focused on the 
process leading up to the adoption decision, the point at which the innovation crosses the organisational boundary, rather 
than what happens once the innovation is inside the organisation (Clark and Staunton, 1989; Cooper and Zmud, 1990; 
King and Anderson, 1995). 

The lack of effective communication between IT users and suppliers may be a major reason UK small business do not 
make more extensive use of IT (Fuller, 1996).  Frambach (1993) argues the innovation-diffusion literature has focused 
on the adopter selecting the innovation, largely ignoring the influence of the supplier on the innovation-adoption 
process.  Consulting possible buyers when developing new products and market/product segmentation may ultimately 
influence the decisions of potential purchasers of the supplier's products (Frambach, 1993).  Similarly the services and 
marketing of IT consultants who provide expert advice to small businesses could have an important influence on the IT 
adoption-rejection decision. 

In addition, according to many authors (Clark and Staunton, 1989; Kaplan, 1991; Rogers, 1995; Van de Ven, 1993) the 
innovation literature frequently exhibits a pro-innovation bias leading to a focus on those who adopt a particular 
innovation, ignoring those who do not.  Adoption is implicitly assumed to be the best course of action. 

4  Research Method 

4.1  Research model 

From the literature review the following model is proposed of the external influences on a firm's decision to adopt or 
reject a particular aspect of IT, Figure 4.1.  As noted the attitudes of IT suppliers and consultants may influence the firm's 
decision.  Consultants may be individuals or firms setting themselves up as providers of IT advice and expertise, or much 
more informal sources of information.  Legal practices in Scotland are subject to regulation by the The Law Society of 
Scotland who may send signals explicitly or implicitly encouraging (or otherwise) the uptake of IT.  For example it may 
be the nature of particular regulations lead firms to regard IT as the most effective way to comply.  Firms may monitor 
their competitors attitudes towards IT, and of course the invisible hand of the market will send messages from clients 
regarding the firm's standing in the market place vis-à-vis rivals. 

Figure 4.1  External influences on decision to adopt or reject IT 

This paper presents results based on part of the author's doctoral research, and focuses on the hub of Figure 4.1, the firm 
itself.  Figure 4.2 presents a view of the decision to adopt or reject a particular aspect of IT from the firm's internal 
perspective.  Communications channels provide the link between the firm and its environment - clients, suppliers and so 
on.  Once the agenda setting and matching have been worked through, the firm may reject the potential innovation but 
the initiation part of the process becomes part of the collective IT experiences of the firm and may influence future 
decisions 

Figure 4.2  The adoption-rejection process 

4.2  Selection of firms 
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Mayer-Schoenberger (1995) outlines three organisational modes for legal practice: the mega-firm providing trans-
national legal services, the legal equivalent of accountancy's 'Big Six'; the small firm with 2-10 practitioners; and the sole 
practitioner.  Using these distinctions as a rule of thumb, 94 per cent of the 1167 law firms in Scotland could be classed 
as small (Table 4.1).  With less than 100 employees, the vast majority of Scotland's legal practices would also be 
considered small according to European Union definitions of firm-size.  For the purposes of the research, small legal 
firms are defined as having nine partners or less. 

Table 4.1  Number of Partners in Scottish Law Firms 

The selection of firms was based on theoretical rather than statistical sampling.  Cases representing polar extremes of the 
phenomenon investigated were deemed particularly suitable (Eisenhardt, 1989).  One suggested advantage of IT is that 
its benefits are equally available to firms remote from traditional economic centres (for example Toffler's (1980) electric 
cottage).  Firms were chosen to allow a balance between those in Scotland's main economic region (the Glasgow-
Edinburgh conurbation) and the Highlands of Scotland to the north. 

Both innovative and more typical users of users of IT are included.  In this case innovative does not refer to the 
innovation-adoption decision, but is a proxy for the firm's whole IS/IT system.  An innovative firm would perhaps be 
fully networked, with PCs on every partner's desk, CD-ROM retrieval of case law and communication via e-mail the 
norm.  In contrast more typical users (the majority) may use IT for cash accounting and word processing, but not much 
more. 

The person responsible for the information systems in the firm was interviewed regarding the competitive environment, 
and the historical development of IT and future plans.  The semi-structured interviews took place between November 
1996 and January 1997, lasting between one hour 20 minutes and three hours.  The interviews were not tape-recorded, 
but field notes were written-up as soon as possible afterwards.  

4.3  The sample 

Table 4.2 summarises key details of the firms in the sample.  Five of the firms, Firm D being the exception, gained a 
significant proportion of the turnover from the residential property market.  This area of business was more important for 
the smaller firms.  Three firms were from the Glasgow area, and three from the Highland region.  Brief pen-portraits of 
each firm are given in the Appendix. 

Table 4.2  Summary Details of Participating Firms 

5  Discussion 

5.1  Systems development 

Information technology was important to all firms in the sample.  All firms had cash accounting and word processing 
systems in place; several were already networked with other seriously considering such developments in the near future.  
This indicates firms are developing more sophisticated systems compared to those outlined by McMorrow and Doswell's 
work (1985).  All firms stressed they were looking to make further developments to their IT in the future. 

Firms A and D had the most sophisticated systems with, in addition to accounting and word processing, offices that were 
networked, a presence on the World-Wide-Web, and use of electronic mail (e-mail) for internal communication.  The 
complexity of technology available did not increase with firm size, neither A nor D being the largest in the sample.  The 
two firm's client profile differed.  Firm A was typical of the smaller firms with a sizeable residential property client 
portfolio.  In contrast Firm D's work predominantly involved insurance and personal injury litigation with a considerable 
proportion of work being fed from a small number of corporate clients.  Facing a similar competitive environment (eg 
Firms A and E) did not necessarily lead to a similar approach towards IT. 

For the typical firm (if such a thing exists) IT developed as follows, see Figure 5.1: 

To ensure compliance with Law Society of Scotland (LS of S) regulations a standalone machine is introduced to 
support the cashroom in preparing accounts.  After a few years the system is upgraded to a central 
processor/dumb terminal architecture.  Having gained experience with IT, word processing (WP) is next, either as 
part of the existing system or perhaps with the introduction of personal computers (PCs).  As PCs are introduced, 
a wider range of applications is used and perhaps some end-user applications are developed.  Increasing 
familiarity with IT and the complexity of the systems in place leads to offices being networked to provide 
increased access to data throughout the firm. 
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Figure 5.1  Typical stages of IT development 

5.2  The adoption-rejection decision 

Initiation phase 

Particular events or shocks (Van de Ven's term (1993)) may lead to considering the introduction or replacement of IT.  
For example the failure or crash of an existing system.  There may be a performance gap between current reality and 
desired performance.  One firm replaced its existing word processing system with a PC-based network when it 
discovered the noise of the existing dot matrix printers prevented typists from hearing the dictation machines.  
Opportunities may occur when making decisions regarding other areas of the business, such as when one firm installed 
network cabling at the same time the office was rewired to comply with fire safety regulations. 

However previous experience could colour current attitudes towards IT.  One firm purchased a system in the early 1980s 
which used a magnetic strip to store data.  However if the strip was damaged the file became worthless and the system 
became obsolete within a year, replaced by a mini-disk for data storage.  Since then, the firm has tended to wait until 
software has proven itself before buying. 

Implementation phase 

Once introduced into the firm IT is moulded to fit the firm's particular circumstances.  One firm used its network and e-
mail capabilities to create a 'virtual typing pool' where dictation tapes were sent to satellite offices for transcribing, and 
the resulting documents were e-mailed back to the main office. 

Co-ordinating the various software, hardware and communications elements is not always easy.  One firm introduced 
property matching software linked by modem to the local Solicitors Property Centre (SPC).  This could allow staff to sit 
with a potential client and interrogate the database for suitable property matching particular needs.  In reality due to the 
slowness of the link, staff members used the software to keep themselves abreast of the market, while a standard form 
was completed and property searches were sent to the SPC in the traditional way. 

As PCs are introduced into the firm, partners may supplement their specialist legal software with applications developed 
in-house, using generic software such as Microsoft Office.  Zinatelli et al (1996, p172) call applications which involve 
"the optional use of computers by professionals and managers (ie knowledge workers) for work-related purposes" end-
user computing (EUC).  End-user applications developed by firms included client databases, developing the firm's 
WWW pages and using WordPerfect macros to automate tasks such as fee quotes.  These developments by busy 
professionals could be a signal that existing specialist software is not meeting the firms' requirements, or only at a price 
which cannot be afforded. 

5.3  Benefits of information technology 

Jordan's argument (1994) that information systems in professional firms focus almost exclusively on attempting to 
minimise costs in administrative and support areas is confirmed.  Several firms mentioned staff savings in both cash 
accounting and word processing areas.  In one case the senior partner has acted as cashier for the firm since 1992. 

Information technology was rarely used to replace or directly support the knowledge-base of the professional.  In relation 
to Susskind's Legal Information Continuum (1996) firms combined traditional legal expertise with comparatively 
unsophisticated enabling techniques, adopting a skill-led rather than an IT-led approach (eg the use of paralegals and a 
greater input of IT).  A prominent exception being Firm D's application for quantifying compensation claims.  Developed 
over six months to encapsulate one partner's expertise in this area, it was used to enable less experienced staff to 
complete work previously carried out by a partner. 

One firm regarded IT as a powerful tool which could create a virtuous circle where investment in IT removed 
administrative and laborious work from partners, leading to increased profits which in turn could be reinvested and 
another cycle begins, see Figure 5.2. 

Figure 5.2  Virtuous circle of IT investment 

It may be that as firms use more advanced hardware/software and develop an integrated system, there may be greater 
benefit to business performance (Raymond et al, 1995).  However it is difficult to isolate the effect of IT from other 
factors which influence performance (Naylor and Williams, 1994). 
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5.4  Vendors and consultants 

Lack of specialist expertise in IT leads to small firms relying on the advice of vendors and consultants.  Only a small 
number of specialist legal software houses exist which, effectively, firms must use if they are to comply with Law 
Society of Scotland cash accounting regulations.  Although price was important, firms would consider continuing to use 
a supplier who charged above lowest cost if the service provided had been good.  The Highland-based firms in particular 
stressed the importance of system reliability and a good maintenance agreement. 

Several firms identified limitations in their current systems, such the report generation facility, but could not afford to 
upgrade.  Firms regarded the legal software houses as quoting premium prices for hardware, and that shopping around 
could yield considerable savings.  One firm cited an example where £11,000 worth of hardware from the software house 
could have been sourced elsewhere at £4,300.  However by not buying from the software house, hardware  software 
compatibility problems would become the responsibility of the firm itself, and firms may be unwilling to take the risk. 

Firms were wary of IT consultants and did not consider their advice value for money.  However to help with their IT 
purchasing decisions, three of the firms received informal advice from close relatives or clients who worked in the 
computing industry.  The senior partner of a fourth firm is pursuing an Open University management degree.  As noted 
earlier, these weak ties to sources of expertise and ideas outwith the norms of the social system helped influence attitudes 
towards IT. 

5.5  Future developments 

Innovations may not occur in isolation but be bundled together with related innovations (Van de Ven, 1993).  Firms were 
aware of the potential of IT and were enthusiastic about future developments such as voice recognition systems.  One 
firm noted that the CD-ROM version of the Scots Law Times could enable a partner in a small general practice to keep 
as up-to-date as someone who specialised in courtwork.  However for some, actually being able to use these extra 
applications would require further investment in hardware and communications technology.  For example introducing e-
mail requires either a prior or future investment in the appropriate hardware, software, and communications technology. 

Three firms had their own World-Wide-Web (WWW) sites (four at time of writing).  However the sites were generating 
very little business.  It would seem for Scottish law firms at least, there is not yet a critical mass of firms on the WWW or 
prospective clients who would wish to use such a facility.  The idea of pooling resources to provide a Scottish Property 
page on the WWW was attractive.  Perhaps the backing of one of the larger Solicitors' Property Centres is required to 
provide a critical mass of properties? 

Two firms (A and D) used electronic mail (e-mail) to reduce the need for internal paper based mail.  Little use was made 
of e-mail in providing links to clients, perhaps reflecting the firms' portfolio of individual rather than corporate clients. 

Based on the Boston Consulting Group business portfolio matrix, one way to track the development of IT is the 
applications portfolio matrix (McFarlan, 1984).  The position within the matrix represents a view of the perceived current 
and future importance of the application, see Figure 5.3.  Applications typically evolve through the matrix, entering first 
as a High Potential application which may be rejected and leave the portfolio, or may become Strategic, then move 
anticlockwise eventually becoming a Support application which may ultimately leave the firm altogether. 

Figure 5.3 presents one possible view of the current applications portfolio for legal firms.  For most firms the World-
Wide-Web, e-mail and voice recognition are currently not widely used and although potentially important for future 
success, at the moment 'the jury is out'.  With increasing competition the ability to market the firm to existing and 
potential clients is critical to future success.  Client databases (frequently developed as end-user additions to existing 
systems) will be of Strategic importance.  Word processing, cash accounting and time recording are all important to the 
operation of the firm and use software which is relatively mature.  Somewhat arbitrarily WP has been placed in the 
Factory quadrant rather than Support as the use of styles is very important in avoiding duplication of work; and from the 
client's point of view the production of a document often represents the tangible output of the client-lawyer transaction. 

Figure 5.3  Applications portfolio matrix for legal practices 

6  Concluding comments 

6.1  Limitations of the work 

The present work has several limitations:  the small sample of firms involved; only one individual in each firm was 
interviewed; and focus was on the firm and other external influences on the adoption-rejection decision were not 
considered (Figure 4.1).  This paper forms part of on-going work.  The small sample of firms allows each firm to be 
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investigated in greater depth than would be possible with standard survey techniques.  Further interviews will be carried 
out with other partners and staff of each firm, and also with external influences such as suppliers and consultants. 

6.2  Summary 

Various factors could be seen as either blocking or driving the likelihood that a firm may buy into information 
technology, see Figure 6.1.  The overall balance between the blocking and driving factors will depend on how the 
individual firm perceives the interaction between itself and its environment.  Increasing competition for example could 
block the uptake of IT by limiting resources, or drive the introduction of IT as a response to the need to cut costs.  The 
various actors in the adoption-rejection decision (see Figure 4.1) who may have an interest in increasing the uptake of IT 
should consider how they could influence the blockers and drivers. 

Table 6.1  Key factors blocking or driving a firm's likelihood of adopting IT 

The results presented in this paper demonstrate small legal practices in Scotland are making increasingly sophisticated 
use of information technology.  As in the wider business world some firms are keen to embrace the latest technology 
while others take a more cautious attitude, perhaps regarding IT as a necessary evil.  Until now the main thrust of IT has 
been to support administrative functions, leaving relatively untouched it's direct application to the lawyer's professional 
knowledge-base.  It is this area which presents considerable opportunities, and perhaps the greatest threats for the future. 

Appendix 

The following pen-portraits give a flavour of the firms.  They are for illustrative purposes only and do not present a 
complete picture of the firms.  Some details remain vague to ensure confidentiality. 

Firm A 

A considerable change was made to IT in the firm in 1992 when a central processor/dumb terminal cash accounting 
system and personal computer (PC) based word processing software were introduced.  A number of macros were written 
by the senior partner for the WP software to enable staff to create standard letters, fee quotes and so on.  More PCs were 
gradually introduced, and in 1995 the main office had network cabling installed when the offices were being rewired to 
comply with safety regulations.  E-mail is used internally to reduce paperwork, and a PowerPoint presentation is used to 
advertise property through the glass door of the office outside office hours. 

The interviewee was the driving force of the firm's interest in IT.  Enthusiasm for IT was prompted by a course on 
document assembly run by solicitors (though not under the auspices of the Law Society).  The firm obtained a national 
quality award in 1996.  The senior partner is pursuing a qualification in management which was felt to provide the firm 
with an awareness of IT and business issues beyond that of other solicitors.  Although the present accounting system is 
regarded as having poor report generation and no "proper database", the firm could not afford the price of a new system. 

Firm B 

Firm B is trying to achieve "efficiency and effectiveness" through its use of IT.  The firm introduced a standalone 
accounting package in 1981.  A new version of the accounts system along with word processing was introduced in 1986 
as a more integrated system was required.  However the system proved not to be truly multi-access.  In 1994 the old 
accounts system "crashed" resulting in the purchase of an updated version from the same manufacturer.  The new dumb 
terminal system combined word processing, database, spreadsheet and time management software.  The firm has not 
employed a cashier since 1992.  The use of technology has enabled the interviewee to act as cashier for the firm, making 
daily postings to the system. 

The interviewee has developed several databases using Lotus Approach.  The firm would like to upgrade the current 
system to a new database driven one, however the cost is seen as prohibitive.  If time were available the interviewee felt 
a similar database driven system could be developed using generic software such as Lotus SmartSuite. 

Firm C 

Like Firm A, Firm C has obtained a national quality award.  The firm currently uses a central processor/dumb terminal 
accounting system and DOS-based word processing software.  In the property department, property matching and 
mortgage sourcing software is also used.  Several small databases have been developed in-house.  For example a client 
title deeds database.  The intention is to expand the use of these databases. 
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Introducing a fully networked system was considered inappropriate by the partnership in 1991. However the firm is 
currently considering replacing the existing PCs with Windows-based machines.  This will require a change to a new 
word processing package and it may be that the opportunity will be taken to network the office at the same time.  The 
scale of these potential developments have required a change in the decision making process.  In the past, one of the 
partners most interested in IT would bring suggestions to partnership meetings.  Now a steering group consisting of three 
partners has been formed to advise on future developments.  The firm was "not 100% convinced IT will bring profits. "  
For example the accounts system was required to comply with Law Society regulations, but the cost was regarded as out 
of all proportion to the benefits gained. 

Firm D 

Firm D differs from the other firms in as the majority of its business comes from insurance and personal injury litigation.  
It viewed its considerable use of IT as a signal to the market that the firm was "more efficient, better and quicker" than 
others. 

The main office was networked in 1993, largely to provide the benefits of shared data, with connections to the branch 
offices a year later.  At present the firm use a wide range of software including electronic mail to cut down unnecessary 
phone calls, and the Scots Law Times on CD-ROM for research.  Dictation tapes are sent to branch offices, typed up and 
e-mailed back to head office providing a 'virtual typing pool'.  Macros were developed to automatically backup all word 
processing to tape, and an application to enable the speedy quantification of compensation claims was developed from a 
partner's knowledge. 

Firm E 

Firm E competes with Firm A.  Since the original cashroom system was introduced in 1983 the firm has upgraded the 
system, and introduced separate word processing software.  Although three days training on the new WP system was 
paid for, some major features of the PCs were not demonstrated and only discovered by the operators much later.  
Partners can access accounting data via server/dumb terminals but not word processed documents. 

Information technology saves time and provides efficiency.  However there was an awareness that the use of IT had its 
limits.  For example, although conveyancing styles were used for word processing it was acknowledged styles could not 
hope to suit all transactions.  The firm hoped to network the office by 1998.  Considerable interest was shown in the CD-
ROM version of the Scots Law Times which could, it was argued, enable a user to keep as up-to-date as someone who 
specialised in courtwork.  The firm are considering using CD-ROM technology for both the Scots Law Times and word 
processing styles. 

Firm F 

Firm F's six offices provide a wide range of work and give a breadth of experience which the firm regards as a unique 
selling point.  Information technology's primary roles were to provide data on clients and allow financial control of the 
six offices. 

Cash accounting data is centrally processed, and made available to the branches via modem links.  However the current 
system is slow, does not allow comparisons with previous year's figures, and will not cope with the Millennium 
problem.  Since an occasion in the early 1980s when a system purchased became obsolete within a year, the firm has 
tended to wait until technology has proven itself before buying.  This may influence its choice between a new Windows-
based version of the existing software, and a move to a DOS-based system which has been in the market for some time. 

Electric typewriters with a small disk drive are used in most of the branch offices for document production.  In 1996 a 
PC network was installed in the main office for the secretarial department.  However the cost of rewiring and networking 
the whole office was prohibitive.  Partners in the firm are evenly split between those looking for more use of IT and 
those content with the status quo.  Falling costs were seen as a key to the greater use of IT in the future. 
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