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Law firms that can reveal hidden knowledge assets regardless 

of their location or data complexity will gain a competitive 

advantage.

The new law firm  
search paradigm 
BY GLENN LAFORCE

In this evolving data- and knowledge-
driven business environment, law 
firms are struggling to balance long-

standing cultural and ‘business as usual’ 
norms with changing client expectations 
and demands.

To meet the challenge of these 
changing expectations, progressive 
law firms are leveraging existing 
technologies through new best practices 
and processes to create efficiencies 

that drive profitability, predictability of 
fees and a more comprehensive and 
analytical view of the business. New 
roles focused on lean, high quality 
project management within the practice 
are emerging and ‘traditional’ functions 
such as knowledge management (KM) 
are being redefined and reimagined 
in mind-boggling ways, all focused on 
improved client service. Standalone 
search tools are now evolving into 
universal search platforms to broaden 

data access and the law firm KM toolkit 
has expanded to include enterprise 
search, experience and expertise 
location and client-facing collaborative 
tools, to name just a few. 

The here and now
All the excitement of what lies ahead 
is tempered by the reality of the here 
and now. According to ILTA’s 2015 
Technology Survey, only a quarter of 
firms have adopted KM platforms and 



LEGAL IT TODAY  |  17

legal research – as a critical component 
of an attorney’s daily workflow.

Baker Donelson is integrating search 
into its state-of-the-art SharePoint-
based practice management intranet 
and leveraging integrated expertise 
location as part of its functionality. 
The firm looks to push information 
to lawyers based on who they are 
and what they are working on, while 
gaining their users’ confidence that 
the information is comprehensive and 
accurate and meets specific governance 
and access rights requirements.

Market forces
For years, law firms have been 
implementing enterprise search primarily 
to make their internal document 
repositories available to their users. 
It is now being taken to the next 
level to create a truly universal search 
environment in some innovative firms 
in response to market forces. Major 
enterprise search enhancements and a 
seamless FAST integration in Microsoft 
SharePoint 2013 and 2016 have opened 
the floodgates for ‘what’s now possible’.

The recent acquisition of Recommind by 
OpenText has also accelerated ‘upgrade 
versus update versus replace’ firm 
decision-making cycles. Heightened 
security concerns are forcing the 
replacement of antiquated, high-risk 
systems. The cloud looms large, with 
noticeable momentum from Microsoft 

focused on Office 365 and hybrid search 
capabilities. The rapidly expanding 
ecosystem of integration is validating the 
emergence of an ‘open API’ strategy by 
innovative legal technology companies, 
thus enhancing the possibilities for 
integrating firm data. 

This evolution of universal search is 
based on an experience that is dynamic, 
on-demand and in real-time, not only 
reflecting that firm professionals need 
to work smarter and more efficiently, 
but also understanding that firm  
clients expect more. Leading law firms 
are already using universal search 
to reduce time spent searching and 
leveraging relevant information to 
speed up their ability to respond to  
new business proposals and RFPs 
(requests for proposals), especially in 
relation to finding the right people to 
staff matters and identifying similar  
past work to price services.

Simply put, those law firms that 
can reveal hidden knowledge assets 
regardless of their location or data 
complexity, by unifying multiple data-
rich back-end systems in a single view, 
will gain a competitive advantage. The 
use of universal search technology can 
help avoid the need for costly system 
acquisition and configuration and truly 
leverage current investments in existing 
enterprise systems and tools.

What’s next?
As part of a 2016 ILTACON panel 
discussion focused on the viability of 
enterprise search among mostly Am 
Law-ranked firms, several KM and IT 
experts weighed in on what the legal 
search future holds. In their view, it 
includes the following:

•  Incorporating more search-enabled 
applications.

•  Broadening the search scope available 
to the mobile professional.

• Incorporating artificial intelligence.
•  Enhanced visualization and the use of 

predictive analytics.
•  The availability of machine-generated 

metadata and security across multiple 
systems, enabling legal teams to 
be more effective and firm-client 
relationships to be more collaborative.

Lastly, there was much talk about next-
generation universal search delivering 
tangible ROI not exclusively as a result 
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this proportion has hardly changed at 
all over the past three years. At the 
same time, enterprise search has held 
steady, with the same adoption rate as 
KM overall. While firms are committed 
and enthusiastic about investing in new 
KM technologies and practices and the 
potential return on investment (ROI) they 
offer, relatively few have actually spent 
money on them.

Delving deeper into these adoption 
statistics, you can quickly see why 
the response is still rather tepid. The 
survey findings say that 84% of all 
enterprise search initiatives targeted firm 
document management system (DMS) 
data and 57% searched through email 
repositories, either contained within 
the firm’s DMS or a separate email 
management database.

In contrast, only 18% of firm search 
solutions included ‘external commercial 
databases’ such as critical legal 
research applications. This reflects a 
siloed approach to search, based on 
a multitude of internal and external 
factors still at play in modern law firms. 
They include firm culture; technology 
barriers; associated resource constraints; 
general fear of what information 
search results might yield; and a lack of 
innovation when it comes to imagining 
the possibilities of next generation 
universal search.

Don’t get too obsessed with the statistics, 
though; there are many examples of 
firms successfully innovating in search. 
What is driving this innovation?

•  Evolution of the firm KM role to exert 
a larger influence on the direction of 
the business of law

• Response to increased client demands
•  ‘DIY’ attorneys with more technology 

know-how than ever before
•  Mobility, with lawyers able to access 

information anytime, anywhere
•  Accelerated pace of business and 

expectations for faster results

One of the leaders in legal KM, Baker 
Donelson chief knowledge management 
officer Meredith Williams, has said 
she is always looking to ‘push the 
KM envelope’. She envisions a robust 
universal search solution – which will 
yield relevant results from all integrated 
legal applications, as well as numerous 
third party data sources including online 
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of cutting waste associated with faster 
search, but as a function of smarter, 
more intuitive, well ‘tuned’ search-
facilitated decision-making that directly 
reflects the firm’s top line.

As for search skeptics and those who 
may have been burned by past search 
systems, here are some proven methods 
that might help to convince them:

•  ‘Seeing is believing’. Take it out of the 
theoretical and show a subset of users 
what a universal search environment 
can yield. Use some real data they can 
relate to and demonstrate the power 
of an integrated search environment. 
This can even be done in the context 
of an existing mission-critical system 
like a DMS.

•  Addressing fears around security. 
Security is the number one concern 
across the board, so make sure 
you demonstrate how the system 
accommodates all security layers and 
authentication/firewall requirements.
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With encryption now a necessity due to the influx of cybersecurity 
risks that increase daily, this technology must be made affordable 
to firms of all sizes. Worldox Encryption At Rest (WEAR) works 
with your Worldox system of data classification and your retention 
policies to secure all of your data or just the data deemed to 
be most at risk. No costly additional hardware is required for 
implementation, making compliance with client or regulatory 
requirements attainable to all.

FOR ON-PREMISES 
WORLDOX INSTALLATIONS...

Protect your 
valuable data.

• Background encryption on the fly, transparent to users
• File level encryption using  

the AES-2048 standard
• Firm controlled encryption keys
• Secondary encryption key for super sensitive files

•  Searching wins new business. 
Demonstrate how universal search can 
become an invaluable weapon of your 
new business and RFP development 
arsenal. By using expertise location 
and experience management 
functionality included in modern 
search platforms, firms can locate 
experts and resources more quickly 
and be more responsive and accurate 
in a new business situation.
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