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In today’s rapidly changing legal landscape 
there are unprecedented opportunities  
to streamline working practices and satisfy 
an increasingly tech-savvy and informed 
client-base...

But will law firms answer the call to adapt 
and evolve, or get left behind?
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The legal profession is at a crossroads. 
Clients are demanding change, but law 
firms appear to be in a holding pattern, 
pledging forward-looking action, while 
cleaving to traditional thinking, from 
hourly billing to old school assumptions 
on what they believe is in their clients’ best 
interests. In the push and pull between 
past and future, a chasm between words 
and action has started to emerge. 

The crux of the matter is efficiency. 

• �What does it mean to lawyers in today’s 
market, and do they value it in the same  
way as their clients? 

• �How do they believe they can deliver  
it, and are they succeeding? 

Whether they realise it or not, law firms  
are in a race to evolve – and they cannot 
afford to lose.
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Our previous Bellwether reports have 
explored the most significant emerging  
trends impacting independent law 
firms: the imperative for smaller firms 
to specialise (Survive or Thrive, 2013), 
the emergence of a new breed of 
entrepreneurial lawyer (Brave New World, 
2014), the paradigm shift of the ‘smart 
client’ (The Age of the Client, 2015), and 
the differences in perception between 
lawyers and clients (The Riddle of 
Perception, 2016). 

This report follows on from The Art of 
Success, the first Bellwether report of 
2017. It takes the temperature of a legal 
profession on the cusp of major change – 
the calm before the storm where present 
meets future, and tomorrow’s technology 
becomes today’s must-have. 

We explore how firms are tackling the 
pressures of change in the profession-
wide race to stay ahead of the curve  
when it comes to client-centric,  
forward-thinking, efficient service.
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Executive summary

Where clients identified efficient service as their second most 
important priority, lawyers mistakenly assumed it would be 
ranked much lower. 

This discrepancy was telling so we decided to look deeper  
and see if this was still the case. After all, the majority of lawyers 
consider client satisfaction to be the most important barometer 
of a firm’s success. Indeed, our research suggests that 
commercial success is a direct result of happy clients –  
more than even profitability.

So, if client happiness and client expectations are that important, 
are they being taken seriously? Are firms now providing or still 
promising the efficient service their clients demand? We spoke 
with almost 150 lawyers to find out.

Today’s clients value efficiency and they have come to expect 
that their legal supplier will be, at least as technologically 
advanced as they are. Continual technological advancement is 
seen as standard. The firms that are adapting have the potential  
to race ahead, while those that don’t risk being left behind.

The previous Bellwether report of 2017 revealed that lawyers  
are cautiously optimistic about the future. But last year,  
we discovered vast differences in perception between  
lawyers and their clients, especially concerning efficiency.  
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The Race to Evolve1. The dividing line: efficiency

It doesn’t take long  
to spot the lawyers 
who aren’t being  
quite so efficient.  
They don’t get  
the same level of  
positive feedback 
from the clients.
									           – Lawyer

“

”
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1. The dividing line: efficiency

From our 2016 Bellwether report,  
we know that many lawyers 
underestimate the importance of 
efficiency and timeliness to clients. 

E F F I C I E N C Y  A S  R A N K E D  B Y 
C L I E N T S  A N D  L A W Y E R S

BASE 48

L A W Y E R 
R A N K

#9

C L I E N T 
R A N K

#2

Lawyers and clients are divided over what they  
value and prioritise in the legal process. 
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Seniority of lawyer working on the matter

Your overheads/costs

What the client will bear/value to client

Level of service you will provide to client

Profit

Number of hours the matter is likely to take

1st 2nd 3rd 4th 6th 7th

R A N K I N G  /  O R D E R  O F  P R I O R I T Y

F A C T O R S  I N F L U E N C I N G  P R I C I N G  
O F  N E W  I N S T R U C T I O N S

“Sometimes what the clients think  
is for their benefit – i.e. the short, sharp, 

quick “just do it” approach – isn’t actually 
for their benefit. They don’t know  

enough to know what they need.” 

A lawyer said:

1. The dividing line: efficiency

BASE 153

Lawyers consider pricing clarity to  
be of primary significance, further 
highlighting the deep divides between  
the expectations of clients and the 
assumptions of lawyers.

Looking at pricing in more detail,  
we discovered that the mindset for 
lawyers is still overwhelmingly hourly.

1/4  of lawyers believe that the  
seniority of the lawyer working on  
the case is the main consideration.

18% of lawyers believe the level of service 
provided to be the top priority.

But this doesn’t seem commercially 
minded; hourly rates seem to still have  
a stranglehold on the thinking in this area.

Only 2 in 10 lawyers believe that providing 
what is of most value – e.g. efficiency, 
timeliness, and addressing needs – to the 
client should be the primary factor when 
deciding costs. There is a fundamental 
difference in values at work here. Could 
the dissonance between client desire and 
lawyer perception exist because lawyers  
don't take clients at their word? 
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Average

Under half

Over half

Clients who brief
lawyers well

Lawyers who take
instructions well

30%

67%

45%

38%

57%

58%

On average, fewer than half of clients are 
felt to be good at briefing. But lawyers are 
only slightly better at taking instruction; 
the shortfall highlights how much work is 
potentially jeopardised from the outset. 
Given how important this is, it’s alarming 
to see that the profession judges itself 
wanting in this area. 

1. The dividing line: efficiency

BASE 153

@LexisNexisUK
9

The Race to Evolve

http://www.lexisnexis.co.uk/en-uk/home.page#
https://twitter.com/lexisnexisuk?lang=en
https://twitter.com/BusinessofLawB


16%

50%

35%

41%

59%

62%

15%

61%

57%

52%

44%

33%

17%

16%

3%

5%

1%

8%

+1%

+2%

+17%

+3%

-11%

-9%

-1%

-1%

-2%

3 0

Taking the initial instruction

Client calls / meetings

Drafting / proof reading

Correspondence

Negotiation

Reviewing

Research

Internal admin / billing

Other

MOST VALUE ADDED %MOST TIME SPENT % % PT DIFFERENCE

C O M P A R I S O N  O F  T I M E  S P E N T  A N D  V A L U E  A D D E DLargely, it seems that lawyers feel 
that time spent per matter stage is 
commensurate with value delivered.

Negotiation, in particular, is seen to be 
efficient; it’s the task where lawyers 
believe they add the greatest value 
relative to the time spent. For drafting 
and correspondence, on the other hand, 
lawyers believe the time they spend 
doesn’t add as much value. 

Are these tasks being underestimated, 
or does it indicate that these tasks 
could be handled more efficiently? 
With only half of lawyers using legal 
tools for drafting, and even fewer for 
correspondence, it's a necessary 
question to ask.

1. The dividing line: efficiency

BASE 153
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support for 
non-legal tasks

Allocating legal 
tasks in line with 
the experience 
of the lawyer

Sticking to your 
practice area / 
not 'dabbling' 
outside it

2. How to drive efficiency
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There’s a disconnect between 
what lawyers believe makes 
them efficient, and their 
willingness to change and 
invest in efficiency measures.

“ �I get to do my work,  and that’s  
success for me. ”

Lawyers identified four key efficiency 
drivers within law firms, so we explored 
this further. Do such activities help firms 
become more efficient?
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13%
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12%
Firms with average or 
below average efficiency

9%

9%

2. How to drive efficiency

“You should be continually upskilling  
and keeping abreast of what’s going  

on anyway.” 

A lawyer said:

BASE 140

Referring vs. Upskilling 

“ �The thing is, you have to cross-sell...  
it's all part of creating brand awareness.” 

Rankings were mixed as to which activities 
lawyers considered the most important 
drivers of efficiency in their law firms. 

But ‘not dabbling’ outside of core 
practice areas emerged as the 
frontrunner, with over a third of lawyers 
ranking it as the top contributor.

However, firms report that 65% of the 
enquiries they receive on a regular basis 
fall outside their main practice areas; 
only 9% look into them or handle them 
internally. Instead, 95% of lawyers refer 
such enquiries to other firms. But are  
they missing a trick? Since almost two 
thirds of firms are actively pursuing 
initiatives to generate new business,  
why not start with the business that 
comes directly to your door?
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RISK AND 
COMPLIANCE

2. How to drive efficiency
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Using technology 

Only 17% of respondents consider  
the active use of technology to be of 
primary importance when it comes to 
driving efficiency.

But that doesn’t change the fact that  
legal tools and technology are used  
by 97% of firms in day-to-day tasks.

Almost all the lawyers we spoke to agree 
that technology contributes to workplace 
efficiency across the board. Risk and 
compliance is the only area where a more 
significant percentage diverged from this 
thinking, but still, the majority agreed that 
technology and tools make a difference.

However, there is a marked disconnect 
between words and action.
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P E R C E N T A G E  O F  T U R N O V E R  S P E N T  O N  O N L I N E  L E G A L  T O O L S

Over 10%

Under 5%

6-10%

2. How to drive efficiency

Back in 2016, 92% of the lawyers we spoke 
to asserted that ‘continued investment in 
technology is no longer optional’ – it is a 
‘must’. Furthermore, lawyers themselves 
are aware that they don’t make use of the 
tools available.

The majority of lawyers who use legal tools 
believe they contribute to efficiency, but  
for each type of tool, even lawyers who 
don’t use them admit they are useful. 

So, the question remains, why do lawyers 
underestimate and firms underinvest  
in them? 

This is curious, especially considering that 
over half of decision-makers and lawyers 
surveyed in our 2016 Mind the Gap report 
believe that technological advancement 
and investment in the best systems and 
processes are important characteristics  
of a ‘great law firm’.

Many of the lawyers we spoke to cite 
systems and processes, as ‘fundamental’. 
‘Without them, you just cannot practice,‘ 
says one. They also contribute to a pleasant 
working environment, due to 'the feeling 
of being supported by having properly-
managed systems in place with back-up.'

But 58% of firms 
are still spending 
less than 5% of 
their turnover on 
legal tools. 

BASE 102
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63% 45%

13%13%39%

Fee earner allocated 
file from beginning to end

Different levels of 
legally qualified staff 

working across a matter

Using admin staff 
for non-legal

elements of  matter 

Practice manager
deals with 

non-legal issues

3 7

A L L O C A T I O N  O F  L E G A L  M A T T E R SAdministrative support

How time is spent, and by whom,  
is crucial to determining and driving 
efficient practices. A senior fee earner’s 
time is valuable, so why spend it on  
non-legal tasks that could be assigned  
to an administrative assistant?

Considering that more than half of 
lawyers believe clients judge value  
based on outcomes, and they 
acknowledge that tasks can be 
accomplished more efficiently with  
legal tools, then why not use them?

2. How to drive efficiency

“There are certainly non-fee-earning 
things that could be done better by 

 non-fee-earning people.” 

A lawyer said:

“Life is very simple at the moment 
– I can just sit here and do my work, 

thanks to my administrative assistant 
and my accountant. I get to do my 
work, and that’s success for me.” 

In the words of another:

BASE 153
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2. How to drive efficiency

Allocating tasks in 
line with experience

Just under half the firms we spoke to use 
differing levels of legally qualified staff 
during the life cycle of a case.

Take initial instructions, for example, 
where the majority are reportedly handled 
by senior members of the team and just 
under 1 in 10 firms say they have no set 
process for allocating instructions at all.

Furthermore, 70% of lawyers during 
the instruction process simply use an 
open pad/question process, compared 
with just 33% who use a centralised, 
streamlined case management system.

When asked whether they consider their 
firms to be performing efficiently overall, 
only 49% would categorise it as “average”. 
It’s worth considering whether this could 
be improved if tasks were allocated to the 
correct members of the team – and with 
the correct legal tools at their disposal. 

@LexisNexisUK
16

The Race to Evolve

http://www.lexisnexis.co.uk/en-uk/home.page#
https://twitter.com/lexisnexisuk?lang=en
https://twitter.com/BusinessofLawB


76% 19%

73% 17%

63%

62%

60%
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D E G R E E  T O  W H I C H  L E G A L
T O O L S  C O N T R I B U T E  T O  E F F I C I E N C Y

4 3 A

Forms / precedents

Case management 

Drafting / proofreading

Research

Correspondence

Billing

Risk and compliance

A lot A little Not much Don’t know / No opinion

Lawyers may not be  
‘well-adapted’ to change,  
but that’s no longer an  
excuse – in today’s market, 
technology is not just 
necessary, it’s inevitable. 

“ �It's not about what's good short term, 
but in having systems that will efficiently 
trace our information in 5-10 years time. 
The research tools are a must have,  
you can't live without them.”

81% of firms spend less than a tenth  
of their turnover on legal tools.

Our previous reports confirm that the  
use of technology is not just necessary, 
it’s inevitable – and our findings this 
year are no different. When asked about 
specific tasks, the majority of lawyers 
strongly agree that technology makes  
a significant contribution to efficiency.

3. Technology: the inevitable frontier

BASE 153

@LexisNexisUK
17

The Race to Evolve

http://www.lexisnexis.co.uk/en-uk/home.page#
https://twitter.com/lexisnexisuk?lang=en
https://twitter.com/BusinessofLawB


4 3 B

95% 44%

90% 36%

91%

86% 33%

90%

84%

76% 38%

43%

45%

45%

USERS NON-USERS

H O W  L E G A L  T O O L S  I M P R O V E  E F F I C I E N C Y
U S E R S  V S  N O N - U S E R S  

Forms / precedents

Case management 

Drafting / proofreading

Research

Correspondence

Billing

Risk and compliance

On average, lawyers use around 4 out 
of 7 legal tools, but almost two-thirds 
of lawyers still rank the active use of 
technology low in the list of efficiency 
drivers. Why is that?

There is a divide between users and non-
users of legal tools, which may go some 
way to explaining the lack of uptake. 
Those who use legal tools find them to 
be a vital component to efficient working 
practices, but it’s hard to convince non-
users to give tools a go, even though they 
accept such tools could help. Not only 
would the use of tools make them more 
efficient, freeing them up to spend more 
time on the business side of the practice, 
but it would improve client servicing – and 
efficiency is precisely what clients want.

95% of lawyers who use legal tools for 
forms and precedents say that they make 
a difference, with 76% of them stressing 
that the contribution is significant.  
For even non-users, 44% accept that  
it would help make them more efficient. 

3. Technology: the inevitable frontier

BASE 153
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I S  Q U A L I T Y  C O N T R O L /  
C O N S I S T E N C Y  A N  I S S U E ?

4 5

37%
ALL LAWYERS

SAY YES

YES YES

41%25%

6+ F E E E A R N E RS<5 F E E E A R N ERS

3. Technology: the inevitable frontier

Furthermore, digitising processes and 
using technology properly would solve  
the problem of consistency that many 
firms are experiencing. Roughly a third  
of the firms we spoke to are encountering 
consistency problems, and it seems the 
issue is worse for firms with more than  
six fee earners on staff. The bigger the  
firm gets, the harder it is to ensure that 
work is consistent. 

BASE 153
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%  O F  L A W Y E R S  W H O  U S E  T O O L S  A N D  
P R O C E S S E S  T O  P R O V I D E  A  C O N S I S T E N T  S E R V I C E

4 6

Standard templates for correspondence 85%

75%

54%

46%

44%

22%

Shared precedents for legal work

File sharing

Risk and compliance pro-forma tools

Pro-forma spreadsheets for calculations

Guidelines for firm’s tone of voice

Proof reading software

Any of these

9%

96%

3. Technology: the inevitable frontier

96% of firms use tools to ensure 
consistency, with templates for 
correspondence and precedent-sharing 
proving to be the most popular. However, 
our research suggests that such problems 
are not necessarily aligned with the 
greater use of tools, but the better use  
of them – arguably, it depends more on 
how they are used. 

This is something that should be tackled 
early on, whenever possible, by ensuring 
that proper systems are in place. As one 
lawyer suggests: ‘if you’re starting up, 
while life is quiet and you haven’t got  
a huge client base to service, spend the 
time and invest the money in setting 
up good systems. That way, you’ll have 
everything at your fingertips when  
you start to get rushed off your feet.’

The problem lies in getting lawyers to take 
a long view. As one lawyer points out:  
‘in the early days when I was on my own,  
I was probably rather systems heavy.  
But that stood us in good stead when  
we later developed into a larger firm.  
It’s not about what’s good short term,  
but in having systems that will efficiently 
trace our information in 5–10 years time.’

BASE 153
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3. Technology: the inevitable frontier

73% of lawyers agree that 
adapting to change is not 
where their strength lies,  
but it’s no longer optional. 
The challenge has been issued:  
keep up with the times, or accept defeat.

So the question becomes – do you want  
to be in practice a decade from now? 
If so, you have no choice but to invest  
in the technological tools that will enable  
you to keep up. 
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O F  L A W Y E R S
C O N S I D E R  T H E I R  

F I R M S  E F F I C I E N C Y  
T O  B E  AV E R AG E

B E L O W  A V E R A G E 1 0 %
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A B O V E

A V E R A G E

N / A 6%

4 9 %  

4 0 A

H O W  F I R M S  R A T E  T H E I R  E F F I C I E N C Y
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4. Catch up or give up

With lawyers acknowledging 
that the service they provide 
needs to improve, the time 
has come to make a change 
– it’s now or never. 

As we discussed in our 2015 report, 
today’s clients are educated, informed, 
and have concrete opinions about what 
they wish to receive from their lawyers.

But there is a gap between what lawyers 
think clients want, and what the clients 
themselves want. The issue on either side 
of the gap is efficiency. From our research, 
we’ve concluded that technology offers 
the best tools to bridge it, and the sooner 
they are utilised the better, before the gap 
gets too wide.

Back in 2015, 80% of lawyers felt they 
provided ‘above average’ service, but this 
clashed with 40% of clients who actually 
believed that this was what they received.

At least in terms of efficiency, lawyers 
do acknowledge that there's a problem, 
according to this years research.

36% of lawyers 
think they’re 
providing an ‘above 
average’ service in 
terms of efficiency

“Clients view what you’ve achieved,  
not how long it took you. If they don’t  

see a match between what you’ve 
achieved and what you’re charging  

them, there’s often a sense  
of grievance” 

A respondent said:
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BASE 153

4. Catch up or give up

“It’s about structure.  
You have to think big, and look ahead. 
What happens when your company 

grows? What will your archiving be like,  
and your records?” 

A respondent said:

Taking a closer look, it seems that firms 
with fewer than 5 fee earners are happier 
with their performance. The figures drop 
significantly when there are more fee 
earners on staff; the majority of lawyers  
at these larger firms think their efficiency 
is simply ‘average’. 

So are smaller firms more efficient?  
Or do they lack foresight, overlooking the 
processes they could be implementing 
now to allow for future growth? 

This is something we’re going to explore 
 in more detail in the future.
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This is a pivotal moment  
for law firms. 

A holding pattern has emerged, whereby 
many firms have identified the changes 
necessary to improve efficiency, working 
practices, and client satisfaction, but have 
not yet made the leap from words to  
action. They have acknowledged that 
changes need to be made, without actually 
making them.

So, the question is: do they believe  
their future is worth investing in?

The sooner firms take the leap across 
the divide, the faster they’ll outpace 
the competition. The possibilities – 
particularly the utilisation of the full  
roster of legal tools and technologies –  
are well within reach, and clients are  
ready and waiting. 

  
 

While the short-term changes may seem 
demanding, requiring a restructuring  
and re-evaluation of working practices,  
the rewards are well worth the effort.  
In addition to creating real and rewarding 
relationships with clients, based on 
mutual understanding and clarity of 
purpose, lawyers have the chance to 
focus on their work, with support from 
administrative staff and technological 
tools that make their day-to-day tasks 
easier, faster, and more client-friendly.

Conclusion

@LexisNexisUK
24

The Race to Evolve

http://www.lexisnexis.co.uk/en-uk/home.page#
https://twitter.com/lexisnexisuk?lang=en
https://twitter.com/BusinessofLawB


The majority of respondents were 
decision-makers spread across the 
country in firms that were equally split 
between small and medium-sized,  
and very small or sole practitioner  
outfits, with a good balance of  
specialist and generalist practices. 

The research was conducted  
throughout June 2017, by an  
independent market research agency, 
Linda Jones & Associates.

Our research sample for this report included 10 in-depth 
interviews, followed by an online survey among 149 lawyers,  
via the LexisNexis databases.

44%

27%

6%

22%

Solo Very small 
(2-10 FE)

Small 
(11-20 FE)Medium 
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50%
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Very Small

49%
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Medium
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4
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Decision Makers

7%

10%
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P R A C T I C E  S I Z E R E S P O N D E N T ' S  R O L E  I N  F I R M O T H E R  D E M O G R A P H I C S
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Jon Whittle is Market 
Development Director at 
LexisNexis, responsible for 
the company’s offering for the 
independent legal sector – 
independent, smaller law  
firms and sole practitioners.

With 17 years of experience in 
research, insight and business 
strategy, throughout his 
career Jon’s been passionate 
about understanding and 
representing the voice of 
individuals to big businesses. 

Jon is currently focused on 
advocacy and community 
development for independent 
legal practitioners.

He produces cutting-edge 
research, such as the industry-
leading annual Bellwether 
report into the changing 
landscape for independent 
legal practitioners and 
supporting the business  
of law firms.

Jon Whittle 
Market Development Director 
LexisNexis

businessoflaw@lexisnexis.co.uk

@LexisNexisUK

0207 421 6962

www.lexisnexis.co.uk/blogsubscribe
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