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When it comes to how far to go with supporting 
clients via technology, firms favour a balanced 
approach rather than just instantly adopting 
whatever platforms clients want to use. Such 
an approach includes considering the type 
of client – particularly practice area - and 
adopting communications solutions according 
to their needs.

In line with how people use online services in 
their consumer lives, more firms are increasingly 
looking to increase their competitive edge by 
considering portals as a way to communicate 
with clients, share documents with them, and do 
legal transactions.

Although some firms are considering client 
portals, we are still at the beginning of any 
Covid-related upswing in adoption. Any solution 
should offer secure transmission, and features 
that go beyond just the ability to transfer and 
view documents.

As lockdown continues, the search for technology 
that allows people to do as much as possible - 
maintain connections, offer support, conduct 
transactions - through their laptop/mobile screens is 
escalating. 

Our 7th Legal IT hangout brought together IT experts 
for an insightful discussion about how their firms are 
supporting staff and clients over the next six months, 
and what tech options they are using to collaborate 
and work as normally as possible. Given how many of 
the people and client needs identified over the past six 
months were completely unpredicted, flexibility is key 
when it comes to tech solutions. It’s a requirement that 
our sponsor, Linetime, is well-positioned to fulfil.  
A specialist provider of case and practice management 
solutions to the legal sector, their Complete Legal 
Management System in particular gives firms the 
freedom to select whichever elements they need from 
it, with the complete solution providing legal case, 
matter, document and financial management, debt 
recovery software and online case collaboration. 
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First, we discussed how firms were using 
technology to help their people through 
the next six months (or longer) of remote 
working, and also to collaborate remotely. 

 
Sam Luxford-Watts, IT Director at IBB 
Solicitors, wasn’t alone in his view that 
they simply couldn’t have survived 
without that mainstay of remote 
working - Teams: “From a collaboration 
point of view, it’s been an amazing tool”. 
But when it comes to people, he noted 
that some staff still struggle with 
isolation. “So, for the next six months, 
we’re working on how to get the right 
balance between the social element 
and keeping staff safe. Also, how 
technology can help with things like 
supervision and mentoring inducted 
people,” he said. Like most law firms, 
IBB were paper heavy before Covid-19; 
a habit that would pose a definite barrier 
to effective remote working and 
collaboration. The firm is starting to put 
solutions such as Paper River (document 
and data capture software) in place, said 
Sam. Covid-19 has accelerated the need 
to implement these and other 
technologies: “These are projects that 
we were looking at two or three years 
down the line - done in seven months.”

 
 
 
Similarly, Clarion solicitors is bringing 
in tech that wouldn’t have been 
considered a year ago, according to 
Dan Mitchell, the firm’s Head of IT. 
“We’d been pushing for video-
conferencing to be installed for two or 
three years. But everyone said ‘I’m not 
appearing in front of a camera’. Now 
it’s an everyday occurrence,” he said.

Paul Longhurst, consultant and owner 
at Three Kites, spoke of the “knee jerk” 
response of many law firms he has 
spoken with: “They think everything 
will go back after a few months. These 
are the firms still struggling with ‘what 
do we put in place’? And they’ve 
extended applications out to the home 
and not talked about security as much 
as they should have done.”

Pre-Covid, Clarion solicitors already 
had a flexible home working policy, so 
were well prepared in terms of tech, 
said Dan. What he is concerned with is 
culture: “We were all under one roof, 
and now we are under 260 roofs. How 
do we keep that together? In the early 
days, everybody was doing Zoom 
quizzes, but people now have Zoom 
and Teams fatigue.” 

  

Roughly what % of 
your client/ customer 
interactions are fully 
or partly digitised?

57%  
50-57% 
Digitised

22%  25-50% Digitised

22%  Less than 25%

0%  None

How likely is your firm 
to adopt a customer 
portal for legal work 
in the next year?

22%  Very likely 

17%  Likely 

9%  Already have one  

but not used

26%
Already have 
one and use 
as often as 
possible

26%
Unlikely
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Clients
Next, we moved to looking at 
collaboration and technology through a 
client perspective. What lessons had 
law firms learned over the past six 
months? And what were their plans for 
the next six?
 

“Clients want you to be able to 
communicate on whatever their 
preferred platform is - whether 
WhatsApp, FaceTime, or Teams,” said 
Dan. This means his team often get 
random requests. “It’s always a last-
minute request from staff - ‘in three 
minutes I need to do this’ – which is 
tricky for the IT team to support, but 
that’s what we have to do,” he said. Also, 
he has noticed that the hours that 
people need to be available to their 
clients are blurred: “We’re regularly 
supporting staff who are taking calls and 
needing assistance long after five 
o’clock.” One positive aspect is the 
increase in collaboration: “Traditionally, 
you would sit in front of someone to get 
a wet signature but tools such as 
DocuSign are coming into their own.” 
The efficiency, paper savings, and 
transaction streamlining – and the 
resulting competitive edge – offered by 
digital signatures can’t be 
underestimated. It’s the reason why 
Linetime integrated the digital signing of 
documents as a key feature in its case 
management platform; the e-signature 
capability allows multiple parties to sign 
documents electronically. More than 
just a convenience, electronic signatures 
are a key part of any digitalisation 
strategy and now expected by the 
general consumer.  

 
 

When it comes to how far to go to 
support clients via technology, there was 
a consensus among the panel that it was 
a more a balancing act. Three Kites 
occasionally go out and interview their 
client’s (law firm’s) clients. “We’re careful 
when we ask, ‘what do you want to see 
from your legal supplier’ so as not to set 
expectations,” said Paul. His advice: 
“Understand broadly what people are 
looking for and find the areas that will 
have the greatest traction. Then provide a 
channel and say, ‘this is it’. Don’t keep 
asking, ‘what do you want’ or you’ll end 
up with 10 or 11 different portals.” 

Sam was in solid agreement on being 
decisive when it comes to methods 
of communicating with clients. “In 
the early days, everybody had their 
own video conferencing platform. 
Early on, we settled on Teams. 
However, departments such as the 
commercial services team have 
corporate clients who have settled 
on Zoom or WebEx. We haven’t rolled 
those out, but we do give clear 
guidance on our preferred platform,” 
he said. Despite making it clear what 
platform the firm uses, he noted that 
it’s also about having the right solution 
for a particular type of client: “Private 
clients are older and always want to 
phone, so we moved all our telephones 
into Teams. Our DDI numbers follow 
us everywhere”. He acknowledged 
that portals were a possibility: “But 
they’re just coming online now and 
we’re going through the process with 
our clients to understand how they 
want to interface with us now that 
we’re in a more extended lockdown.”  

        What technologies are 
you using to support 
collaboration and 
working in the ‘new 
normal’? 
(Multi-select) 

65% 
Video Call

65% 
Microsoft 365

43% Email

30% Intranet

22% Mobile app

17%  SharePoint 

13%  Bespoke tools(s)  

created in house 

4%  Spreadsheets 

0%  Other
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We actually polled attendees on the very 

question of client portals – asking ‘How 

likely is your firm to adopt a customer 

portal for legal work in the next year’. 

26% said it was ‘unlikely’, but equally, 

26% said that they have a portal, and use 

it as often as possible. It will be interesting 

to see whether the ‘unlikely’ figure shifts 

downward as lockdown goes on. Clients 

are understandably concerned about 

security – and in this regard a solution 

such as Linetime’s ‘Liberate Self-Serve’ 

goes a long way to assuaging such fears. 

It promises to give clients secure access 

– including via mobile devices – to key 

documents and data. And it’s more than 

just a nice way of transferring and 

displaying documents; offering status 

and progress reports, and interactive 

features so clients can be proactively 

involved with their case.

Andy Hawley, Business Development 

Manager at Linetime, pointed out how 

although people are accustomed to 

using portals for insurance, travel, and so 

on, he has seen pushback from legal 

firms when it comes to going down the 

portal route. He asked the panel, in 

terms of better ways of communicating, 

giving better services, and cutting costs, 

how they viewed legal work going via 

these portals in the future? 

Paul relayed the story of a piece of work 

at a law firm that had grown over time 

to a final bill of £200,000 – which the 

client, who was expecting around half 

that amount, simply refused to pay. He 

advocated breaking work down into 

phases and saying to the client “this 

is where we’re up to…we’ve spent this 

much”. Not surprisingly, he has seen 

clients pushing back harder: “We are 

seeing more of our clients, the law 

firms, saying, we’re going to have to 

give this information to our clients.”  

Then it becomes about making sure that 

this information is up to date: “And that’s 

about things like time capture. You can’t 

have a portal and have someone put time 

in at the end of the week. The client looks 

at it and says, ‘this is great, we’ve done all 

this work and we’re only this much on 

the clock’ when you have another week’s 

worth of time to go on there.” This point 

about time capture goes to the heart of 

what makes an effective time recording 

solution. Linetime’s time recording 

system is more than just an online time 

sheet – the automatic recording is clock-

based (the clock is always visible and 

capturing time – rather than it having to 

be entered manually). And their Legal 

Case Management Software is specifically 

designed to improve client service and 

collaboration with clients. The powerful 

client portal enables document review, 

and the ability for clients to check up on 

the progress of their case. Users can also 

specify procedures such as automatic 

update of key dates and reminders for 

the diary. 

A lot of great information and ideas 

came out of this hangout; including 

concerns and suggestions around how 

far firms should go in adapting their 

technology strategies to fit around ever-

evolving client needs and wants. A lack 

of face-to-face interaction could mean 

that clients will increasingly just want to 

know more about how their case is 

progressing. In fact, with remote 

working, solutions such as Linetime’s 

feature-rich management software – 

which focuses on tracking, monitoring, 

and collaboration in real time – will 

really come into their own. Linetime also 

allows users to choose between 

complete end to end systems or 

individual software modules – a flexible 

approach sure to be welcomed in today’s 

fast-changing environment.

Tools such as MS Teams 
have huge potential for 
law firms in team 
collaboration, matter 
management and 
client engagement. 
Would you say your 
firm’s collaboration 
tools are:  
(Multi-select)

83%  
Primarily used for 
chatting and video 
conferencing

39%  Set up with a clear 
structure that 
enables effective 
communication and 
information sharing

35%  Set up securely, with 
access & permissions 
restrictions in place

13%  Integrated with your 
other applications (e.g. 
Document Management) 
where possible

0%  My firm does not use  
collaboration tools

www.linetime.co.uk
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Linetime supports practice, case and matter management 
with additional support for CRM, client collaboration, 
document collaboration, OFR/Compliance and remote fee 
earner support via pc or tablet. Clients can select complete 
“end to end” systems or individual software modules.

With over 36 years’ experience of servicing traditional law 
firms, volume legal service providers as well as specialist 
teams within large organisations, Linetime have a proven track 
record delivering robust, Microsoft based, legal solutions.

We are proud of our client list including Trethowans LLP, 
Paris Smith LLP, Carson McDowell LLP, Gowling WLG, Wilkin 
Chapman LLP, Freeths LLP and Next PLC.
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ALTERNATIVE HANGOUTS
 →  a new digital community space for the 
professional services sector to socialise, learn, 
network and interact. 

View the schedule for our Alternative 
Hangouts at www.alterantivehangouts.com  

ALTERNATIVE INSIGHTS 
 →  The home of professional services 
knowledge, insights and innovation 
Accountancy | In-House Legal | Law Firms 
| Management Consultancy | Real Estate & 
Property 

www.alternativeinsights.co.uk   
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Linetime provide the 
Mid-tier and top 200 law 
firms, PLCs and leading 
UK accountancy firms 
with software solutions 
to increase fee earner 
productivity and support 
direct engagement with 
the law firm’s clients. 
Ultimately, Linetime 
ensure you are managing 
your business, not the 
software. 
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