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Poor Information Management 
Exacerbates a Crisis 

 

 
 
In a way a law firm is not so much a business as a collection of 
affiliated businesses, a federation. Discrete practice groups, even 
individual partners, often have very different information 
management needs and practices. Part of that owes to the highly 
variable nature of legal work in general. Also playing a role is the 
natural tendency to guard one’s turf in a profession that closely ties 
status and compensation to personal performance. 

As a result, harmonizing information management practices within a 
firm has always been a challenge in the legal profession. This problem 
was exacerbated, over a 20-year period starting in the mid-1980s. As 
law firms underwent two decades of unprecedented growth, their 
information management problems compounded. Each merger and 
lateral hire added another layer of information procedures and 
precautions to mega firms. Whole practice groups hopped from firm to 
firm to firm, leaving a patchy trail of information and relationships in 
their wake. 

Although many in the profession acknowledged that information and records management was problematic all along, it was an 
easy can to kick down the road. The rapid expansion of firms coincided with an industry-wide growth in revenue and profits. 
Billings were a firms’ top priority, not managing documents that cost mere cents per month to store off-site. With more and more 
money rolling in, there was little incentive to engage in the costly and complicated process of improving information and records 
management. 

This approach was not totally illogical. Over the previous century, the legal sector had weathered numerous economic cycles 
with nary a hiccup in growth. Confident in the axiom that clients need lawyers even more in bad times than in good, there was 
little reason to plan for a rainy day when it came to the nagging challenges of harmonizing records. That all changed, however, 
with the onset of the global financial crisis. 

Facing a deep and sustained recession, corporate clients faced unprecedented pressure to cut costs, and for the first time they 
passed that pressure on to outside counsel en masse. Firms were forced to lay off lawyers, cancel associate programs and 
scale back staff. Profitable practices decamped for greener pastures, leaving their former partners to fend for themselves. A 
shocking number of large and venerable firms imploded altogether. 

This crisis in the profession revealed a long-ignored or misunderstood fact: 
A significant percentage of the cost of any document lies at the end of its 
life cycle. Struggling firms were forced to confront the harsh realities that 
sudden attrition amplifies the volume, urgency and cost of document 
management—all at a time when the firm is least prepared to absorb the 
additional work effort and expense. 

Hard times always reveal underlying problems and the bitter experience of 
the firms that crumbled in recent years illustrates a clear lesson for the 
legal sector: In a crisis, any added cost and confusion can contribute to and 
even hasten a firm’s demise. It’s much better to assess and improve 
document management before the storm hits. 
 
 

Understand the Document Information Lifecycle 
 
Every document is created, stored and should eventually be destroyed. Sometimes records must be found and used and re-filed 
along the way. Each action has a cost attached. Law firms need a complete understanding of the full cycle if they hope to 
manage the process efficiently and cost-effectively. 

 

 

Large firms easily spend millions on hard 

copy storage. Negotiating better storage 

contracts alone can save more than 30 

percent.  Implementing a system that sends 

fewer documents to storage can reduce 

costs more than 50 percent resulting in 

substantial annual savings. 
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Creation Phase — The first phase, in which the document is created or acquired, is generally the most expensive. In addition to 
the time and effort that goes into creation, the document is likely to be in active use for a period of time, being reviewed, 
modified and passed between various parties within and outside the firm. In an intellectual property matter, this period may last 
a few days; in litigation it may take years.  

Inactive/Semi-Active Phase — After the initial phase, the document goes into a dormant period, and may be stored on- or off-
site for up to seven years. Many factors play into where and how a document is stored, including the need for ready access, 
available space, real estate rates, transportation. and filing costs. In any event, this is usually the longest and least expensive 
phase, but among the most critical, because decisions affecting if and how the document is stored have a significant affect on 
how it is ultimately accessed. 

Finding the Document — As the document nears the end of its life cycle, the cost spikes again. Even in the most organized 
systems there is a cost associated with finding the document, but without proper organization that cost is exponentially higher. 

Final Disposition — Finally, there is a cost associated with final review, removal and disposal. These costs are incurred 
whether destroying or transferring the document and properly recording the transaction. This expense is usually proportionally 
significant as well. 

 

Build Trust 
 
Every firm, even a two-person shop—needs an effective system for 
managing documents, and larger firms need dedicated records staff. Ratios 
vary based on the complexity of the practice areas in question, but on 
average law firms typically require one records staff person for every –15-
30 attorneys. Hiring records staff, of course, is just the beginning. These 
professionals need to organize and standardize document practices within 
the firm—no small challenge.  

Garnering trust in this realm can be difficult, as lawyers often take a 
proprietary stance when it comes to their information assets, including 
managing their documents. Moreover, the systems they’re accustomed to may be individualized to their own practice and in some 
cases completely idiosyncratic. Power differentials are another concern, as some attorneys and some practice groups wield more 
power than others. As a result, the first step in building an effective information management program is often the hardest: Getting 
everyone in the firm to buy in. 

The most effective approach is to create and articulate clear baseline practices for everyone in the firm to follow. These need  

not be intrusive or complicated, and they should stress the bottom-line impact. Inefficient document management incurs 
unnecessary cost across the board, from staff time to storage fees, has a negative effect on client service, and may lead to 
undue risk for the firm. Clearly communicating the cost savings and service improvement inherent in effective document 
management can cut through initial resistance. 

A phased rollout also helps. After an initial assessment that isolates areas of waste, it’s easiest to start with the low hanging 
fruit, gradually moving toward more contentious areas after lawyers across the firm have grown more comfortable with the 
process. The focus is on minimally intrusive changes at the outset, gradually moving toward the things that directly affect day-to-
day operations. 

Once records staff have built a level of trust, they can begin to apply uniform standards across practice groups. There is usually 
some pushback and territorial concern at this stage, and that’s okay. The best records management programs make room for 
exclusivity, but are not overpowered by it. 

In the end, it is best to acknowledge that various practice groups are likely to do things differently. Their client service needs and 
personal preferences will differ, as will their approach to managing their client’s information. The best solution is to set a 
baseline that can work for everyone and be tailored where necessary, but still allow for speed and efficiency at the end of the 
document life cycle. 

 

 

 

 

Costs associated with document removal or 

destruction range from $5 to $30 per box. 

These costs can be mitigated or averted by 

diligently reviewing inventories and working 

closely with your vendors. 



 

 

Information Management 

  
 
  

 
© 2012 HBR CONSULTING. All Rights Reserved. 

312.201.8400
 www.hbrconsulting.com  |  info@hbrconsulting.com

 

New Tools, New Opportunities 

 
Information and Records management is a fast-evolving discipline. Government regulations continually evolve, and professional 
associations and ethics bodies continue to provide updated guidelines to lawyers and practioners on the management of certain 
files. At the same time, new tools make it easier to establish uniform standards for document management, while leaving room 
for the quirks of individual lawyers and practices. 

In addition, software that enables digital storage is getting better, more intuitive and cheaper. Attorneys no longer have to err on 
the side of preservation. They can now better assess the need to save documents, and preserve many of them electronically. 
That means less physical storage on-site and off, a significant cost savings. 

These tools are particularly helpful in a time of crisis or a merger, situations where massive numbers of documents must be 
located and processed in a short time frame. 

In an era where attorney and practice group mobility is high, these technological advances benefit both the lawyers on the 
move, and those who remain behind. The advantages of new technology don’t necessarily go without saying, however, so 
records management staff should be sure to articulate these benefits. 

 

Inaction Always Makes Matters Worse 
 
Every document costs something but a concerted, thoughtful management 
program can cut this necessary expense considerably. Absent a forward-
thinking initiative to harmonize records management, however, firms tend 
not to understand the consequences of the status quo until it’s too late. 
Poor management can scuttle a merger, or worse, speed the decline of a 
firm that suddenly loses key partners or practice groups. 

The best time to assess document management practices is long before 
it’s required.    Where efficient records management practices are absent, 
unnecessary cost is incurred with every document that is created or 
received and it grows with each passing day.   
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Typically, law firms’ storage volumes and 

associate costs increase by 2 percent to 5 

percent each year. Basic operations 

improvements within records departments 

can effectively eliminate this growth. 


