When upgrading your firm’s technology
Focus on needs, not wants
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Technology is integral to the practice of law in the 21st Century.  As law-firm administrators, you are responsible for making sure that the firm’s lawyers and staff have the technology tools they need in order to provide quality service to clients.
“The operative word here is need,” said Phil J. Shuey.  “What new technology does your firm actually need in order to achieve its strategic plan for the next three to five years?

“All too often, lawyers equate wants with needs,” said Shuey.  “As a personality type, lawyers want – and therefore think they need – the latest automobiles and electronic gadgets.  Luxury car manufacturers and Microsoft love these guys.  As a result, they may ask for technology that far exceeds your firm’s actual needs – and budget.  Your job is to make acquisition of new technology a needs-based business decision.
“Any new technology usually has a useful life of five years,” said Shuey.  “In order to be a good business decision, it had better be able to pay for itself within three years.”

Shuey is a practicing lawyer and president and CEO of Shuey Robinson (www.shueyrobinson.com), an international law office management consulting group that focuses on futurism, technology and change management.  He addressed the subject of law-firm technology at the March 15 program of the Mile High Chapter of the Association of Legal Administrators held at the Adam’s Mark Hotel in Denver.
Shuey also emphasized the importance of including training – via vendor, third party or the Internet – in the budget for any new technology that your firm acquires.

“Despite the earnest claims of vendors, the use of most of these software programs is not intuitive,” said Shuey.  “If you buy an application but do not invest in training, you are making a bad business decision that will surely waste your firm’s money.  Without training, you will only realize 25 percent of the value of that software.”

CPU’s and memory
Law-firm administrators can count on the fact that technology will be constantly evolving; therefore, law-firm technology must constantly evolve to keep pace.
In the area of computer central processing units, the trend is towards multiple-core processors – featuring two, four or even eight cores on a single chip – where code can be executed in parallel.  “Although the speed of each individual core is less,” said Shuey, “the cumulative effect is faster.  In effect, you have multiple computers in one box.
“On the down side, some vendors are trying to require four licenses for a four-core system,” said Shuey.  “Be sure to check your license agreement carefully.”
Other negatives of multi-core processors are heat generation and power consumption.  “Faster is hotter,” said Shuey.  “This is not a big problem with a desktop (although fans will be louder), but a hot laptop is never a pleasant experience.  The new multi-core CPU’s also consume more power – a huge issue with portable computers.”

Random access memory is used as a computer’s primary work space.  “According to Microsoft, today’s hard drive requirements are tomorrow’s memory requirements,” said Shuey.  “You can’t be too thin, too rich or have too much memory.

“Tomorrow’s computer may have 60-plus GB of RAM,” said Shuey.  “Data rates are increasing from the current 533/667 Mhz.  Insufficient or slow RAM will narrow any computer’s RAM/CPU/hard drive pipeline – and keep it from operating at maximum capacity.

“Video memory is also increasingly important, especially in the era of Windows Vista – Microsoft’s new operating system,” said Shuey.  Desktop screen-size should be at least 19 or 20 inches to make the best use of the visual interface of new operating systems.
Storage 

A computer’s hard drive is used for long-term storage.  “With hard drives, rotational speed in important,” said Shuey.  “The faster they spin, the faster they process information.  Ten thousand RPM is not beyond the realm of the possible.  Today, 80 GB is standard storage for a disk drive; in the future, it will be at least twice that number.  Luckily, the cost of storage is going down all the time.”

“Finally, you want to take a manufacturer’s claims about “mean time between failures” of a disk drive with a grain of salt,” said Shuey.  “These estimates are only accurate in a clean, cool, optimal environment.  As mentioned earlier, these new CPU’s run hot. 

“Murphy (of Murphy’s Law fame) is a partner at your law firm,” said Shuey.  “You will meet him soon.  If anything can go wrong, it will go wrong – and usually at the least opportune moment.  It is not a question of ‘if’ your disk drive will fail – but when.  Make sure that you back up all of your data – in more than one location.”
When selecting good portable notebook computers, look for a weight of no more than four pounds, a minimum of four hours of time on a battery (6-7 hours in the future), 250 GB of storage and the best trade off between portability and screen size.  Wireless connectivity is essential; new WiMax technology promises a range of 20-plus miles.
In the distant future, expect to see advances in non-electronic technologies like biological computing (computers that use materials and processes similar to those used by living organisms) and quantum storage (computers that use purely optical components in order to attain higher speeds and lower power consumption).
Also on the far horizon are biometric security controls like retinal recognition in order to use a computer and radio-frequency identification that would allow a computer to recognize a device that identifies a user and his or her work.  When it receives a signal, it will turn itself on to the appropriate user and project.
Software and other technologies
Shuey predicts that “virtualization” software (like VMWare) will someday improve resource utilization and flexibility at law firms by creating “virtual computer” layers between a computer’s physical hardware and its operating system.  “This would allow multiple virtual machines with different operating systems to run in isolation at the same time on the same physical machine,” said Shuey.
“Regarding Microsoft’s new Windows Vista operating system, there is a wide range of opinion,” said Shuey, “but I’ve installed it and I like it.  However, Vista comes with significant system demands.  If Windows XP is a pig, then Vista is a herd of hogs.  Plus, it is an IT challenge to upgrade.  If you already have XP, I would stick with that operating system until you acquire new hardware – which will come equipped with Vista.
“I am also pleased with Microsoft Office 2007,” said Shuey.  “Some people complain about a training hurdle, but I don’t see it.  The changes are easy to learn and lawyers are smart people.  Also consider if you can meet your law firm’s business needs via Corel Office X3, which is half the cost of Microsoft Office 2007, or Open Office or Star Office, which are free or nearly free.”

Finally, Shuey declared that Voice over Internet Protocol – the routing of voice conversations over the Internet – is finally reliable enough for use by law firms.  “VoIP is being successfully used in many major environments,” said Shuey.  “If there is no cost difference between calling Arvada and calling London, why should law firms continue to pay for telephone services that are based on time or distance?”

“When looking at new technology,” said Shuey, “invest in what your law firm needs in order to serve your clients and meet your business goals over the next five years.  Invest in technology that occupies the “sweet spot” between yesterday’s heavily discounted products and tomorrow’s “way cool” and high-priced wants.   Somewhere within that sweet spot you will find the products that deliver the biggest bang for your buck.”
