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USING MANAGEMENT SYSTEMS

Efficiency in the Management of a small law office calls for the development and use of “systems.”  Systems consist of forms, methods and ways to handle the things that you do in most cases or in a particular type of transaction that your office handles over and over again.  Systems may be computer based or manual.  Systems may be comprehensive or simple.  Repetitive tasks like client intake, opening of files, calendaring, conflict checking, document generation, periodic reports to clients and processing of closings are all things that may bee the subject of systems.  Just as many of us use “go bys” in preparing pleadings, the business end of our practices can use systems and forms so that we do not have to re-invent the proverbial wheel for these regular (and sometimes boring) management tasks.

The first systems were, of course, paper based systems.  In it’s simplest  incarnation, if you use a form for a new client to fill out, have your secretary use the information on that form to open the client’s file, set up a billing / expense ledger card from that same form, and add the information to a master client list that is periodically re-alphabetized in order to easily check for conflicts, you are using a system.  This can all be done without a computer.  If you do all this manually and by yourself, then you are probably being pretty inefficient.  If  you have the client file out the form, teach your secretary or assistant to use the information to do the other tasks manually, then you are being more efficient.  Your time is being spent isolating the client’s legal problems, determining the best approach to solve those problems and implementing the solution.  Your assistant, who works at a lower hourly rate than you is doing the management functions.  Obviously, if these functions are done electronically, then your efficiency has increased  even more.  There are, as always, trade-offs.  If you do everything yourself, then you know everything 
about the status of the client’s matter.  However, I dare say, that you will still spend a lot of time going back and forth from ledger to client list, to intake form, to paper file to incoming documents and not near as much time solving the client’s problem. 


The first step in developing systems for managing your office is therefore to determine that you can relinquish some control and delegate the repetitive and non-legal functions to a secretary, office manager or other assistant.  If you are not particularly good at organizing these processes, you may even want to delegate the development of the system to an assistant.  


A simple paper “system” is a form set for transmittal of court notices or to request actions to be taken by  the client.  Lack of communication with clients about the status of their matters has already been pointed out as a primary source of malpractice claims and client dissatisfaction.  A simple system where your assistant checks off a few boxes on a form, attaches the in-coming correspondence to it, mails it to the client and places a copy of the form in the file can help alleviate client dissatisfaction, not to mention numerous phone calls.  A more formal system that sends out regular notices to clients about the status of their cases can also be used.  Your computer or you assistant can even calendar these reports to go out periodically, say every 60 days.  Examples of forms for this purpose are included in the appendix.

There are numerous software packages on the market that are specifically designed for law firms.  Many of these “integrated packages” handle calendaring, contact management, conflict checking, time-record keeping, billing accounting functions and even document assembly.  As a general rule, the more bells and whistles you get, the more you pay.  Some computer based systems, such as Amicus Attorney are designed to be your legal assistant.  This system has a voice to pleasantly remind you that you have an appointment or hearing in thirty minutes.  There are other software programs that are general off the shelf packages that can do many of the same 
functions, although not specifically geared to the legal profession.  The more generic the software, the more time you or someone familiar with your operations will have to spend setting it up and modifying its functions.    

The popularity of various case management systems has steadily increased.  Usually a lawyer picks a system for one of its features and makes do with the other features even if they are not exactly what he wants.  The system you chose should be one you understand and one that your staff can and will use.  Training is essential.  While most software venders have a program where they will come to your office and train your staff, these can be quite expensive.  Often, the built-in training, supplemented with on-line help is sufficient.  Some programs, like TimeMatters, for instance, come with a separate training CD.  Once your assistant or secretary becomes familiar with the program as it is used in your office, he or she should participate in training new employees as they come into your firm.  You may even want your secretary to work with the program first and then have her train you!  
There are many programs out there.  Attached to this paper is an article from a recent issue of Legal Assistant Today, on the use by paralegals of various software programs in different settings.  A few items worth noting came from this article.  First, almost 60 percent of the paralegals who responded reported that they did not use any legal specific litigation support program, although almost 50 percent of the respondents specialize in litigation. Second, while 92 percent of the paralegals use word-processing on a daily basis, only 33 percent of them use case/ practice management software on a daily basis.  Third, upgrading of software has slowed down with 34 percent of law firms employing these paralegals, both large and small, consciously delaying the purchasing of new technology for economic reasons.  Finally, Microsoft Word 
continues to dominate use in the legal workplace, but it lost ground in the last year with WordPerfect gaining 2 percentage points.

Whatever system you choose to implement, you should realize that the system needs to be continuously evaluated to be sure it is in fact making your management functions more efficient.  Try the system and modify it if you see other ways to improve the functions.  There may be systems that work for your particular practice that are not the ones most heavily advertised or used by other lawyers.  You may be able to simply take your paper system and make it more efficient by automating it without the need for new software.  Not all practices need a full computerized practice / case management system .  All practices, however, will benefit from evaluating those practice management functions that are part of the day-to day operations and making them as automatic as possible.  That is what practice management by using a “systems” approach is all about.

 The last part of this presentation will be to demonstrate some of the functions of management systems that I use in my firm.  I use TimeMatters 7.0 for calendaring and case management.  It integrates with TimeSlips (of which I use an older version) for billing.  I also use Quickbooks for payroll and tax accounting.   I do not use a deposition  or discovery organizer system like Summation or E-Transcript, but I get all depositions on disk or CD  so that I can do whatever searches I choose, even in the midst of trial.  I use regularly use PowerPoint in courtroom presentations.   For our loan closings, we use the relatively inexpensive series from NationalLawForms.com for HUD1, amortization schedules and TIL forms.  These systems have worked for me.  You should find those that will work for your practice.  None of these representations are paid advertisements for any vender.  I have used several different systems in the past and many have their own advantages and disadvantages.
APPENDIX 

SYSTEMS USED IN A SMALL LAW FIRM

LAW OFFICES OF JAMES D. SMITH, LLC

ATTORNEYS AT LAW

2820 SEVENTH STREET

TUSCALOOSA, ALABAMA  35401

Telephone (205) 759-4004

Fax (205) 752-0235

CLIENT INFORMATION (please print)
Check the Attorney you are scheduled to see

                
James D. Smith     _____
Adam L. Bourne   _____                                                                                                                                                                                  

DATE:




 ARE YOU A NEW CLIENT:

IS THIS A NEW MATTER:


NAME:







DATE OF BIRTH:




 

SOCIAL SECURITY #:




DRIVER’S LICENSE #:






ADDRESS:














CITY:







 STATE:

ZIP:




HOME PHONE:





 WORK PHONE:







CELLULAR OR OTHER PHONE: ______________________________

BUSINESS OR EMPLOYER:












ADDRESS:














SEND CORRESPONDENCE TO:


  HOME

_____ WORK

TELEPHONE CALLS TO:

  HOME

_____ WORK  

____ OTHER

PERSON RESPONSIBLE FOR PAYMENT:











PLEASE GIVE  A BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF YOUR CASE OR LEGAL NEEDS:  _________________________________________________ 

NAME OF ADVERSE PARTY:












ADVERSE PARTY ADDRESS:













ADVERSE PARTY ATTORNEY:












DO YOU CURRENTLY HAVE AN ATTORNEY OR THIS OR ANY OTHER MATTER:





IF SO, WHO?:














HOW DID YOU COME TO THE LAW OFFICE OF JAMES D. SMITH?

YELLOW PAGES:




OTHER ADVERTISEMENT:




FORMER CLIENT:




LEGAL SERVICES PLAN:




REFERRED BY:





OTHER:








To be completed by Law Office Staff:

ATTORNEY:







FILE NUMBER:


________

TYPE OF MATTER:













STATUTE OF LIMITATIONS:












TYPE OF FEE

RETAINER:





CONTINGENT FEE:






FIXED FEE:





OTHER:







SYNOPSIS OF CASE OR FACTS:





















































































ADDITONAL ADVERSE OR RELATED PARTIES:





































































ADDITIONAL  ITEMS NEEDED: ______________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

CONFLICT OF INTEREST (’d:




S/L ENTERED ON CALENDAR:





FILE OPENED:






ENGAGEMENT LETTER  SENT:




CONTRACT ON FILE:





NON ENGAGEMENT LETTER SENT:



RECORDS ORDERED:





July 27, 2006

RE:  Non-Representation Letter


Our File No. 

Dear Ms. XXXXXXXX:


I have reviewed your case and decided that this is not a matter I will be able to pursue. Unfortunately, these matters are sometimes costly and time consuming to pursue.  Please understand that you certainly have the right to seek other legal counsel and get an opinion from other attorneys. It may be that other attorneys would view this differently, or would wish to pursue it for you.  You should understand that any cause of action you have might be affected by a Statue of Limitations. You should therefore seek other counsel as soon as possible if you wish to pursue any claim you may have.


PLEASE UNDERSTAND THAT FROM THIS POINT ON NEITHER JAMES D. SMITH NOR THE LAW OFFICES OF JAMES D. SMITH, LLC REPRESENTS YOU IN THIS MATTER.

 We have copies of same of the documents that you brought in concerning said case stored in your file.  If you would like to retrieve them, please call our office and we will make them available for you to pick up.

If you have any questions, please let me know. If we can help you in any other matter, please do not hesitate to call. I have also enclosed the documents that you previously left with my office.








Sincerely,








James D. Smith

	THE LAW OFFICES OF 

JAMES D. SMITH

2820 - 7TH STREET

TUSCALOOSA, AL  35401

205-759-4004
	 FORMCHECKBOX 
 SPECIAL

 FORMCHECKBOX 
 MONTHLY

 FORMCHECKBOX 
 QUARTERLY

 FORMCHECKBOX 
 SEMI-ANNUAL

 FORMCHECKBOX 
 ANNUAL
	STATUS REPORT
	CLIENT:

     
MATTER:

     
FILE NO:       

	We are pleased to provide you with this Report on the status of your matter.

The following entries, as checked, are applicable.

TYPE OF CASE AND GENERAL PROGRESS OF MATTER:

	 FORMCHECKBOX 
 OFFICE
	 FORMCHECKBOX 
 GENERAL LITIGATION
	 FORMCHECKBOX 
 ESTATE

	 FORMCHECKBOX 
 Case Evaluation

 FORMCHECKBOX 
 Research and Investigation

 FORMCHECKBOX 
 Negotiation

 FORMCHECKBOX 
 Document Drafting

 FORMCHECKBOX 
 Closing
	 FORMCHECKBOX 
 Case Evaluation

 FORMCHECKBOX 
 Research and Investigation

 FORMCHECKBOX 
 Pleading

 FORMCHECKBOX 
 Discovery

 FORMCHECKBOX 
 Motions and Pre-Trial

 FORMCHECKBOX 
 Final Trial Preparation

 FORMCHECKBOX 
 Trial

 FORMCHECKBOX 
 Post-Trial (Or Appeal)
	 FORMCHECKBOX 
 Filing Petition

 FORMCHECKBOX 
 Assembling Assets

 FORMCHECKBOX 
 Preparing Inventory

 FORMCHECKBOX 
 Dealing with Claims

 FORMCHECKBOX 
 Filing and Paying Taxes

 FORMCHECKBOX 
 Preparing Final Account

 FORMCHECKBOX 
Distribution and Closing

	CURRENT MATTER STATUS:

	We are currently waiting for the following items:
	Our next efforts on your behalf will be:

	1.       
2.       
3.       
4.       
	 FORMCHECKBOX 
 You       
 FORMCHECKBOX 
 You       
 FORMCHECKBOX 
 You       
 FORMCHECKBOX 
 You       
	     

	ACCOUNT STATUS:

	The status of your account with us is presently:

 FORMCHECKBOX 
 Current.  THANK YOU.

 FORMCHECKBOX 
 In arrears       months in the amount of $     .  Please remit or make arrangements to settle this account.

 FORMCHECKBOX 
 We need a further deposit of $      into our Trust Account.



	OTHER NOTES:

	     


	Dated:  July 30, 2006
	
	Thank You,


	THE LAW OFFICES OF 

JAMES D. SMITH

2820 - 7TH STREET
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	CLIENT:

     
MATTER:

     
FILE NO:       

	We are pleased to provide you with this Report on the status of your matter.

The following entries, as checked, are applicable.

TYPE OF CASE AND GENERAL PROGRESS OF MATTER:

	 FORMCHECKBOX 
 OFFICE
	 FORMCHECKBOX 
 GENERAL LITIGATION
	 FORMCHECKBOX 
 ESTATE

	 FORMCHECKBOX 
 Case Evaluation
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 Filing Petition
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 Assembling Assets

 FORMCHECKBOX 
 Preparing Inventory

 FORMCHECKBOX 
 Dealing with Claims

 FORMCHECKBOX 
 Filing and Paying Taxes

 FORMCHECKBOX 
 Preparing Final Account

 FORMCHECKBOX 
Distribution and Closing

	


	


	CURRENT MATTER STATUS

 We are currently waiting for the following items:
	

	_____________________________________________     From:

_____________________________________________     From:

_____________________________________________     From:

_____________________________________________     From:

Our next efforts on your behalf will be:

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

______________________________________________________
	 FORMCHECKBOX 
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  ______________________
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  ______________________
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Please see reverse side for further information.

