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All too often I hear the question “is all the money we spent on technology worth it”  Without a technology plan you will never know.  You will spend money on technology because “everyone else is” or because someone in the office read something in a magazine.  A plan gives you focus and a place to go when evaluating new hardware of software.


What is a technology plan?  A technology plan is simply a blueprint for your firm that describes how you plan to use technology to meet your firm’s business goals and objectives over the next five years.  It is a working document that must be revised on a continuous basis as the firm’s plans change and technology becomes obsolete.  This blueprint consists of nine major components as described below.  Note that these components are highly interrelated and will not necessarily be developed in the following order.


The Firm


This section of the plan describes your firm as it is today and how you see it in one, two and five years.  It includes a description of staffing levels and areas of practice during this timeline.  Does your firm plan to grow or remain static; will it expand to take on new areas of law or focus on one area and become a boutique practice?  These decisions will have a major impact on the technology you decide to implement.  A five lawyer firm with a general practice has considerably different technology requirements than a ten lawyer firm focused on insurance law, yet the former may have plans to grow into the latter in a five year business plan.


Your Goals


The primary goal of any business is to provide a satisfactory level of income to the partners in the business.  You will need to determine what “satisfactory” means, along with any other goals your firm or the partners in the firm might have.  These will include quality of life goals, professional goals, reputation etc. if relevant to your firm.  Technology is starting to allow more flexibility in meeting some of the quality of life goals with the advent of the Internet and remote network connections.  If these goals are clearly spelled out, then you can plan to meet them.


The Firm’s Strategy


What strategy will you use to achieve the goals described above, and how does technology fit within this strategy?  For example, if you have decided that a “satisfactory” level of income is considerably higher than the industry average, then how will you achieve this goal and what role will technology have in helping you to achieve it?  Will you focus on reducing overhead, increasing your hourly rate or attracting quality clients, and what role will technology have in this process?


Develop Requirements to Meet the Strategy


This section describes the components and attributes the computer system, as finally installed, must have in order to meet the strategy, goals and objectives described above.  This is a difficult part of the plan to create as it requires the writer to state requirements in the abstract without reference to a specific product or technology.  This portion of the plan is necessary so that you can analyze specific software packages to determine if they meet your firm’s requirements.  I have included a sample paragraph and four points to illustrate the kinds of things that will be included in this portion of your technology plan:


The system must support the sometimes disparate needs of the three major groups within the firm:  lawyers, secretaries and administration.  Lawyers need tools that are as intuitive as possible so that they can easily learn the basics and easily figure out the more complex operations they require only occasionally.  Secretaries need powerful tools that have many shortcuts built in.  Administrative staff need systems that automate routine tasks easily.


Specifically the firm needs:


�SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h�	a computer system that is easy for lawyers to learn and use


�SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h�	word processing that is compatible with the systems used by clients and other firms and is integrated into the firm’s other systems


�SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h�	a system that can be restored to working condition within hours of a total failure


�SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h�	cost-tracking of photocopier, long-distance telephone, printing and faxes, integrated into the accounting system


Major Systems


This section describes the major systems in the firm and the specific requirements in detail for each system.  Most law firms will have the following basic systems:  word processing, document management, accounting, calendar, communications and research.  Others will have systems like corporate records management, litigation support and the like.  Each system should be considered and the specific requirements documented.


Architecture 


This part of the plan will describe the technology architecture the firm plans to install or work towards:  network topology, operating systems and links to the outside world.  This section provides the technological foundation for the rest of the system.  For a very small firm this part of the plan may be simply to choose Windows95 as both the network operating system and the workstation operating system, and designate a single workstation to double as a file server with a modem attached to connect to the Internet for EMail, QL and BCOnline, and a single printer for all to share.  A larger firm may have pages of diagrams describing routers and servers with multiple operating systems and redundant servers and multiple high speed links to remote offices and the outside world.  


Software Selection/Development


Software selection is the most difficult part of designing a system.  In the perfect world all software would work together and share data seamlessly.  However, as companies strive for better and better products and larger market shares, yesterday’s software is incompatible with today’s and one company’s package does not integrate with another’s.  


When making software selections your firm should choose software that works well together rather than choosing separately the best EMail package, database, word processor and spreadsheet etc.  


In making choices between competing software products you must balance four fundamental issues : 


the product’s functionality,  


the product’s ease of use,


the product’s integration with the other packages chosen, and


the product’s long term viability.


In addition to these fundamental issues there are other subsidiary issues to consider.  They include: 


the overall cost of the product to use over its life,  


the availability of local consulting services to support and modify the product,


the availability of trained staff, and


the openness of the product in terms of allowing customization.


Budget


This is the easiest part of the plan.  Simply take the details as described under the architecture and software selection/development sections, and price them.  The more difficult part is to work through all the combinations and permutations of these choices to come up with a plan the will be affordable.


Installation Plan


This section sets out what hardware and software will be installed in the first year, in the second year and within the next three years.


The final comment I have on technology planning is somewhat self serving, but true nonetheless.  The quality of your plan will be directly related to the quality of the knowledge behind it.  If you understand technology and its application to the practice of law then you can do the whole plan yourself.  If you need help then it is a good idea to have your business planning done before you call in a technology expert.
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