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Why the Right Document Management System
is Vital to Your Firm
By Paul Purdue

W

ith the number of files that
even small law firms must
manage, it’s clear that a doc
ument management system
(DMS) is central to legal work. Not only
does a DMS allow firms to securely store
and manage documents and data, it enables
legal teams to be more productive and ef
ficient. If your firm struggles to keep docu
ment organization consistent or is quickly
outgrowing its current drive or cloud doc
ument storage system, you should take a
serious look at implementing a DMS. From
increasing flexibility to improving the firm’s
bottom line, there is so much a DMS can
do for you.
A DMS is more than document storage;
it provides tools to help you be more effi
cient and keep your information secure. A
robust system can improve your organiza
tion’s workflow processes, flexibility, and
operational efficiency.
Storing your documents is passive. Doc
ument storage is a place to save files to
retrieve later and potentially share with
others. It’s a virtual filing cabinet—nothing
more, nothing less—whether it’s your com
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puter’s hard drive, a shared server drive at
your office, or even cloud-based storage
such as Dropbox and Google Drive. Noth
ing happens to these documents while
they’re in storage, and users can’t do any
thing apart from viewing and editing them.
Managing your documents is active. A
DMS provides tools to manage, organize,
and make documents useful for the firm. It
does what document storage cannot. You
can see and recall each iteration of a docu
ment with view, restore, or compare capa
bilities. You can check documents in and
out, keeping others from making changes
simultaneously and creating conflicting ver
sions of the same document. A robust DMS
indexes every document and email stored
within it, making all content immediately
searchable. A powerful DMS can convert
scanned documents or image-based PDF
files to text-enabled documents.
But not just any DMS will work for your
firm. You need a legal DMS, and here’s why:
Most DMS systems tend to be designed for
the masses and miss the mark on the legalspecific functionality and security vital to
your industry. Legal DMS systems are de
signed to meet the specific needs central to
your business.

A legal DMS provides two fundamen
tal capabilities. It’s a central repository to
store documents, email, and other content.
It also provides tools for your firm to ef
fectively manage documents and data (con
tracts, motions, emails, versions, etc.). A legal
DMS also makes your firm scalable. As your
firm grows, your client and case lists grow,
and the content you are managing becomes
larger and more unwieldy. A robust DMS
ensures your firm can handle these in
creased demands as you grow. A legal DMS
also handles your compliance and security
needs because it’s designed to monitor and
conform to industry regulations and stan
dards. It also adapts as these regulations
change over time.
A legal DMS offers your firm:
• Matter-centricity: A matter-centric DMS
allows users to create a matter, which
is the virtual file cabinet to store (and
manage) all related documents, email,
and notes.
• Email management: In law, an email is
a document like any other. A legal DMS
can store, index, and manage email as
it does documents. Of course, it’s ideal
to get a legal-centric DMS that integrates

Not only does a DMS allow firms to securely
store and manage documents and data,
it enables legal teams to be more productive
and efficient.
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Most DMS systems tend to be designed for the
masses and miss the mark on the legal-specific
functionality and security vital to your industry.
Legal DMS systems are designed to meet the
specific needs central to your business.
with MS Outlook so users can save email
directly to its related matter.
• Document types and tagging: Law
firms work with all kinds of documents —
motions, orders, pleadings, complaints,
contracts, and so on. By tagging docu
ments, you can identify the exact type
in your DMS, allowing users to quickly
assess the type or nature of a document
at a glance.
There are two types of legal DMS: onpremise and cloud software. Ultimately, the
biggest difference is where the software
lives. On-premise software is installed lo
cally on your business’s computers and serv
ers, while cloud software is hosted on a
vendor’s server and accessed via web brows
ers or applications. You’ll want to consider
these options carefully because they im
pact security, compliance, mobility, inter
nal costs, and productivity.
• Security and compliance: On-premise
software manages your security and com
pliance demands in-house and is limited
to the expertise of your firm’s IT de
partment. Cloud software places greater
emphasis on security, compliance, and
backups because it understands the strict
standards of confidentiality that must be
met. This helps your firm execute its se
curity responsibilities by staying up to
date with current regulations and pivot
ing quickly to protect against new secu
rity threats.
• Mobility: On-premise software requires
users to connect to the office network
directly or through a VPN. With the

cloud, users can access data from al
most any internet-connected device. At
torneys can work remotely with ease,
increase productivity, and provide bet
ter service to clients.
• Costs and productivity: With onpremise software, you still incur paper,
printing, and storage costs, which can
run a firm an average of $50– $75 per
square foot. You will also have costs and
time associated with the labor needed
to file and store all of those documents.
With the cloud, firms can reduce costs
associated with physical document man
agement like purchasing and maintain
ing hardware. Staff can quickly and ef
fectively search for and retrieve the data
they need. And IT needs are almost en
tirely managed by the cloud provider.
When choosing a DMS provider, you
want to make an informed decision that
you don’t have to revisit 5–10 years down
the line. Make sure any DMS you consider
offers productivity tools essential to lawyers,
management tools for quick information,
security for documents, and collaboration
and communication features.
Make sure you ask questions about the
DMS and the DMS provider. Find out what
tools the DMS integrates with and what
security and compliance features the plat
form provides. Ask about mobility and the
platform’s ability to organize and search
files. Does the platform support collabora
tion with internal and external stakehold
ers? What additional services can you add
on? Ask the DMS provider how it handles
the migration process. Review the provider’s
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cloud services agreement and ask to con
nect with other customers using the same
DMS solution you’re considering.
After you’ve selected the right DMS for
your firm, you can help foster smooth im
plementation by getting buy-in from key
decision-makers and users. Target the de
partments and individuals who will use
the system the most and be most affected
by the change. Take note of how you cur
rently organize, share, or collaborate on
documents and identify key problems to
be fixed or optimized. Set reasonable dead
lines to ensure the project remains on track.
Communicate early and often by setting
weekly meetings, sending emails, and host
ing online trainings and webinars. Finally,
stay positive. Changing habits isn’t easy, but
with the right system, the benefits far out
weigh the growing pains.
Once your DMS is implemented, it’s time
to train your team. Find the people who
will interact with it most often—these are
your superusers. As you use the DMS, you’ll
quickly discover how it increases ease and
efficiency both inside and outside the office.
You’ll find shortcuts and ways your DMS
works with other software. As you discover
all of the solutions your DMS can provide,
you can optimize your system with ongoing
staff training. You’ll find the right legal DMS
will pay for itself in convenience, compli
ance, security, and productivity. Don’t waste
time and money managing documents. Let a
DMS handle this; you’ve got work to do. n
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