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D    ata is the new king. Leaders in the legal 
sector know all too well the change in 
pace of legal technology and 
innovations. The sector is always 

written about as ‘slow to change’ but perhaps now 
the tides have turned as law firms are starting to 
find their feet in the new, fast-paced landscape – 
and mastering data will be their ‘jar of dirt’. 

Wilson Legal, too, in a bid to further innovate 
and better its services to its clients, announced its 
merger with UK-based Stanton Allen – a client 
relationship management (CRM) and business 
development (BD) consultancy – in May 2018. And 
though Wilson Legal was already a global firm 
with resources in multiple countries, Suki 
Sahansara, director, EMEA, says it was time to 
deepen relations with firms in the UK.

What’s changed, and continues to change, in the 
legal sector is its use of data across a firm says 

Michael Warren, founder and director at Stanton 
Allen.

“Historically, CRM was very much about adding 
people to marketing lists and running marketing 
activities. But in an increasingly competitive global 
market, law firms’ BD and marketing teams have 
come to realise that they need access to 
information that originates in other departments 
and may sit in other systems.”

And the same is true in other departments – 
Warren says firms are wanting to know how to 
master their data management by joining the dots 
between different systems in order to understand 
how to work better with clients. 

Bridging the gap
According to Warren, there are two types of firm: 
those that have strategically recognised that 
firm-wide information is critical to the success of 

The newly merged Wilson Legal and Stanton Allen team 
talk mastering law firm data and connecting silos to form 
a firm-wide information strategy

Data 
masters
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the business and how they make decisions, and 
those that have not. 

“One of the challenges in implementing a 
firm-wide strategy is that it requires all of the 
different support functions – finance, knowledge, 
IT, marketing and BD, HR – actually working 
together. No single support director can make this 
change on their own,” he says.

Joining the dots between data silos is quite a 
challenge because law firms have never really 
taken this approach before. Sure, the firm as a 
whole works because of the combined efforts of 
each support function, but they’ve never before 
worked in such close data proximity. 

Sahansara adds that having identified the  
need to join data silos and actively doing it  
proves to be a big burden on most firms – 
unfortunately the project stalls because they  
don’t know where to start. 

“Firms can’t be competitive by focusing on a 
practice management or BD system. All of the dots 
have to be joined but realising that vision is the real 
challenge,” she says.

Lindsay Barthram, director, consulting services 
EMEA at Wilson Legal, says the CFOs he works 
with have been taking the lead. “Finance have the 
thirst for data at the moment and are driving this 
through to HR, up to BD and across the support 
functions because they’re keen to know how they 
can use their data and gain greater insights into 
people, clients and operations.”

Finance teams want to know how revenue and 
profit can be maximised as efficiently as possible. 
Linking HR and finance data, for example, allows 
insight around people and their skills to service 
clients on specific types of work, he says.  

Breaking down the silos across systems and 
teams provides so much more context to the 

Left to right: 
Lindsay Barthram, 
director, consulting 
services – EMEA, 
Suki Sahansara, 
director – EMEA, 
Michael Warren, 
founder, Stanton 
Allen, Stu 
Gooderham, 
commercial director, 
Wilson Legal
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different questions or insights being asked or 
provided. For example, ‘do I have the right people 
delivering the right kind of work. What resources 
do I have to deliver an opportunity that we have 
identified in the market?’ Firms are now trying to 
answer these sorts of questions and not just 
respond to the traditional requests for data about 
the number of hours recorded, fees generated, 
recovery and utilisation, Barthram says. 

It’s a small step in bridging the gap between 
functions, but there’s a lot more to be leveraged if 
firms can learn to gather and use their data 
correctly. 

Data data data 
Stu Gooderham, commercial director at Wilson 
Legal, says a key part of mastering data 
management is understanding what data the firm 
holds, why it holds that data and how it will play a 
bigger part in the goals of the business. 

The merger with Stanton Allen provides a new 
lens on the business intelligence and reporting 
that firms have traditionally done, he says.  

 “All the C-suite functions in firms are realising 
that it’s crucial to get data from multiple 
departments and into one area to really start 
informing business decisions.”

But Gooderham says he sees similar problems 
when managing a data project like this outside the 
legal sector.

In an accountancy firm he recently visited, 
there was a project that was quite technical and 
the teams weren’t informed on how to make key 
decisions, nor were they told why doing things in a 
particular way could actually lead to a better 

outcome – so even though the technologists were 
delivering a solid technical project, they weren’t 
delivering a business project. 

And the way law firms behave and the 
challenges they face are no different.

Barthram recalls his time as head of 
transformation at a leading law firm. He says the 
firm wasn’t going to follow what law firms 
traditionally did – it wanted to draw on the 
experience of other industries to see if it could 
capitalise on any benefits or advantages. 

“The CFO at that firm had a unique way of 
describing it. He said ‘It doesn’t matter whether 
you’re a law firm or a bank, a debit or credit is still 
a debit or credit so don’t try to reinvent it’.”

It’s a view that has been trickling its way 
through the legal sector in recent years. Law firms 
have traditionally done what other firms have 
done but they’re now starting to change that 
philosophy.  

Warren says this has also been driven, to an 
extent, by technology – there’s a move towards 
questioning the need to buy systems that have 
been built specifically for law firms. 

 “It would be amusing if someone were to come 
along and say ‘don’t buy Outlook, I’ve made this 
email system that’s built specifically for law firms’. 
Most CIOs would laugh you out of the room.”

Warren recognises that there has been a valid 
place for some ‘made for legal’ technologies. 
Document management, for example, has to be 
industry specific but CRM is definitely changing, 
he says. 

But, he adds, this shift in opinion is creating a 
change in the type of data firms collect.

“Those who were perhaps early adopters in 
master data management and firm-wide 
information strategy might have ended up with a 
lot of data that didn’t really get them anywhere.”

Warren says firms have to ask themselves 
‘what’s the actual question the firm is trying to 
answer’ as opposed to ‘what data does it want’.

Unfortunately, he says, most firms have pulled 
their data together, put it in a warehouse and built 
a report around it – and when they step back they 
realise they didn’t really do anything other than 
put all of their bad data in a single place. 

The complexity in managing a law firm is in the 

Stu Gooderham, commercial director, 
Wilson Legal

“We’ve all seen law firms deliver 
projects badly. Investing in 
technology is a given, but now we 
need to invest in communication 
and change management in equal 
measure.”
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structure of the relationships that they need to 
build with their clients and in the legal work that 
they deliver. In themselves they’re not complex 
businesses, and so firms must have clear goals in 
mind and ask simple questions – and that’s where 
Wilson Legal can help, Warren says.

Time’s a changin’
So, how can law firms make sure they’re not just 
curating data for the sake of it? Sahansara says it’s 
about two words: change management.  

She says law firms have finally come to 
understand the importance of change 
management. 

“In the past, when a PMS implementation 
needed change management activities to be 
sponsored by partners it was almost waved away as 
an additional unnecessary cost. And then at the 
end of the implementation, when there was no 
buy-in, everyone scratched their heads and 
couldn’t understand why it didn’t work out the 
way they had planned.”

The firms that recognise the need for a change 
management stream in their projects are always 
far more successful than those that don’t, she says.

Whether it’s a CRM project, upgrade or PMS 
implementation, Sahansara adds, it impacts people 
in the firm. And those people need to know why 
they’re doing it, how it will change their lives, 
what’s in it for them, how it will make their lives 
easier and when this is all going to happen.

Gooderham agrees: “We’ve all seen law firms 
deliver projects badly. Investing in technology is a 
given, but now we need to invest in 
communication and change management in equal 
measure.”

He says communication, setting realistic 
objectives and creating strategic relationships with 
vendors are all really simple things that everyone, 
including the vendors, need to do better. 

“All too often, the delivered project does not 
compare favourably to what the firm thought it 
had signed up to and that makes everyone question 
the integrity of what was delivered and the return 
on investment.”

It’s simple: the project team, including the 
vendor, has to manage the expectations of its 
internal clients and clearly set out what it is that 

For more information, visit:  
www.wilsonlegalsol.com

Top data and change management tips from the new  
Wilson Legal team:

1 Keep it simple – Warren says firms should think of data in terms 
of building blocks that are needed to answer specific questions. 
There’s no need to overcomplicate things.

2 Understand the firm’s needs – Sahansara says collecting the 
same data over and over again in different systems and then 
trying to marry them up doesn’t work. In order to collect the 

right data, staff need to understand the firm’s goals and how data will 
help play a role in its overall strategy.

3 Set realistic objectives – Gooderham says once the foundation 
is set with simple data points and tying that to the firm’s goals, 
the firm should be able to have open, challenging and robust 

conversations about what objectives a particular project will achieve. 
Shooting for the stars is nice and ambitious but a pragmatic team-
orientated approach will stand a much better chance of delivering the 
right outcome.

4 Don’t reinvent the wheel – Barthram says a lot of firms end up 
trying to reinvent what they already have. Firms should be more 
pragmatic and think about where they want to be in the next 

five to 10 years.

EVERY STEP YOU TAKE

the project is going to deliver, he says.
Barthram adds that bringing people along for 

the journey is a big factor in the success of a 
project. “It’s all about communication. It doesn’t 
have to be formal – an impromptu tea room 
discussion about the change and benefits can be 
very effective at getting the messages out there 
and raising awareness.”  

And another important step, Gooderham says, 
is getting the right people involved, both internally 
and externally. Wilson Legal and Stanton Allen are 
experts in their field, and he encourages firms to 
take advantage of this expertise. 

“Very few law firms carry these experts in their 
organisation ready to do a project. There’s no 
bench full of people waiting to do a HR, CRM or 
PMS project – no matter how big the firm’s IT 
team might be.” 

Ultimately, it’s data’s day – law firms are 
reorganising and rethinking their legal services 
and business models but it all comes back to the 
client. If the data isn’t working for the client, then 
it doesn’t matter how impressive the systems are 
– it’s just the emperor’s new clothes. 
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