Commercial Contracting Optimisation Series

The In-House Guide to
LawTech for Commercial Contracts

About This Guide
This is one of a series of guides created by Radiant Law to help in-house legal teams improve their
contracting processes. Although these guides are focused on handling commercial contracts, many of
these technologies and approaches can be applied to other activities that you do.
LawTech is both helpful and overhyped and finding the right path is hard. We published a LawTech
Glossary with definitions for lots of the lingo you will inevitably be exposed to, which admittedly
expressed some of our frustration with the hype. This guide is to assist you to find tools that will actually
help, and ensure that they are actually used.
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The big picture
What is “LawTech”?

LawTech hype

Applying technology to law is not new, it dates back to at
least the 70’s. More recently there has been a surge in
new LawTech providers and a growing feeling amongst
in-house legal teams that they should be taking
advantage of technology like their peers are in other
departments. The context is the “digitalisation” of
business, a broader trend of the automation of previously manual processes combined with online business.

It’s easy to get distracted by the noise
around LawTech. To keep some perspective,
we like the Gartner “hype-cycle” - a
visualisation of how new technologies are
always initially over-talked up, then
inevitably disappoint and finally may
become useful in the background. It
happened with electricity, it happened with
the internet and it is happening with AI
(actually this is the latest time round for AI).
As you listen to your next conference talk
about a technology, it is worth considering
its location on the latest hype-cycle:

LawTech or LegalTech can be defined as technology
focused on the specific activities of lawyers. However,
this is a small part of the technology deployed in
companies and many of the more generic systems are
also useful. We put a lot of emphasis on these generic
systems, because it is easier to use already-deployed
tools than to introduce new ones. We are therefore
using the term “LawTech” more generally, to cover any
technology that can help you with your contracts.
LawTech has become blurred with the general
excitement about AI. Although we discuss AI and its uses
in the context of contracting, this guide is not
particularly focused on AI because:
•

contracting is fundamentally a process problem
and AI’s ultimate applicability is relatively
limited,

•

AI’s current capabilities are often overstated
and AI offers limited help right now, and

•

there is much to be done before AI can be
usefully deployed (including non-technological
steps) and the idea that those steps can be
skipped to go straight to AI as a silver bullet to
your problems is not plausible on closer
examination.

We are not covering smart contracts and the blockchain
for similar reasons (i.e., no one is actually using them).

The hype-cycle explains a lot of the noise in
LawTech about AI, blockchain, smart
contracts and what have you. People like
getting excited about new things, before
they get bored and move on to the next
topic.
The reality is that the most useful systems
you can deploy tend to be more mature and
stable. We recommend focusing on the
basics and get to AI once you are done and
the suppliers have worked out the kinks.

What is available
The way we break down the contracting process is:

And the following diagram shows the tools that are available for each of those phases:

We discuss each of these tools below, but as an overview:
Intake

Draft

Portals

A single place for the business (and legal) to go on the intranet
for self-service resources and help.

Intake forms

Forms for the business to complete to get help from legal,
ensuring that the relevant information is provided and
potentially starting the matter tracking process.

Document automation

Systems that let you (or the business) generate tailored
contracts based on answers to questions.

Draft approvals

Systems to automate the approvals process for first drafts
created by the business.

Negotiate

Sign

Manage

Tracking
and
analytics

Contract reviews

AI tools to flag issues in contracts on the other side’s paper.

Document storage

Online places to store draft agreements (and potentially
emails) so that they can be accessed by other team members.

Word extensions

Additional buttons for Word to help lawyers format, check
and update contracts during negotiations, as well as clause
databases.

Screen-sharing

Conference call systems that let you show your screen to the
other side, enabling agreeing changes live during negotiations.

Negotiation platforms

Online negotiation tools, with the contract being amended in
the browser, rather than documents being sent back and
forth.

Signing approvals

Online system for collecting approvals pre-signature for
finalised contracts.

E-signatures

Online systems for signing documents, avoiding the need for
wet ink signing.

Extraction

AI tools for extracting key data points from signed contracts
for inclusion in contract management systems or at a later
date to answer questions.

Contract management

System for storing signed contracts and associated key data.

Obligation
management

Systems to track performance of obligations under contracts,
sometimes implemented as a specialised type of contract
management system for complex deals.

Matter tracking and
dashboards

System to track the status of all your matters, usually with a
dashboard showing performance against key measures.

Heatmaps

Tools to show visually which parts of your contracts are being
most negotiated.

Phew, that’s a lot of systems.

It’s worth pointing out at this stage that not all of these tools are necessarily distinct: you can buy a
system that gives you many of these different capabilities. Whether you do this is a play-off between
two competing approaches being adopted by the suppliers, who offer either:
•

Point solutions: systems that just do one thing and nothing much else, and are often very good
at what they do.

•

End-to-end solutions: systems that cover the full contracting process from intake through to
contract management. Traditionally, these suppliers came out of the contract management
world and moved left to encompass the full contract lifecycle. They may not be as good at any
particular activity as a point solution, but they have the advantage of connecting all the parts
together.

Choosing between the approaches is a hard decision. A good point solution is going to be better; in the
right situation an end-to-end solution may be good enough. Point systems can often be integrated with
other systems, but it can be a pain. End-to-end solutions come with integration (at least between the
different contracting stages), but are less flexible, often opinionated and may be suboptimal for all your
different use cases. Be careful of end-to-end solutions that tick every box in the contracting process but
are weak at each stage (some of the older contract management systems - we’re looking at you).
We prefer point solutions at Radiant, so we built the integrations needed to make things work together
and can help you with this too. There’s no right answer for this one, other than not being paralysed.

What is actually being used
Although all of these systems have customers, levels of usage in in-house teams are extremely low. The
following is the averaged results from the Radiant Benchmark of usage by in-house teams (where 100%
is all of the possible systems we describe being implemented):

So, Word and Outlook have replaced quills and vellum, but outside these most basic of tools, teams are
just not using much technology. You can take comfort from this if your organisation looks similar (or
pride if you are ahead), but it is worth also noting:
•

the legal industry has a reputation for being behind the curve on innovation and does not rank
well against most other industries (or departments in your business),

•

there are many systems that can help with the tedious work that your team is wasting their time
on, and

•

these systems are now well tested and much easier to deploy than when they were first
released.

Choosing LawTech
So how do you get going with applying technology to your contracting processes?
We find it helps to have a framework of how contracting processes evolve as companies become more
sophisticated with their contracts. We describe this in our contracting capability maturity model. At its
heart there is a fundamental principle that you should first get your materials (such as templates) and
processes in order, then look to technology to help automate parts of the process, and finally use the
data that automation will give you to keep improving your contracting approach:

To help you see where you are in your evolution, we created the free Radiant Benchmark to allow you to
map your current state against the capability maturity model and identify next steps. Those steps may
well include some technology, but will likely also include process and materials improvements. Note that
the capability maturity model is both descriptive (it covers the different evolutionary stages we see in
practice), and is also to a degree prescriptive (there are reasons why other teams have gone through
those steps in that order).
We recommend you start with completing the Radiant Benchmark and considering what it suggests (or
you can drop a few tens of thousands of pounds with a consultant for a similar answer).

We know that LawTech is more exciting than sorting out your templates (the LawTech glossary was
predictably a lot more popular on social media than our guide to contract templates) but the reality is
that improving your templates is going to have a bigger impact on your contracting processes than most
LawTech.
Having said that, here are the LawTech quick wins that we see having a high impact:
•
•
•

Simple portals
Simple intake forms
Word extensions

And here are the bigger systems that have the most impact in our experience (in this order):
•
•
•
•

Document automation
E-signatures
Contract management
Matter tracking

As noted above, you can also jump start your use of technology across many of the different categories,
by looking at end-to-end contracting systems that cover all of these components.
A final word of warning: We regularly see companies caught up in complex evaluations of the many
systems available in the market. The larger the company is, the worse this process gets. Getting
something in place is better than analysis paralysis.

Other points to bear in mind
•

Fewer tools: although users have lots of tools available, in practice they only use a handful. The
usage tails off fast after the first two or three that are used daily, and if a user isn’t living in the
application day-in-day-out, the application will tend to be forgotten about. If you think about
what lawyers use, the first two positions are inevitably taken by email and Word (which may
explain why many matter management tools are embedded in Outlook etc). If you are looking
to your users to adopt a new system, think about what else it will compete with and whether
other tools need to be dropped and not just added to.

•

Flexibility v completeness: It is tempting with a new system to seek completeness - making sure
that it does everything you ideally wish for. Be aware though that your use cases will change
and in practice what you think are key priorities may turn out to be unused (we are regularly
wrong on this front). We’ve found that giving users flexible and general tools is often more
helpful in the long run than a very specific system. It’s not a total accident that Microsoft has
done as well as it has with the Office suite.

•

Not all data is equally confidential: There are understandable concerns about putting highly
confidential data in external systems. IT departments are struggling with how to handle the
wave of new cloud-based systems to ensure that security is maintained. There is a middle
ground though between a blanket ban on use and data being uploaded everywhere. We suggest
a risk-based approach that looks at the impact of a data leak. Are there tools that you can agree
with IT will be allowed on the basis that the data that is stored is not highly confidential?

•

Large contracts v repeatable contracts: There is a fundamental difference between large and
small contracts. With small repeatable contracts, it is relatively easy to automate the different
stages. There is a consistency to them, there is less at stake and it is easier to get a process in
place. With large contracts, a team will often be involved, they can easily become a “lifestyle
choice” and the contracts are likely to be highly bespoke. The upshot is that you should expect
to have significantly fewer automation opportunities with large contracts.

•

Pain v gain: The reality of change is that everyone likes the idea of things getting better, they
would just prefer the actual change to happen to someone else. No one likes being told to
change how they work and this only gets worse with lawyers, a group noted for having a strong
preference for autonomy. A key question to ask before rolling out any new technology is: “is it
worth it?”. By that we mean, will the benefit be so great for the individuals involved that it will
be overwhelmingly worth any pain they will go through? And if the answer is that the benefit
will be primarily to the company, but the individual will feel the pain, then it’s going to be a
struggle to implement the new system. Vision only goes so far, if the pain is immediate and the
benefit is theoretical and in the distant future. Given that the majority of transformation
projects fail in businesses, our recommendation is to avoid projects where the pay-off balance is
wrong, because if the project fails then there is no value to the business.

Types of LawTech

Overview
This section goes into greater depth on the technologies that can be applied to the contracting process.
It is ordered following the different phases of the contracting process:

End-to-end systems
We include links to example point solutions below. By their nature, the end-to-end solutions don’t fit
naturally into this structure, so here’s a list of ones to consider (this list mixes some of the hotter new
products with older expanded contract management systems - it’s usually easy to tell the difference
from their websites. New is no guarantee of better):
•
•
•
•
•

Apttus
Ariba (acquired by SAP)
Avvoka
Concord
Conga (which acquired Novatus)

•
•
•
•
•

ContractPod
ContractRoom
Coupa (which acquired Contractually)
Juro
SpringCM (acquired by DocuSign)

Intake and tracking
Overview
There are three key aspects to the intake and tracking phases of the contracting process:
•

Self-help: One of the biggest impacts you can make on your workload is helping the business
help themselves. To do that, you want the business to have a single place to go by providing a
useful portal. That portal will become the place where you provide not only the latest materials
and resources, but also the intake form for support requests. We discuss document automation
below and you will want ultimately to give access to this via the portal for use by the business.

•

Taming the intake process: To balance the load across your team and ensure the right people
are working on the right matters and urgent support is prioritised (triage) you will want to have
a single place for the business to go to request support (intake). This can start as an email
address, but ideally will eventually become a form (or be triggered by another system used by
the business).

•

Tracking and Analytics: If you start to track what your team and suppliers are working on, you
will start to get data. From data, you will be able to see where there are opportunities to
improve your processes and the impact you make through ongoing improvements. An online
intake form can be used to trigger that process, avoiding the need to re-key data. Matter
tracking will also give you a dashboard, giving you an eagle-eye view of what is going on.

Portals
Your company inevitably has an intranet. The technology underpinning these vary, but having a single
place for business users to go should be located within the intranet. You don’t need to buy a system for
this part, just adopt what your company is already using. You can link to other systems from here, so you
don’t need full integration to get the benefits of having a landing spot where legal can curate materials,
information and systems that are helpful to the business.
Some points to consider:
•

Capabilities: You will ideally want a system that is capable of easy editing by the team, can host
documents and is easy to locate within the broader intranet. We like to use wikis, but any
system that can allow for quick changes should suffice. The go-to favourite for these kinds of
systems is now Microsoft SharePoint (or if your corporate IT is built around Google Apps,
Google Sites).

•

Use by the legal team: Your team will also need a single place to go for all of their knowhow. You can use the same system for both, and they will normally allow different access rights
to be granted so that you can control who within the wider organisation sees what.

•

The end-to-end contracting process: The contracting process is, of course, broader than just
legal. Sales, procurement, finance and other contract owners are also key constituents. This
raises a challenge for where to locate helpful information. Consider how best to work with the
other teams in providing relevant information that covers the end-to-end contracting
processes.

•

Ongoing curation: Plenty of legal teams have a page on the intranet, few have a comprehensive
and current resource. You will need to have someone responsible for keeping it up to date and
helpful.

Intake
An intake system lets you manage requests for support from the business through a single channel,
allowing you to start to tame the resourcing and triage of matters. This gives you the benefits of:
•

a single place for the business to go,

•

you can ensure that the right work is being prioritised and the work is being balanced across the
team,

•

you can start to track time to respond and time to complete, and

•

you get more complete instructions, reducing the need for an initial back-and-forth over the
details of the deal.

As part of implementing a new intake process, especially where you are moving from the business
contacting their favourite lawyer, you will need the business’ buy-in. This will be significantly helped by
agreeing target performance times to acknowledge requests. As part of implementing this process, you
will want to consider how triage should be done and work distributed, including how to make sure that
new matters aren’t missed.
The intake process can start with something as simple as a single email address (e.g.,
legalintake@companyname). You can set up mailing lists so that multiple team members receive the
email.
Ultimately, you will want an intake form so that you have complete information. This is likely to vary by
matter type, but you can create online forms that have different questions depending on answers given
to previous questions. As an interim step, you can create interactive pdf forms, which also have the
ability to show only the questions relevant to the particular matter. The advantage of these is that they
can be emailed to your new intake address, allowing you to get going quickly.
Ideally, the intake form will trigger your matter tracking system once that is implemented.

Matter tracking and dashboards
Matter tracking systems allow you to track the status of your team’s and suppliers’ matters with data
being captured on performance. The status and key metrics can be shown on a dashboard giving you an
overview of workloads and performance. The benefits of these systems, include:
•

Confirming whether targets are being met

•

Helping balance the load across the team

•

Understanding where bottlenecks are occurring

•

Seeing the overall picture through a dashboard

•

Potentially coordinating activities across the broader business

At its simplest, a matter tracking system can be a shared spreadsheet (or even better a kanban board)
showing who is working on what. You can build something simple in Google Sheets (which is better than
Excel, as multiple users can edit at the same time) or Trello.

Matter tracking is interlinked with the broader challenge faced by legal teams of how to keep track of
external suppliers (including legal spend). Choosing a system is often a compromise around what you
want to show, but ideally you want to cover:
•

All internal and externally supported matters (with sufficient data to allow for meaningful
analytics of your processes)

•

Associated financial reporting on fees

•

Tracking of the different stages of matters

•

Allowing business users to see the status of their matters

•

Including workflow to handle hand-offs between departments.

There are systems that focus on spend management; systems that focus on contracting; systems
provided by external suppliers for their services; systems that focus on all of intake and management
(but don’t model the contracting process) and so on. Right now, few teams have really cracked this
challenge, especially when you overlay the need to integrate with other systems within your
organisation.
Our advice is to accept that you may not have a single view for everything, but try to keep to as few
systems as possible and prioritise your most pressing needs.
A couple of systems already within your organisation may be helpful:
•

Ticketing systems: Your IT department is likely to have a ticketing system for tracking IT issues
and requests for help. These can be repurposed as a matter tracking system for the legal team.

•

Business Intelligence tools: Somewhere within your organisation a team of analysts are likely
using business intelligence tools such as Microsoft Power BI or Tableau to do visualisation of
data and other data analytics, in other words, tools to build dashboards.

In addition, workflow systems worth looking at include Kim, Onit and ThinkSmart.

Drafting and negotiations
Overview
The automation of drafting is relatively straightforward. The key is that you need to sort your templates
out before you can automate them. Your templates can also lead to playbooks and clause libraries (see
Word extensions below).

Applying technology to the negotiation stage, on the other hand, is a quagmire caused by there being
two sides to a negotiation. Currently the best you can do is give tools to your team to help them be more
effective in working with documents. In the longer term, negotiation platforms may radically improve
the efficiency of the process, at least for simpler contracts.

Document automation and approvals
Document automation systems let you create tailored contracts by answering questions, usually
through the browser (although some versions are built into Word). You should think of this as a one-shot
process for the drafting stage - once the draft is produced, you will be working with it going forwards in
Word (or you can generate a pdf).
The benefits of document automation include:
•

Faster creation of first drafts

•

Improved risk management, by reducing errors and ensuring that issues are considered

•

Shorter, tailored contracts as you can exclude irrelevant issues from your draft

•

Making it easier to iteratively improve your contracts, by allowing you to quickly release new
versions knowing that your users are going to one place to generate contracts

•

Improved business satisfaction by letting business users generate their own contracts safely.

Some document automation systems can also help you automate approval processes. Answers to
questions can trigger the process, so that contracts with particular risks are approved before being sent
out.
Document automation systems are incredibly valuable for speeding up your contracting processes, and
a big topic, so we’ve written a guide dedicated to document automation.

Contract review tools
Document automation is for where you are producing the first draft. That won’t always be the case, and
new tools are emerging to help automatically review simpler contracts on the other side’s paper, to flag
areas of concerns. This is one of the areas where AI is starting to make an impact on commercial
contracting.
The challenge in applying AI is current computers’ capacity to “understand” contracts - reading
comprehension and the ability to reason about the contract are both low. What computers can do is find
clauses of a particular type with a reasonably high level of precision and, in some simpler cases, apply
rules to guess what those clauses are doing. This can get you quite a long way, if you are looking for
transfers of IP rights or indemnities.
These tools are at an early stage, and though they may prove valuable, they still have some way to go.
Our experience is that they can throw up marginal issues and need significant training. They can also be
relatively expensive given the need to still read the agreement. But they can add rigour and may offer an
opportunity to take a risk-based approach to low-value contracts. This is an area that is worth keeping
an eye on if you have large numbers of similar low-value contracts being entered into on the other side’s
paper.
Some tools to consider include LawGeex, LegalSifter and ThoughtRiver.

Document and email storage
With negotiations come multiple versions of contracts and many emails. Law firms typically handle this
with matter management systems to at least store the different drafts of a contract in a single place, and
sometimes associated emails too. Some in-house teams have also adopted these systems.
The advantage is to have everything in one place, helping lawyers keep track and ensuring that if a
lawyer is unavailable another lawyer can pick up the project. They also help with later auditing, if
required, of the transaction.

There are a range of options:
•

Shared file stores (at its simplest, a network drive) can be used so that lawyers have a single
place accessible by other team members for documents. There are more sophisticated
document management systems that allow for versioning, local synching and enhanced search
with filing within Outlook and Word.

•

Emails can be stored in the more sophisticated matter management systems (with filing within
outlook or even automatic filing using references in email subject lines). There are also simpler
solutions such as copying in a shared mailbox with emails. Although this simpler approach has
some downsides (it requires remembering to copy in or forward emails to the address, and
relevant emails have to be identified within the mailbox if required later), it at least means the
emails can be located if a lawyer is out. Emails of team members that leave your organisation
can also be archived.

We understand the attraction of the more sophisticated systems and complete and perfect records, but
there are arguments for simplicity too:
•

Some research suggests that using search to find emails, rather than filing in advance, may be
more effective.

•

Lawyers like their autonomy. Telling them exactly how to work can be counterproductive.
Extensive filing is not only boring but will slow down other work.

•

In reality, auditing matters after signature is rare and is unlikely to justify filing all the emails and
documents in one place, as long as they are locatable.

The most important documents are the first draft, first mark-up and the final draft (as well as the signed
version). We recommend focusing on capturing these and ensuring that you have a way for matters to
be picked up by other lawyers if needed.

Word extensions
Word is a powerful tool, but it is generic and not designed to handle the particular issues lawyers face.
This can lead to incredible inefficiencies as lawyers fiddle with documents and deal with broken
formatting. A number of suppliers, including Radiant with our RemarkableX tools, have extended Word,
adding additional functionality targeted at lawyers.
The kinds of things these tools can do include:
•

Generate issue lists from contracts

•

Reverse track changes (so you can show you’ve rejected something)

•

Fix broken documents with the press of a button

•

Better navigate documents, including being able to see the definition of capitalised terms

•

Check for missing definitions and other issues

•

Clean up the track changes in documents (e.g., when your colleagues have all added their
(conflicting) thoughts using their own names)

We have also extended Word to include a clause database, allowing lawyers to insert preferred
language into contracts and grabbing useful clauses for future use.
As we have noted above, one of the most valuable approaches to technology is to make sure that the
users are able to use what is already available. Lawyers’ understanding of how to use Word properly,
even without the extensions, can be patchy. A strong grasp of topics such as styles and Word styles
templates (discussed in our guide to contract templates), keyboard shortcuts, automated crossreferencing and track changes is valuable, going on essential, and there are many resources on the
internet to help. Procertas has an excellent assessment for lawyers’ use of Word (and Excel), if you want
to know where you are.

Screen sharing
Batting back and forth drafts by email will only get you so far. When you have negotiation calls, they can
be made far more effective by using screen sharing and live drafting of changes to contracts. This allows
changes to be agreed on the spot, potentially closing a deal in a single call rather than sending drafts
after the call and having to have a follow-up.
For this to work, the lawyer doing the negotiation needs to be empowered to make decisions. It is also
harder to draft on the fly (especially with everyone watching each keystroke!) but it is a valuable tool in
speeding up negotiations.
Screen sharing is usually an option in any video conferencing system (as opposed to audio only) such as
Skype for Business, WebEx or GoToMeeting.

Negotiation platforms
Negotiations are the problematic stage in automating the end-to-end contracting process, with the
current reality being the slow and inefficient sending back and forth of marked-up Word documents.
Early attempts to improve this process involved providing platforms to host the draft agreement,
accessible by both parties. Newer approaches involve hosting the draft contract as a web page
accessible in the browser, where changes can be made to the contract and comments can be added. The
platform then manages the exchange of “drafts” and allows open issues to be tracked, reported on and
closed.

Although these systems will likely be highly effective in improving the contracting process, mimicking
the complexities and flexibility of what we do with email, including the convoluted ways in which drafts
can be sent both between, and within, organisations and the associated approval processes and
touchpoints is hard. These platforms are showing great promise and can be effective with the simpler
contract documents, but are only now approaching the maturity needed to handle more complex
negotiations.
We do not expect that really complex agreements, especially those that are typically negotiated face-toface will be negotiated on these platforms for the foreseeable future. However, for simpler contracts
these platforms are going to be increasingly used. The fundamental challenge is that it requires the
other side to adapt their way of working, a far harder problem than the already hard problem of getting
your own team to change. This will become easier as the systems mature, but it means that there is likely
to be a slow adoption. We believe this is the future and are actively working with suppliers to help
improve their products.
Some of the end-to-end products we list above do contract negotiations. We like Synergist as a standalone product.

Contract analytics and heatmaps
There are fundamentally two types of data analytics that you can perform on your contracting process:
data around the contracting process (primarily drawn from tracking your matters) and data around the
substance of the contracts. There are a number of ways to analyse the data around your contracts, but a
powerful method is to produce heatmaps.
Heatmaps show the parts of your standard contracts that are most subject to negotiation, by analysing
the other sides’ mark-ups. Sometimes these proposed changes are for predictable reasons, for example
you are taking an out-of-market or debatable position. But they will also highlight clauses which are
more contentious than they should be. Identifying these clauses will allow you to refine the language to
address apparent concerns and speed up the negotiation process.
We have built a tool to do this, which also identifies points to address in playbooks, and it is also
available through some of the negotiation platforms.

Signing and management
Overview
Once a contract has been negotiated, automation can be heavily applied to the ongoing process:

E-signatures and approvals
Electronic signature systems allow a contract document to be signed online, rather than relying on a
manual signature.
Most countries have now recognised e-signatures as legally sufficient for most, if not all, commercial
contracts (although not always for documents where more formal legal requirements are required such
as wills and trusts). There are a number of resources discussing where e-signatures are recognised as
well as guidance from the City of London Law Society and the Law Commission in England and Wales.
E-signatures offer a number of advantages over wet ink:
•

They are more convenient, improving business satisfaction with the process.

•

It is demonstrably faster to obtain signatures this way, reducing the time to close.

•

The approvals process can be automated, with a log confirming that approvals were actually
given.

•

These systems help ensure that contracts are actually signed.

•

They help ensure that the signed contracts can actually be found again and they are an excellent
feed into contract management systems to ensure that the signed contracts are then stored in a
single place.

At its simplest, e-signatures will allow the signer to attach an image of a signature to a document and log
the process of how it was signed (typically identifying the signer by a unique link to their email
address). More advanced signing processes (involving for example public key infrastructure, a chain of
trust built using cryptographic certificates and physical devices) can also be enabled for advanced and
qualified electronic signatures under EU law.

E-signature systems can also assist with the pre-signature approvals process, allowing you to send the
finalised contract to the approvers (in a pre-set sequence if needed) and requiring them to assent before
it is finally signed. Alternatively, you can automate the approvals stage in a separate workflow system.
Examples of e-signature systems include DocuSign, Adobe Sign and HelloSign.

Contract and obligation management
One of the most common refrains we hear from legal teams is that they regularly can’t find their signed
contracts. Although there are many systems available to help with this (over a hundred), the problem
can still happen when you have one. This is because collecting (and actually managing) contracts is
fundamentally a process, rather than technology, problem.
Going a bit deeper, the two key justifications for a contract management system are finding contracts
and knowing when they are up for renewal. If you have a process that ensures contracts are being stored
in one place (such as somewhere on a network drive) and a spreadsheet listing renewal dates, you can
meet those needs.
In practice though, we often see large (and very expensive) projects to implement contract management
systems to both store the signed contract and also large amounts of associated metadata. These
projects often fail in the longer term because (a) the system is configured to require large amounts of
data about the contracts (b) users don’t want to go through the pain of extracting that data so the
system is avoided, (c) which means that the contract record is incomplete, and so the system isn’t
trusted, (d) so users have even more reason to avoid the system. Effectively, trying to capture too much
data is likely to start a cycle of non-use, but expensive systems are justified by the extent of knowledge
that the organisation will have about its contracts.
We therefore recommend that you use as simple a system as possible, require only a minimal amount of
information be stored about the contract and rely on later data extraction exercises to answer specific
future questions that come up (see data extraction below), because future questions are surprisingly
unpredictable.
Effective contract management is a big topic, but the data we would focus on collecting (apart from
parties, renewal dates and type) are unusual long-term obligations on you (because you won’t comply
with them if they aren’t made actionable) and changes to standard processes such as approvals (so that
you know where there are issues with later bulk updates across your agreements). For high volume
contracts, if you track these in your contract management systems you can deliver effective obligation
management.
For large value commercial contracts, such as outsourcing agreements, where you may have a dedicated
team involved in ongoing management, there are specific systems that can address the far more
complex requirements of obligation management, service level compliance and charges.

Contract management providers were the first of the contracting lawtech providers and have often
tried to expand their products into contract lifecycle management tools - i.e., handle all the stages of the
contracting process. As we discuss above, there is a value to having a joined-up system, but these
solutions can often be weak at dealing with individual stages such as document automation and at times
can be more procurement box ticking exercises than fully-powered features.
For standalone products, we like Effacts. SirionLabs handles managing large contracts. We’ve listed a
number of end-to-end systems above and for a reasonably complete (and daunting) list of what is
available, have a look here.

Data extraction
Once you have a contract management system to store metadata about your contracts, you can look at
AI tools that automatically extract key data points from your contracts. Like other AI LawTech systems,
these are still relatively immature, and work best when you are dealing with high volumes of very similar
contracts where you know exactly which data points are relevant. You are going to want to check the
results and unless you are dealing with extremely high volumes of documents (think banks with
financing documents), their value is marginal. They also face the same challenges as the contract review
tools we discuss above, with any limited rules you create to interpret the data (e.g., the term) being
fragile if the actual language materially differs from what you expected to see in the contract.
Another class of tools have also emerged for use in M&A due diligence exercises, to identify relevant
clauses of a particular type, to speed up reviews by humans. These can be helpful in processing your
contracts at a later date to answer specific questions (e.g., can the contract be assigned?).
With the current hype around AI, there are a lot of new products coming on to the market. Seal is one of
the stronger ones for data extraction, Kira is the best known of the clause-finding systems. Others
include Ravn (now acquired by iManage), Counselytics (now acquired by Conga), eBravia and
Luminance.

Implementing LawTech

The players
Introducing technology, in fact any change, is fundamentally about people. We are going to look at the
key stakeholders first and then turn to how to approach implementing technology.

The IT department
With a few exceptions, IT departments don’t particularly care about the legal team (for probably a few
reasons, including legal not being revenue generators). IT departments also have other problems. If you
think the current rate of change is high in law (ho ho), consider what IT departments are facing: they live
the hype-cycle, with the latest IT paradigm shift occurring every few years. Security has become a
nightmare. They have had to evolve from supporting boxes, through providing services, to enabling
business transformation. They can’t hold off the cloud any longer, yet they are inevitably hampered by
legacy systems that they have to keep supporting. And their headcount is also being frozen, if not cut.
In the face of this onslaught, IT teams know that they need to simplify: they need fewer systems, better
integration and for the users to actually use the systems they begged for.
Given this reality, to introduce technology to support your contracts you will need to do some
combination of the following:
•

use the technology the IT department makes generally available to the business,

•

take advantage of a project started by another department,

•

start a shadow-IT department, by signing up to a cloud service with a credit card,

•

get access to software as part of the services of a legal supplier, or

•

create an overwhelming business case for your project.

Whichever path you chose, you will inevitably need to understand the technology that is available and
prioritise what will add the most value; and it helps to be able to articulate the business impact.

Leadership and the rise of legal operations
Given the challenges with pushing LawTech through the IT department, sceptical GCs are guaranteed to
lead to little progress. Previously, however, the GC would need to actively champion change (amongst
their many other responsibilities). The interesting development over the past few years has been the
new role of legal COO and the rise of legal operations in larger teams, as highlighted by the growth of
CLOC.

The creation of the COO role and legal operations teams is significant because there is now somewhere
to delegate transformation. The result is that more progressive GCs with larger teams have a way to
unlock improvements.
The question then becomes whether those operations teams, on whose shoulders a lot is now resting,
will actually be agents of change or jealous guardians? The most successful at the role (and the most
successful GCs) tend to do the following:
•

prioritise action over talk, and get something going,

•

focus first on removing frustrations and the low-hanging fruit, rather than grand plans,

•

use momentum to build on early easier wins, and in time implement more ambitious projects,
and

•

understand what is available in the market and engage with experts outside their department
and outside their organisation.

The bottom line is that without both top-down support and someone to lead the implementation, there
will not be change.

Tech champions and sceptics
In a large enough team, there will always be at least one team member fascinated by technology and up
for experimenting. They might end up being drawn to legal operations, but not always. If you are reading
this, you might well be a tech champion.
Tech champions are gold dust. They are the people who will do the pilot projects, come up with many of
the ideas and leap at the chance to try new things. They are often underutilised. However, tech
champions don’t always help themselves as much as they could. They can leave a trail of half-finished
projects in their wake and may not always do their homework on what really helps, as opposed to looks
interesting. The most successful tech champions tend to:
•

foster a deeper understanding of technology

•

actually build things, using the tools that are available

•

be good at selling the benefits of what they have achieved to their colleagues (i.e., showing how
it would actually help them)

•

also be good at their day jobs (it’s rare for an individual to be given a job of just playing with
technology)

At the other end of the spectrum are the deep sceptics, who are far more common amongst lawyers. In
between you have a range of attitudes, with people more or less open to change (for more on the
different attitudes to change, see the Rogers Diffusion Curve and Bill Henderson’s excellent application
of this to law - read the whole site, while you’re there).
So how do you address these different attitudes?
We suggest:
•

Leaders need champions to be able to implement change, because they are the easiest people to
get going with and will magnify the voice of leadership

•

People on the fence are worth persuading up front and trying to address their concerns

•

Ignore the deep sceptics at first. You will waste time and effort with little chance of
success. Better to get going and bring them on board later.

Other departments
The contracting processes are bigger than legal. They span departments including procurement, sales,
finance and the contract owners in the business. LawTech providers are already talking directly to these
other groups because of the historical challenges of selling to legal (it’s hard). Document automation is
usually first introduced at companies through sales (to handle the simplest agreements); contract
management systems are usually championed by procurement (because they want to understand
savings opportunities across categories). Legal has come late to the party.
Coordinating changes with these other groups will often be essential and they may be better able to
persuade the IT department to introduce a system. We recommend bringing them onboard with your
project early on.

Rolling out systems
There are some key principles that will help you successfully implement a new system:
•

Momentum: starting with small wins and building an ethos of continuous improvement will help
set the context in which more ambitious projects can be rolled out.

•

Have a plan: you need a plan for how the system will be rolled out and you need someone to be
accountable for delivering it. That person needs to be empowered and publicly supported from
the top. You also need to budget not only for the system, but also for the full implementation
costs and training that will be needed. The costs of implementation can be significant, in some
cases more than the cost of the system itself.

•

Selling the benefits: you are going to need to sell the benefits, not just to the organisation but
also the individual lawyers. This is not just a one-off event. Communication throughout the
project is going to be essential. The basic rule is that you cannot over-communicate.

•

Minimise the pain: you are going to want to select and implement the system in a way that
makes the personal process of change as small as possible. This means pilots, testing and
knocking the edges off the system before rolling it out widely.

•

Champions and Beachheads: We recommend getting a system going with champions first, to
ensure that you can demonstrate a fully working system, before a wider roll-out.

•

Training: Training is usually essential, but it doesn’t necessarily have to be done by external
providers. Often enthusiastic champions are the best people to train the rest of the team.

•

Finally, pick up the sceptics: Once the new system is in place and working, then you can address
the sceptics and do what you need to do to get them using the system.

•

Persistence: There will be set-backs and not everyone is going to leap at the opportunity to use
the new system. Keeping at it, when you know the system does work and help, is going to be
essential (keeping at it with a fundamentally flawed system is less helpful).

Final thoughts

LawTech is exciting, but while there is much talk, little is actually being used by in-house teams. Legal is
far behind in its adoption of technology and the risks associated with change are outweighed by the
heavy costs of inaction.
You don’t, however, need to do this on your own. Your company already has a number of tools that can
be used right now and suppliers such as Radiant can help you both implement technology and provide
technology-enhanced services.

What to do next
•

•
•

Claim your free tailored benchmarking report and strategy session to see where your company
is on the journey to optimal performance and where to start on improving your commercial
contracting capability
You might also find our other In-House Guides helpful - you can find them here
If you're ready to start making improvements, complete our enquiry form, call us on +44 203
865 1200 or send us an email to set up a short, free of charge consultation meeting

