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Thompson Hine 
Developed SmartPaTH, a service delivery model that incorporates project management, value billing, flexible sta�ing and process e�iciency.

9 9 7 25Paul Hastings
Taking data analytics to a new level by using statisticians to reduce the scale of document review exercises

Littler Mendelson
Combined data analytics, lawyers’ skills and experience, and the firm's proprietary methodology to better manage plainti� employment litigation.
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8 9 6 23Orrick, Herrington & Sutcli�e
A partnership with Stanford Legal Design Initiative that combines engineering, design and the law for a novel way of delivering legal services.

Reed Smith
Developed Periscope, an e-discovery tool that provides real-time project insights for clients, saving time and money.

Skadden, Arps, Slate, Meagher & Flom
The patent analytics team combines historical data with human insight to advise clients more e�iciently.
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T
he legal profession needs to
innovate. Technology is having
drastic effects on all knowledge
workers; globalisation is
increasing. The pace of busi -

ness and the demands of clients are rising.
The FT Innovative Lawyers reports

show the impact of these changes on the
legal profession. The first US report in
2010 had few examples of innovations
that increased efficiencies for clients. 
But this year we see firms such as
Thompson Hine make smart models of
delivering legal services central to their
business. Others have combined with
software companies — for example Littler
Mendelson with Neota Logic — to alter
radically not only the delivery of advice
but also the content of that advice through
better collection and analysis of data.
These initiatives are a sign of the times.

But they are not reflective of the North
American profession as a whole, which
still remains behind that of the UK in
terms of its “business of law” innovation
or the impetus of its leading law firms to
change the status quo. For example, it is
still largely wedded to the hourly rate
whereas in Europe alternative fee
arrangements are the mainstay of most
legal mandates.
For many top law firms, business is back

to normal after the financial crisis. They
can charge premium rates. Their clients,
with which many have relationships
dating back decades, are happy to pay: the
product delivered is often worth it.
But, importantly, while the North

American market might lack innovation
at an institutional level, North American
lawyers are more entrepreneurial.
For all the FT reports in Europe, North

America and the Asia-Pacific region, the
benchmark by which we assess individual
legal innovation is based on finding

lawyers who perform beyond the market
norm, who are unusual and deliver an
exceptional contribution to clients.
In these terms, the benchmark for

individual legal innovation in North
America could be considered more
advanced than it is in Europe.
To use the analogy of a car, in most

regions, lawyers sit in the back behind
their clients and other advisers, who are
doing the driving. Innovative lawyers in
Europe are those who have leapt into the
front to drive a deal or dispute. In the US,
however, most partners at top firms are
comfortably behind the wheel.
Therefore, in North America, lawyers

have to show they have gone a step
further. In real terms, it means perhaps
taking a lead role in designing a
transaction — something relatively
unusual but happening more frequently.
Or a legal solution and leadership that has
made business happen and where clients
identify them as the critical factors in
their success and a source of competitive
advantage.

The North America report for 2015
shows lawyers working to enable, expand
and protect their clients’ business.
Standout examples include White & Case,
which enabled the complicated financing
of Freeport LNG’s natural gas facility in
Texas, Sullivan & Cromwell’s work for
Standard Chartered bank that indirectly
protected New York’s status as a global
banking centre, and Cravath Swaine &
Moore’s work for Mylan, the
pharmaceutical company that helped to
expand (and protect) the business in the
first six months of 2015.
In terms of legal expertise, North

American lawyers have a rich diet of work
to feed their creative legal muscles.
However, there is also movement on the

business of law. The 2015 FT report does

show willingness to seize the future.
A better use of proprietary data and

technology runs through the business of
law submissions from the firms this year,
as they prepare for the disruption of new
technologies.
One outstanding example comes from

Dentons. The law firm has set up an
autonomous venture development
company, NextLaw Labs, which seeks to
foster innovation in legal technologies
through what it calls “seeding the
ecosystem”. NextLaw Labs is entirely
owned by Dentons and invests in
promising start-ups.
Its first investment is in Ross

Intelligence, the University of Toronto
team that is developing IBM Watson’s
artificial intelligence software for the legal
profession. The overall goal of Next- Law
Labs is to transform the delivery of legal
services.
The index of best-performing firms in

the FT report this year shows a few new
entrants. West coast firm Cooley jumps
into the list with a series of both legal
expertise and business of law innovations,
from winning cases for Kinder Morgan to
setting up networks for North American
defence contractors.
Other new entrants to the top 10 include

Pillsbury Winthrop, which is developing
new practice areas as industries converge
and new ones emerge. It has a cyber
security offering for client FireEye, whose
corporate legal team also wins plaudits in
the FT’s in-house lawyers ranking. This
team has set up a system that tracks ideas,
encouraging innovation from a broad
range of people within the business.
The best performing firm in the FT

North America Innovative Lawyers 2015
report is Skadden, Arps, Slate Meager and
Flom, which takes the top position for the
third time in six years.
What makes this firm a perennial in the

FT rankings? We would say a culture that
mixes restlessness, individual ambition
and collaboration. That combination
enables its partners not just to drive the
car, but also to see around the next corner. 

Legal advice has to demonstrate it can
drive ahead



W
hile the corp or ate world
has been quick to harness
tech nologies such as data
analytics and cloud-based
computing, the legal sector

has been slower off the mark. However,
with their eyes on increasing efficiency
and delivering services to their clients in
new ways, law firms are strengthening
their digital capabilities.
“Use of more advanced technologies to

understand and analyse data has
exploded,” says Tom Barnett, special
counsel at Paul Hastings. “But the legal
profession has lagged behind that, even
though most of the decisions lawyers
make on behalf of their clients are data-
dependent.”
One reason for the late arrival of law

firms to the digital arena is that being
entrepreneurial and experimental does
not always come naturally to a sector
whose approach tends to be governed by
caution.
“As lawyers we’re trained to be

somewhat risk-averse and to help clients
avoid risk, so that mindset might not lead
to the most cutting-edge develop ments,”
says Mr Barnett, a litigator and data
analytics, information governance and
eDiscovery expert brought in by Paul
Hastings to develop its data analytics
capabilities.
However, as the legal business becomes

increasingly competi tive and companies
take more of the routine legal work in-
house, law firms are recognising they need
to adopt technology to cut costs, both for

themselves and for their clients, and to
attract and retain business.
At Thompson Hine, for example, a

budget and work plan tool – components
of Thompson Hine’s SmartPaTH —
increases the efficiency of legal project
management by providing a platform that
integrates everything from billing costs to
staffing.
In addition, it helps clients improve

decision-making, says Bill Garcia, director
of legal project management at the firm.
“Any work plan that a lawyer proposes
reflects a series of tactical choices. The
tool makes it easy to highlight those
things.”
The tool can reduce the burden of the

reporting process, too, by using data
visualisation, which removes the need to
wade through dozens of printouts of
spreadsheet tables. “It reaches into the
data and creates charts and pictures that
are relatively easy for humans to interact
with,” says Mr Garcia.
Compliance is another area that is

proving ripe for legal technology
innovation. Since the financial crisis of
2008, which prompted an avalanche of
new and changing regula tions, companies
have been struggling to remain compliant,
particularly when they have global
operations and are dealing with different
regula tions in every jurisdiction.
Law firms are responding by coming up

with new technology tools to help their
clients win the compliance battle.
At Baker & McKenzie, for example, a

cloud-based legal compliance service
called iG360 guides the firm’s multi -
national clients through information
governance laws in more than 120
countries, with 24-hour access to tailored
legal advice.
Theo Ling, partner and head of the

Canadian information technology and
communi ca tions practice at Baker &
McKenzie, says the service allows clients
to move from an intermittent approach
based on binders and spreadsheets to
continuous compliance, as subscribers
have access to a regularly updated library
hosted on the cloud.

“Organisations cannot change course
immediately,” he says. “So the sooner you
have knowl edge of something changing,
the better.”
Labour compliance is another area

becoming more complex for companies to
manage, as they need to make hiring
decisions quickly to remain competitive
but without breaching federal, state or
local employment laws.
To help its clients in this

field, Littler Mendelson has worked with
technology company Neota Logic to
develop a web-based platform called
ComplianceHR.
The platform helps clients make

decisions on matters such as hiring
independent con tractors or determining
their overtime-exempt status. It also
generates employment docu ments, such
as inde pendent contractor agree ments
and non-disclosure agreements.
Meanwhile, data analytics is helping

lawyers use predictive analysis to plan
their legal strategies, based on previous
data such as types of allegations brought
against companies and previous decisions
in different courts.
“You can use all that data and start to

predict how a case may or may not come
out,” says Tom Bender, co-president and
managing director at Littler Mendelson.
“You start to model the history to plan
your litigation strategy.”
However, he does not see technology

replacing the human aspect of law. By
enhancing efficiency and offering new
ways of delivering services, it gives
lawyers more time to do what they do
best, he says. “The human is the one that
really develops the strategy,” he says.
‘You’re never going to lose that personal
contact, the person who has the
relationship with the client and knows
their business needs and how those fit
with whatever the legal strategy is for a
certain case.”

Firms throw off caution and enter the
digital arena
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Deborah Read
Managing partner,
Thompson Hine

As a lawyer who has advised
many foundations and tax-exempt
and non-profit organisations,
Deborah Read appreciates the
challenges faced by clients trying
to do more with less.

On her appointment as
managing partner three years ago,
she took the opportunity to
examine how the firm responded
to clients’ needs for value and
efficiency.

Thompson Hine is now ranked
as one of the top five firms in the
US for client service. This can
largely be attributed to Ms Read’s
SmartPaTH initiative, a system
that combines project
management, value-based pricing,
flexible staffing and process
efficiency.

Deborah Read is one of top ten Legal In-
novators for 2015

The system forces a
fundamental shift in the
way lawyers think about
the practice of law. It not
only maximizes the value
the firm provides, but also
fosters innovation within.

RESEARCH 
METHODOLOGY

FT Innovative Lawyers 2015 is a
rankings report and series of
awards for Europe-based lawyers.
Shortlists for the awards comprise
the top-ranked submissions in
each section of the report.

The FT and its research partner
RSG Consulting have devised a
unique methodology to rank
lawyers on innovation. Law firms,
inhouse legal teams and other legal
service organisations are invited to

submit their innovations. These are
then fully researched through tele-
phone interviews and online feed-
back.

No entry appears in this report
without a robust client or inde-
pendent reference. Market experts
are also called in to assess the sub-
missions and the research.

Each entry is scored out of 10
points for originality, rationale and
impact, for a maximum score of 30.
Entries are then benchmarked
against each other to arrive at the
final rankings. Lawyers are ranked

for delivering exceptional value to
business.

The in-house lawyer rankings are
drawn from nominations as well as
submissions, but all entries require
thirdparty validation and commen-
dation.

FT 10: LAW FIRM 
INNOVATORS 2015

The FT 10 ranking is a pure aggre-
gate of each law firm’s perform-
ance across the private practice
categories of the report. This year

we have truncated the ranking (in
previous years it was the FT 50) to
accommodate a ranking of the
gamechanging European law firms
of the past 10 years, commemorat-
ing the 10th edition of the Europe
report. This ranking is based on law
firms’ answers to five questions,
considering growth, change, opera-
tional innovation, legal innovation
and contribution to the profession.

For the full methodology, go to
ft.com/innovative-lawyers 
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