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Guest Blog  Comment  Legal innovation

Innovation is a word much bandied around in the law without always a
clear idea of what it means. Many lawyers or PR people have called
me up over the years to proclaim their latest exciting innovation, only
for me to point out that plenty of people have been doing the same
thing for ages.

A recent report from the Legal Services Board and Solicitors Regulation
Authority, entitled 'Innovation in legal services ', is more generous in
its definition of innovation than I – a small high street firm that in the
last three years has added, say, a family law offering to its existing
services, or started offering fixed fees, or adopted electronic
communication with clients, counts as innovative for the purposes of the research. That firm wouldn't make the pages of
my publication, Legal Futures.

The researchers are working from a broader definition developed beyond the legal world, but I don't know how helpful
that is. It's not just me – I don't think many in the law would consider that high street firm to be innovative as we
understand it in the ABS era. Riverview Law making everything fixed fees, including litigation? Cheshire firm Bott & Co
seeing a green field and opening a flight delay claims department? Now that was innovative.

In fairness, the report has a category for this – 'radical innovation', which it describes as 'services new to the market and
introduced before competitors'. Some 7.6% of respondents fell into this category – with unregulated providers more
prominent than regulated ones, interestingly.

In this context, the fact that only a quarter of respondents had introduced either a service or business process innovation
of any kind is unimpressive, given that most of those will be at that lower end of the scale. While the research provides
evidence that ABSs are more innovative across the board, the fact is that three years in, there are fewer than 500 ABSs
in a market of more than 15,000 different legal services providers – although within that number, it should be said, are
some major businesses.

Nonetheless, the critics/usual suspects will use this research to declare that the 'big bang' has been a failure. ABSs are
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a failure. There's been no Tesco Law. What was the point?

They are looking down the wrong end of the telescope, however. Ask not why ABSs should be allowed; rather, ask why
they shouldn't. Does it matter if they haven't (yet) changed the world? There is no evidence that they are doing anyone
any harm – no more so than traditional firms at least.

In any case, while the research does not go into any detail of the types of more significant innovation seen in the law
over the last three years, this website does on a daily basis. It's not just about ABSs, but they are the standard bearers
of the revolution, so let's have a look what has happened with them.

Some of the types of ABS were expected – the firms with non-lawyer partners/owners, private equity investment, big
brands, multi-disciplinary practices involving financial advisers or accountants, and in-house teams turning into
freestanding practices (whether Crabtree Law, BT Law, trade association the British Printing Industries Federation, or
various local authority law firms), to name five. That we expected them should not diminish their significance.

But we've also had a firm of surveyors, a business that helps wealthy Russians relocate to London, the Country
Gentlemen's Association, the British Medical Association, the Community Advice and Law Service in Leicester,
Richmond Chambers (the first SRA-licensed ABS without a solicitor), an ABS attached to a barristers' chambers, trade
unions forming a law firm, employee ownership at Triton Global, a Chinese-owned ABS targeting Chinese companies
looking to invest abroad, and the University of Law.

And don't forget Gateley, the national law firm newly listed on AIM – one of 19 ABSs that are in some way listed (the
majority are the joint venture ABSs set up with insurance companies).

I could go on and on and on describing the different and interesting ABSs that have been licensed, but won't – the point
is that with news moving so fast, it is too easy to forget just how much innovation ABSs have brought to the legal world
in the last three years. This is making a difference to the shape of the market.

It is notable that the research found ABSs far more willing to reach beyond the law for inspiration and help with
innovation – and that the reluctance of traditional firms to do so was holding back innovation.

But even ardent ABS fans may be surprised by this statement in the research: 'The introduction of ABS status was
intended to promote innovation and diversity in the provision of legal services. While the existence of ABS is a recent
phenomenon, our analysis – which includes data from around a third of solicitors with ABS status – suggests this
ambition has been realised.'

It is still too early, I think, to be so definitive. As LSB chief executive Richard Moriarty said, there is a long way to go. I
agree with him that the surveys consistently showing high levels of unmet legal need among both individuals and SMEs
indicate that the market is not functioning in an optimal manner and that new service or delivery innovations are needed
to do so. The work being led by Professor Richard Susskind on online dispute resolution and by Professor Roger Smith
on the digital delivery of legal services to people on low incomes points the way.

I have written before about the 'Dyson moment' – when a way of doing things that has been accepted and aped for
many years (such as old-style hand-dryers) is overtaken by a new approach to an old problem that is quicker, cheaper,
more efficient and ultimately delivers both a better result and a better experience. We're still waiting.

It is no surprise that change in the legal market has been slower than some might have hoped or predicted when the first
ABS was licensed on 6 October 2011 – the law is not a big bang kind of place. But compared to the previous 100 years,
legal practice has been moving very rapidly indeed – if you just take the time to look.

Neil Rose is editor of Legal Futures. You can read his blog here.

http://www.legalfutures.co.uk/blog
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White & Case follows project finance clients to

launch in Seoul
2015-08-11

South Korea is continuing to prove its attraction for Global 100 firms with White
& Case launching an office in Seoul with plans to relocate three partners and
expand relationships with project finance clients.

KPMG boosts German offering with double

Taylor Wessing hire
2015-08-10

Accountancy firms continue to build their presence in the legal sector with
KPMG Law the latest to boost its legal team by hiring two Berlin-based Taylor
Wessing partners.

Mintz Levin scales back London office as

managing partner leaves to set up pharma

boutique
2015-08-10

Having lost the bulk of its City patent practice to fellow US firm Cooley earlier
this month, Mintz, Levin, Cohn, Ferris, Glovsky and Popeo has made the
decision to scale back its London offering with managing partner Julian Crump
exiting to establish his own pharmaceuticals boutique.

Standard Chartered rejigs in-house with new

deputy GC and financial crime trio
2015-08-10

Standard Chartered has made several senior appointments to its in-house
legal team, bolstering its financial crime compliance (FCC) unit and recruiting
ICAP's group general counsel (GC) Duncan Wales as deputy GC to help
'manage legal affairs'.
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Under fire Walker to step down as Deutsche

Bank's general counsel by year-end
2015-08-10

After a management reshuffle earlier this summer that saw legal affairs chief
Christian Sewing reassigned, Deutsche Bank has confirmed that general
counsel (GC) Richard Walker will leave the bank at the year-end.

Revolving doors: OC, DLA and DWF make key

hires as CMA promotes new cartels head
2015-08-09

Last week saw a trio of LB100 firms, Osborne Clarke (OC), DWF, and DLA
Piper,  make key national and international appointments while the Competition
and Markets Authority (CMA) bolstered its cartels and criminal group with the
internal promotion of a director to its leadership team.

DLA Piper ends South African alliance as it

eyes Jo’burg launch for first foray into Africa
2015-08-07

DLA Piper and its South African affiliate, Cliffe Dekker Hofmeyr, are ending
their formal alliance as the international firm looks to strengthen its presence in
the country.

The importance of tech: Foot Anstey promotes

IT director to partner
2015-08-07

Highlighting the growing importance of technology for law firms, south west firm
Foot Anstey has used its alternative business structure (ABS) licence to bring
IT director Duncan Eadie into the partnership, promoting him to equity partner.
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