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IMPLEMENTING THE DIGITAL CASE FROM START TO FINISH 

Jessica Kirk Drennan 

The “paperless law office” is not truly “paperless,” but it is definitely less paper.  “Going 
paperless” really refers to a different way to manage your case documents and a different way to 
manage your entire law office including electronic registers for your trust and operating accounts, 
employee time keeping, and client billing by using cloud-based practice management software  
There are many benefits to using this type of software “including enhanced security, meeting client 
expectations, improved efficiency, easy access and saving money.  Having digital files prevents file 
destruction during catastrophic events such as fire, tornado, hurricane, etc as well as theft.  
Additionally, many cloud-based services have better internet security than you have on your office 
server or computer hard drives and thus clients’ information has better protection from hackers.  
Clients also now have an expectation that your office is implementing the latest technology in case 
management such that information is easily accessible and sharable.   The ability to access all 
documents and emails from your computer not only assists in client relations, but also eliminates 
the time it takes to pull paper files from the file room or off-site storage thus improving efficiency 
and reducing labor costs.  With these type systems client files and the documents in them are 
accessible by all employees at once and from any computer in any location; therefore, no more 
searching for files; waiting to use files, copying documents in the files, having to be present to use 
the files.   There is also less need for banker boxes, shucks, folders, labels etc.  And best of all no 
off-site storage fees and large areas in-office for current files. 

In order to support a paperless office certain infrastructure will be needed such as a 
practice management system software as mentioned above as well as adobe acrobat pro.  The 
practice management system is what is used to manage documents and emails, track bank 
accounts, keep time and generate billing for clients.  This allows management of the entire office 
in one system and the tracking of employee performance. Following are some examples of the 
highest rated practice management systems: 

    1) Action Step 
    2) Clio 
    3) Cosmolex 
    4) File Vine 
    5) My Case 
    6) Practice Panther 
 
 These systems are all cloud-based and are much more efficient than other office systems 
such as on-premises servers or simple document storage services such as dropbox or googledocs.  
On-premises servers are expensive and on-site IT services for maintenance which can also be 
expensive.  Additionally, the G-drive is not easily accessible outside the office like a cloud-based 
service. Cloud document storage systems are also inferior because they lack matter or case-centric 
organization; they don’t allow management of documents and emails in one system; there is no 
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automatic optical character recognition (OCR); they may store documents on servers outside the 
USA; and they may lack appropriate security and compliance features.  Be aware that your state 
bar may have regulations or laws concerning digital storage and transmissions and your state may 
have cyber security laws concerning your potential liability for unauthorized access of client 
documents or information. It is important that your practice management system and other digital 
services meet these standards.  Cloud-based systems store documents in many formats including 
pdfs which historically were non-modifiable; however, Adobe acrobat pro allows the modification 
of pdf documents by separating pages and modifying content.  This is essential in document 
management in a cloud-based system since hard copies are scanned into pdf format. 
 
 In addition to software, there is hardware needed to run a paperless office.  A quality 
scanner is essential as they convert hard copies into a digital format, (pdf).  The scanner should 
have the following features:  
   1)  Automatic paper feeding function 
   2) Duplexing—front and back scanning 
   3) OCR—optical character recognition 
   4) Deskewing—if original feed is skewed, it straightens the duplicate 
It is a good idea to have a large scanner that is usable firm-wide for large scan jobs as well as desk-
top and mobile phone scanners.  Following are some scanners with the necessary features: 
   1) Konica-Minolte 
   2) Fujitsu Scan Snap ix500 
   3) Tiny Scanner 
After the hard copies are scanned they will need to be shredded, if they are not returned to the 
client, to protect client information.  Due to the amount of shredding that will be needed, 
consider a shredding service.  Useful, though not required are two wide-screened monitors for 
each employee.  The monitors facilitate viewing multiple documents side-by-side and also gleaning 
information from documents on one screen while drafting documents on another.  For trying 
cases using digital files the following items are required to be efficient: 
   1) Tablets or laptops for attorneys 
   2) External hard drives/Thumb drives 
   3) Portable printer 

4) Extra charging and extension cords 
   5) Smart TV and stand 

6) Mifi 
Obviously, this requires a considerable financial output, but in the long-run the savings in office 
supplies, labor and time will exceed the initial investment. 

 
To make the paperless office functional there will need to be systems in place for document 

management including document flow charts so that employees know how to handle the 
documents as they come into the office.  On the next page is an example of a document flow chart 
demonstrating how documents will travel through the office to the Practice Management Software.  
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The office will also need a procedure for handling hard copies once scanned into the system.  
There will be three options:  1) retain the original, 2) return the original to the source or 3) shred 
the document.   The office will receive hard copies in numerous ways including document 
production pursuant to subpoenas and discovery and from the client.  Generally, if a hard copy is 
not an original, the staff member has the authority to shred the document after scanning unless he 
or she has received specific counter instructions.  If the hard copy is an original, the lead attorney 
on the case will make a decision whether to return to client immediately or at the end of the case.  
When returning originals to the client, the office should have a procedure in place to document 
the return.  A simple procedure is to create a document receipt that will be signed and dated by 
the person who retrieves the document and then that receipt is scanned and saved to the 
appropriate file as a permanent record in the event the whereabouts of the document is ever 
questioned. 
 
 After the documents are scanned they must be labeled and labeled uniformly.  This will 
assist all employees in finding documents quickly by “tag words” such as file name and document 
type.  Staff should be trained in this area and given a “cheat sheet.”   “Tag words” will be unique to 
each office determined by practice area and preference.  The uniformity is necessary to enable staff 
to search all documents saved into the practice management system by label or text.  Examples of 
“Tag words: 
 
   Cmpl=Complaint 
   Ans=Answer 
   CCL=Counterclaim 
   Plnt=Plaintiff 
   Def=Defendant 

Mtn=Motion 
   Disco=Discovery 
   Int=Interrogatories 
   RFP=Request For Production 
   RFA=Request for Admissions 
   Depo=Deposition 
   NOI=Notice of Intent 
   N2C=Notice to Clerk 
   Mtn 4 TRO=Motion for Temporary Restraining Order 
   Mtn 4 PLR=Motion for Pendente Lite Relief 
   TCC=Telephone Consult with Client 
   TCA=Telephone Consult with Attorney 
   LMOM=Left Message on Machine 
   LMWR=Left Message with Receptionist 
   NMNM=No Message No Machine 
   Atty Notes=Attorney Notes 



5 
 

 Documents from clients, subpoena production and discovery often come in large batches 
of hard copies.  When this occurs, the documents should be immediately scanned exactly as 
received which preserves the condition in which received, and the date received.  Then the 
scanned documents are labeled and saved into the relevant client file as received.  We save it into a 
folder called “incoming documents.”   This file is preserved for the entirety of the case and is the 
go-to file if there is ever a question as to whether a certain document was received.  The staff and 
attorneys assigned to the case are notified that the documents have arrived which triggers the tasks 
needed. 
  
 To organize a large batch of scanned documents, it is necessary to have Adobe Acrobat Pro 
software.  When the documents are scanned that are converted into a pdf format.  The pdf format 
is usually an “image” and therefore nonmodifiable.   The Adobe pro software allows you to modify 
pdf documents by separating the large batch into individual documents to be labeled and then 
saved into the appropriate file.  Keep in mind that when the paralegal accesses the large batch in 
“incoming documents” he/she simply copies the file and then begins organizing with the Adobe 
pro software such that the large batch file is preserved.  Following are examples of how documents 
appear in “incoming documents” and how they are saved once separated and organized for the 
various purposes such as client documents, discovery, and subpoenas.  The labels used should 
indicate client name, date, way in which received, and description of documents. 
 
Incoming Documents Folder: 
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Client Document Folder:     
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 For discovery the client document folder is utilized to pair responsive documents with 
particular questions.   Once method is to copy the client document folder onto a different 
medium and create a “nonresponsive folder.”  As the documents are reviewed they are either saved 
into a folder labeled with a number that corresponds to a request for production or saved into 
non-responsive documents.   This allows for a quick final review by the attorney who can insure 
that the documents in the folders are indeed responsive and that the “nonresponsive” documents 
are not relevant.  If the attorney disagrees with the draft, it is a matter of copying and pasting 
documents into the correct folder.  No printing, no shuffling through mounds of paper and no re-
tabbing or labeling of folders.  It is literally a click of the mouse. Following is an example of an 
organized Discovery folder: 
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Main Discovery Folder:  
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Discovery Folder Breakdown: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Breakdown of Request for 
Production: 
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 Similarly, for subpoenas, as the documents come in they are separated, labeled and 
organized into folders.  Following is an example of a Subpoena file and how the documents are 
organized within: 
 
 
 
Main Subpoena Folder: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Bridgeworth Folder:  
 
 
 
 
Bridgeworth Accounts: 
 
 
: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
529 Breakdown: 
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 As the case progresses, more documents and information are gathered, and the good news 
is that the above-folders are easily supplemented without the necessity of printing and reorganizing 
paper files.  Additionally, as different stages of the case are reached the raw data contained in the 
documents are available for the attorney to prepare.  The question is how to organize the raw data 
that is stored digitally to prevent the attorney or paralegal from printing numerous documents off 
of the system for purposes of preparation for and/or use in depositions, mediation, or trial.  There 
are many different ways to manage and group information depending on the particular field of 
practice.  As my practice field of divorce deals with factual issues surrounding the breakdown of 
the marriage and custody as well as the division of assets and award of support I have developed 
summaries that can be started as soon as the initial client contact and updated throughout the 
pendency of the proceeding.  This used to be timely and costly as these summaries were printed 
and kept in case notebooks that were sectioned and tabbed.  As you can imagine as information 
developed, sections of the notebook would be enlarged or reduced, requiring the notebook to be 
re-organized and re-tabbed.  This took an enormous amount of time and paper.   With the 
paperless office, the case notebooks and summaries within them are built digitally using the raw 
data gathered in client document, discovery and subpoena folders, and all that is required to build 
them is a click of the mouse to copy files and paste them into the appropriate “sections” of the 
notebook.  In our office subpoenaed documents, deposition transcripts, audio transcripts among 
other items are summarized and then the summaries are kept in the case notebook.  Also, a 
summary of the factual circumstances underlying a case is made that we simply title “timeline.”  
Information from client notes, attorney notes, allegations in the pleadings, discovery and 
subpoenas is used to construct the “timeline.”  As information is put into the timeline, the source 
document is referenced and often a link is inserted such that the full source document can be read 
if you desire more information that what is in the summary.  Additionally, we build a documented 
asset chart that contains information about the assets owned by the parties.  This asset chart has 
information concerning title, indebtedness, and fair market value of each asset.  This is not a chart 
for trial—it is too detailed.  It is for internal use so that the attorney can quickly see what, if any 
additional information is needed to document any one particular asset. 
 

Once the summaries are completed, the attorney can use the case notebook to review the 
summaries, timeline and asset chart to create a summary of the issues that will group the 
information in the file by claim or defense in the case.  This will help the attorney identify what 
additional items are needed to prove a claim and whether the claim is weak or strong.  
Additionally, the attorney can identify what is needed to authenticate certain documents and what 
predicates must be laid for admissibility of certain oral testimony.  Likewise, the timeline is used by 
the attorney to determine how certain facts may be proven or if they can be proven and what 
witnesses need to be called to trial.  Also, during the attorney’s review documents that are expected 
to be used for trial can be gathered by simply copying them into an exhibits folder.  When case 
preparation is complete the exhibits folder is given to the paralegal who will then print the exhibits 
for trial. These exhibits, along with the notes needed by the attorney to question witnesses, should 
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be the only paper needed in the trial process.  Below are examples of the digital case books and 
summaries used by our office. 
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The biggest concern I have encountered with having a digital file is the fear that a document that is 
needed will not be actually printed.   Before the paperless office, the entire file would be printed 
and organized in numerous banker boxes.  All of these boxes would be wheeled into the 
courthouse each time a hearing was set.  The file was there, in paper, ready to be accessed if an 
unanticipated issue arose.  That printed file was a security blanket. I am here to reassure you that 
your banker boxes are present, they are simply smaller and more manageable and contained in 
digital files.  These digital files make all of your case files readily accessible and probably accessible 
more quickly than before.  The digital files are organized on your computer just as they would be if 
they were in a box and they can be searched by title or text to locate quickly in a trial setting.  They 
are available for immediate review in the digital format and if the document needs to be put into 
evidence, it is simply printed, marked and used.  There is nothing to lose and everything to gain. 
The attorneys’ entry into the courtroom is much more streamlines and sophisticated.  There is no 
wrestling with carts and those pesky lids on banker boxes, not to mention how heavy a banker box 
full of paper is.  Counsel table, and the area surrounding the table, is much cleaner and more 
organized.  When an unexpected document is needed, there is no shuffling through paper during 
the trial to find it; it is simply found and pulled up on the laptop or tablet screen.  Additionally, 
the client and the court (and probably opposing counsel) will be impressed with the level of 
organization and the use of sophisticated equipment during the trial process. 
  
   To be successful and prepared for all eventualities at court there is equipment that I would 
recommend based upon my use of the same.  I of course take my tablet to view the digital file.  To 
safeguard against weak, interrupted or no internet signal, I download the entirety of the file onto 
the laptop.  I also download the entirety of the file onto a jump drive as a back-up in the event of a 
problem with the tablet.  I bring a mifi that is charged and ready to go so if I need my own internet 
signal I can get one.  Do not rely on a hotspot from a mobile phone; the download time is too long 
and unreliable.  Lastly, I bring a portable laser jet printer that is kept in a room outside the main 
courtroom but can be accessed to print a document when and if needed.  For presentation of 
evidence, the tablet or laptop is used with portable speakers if necessary to play audio recordings.  I 
have a smart tv and stand that I bring to play videos or to emphasize certain portions of 
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documents, photos etc.  I have found that the smart tv works infinitely better than a screen and 
projector due to the light, both natural and artificial, present in most courtrooms.  The screen is 
front-lighted by the projector, but smart tv is backlit and therefore the light in the room has very 
little effect.  Jump drives with exhibits can be inserted directly into the smart tv for use as a 
demonstrative aid to the Court.  Below is a full list of equipment and items that I take when 
litigating. 
 
 
  1. An associate or staff member 

2. Box of printed exhibits 
3. My personal Trial Notebook with witness outlines and other notes 
4. Tablet with the file downloaded 

  5. Jump drive containing entire file 
  6. Mifi in the event you need to research something on the spot 
  7. Smart TV and stand if you have digital exhibits such as videos, photos etc. 
  8. Portable Printer to print documents you did not anticipate you would use. 
  9. Paper and extra ink cartridge for printer 
  10. Charging and extension cords for your equipment 
 
 Once the case is over, the digital case file is the easiest to close.   It is very simple to 
download the file onto a jump drive to send to the client, along with any originals documents you 
maintained. (Please do not forget the document receipt to be signed by the client as discussed 
earlier.)  Additionally, the file can be maintained on the cloud forever of just for the period of time 
required by your bar association and then deleted.  Most practice management providers store 
your information on a main server and back up server.  They also have the latest and greatest in 
cyber security to protect your clients’ information.  As an extra precaution I download a copy of 
the digital file onto another medium usually a non-writable dvd and store it off-site in a book.  All 
hard copies are shredded at the end of the case, so no on-site or off-site storage is needed. 
 
 Paperless office management is not just a fad.  There are too many benefits including time 
and costs savings to continue running your office and managing your client documents in the 
former way.  Hopefully this paper has provided a guide to implementing a “paperless” office that 
does more than “organize documents” but can also be used to maintain the “paperless” concept 
through litigation and to the conclusion of the case. 


