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Despite what you might fear, it’s possible to 
create a paperless law practice in a way that’s 
simple, sensible and smooth. And by “smooth” I 
mean minimally disruptive.

But before getting into the question of how to 
create a paperless law office, let’s spend a minute 
talking about why you’d want to do so. It’s 
important to have a clear understanding of the 
benefits of creating a paperless law practice.

Knowing the benefits will help everyone in your 
office stay on track during the transition phase, 
and-most importantly-it will help them understand  
and accept the changes that are taking place. 

Many lawyers are discovering the benefits of 
having less paper to manage, and looking to 
transition into a paperless law practice. Other 
lawyers are intrigued by the prospect of a 
completely digital filing system, but they have 
concerns about embarking on a process that might 
be disruptive to their established workflow.

Certainly, there is no frictionless way to create a 
paperless practice. But with a sound approach you 
can eliminate the biggest challenges and minimize 
most of the smaller ones. By the way, most of the 
big challenges are unnecessary-which is why 
they’re easy to avoid (once you know what they are).

Introduction

paper office
illustration



A LAWYER’S GUIDE TO GOING PAPERLESS

LawFirmAutopilot.com PAGE 2

So why should lawyers like you create a paperless 
law office? The short answer is that doing so will 
save time and money, and make your life much 
easier.

Having lots of paper locks you into paying for extra 
office space to accommodate the bulky file cabinets 
needed to store those papers-plus, you have to pay 
people to keep the papers properly organized. 
By contrast, digital storage costs are ridiculously 
inexpensive and getting cheaper every year.

Benefits of a
paperless office

Let’s quickly review some of 
the main benefits.

Lower your overhead

Routine paper management is a commoditized 
process, one that your clients aren’t eager to pay 
for. Obviously, you have to manag  the 
information contained in paper, but that 
doesn’t mean you should manage that 
information in paper form.

When your files are digitized you can start 
automating many of your routine office processes, 
which frees you and your staff to spend time on 
other things that you can charge your clients more 
for (e.g. high-level strategic thinking). Plus, it 
allows you to handle more work with minimal 
incremental cost.

In 2000, just one quarter of the 
world's stored information was 
digital.

Today, more than 98% of all 
stored information is digital.

The cost of 1 GB OF STORAGE
in 1993: $9,000
in 2013: 4 cents
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Having your files digitized and made available 
through the “cloud” (i.e. the Internet) means you 
can instantly access key information at anytime, 
from anywhere-even if all you have is your  
smartphone. Plus, if you make your documents 
text-searchable then you can search for documents 
based on the text in those documents.

Get key information quickly 
and reliably 

Being able to share your documents easily through 
the web means you can work more easily with your 
staff. If a weather disaster makes it hard for people 
to come to work one day, no problem. Everyone can 
keep working from home if they have to.

Having the skill of working remotely via the 
Internet means you’ll also be able to hire part-time 
virtual freelancers if you experience a temporary 
surge in workload. Or maybe you need temporary 
specialized assistance on a particular case or project.

Collaborate more easily 

Imagine calmly managing your case from the 
counsel table using your laptop computer, while 
your opponent frantically rummages through 
disheveled boxes, to the great frustration of the 
judge and jury. People will perceive you as a 
Ninja-efficient, and your big-firm opponent as a 
lumbering beast trapped in quick sand.

Gain tactical advantages 

Life is a lot easier when you have a streamlined, 
low-overhead practice. Getting rid of your reliance 
on paper allows you to simplify your work life, and 
experience an amazing sense of freedom. It gives 
you flexibility and, in turn, peace of mind.

Having discussed some of the key benefits, let’s 
examine more closely what a paperless law office 
looks like, and then get into how you develop one.

Lower your stress 
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Contrary to popular myth, a paperless law office is 
not devoid of paper. First, it’s completely impossible 
to eliminate all paper. It’s also not necessary, nor 
desirable.

Some paper is incredibly useful, like toilet paper for 
example. No one is trying to convert toilet paper 
into digital form, for obvious reasons. 

More significantly, lawyers have documents that are 
best kept in paper format. Some documents are 
required to be preserved in paper form.

What does a paperless 
law office look like?

It’s impossible to get rid of all 
paper

Wills, promissory notes, and affidavits are typically 
required to be maintained in paper format in order 
to use them in court, or as part of a legal process. But 
those kinds of documents don’t typically require a 
lot of administration, and they don’t take up a lot of 
filing cabinet space. So the burden of managing 
them isn’t that great.

You’ll still want to scan them into your computer 
system so you can print copies if you need to later. 
And, of course, you want to be able to search for 
information inside of your wills and promissory 
notes, just as you could with any other document in 
your digital filing system.

Papers you must keep

There are some papers which, even though you’re 
not required by law to keep, you want to keep 
nevertheless. The question you want to be asking is: 
will keeping a given set of papers make my life easier 
or harder? If keeping the original paper makes your 
life easier then you keep it. If you’re not sure, err on 
the side of keeping the paper. Simple, right? 

Some papers you’ll want to 
keep even if not required

For example, let’s say you're a criminal lawyer and 
you often get cases assigned to you in court. And 
typically the judge’s clerk hands you a paper file 
right before the hearing begins. Obviously, you’re 
not going to run back to the office, scan the file and 
then come back to court. First of all, there probably 
isn’t time. But even if you had time to run back to 
the office, would that make your life easier? No, it 
would just create extra work, and stress you out 
more.

So, you’re not even going to think about digitizing 
those papers. You’re going to use them, and not 
worry about “trying to be paperless.” Your main 
overall goal is still to shed unnecessary paper that 
leads to inefficiency and higher costs. But you’re 
going to do this in a sensible way, right?

In general, it’s sensible to scan every document that 
comes into your office, even if you plan to keep the 
original. And, as you get more experience scanning 
and managing digital documents, you’ll get a keener 
sense of what makes the most sense-both overall, 
and in terms of your particular practice.

For more information about what papers you must 
keep, or should keep, visit: http://bit.ly/paperstokeep

The average office worker
still uses a staggering
10,000 SHEETS
of copy paper each year!
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To create a paperless law office you’ll need to buy 
a scanner. And, as you’d imagine, there are many 
choices as to scanners. Fortunately, the top 
choice for lawyers is clear.  

The Fujitsu ScanSnap iX500 desktop scanner is 
far and away the best option for use in the 
modern law office. Here are some of the key 
features:

What scanner 
should you get?

Get the Fujitsu ScanSnap 
scanner

Costs around $420 at Amazon, and comes in 
one model that works with both Macs and PCs

Easy to set up, and operate (there’s one big 
button to push)

Holds 50 sheets in the automatic feeder, and 
scans 25 pages per minute

Scans in color, or black & white if it detects the 
absence of color

Scans both sides of a page in one pass (duplex) 
and ignores blank pages.

Automatically rotates pages fed in upside down, 
and  straightens crooked pages (i.e. “skewed” 
pages)

Handles letter and legal sized pages, even if 
inter-mixed

For PC users, it comes with Adobe Acrobat 
Standard (a $300 value); Mac version of 
Acrobat is not provided, unfortunately.

Incredibly reliable (rarely jams or misfeeds), and 
takes up very little desk space 

It is absolutely crucial that you eliminate bottlenecks 
in scanning incoming paper. Therefore, you’ll 
need to put this scanner on the desk of everyone 
in your office that will be expected to scan 
documents. 

The cost of the scanner is very reasonable, 
especially when you consider that it comes 
with Acrobat software (which is indispensable 
software for working with PDFs in a paperless 
office).

For a more detailed explanation of why the 
Fujitsu ScanSnap is the best scanner for 
lawyers visit:  http://bit.ly/scansnap4law

Now, let’s talk about what happens when you 
scan documents into your computer system.
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When you scan paper you’ll be creating a PDF file 
(“portable document format”). A decade ago, 
there might have been discussion about what 
format to scan to, but that’s no longer true.

Lawyers deal with PDFs anytime they file in 
federal court, because all pleadings are required 
to be e-filed in PDF format. State courts that 
adopt e-filing are also requiring the PDF format. 
Discovery documents are increasingly being 
produced in PDF format. And judges are starting 
to ask lawyers to file electronic briefs with 
hyperlinks, and guess what format those are 
being filed in? If you guessed PDF you’re right.

By now, most lawyers are familiar with opening 
and reading PDFs.

And they understand that PDFs look like paper 
documents, but displayed on a computer screen.

So, you’ll be scanning all your documents to PDF 
format. And the good news is that you aren’t 
boxing yourself into a weird corner by doing so. 
Because, after you scan your paper to PDF you 
can still print it out later, and it will look exactly 
like the original paper. Think of PDFs as basically 
“digital paper.”

You can appreciate that PDFs have all the benefits 
of paper. But you might not realize that PDFs 
have other powerful features that paper doesn’t 
have, features that will save you money, help you 
find information faster, and make your life easier.

PDF software & skills
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Even if you weren’t planning on creating a 
paperless practice you’d be well served by 
learning more about how to work with PDFs.  
However, since you want to create a paperless 
practice you’ll want to be more purposeful about 
acquiring better PDF-handling skills.

For example:
you don't need bulky file cabinets to store PDFs 

you can highlight PDFs, and then click to jump 
to any page with highlighting 

you can digitally sign PDFs, but without having 
to print out paper to sign, or scan the signed 
paper to send (just attach to an email and 
send it). 

you can bates-stamp thousands of pages in PDF 
format in a matter of minutes (as opposed to 
hours or days, with paper).

you can create bookmarks, which are like little 
sticky tabs on paper; but you can click the 
bookmark and instantly jump to the page it 
points to. 

you can easily fill in PDF forms, and create 
them just as easily. In fact, you can take a paper 
form, scan it in as a PDF, and Adobe Acrobat 
will detect all the places that should be form 
fields in a few seconds. 

you can redact sensitive or confidential 
information in PDFs easily, quickly, and 
reliably (Acrobat will even automatically find 
social security numbers or telephone numbers 
in text-searchable PDFs).

you can password protect PDFs, so they can 
only be opened by someone with the password 
(great for sending confidential documents to a 
client if you’re not 100% sure that transmitting 
an email is secure).

you can search a PDF for a key word or phrase, 
or you can search a bunch of PDFs for that 
word or phrase. Search results come back 
almost instantly.

So, what’s the best way to quickly learn the PDF 
skills that will serve you most in your day-to-day 
law practice? A great starting point is the e-book 
PDF Essentials for Lawyers, which focuses on 
key skills that you can learn to apply using even 
the free Adobe Reader program. The PDF Essentials 
book is in PDF format, so it’s easy to learn the skills 
right inside the book, as you read it. For more 
information visit: http://bit.ly/pdfessentials

For more advanced PDF skills such as 
bates-stamping, redacting and tagging pages with 
bookmarks, you’ll need to learn to use Adobe 
Acrobat. And the best way to do that is to get the 
ABA published book Adobe Acrobat in One Hour 
for Lawyers. For more information about that 
book, and to download a 40 page PDF sample, 
visit: http://bit.ly/acrobat4lawyers.
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Begin the file name with 4 digit year, then 2 digit 
month, then 2 digit date (e.g. 2008-01-13…). 
Using this approach this will automatically make 
the files sort chronologically in whatever folder 
you put them in.

1. Simple date

You don’t want list the dates like this: 20080113. 
You need to use a separator character between 
the date elements so it’s easy to visually 
determine what part is the year, month, and day. 
Don’t use the underscore character as a separator 
character (e.g. 2008_01_13). Why not?

Because when you need to print a list of your 
document files you'll want the list to look as 
normal as possible-not like a geeky technical
manual. Using the dash as a separator character 
looks normal: e.g. 2008-01-13.

2. Normal looking date 
separators

Briefly indicate what the document is, who 
created it, and who received it (e.g. letter from J. 
Jones to E. Murray). Keep the description as 
short as possible because some computer systems 
will reject file names that are too long.

The description element can vary according to 
your needs and preferences, but the date element 
should follow the exact method just described: 
year + month + day. Overall, you want your 
file-naming system to be easy to remember so that 
you and your staff can easily create consistency.

3. Basic description

The ideal file-name 
has three elements:

Now let’s talk about managing your digital files, 
which-again-will mostly be PDFs.

You should have a well thought-out system for 
naming the files in your paperless law office. You 
probably have a system for naming your word 
processing documents. And if that same system 
works for your PDF files, then great. But it may 
not, or you might want to tweak your system to 
accommodate PDFs that you are gathering.

Transactional lawyers typically don’t need to 
tweak their system much. It’s litigators who have 
more challenges in dealing with PDFs, because 
they have to deal with discovery documents 
coming from multiple sources.

If you name your digital documents properly, 
your documents will almost organize themselves. 
You want something basic and simple, so that 
other folks that you work with can quickly learn 
the system too.

File-naming tactics

 

BY IMPLEMENTING CLEAR 
FILE NAMING CONVENTIONS

LAW FIRMS CAN SAVE
360 HOURS A YEAR
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Digital Document
management

After implementing a system for properly naming 
files, you’ll want a system for storing the files in 
an organized manner. Again, you’re probably 
already doing this with your word processing 
files. 

If your system for managing word processing files 
works for PDFs, then you are all set. If not, then 
consider what kind of folders and sub-folders 
you’ll benefit from having. Again, you want to 
maintain as much consistency as possible.

For a litigation practice the folder structure might 
look like this:

 01 Pleadings
 02 Discovery
 03 Correspondence
 04 Trial Documents & Exhibits
 05 Settlement Documents

The reason for the leading two digits is to force 
those sub-folders to sort in an order other than 
the alphabet characters. Whatever system you 
use, make sure you are consistent.

Once your law firm grows to the point that you have 
more than 4 or 5 computer users accessing 
documents, you’ll need to consider buying and using 
specialized document management software (a 
“DMS”). That topic is beyond the scope of this 
paper, and will probably involve talking to a 
consultant who specializes in selling such software 
(including the cloud-based options).

You will want to enable access to your documents 
via the cloud, and there are many low-cost 
options out there that are easy to investigate, and 
set up. Among the well known choices are 
Google Docs, Dropbox, SugarSync, Box.com, 
and NetDocuments.

Prices are very affordable, and you can get as much 
online storage as your law firm needs fairly easily.
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Now that we’ve talked about the basic puzzle 
pieces that go into building a paperless law 
practice it’s time to talk about how to assemble 
the pieces. You want to proceed by employing a 
proven method that’s simple, sensible and 
smooth.

In other words, you want to minimize disruption, 
and eliminate unnecessary challenges.

How to proceed

Here are some key
recommendations:

Those files have no (or little) value, and so it’s 
not worth the time and expense of scanning 
them.

Don’t scan closed files

Learn to scan and manage digital documents 
by working with a brand new case. That way 
you can work out kinks slowly, without too 
much pressure. Once you get the hang of it, 
apply your skills to a new matter. Ramping 
up slowly is also good for getting your staff to 
buy in on the process.

Make the initial transition slowly 

Invest in regular training on all of the 
software you already own, and most often 
use (e.g. Word, Outlook, Excel). Skills in one 
type of software usually translate to other 
software. Knowing how to set preferences, 
for example, is crucial.

Make sure everyone has solid 
tech skills

When you can “sign” PDFs quickly from any 
computer or smartphone you’ll make your 
life much easier. No more stressing out when 
you arrive at the hotel on a trip, only to see an 
email with a document attached that you’re 
expected to sign and return immediately. 
Being able to digitally sign PDFs is one of the 
core skills you’ll want to develop.

There are other things you can do to develop 
your paperless law practice, but those are 
beyond the scope of this document. For more 
information on how to proceed in a way 
that’s sensible and smooth, visit  our website: 
LawFirmAutopilot.com.

Get a digital signature and learn 
to use it 

The more adept you are at working with 
PDFs the more options you’ll have for 
handling client information and doing a 
better job on your cases (and with less stress).

Improve your PDF-handling skills

Eventually fax machines will become 
completely obsolete, but many lawyers still 
use them and some courts require fax-filing. 
But relying on a traditional fax machine limits 
you and makes your life harder. With 
web-based faxing you’ll receive faxes as PDFs 
by email, and you can easily forward them or 
store them in your new digital file system.

Switch to web-based faxing 
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Click to watch our companion video

SMOOTHLY CREATE 
A PAPERLESS OFFICE

HOW SMALL FIRM 
LAWYERS CAN

https://lawfirmautopilot.com/paperless/


Ernie Svenson practiced law in a big New Orleans firm 
for 20 years. His commercial litigation practice was filled 
with ridiculous overhead and mindless bureaucracy, 
which left him burned out and disillusioned. 

Then he learned to leverage technology to create a 
simpler, easier-to-manage practice. And his low-cost 
“Ernie the Attorney” weblog enabled him to get a steady 
flow of lucrative work, which made his solo practice 
financially successful as well. 

For the past decade he’s focused on teaching solo and 
small firm lawyers how to harness technology to better 
manage and market their practices—so they can start 
working less, earning more, and taking more time off. To 
learn more, visit these websites: lawfirmautopilot.com 
and ernietheattorney.net 
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