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Digital Workflow  
Basics of working with digital information 
 

What is ‘workflow’? 

 What do we mean when we refer to ÔworkflowÕ?  In the world of paper we donÕt 
think much about it because thereÕs little reason to.  For the most part we all know how to 
deal with paper, how to find it and where to store it etc.  Workflow in a law office is not 
exactly the same as in a medical office, and that reflects the different information needs of 
each business.  A good definition of ÔworkflowÕ is: whatever system is best for letting you 
capture information coming in and then routing it in the most efficient way.  Lastly, you will 
want all information to be stored in a system that makes it easy to retrieve, now and far into 
the future. 

First things first 

An optimal workflow system will prioritize information and route it accordingly.  
You want a system that doesnÕt limit important choices, or create bottlenecks.  If youÕre 
switching to a paper based system youÕll have to confront this fact: all incoming paper needs 
to prioritized with this simple question: will the paper be scanned or not?   

The best workflow systems are as simple as possible.  In most cases, the best choice 
with incoming paper is to scan anything that you wouldnÕt throw away (but reconsider the 
idea of Ôkeeping everything just in caseÕ).  After having scanned only the useful paper, you 
should return the originals to the owner (if they want them), or throw them away. 

Quality control is first 

If you are going to be rigorous and throw away all paper after it has been scanned, 
then you need to make sure that your scanning process is accurate and dependable.  This will 
require you to come to grips with Ôquality control.Õ  You need a good scanner, one which is 
fast, reliable and easy to operate.  YouÕll need to thoroughly train the few people that you 
will entrust with the task of scanning.   

This wonÕt happen overnight. 

In addition to scanning youÕll need a system that automatically routes the electronic 
copy to the right folder in your network.  If you plan to OCR all of your documents then 
youÕll need to factor this into the initial document capture phase.  OCRing the documents 
makes them text searchable, but takes more time and creates slightly larger files.  Many 
people find itÕs not worth the additional overhead to OCR all documents. 
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Also, youÕll have to decide if youÕre going to file your documents using the basic file 
folders of your computer operating system, or use a dedicated document management 
system.  If you already have a document management system then youÕll probably use that.  
And then youÕll have to think through what constraints the DMS will impose upon your 
workflow. 

After scanning 

Once the documents have been captured they can be made available to those who 
have to work on them (this is why you want to have a fast capture system).  In many cases, 
the incoming paper (or digital information since not everything comes in as paper) is just put 
into the electronic file without the need for immediate review. 

If review is often required then you need to route the information quickly to 
whomever is responsible for the review.  This system will have to be tailored to your needs, 
so you should spend a lot of time thinking about what you want to do with incoming 
information to leverage its value to you and your client.  There is no Ôone size fits allÕ 
recommendation here, but there are some principles that should be considered. 

Three Principles 

In general you should strive to do the following three things in your workflow: (1) 
capture and store all incoming and outgoing information, paper-based or digital; (2) dispose 
of, or exclude from your system, any unnecessary information; (3) process captured 
information in the manner most beneficial to your clients. 

The value of principle #2 is often overlooked, but it should not be.  The more 
information you keep the more you have to store and manage.  As a general rule, 
information becomes less useful over time.  So if something has low value at the moment it 
comes to you the odds are high that it will be quickly become completely useless.  Storing 
that kind of information can quickly become very counter-productive. 

Old files 

Scanning old files is the classic example of trying to digitally capture useless 
information.  Old files donÕt generate revenue and you rarely need the information contained 
in them.  When you are starting out with digital workflow you should work on new cases 
first. Those are the easiest to start with, and the information they present is the most 
valuable.   

After a few months of scanning all incoming information in your new cases youÕll 
suddenly see dramatic improvement in your information handling.  And youÕll grasp more 
readily the futility of scanning old files. 

Further processing 

There are many choices available to you once you capture your information into 
digital form.  You can use case management programs like Casemap, or even the simple 
note-taking features of Adobe Acrobat.  Find new ways to leverage your information. YouÕll 
do a better job for your clients and youÕll enhance your stature as a lawyer. 


