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Introduction: Evolving Risk Management in Law Firms

The legal industry is undergoing a transformation as firms face increasingly complex regulatory 
frameworks, stringent client expectations, and sophisticated data security threats. As a result, law firms 
must implement effective strategies to manage sensitive information and avoid conflicts of interest. 
Ethical screens, which are used to prevent the flow of confidential information between different legal 
teams, have become an essential tool in this evolving landscape. However, as law firms grow and their 
operations span multiple jurisdictions, managing these ethical screens efficiently and in compliance with 
regulations becomes more challenging. The need for robust, adaptable systems to handle these 
requirements has never been more pressing.

Challenges in Managing Ethical Walls and Conflicts of Interest

Ethical screens, while essential, are not without their challenges. Law firms often struggle with the 
following issues:

1. Complex Compliance Requirements: Firms must navigate various regulations that differ across 
jurisdictions, making compliance a multifaceted and often daunting task. Ensuring that ethical screens 
are properly implemented in accordance 
with these rules can be a significant 
challenge.

2. Risk of Data Breaches: The manual 
handling of ethical screens opens the 
door to human error, which increases 
the risk of sensitive data breaches. Given 
the legal and reputational 
consequences, this is a major concern 
for law firms.

3. Operational Inefficiencies: Traditional 
methods of managing ethical screens 
can be time-consuming and prone to 
errors. These inefficiencies divert 
resources from billable work, slowing 
down operations and affecting client 
service.

4. Integration Difficulties: Ethical screens must be able to integrate seamlessly with other systems 
within the firm, such as practice management, document management, and billing systems. Failure to 
do so creates gaps that can lead to security vulnerabilities and inconsistent enforcement of screens.
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Until relatively recently, this was fine, but increasing cost pressures are now pushing law firms to be ever 
more efficient to maintain profits and attract the best talent. Suddenly, the classic ‘white glove’ service looks 
expensive, and best practices are extremely important to remaining competitive.

If we factor in the effects of globalisation, ESPs have another advantage: being compliant with the 
ever-increasing regulations around doing business internationally. ESP providers invest heavily in making sure 
their solutions are secure, scalable, compliant and certified. This eliminates a major issue with multiple BoBs, 
which are typically provided by specialist vendors that may not have the capacity to keep pace with global 
developments in tax, privacy and reporting. The very real and terrifying prospect of a data breach is also 
substantially reduced by using a certified, secure platform.

Additionally, one by-product of globalisation is the prevalence of law firm mergers. Firms that merge, don’t 
actually ‘merge’ if using BoB. In contrast, ESP allows for a firm to operate as one, unified business.

It’s a convincing argument, yet many law firms stick with the BoB approach, perhaps because adopting best 
practices means changes, which is difficult to manage. As the mantra goes, “Change management is not 
about making people happy – it’s about managing their anger”. But the benefits are tangible and significant.

Many organisational decisions are data-driven and can involve predictive analytics, a prerequisite for which is 
high-quality, real-time data. In an ESP, data is all in one place, and so is relatively easy to apply analytics to. 
That includes historical and predictive data, as well as to data providing valuable insights into past and future 
trends. With BoBs, this process is much more challenging and relies on the regular, error-free synchronisation 
of data from multiple sources.

The case for ESP seems strong, so why aren’t more firms adopting this approach? There is a lingering 
perception that ESP projects always take longer, cost more, and ultimately don’t deliver. Years ago, ESP 
projects would begin with a blank sheet of paper and involve lots of customisation and development. That is 
no longer true – there are ‘model firm’ solutions that meet 90-95% of requirements on day one, and remove 
the uncertainty of an unproven solution, while allowing the flexibility to connect to third-party tools through 
modern interfaces and APIs. This means that projects can be delivered in compressed timeframes with cost 
certainty and low risk.

The main case for BoB is, typically, that the individual solutions are very feature-rich, but does any firm really 
need all the functionality of these custom solutions? In practice, many of the features that looked so good in 
the selection process are rarely used. Even MS Word, the lawyer’s daily tool, is rarely stretched to capacity. 
Perhaps a car analogy is appropriate here. Good ESPs are like Range Rovers – fast, 
comfortable, safe, able to carry up to seven passengers and very capable off-road as 
well as on. The much more expensive option would be a fleet of specialist vehicles 
and the associated overhead of managing them. Plus, if conditions suddenly 
change, the Range Rover can adapt quickly, and in many cases automatically,  
to the challenge. SUVs 
are the most popular 
vehicles in the market 
today – maybe that is  
a clue!
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Solution: Technology-Driven Ethical Screen Management

To overcome these challenges, law firms are increasingly turning to technology. Automated systems can 
streamline the creation, modification, and monitoring of ethical screens, reducing the reliance on manual 
processes. By leveraging such tools, firms can ensure that ethical walls are applied consistently across all 
relevant systems and workflows, minimizing the risk of errors and enhancing compliance. Furthermore, these 
tools offer enhanced security through robust access controls, ensuring that only authorized personnel can 
view or manage sensitive information.

Benefits of Technology in 
Ethical Screen Management

Adopting a technology-driven 
approach to ethical screens offers 
several key advantages:

1. Improved Efficiency: Automation 
eliminates the need for manual 
data entry and monitoring, 
reducing the time spent on 
administrative tasks. This allows 
lawyers and staff to focus on 
higher-value work, ultimately 
boosting productivity.

2. Enhanced Transparency and Accountability: With detailed activity logs, firms can easily audit the 
management of ethical screens. This level of transparency helps ensure that compliance is maintained 
and that any issues can be quickly identified and resolved.

3. Strengthened Security and Compliance: Automated systems are designed to meet the latest 
regulatory standards, helping firms avoid costly compliance violations. These systems also offer 
enhanced security features, such as role-based permissions and data encryption, ensuring that sensitive 
information is well-protected.

4. Increased Client Confidence: By using cutting-edge tools to manage ethical screens, firms can 
demonstrate their commitment to safeguarding client information. This not only helps retain existing 
clients but can also serve as a competitive differentiator in attracting new business.

Conclusion: Adapting to the Future of Risk Management

The legal industry is at a crossroads. As the regulatory environment grows more complex and client 
expectations continue to rise, law firms must invest in innovative solutions to remain competitive. 
Implementing automated systems to manage ethical screens is no longer optional—it is a strategic necessity. 
By embracing these technologies, law firms can ensure that they not only meet today’s compliance demands 
but also position themselves for future success in an increasingly challenging legal landscape.Incorporating 
technology into ethical screen management empowers firms to enhance efficiency, safeguard client data, 
and maintain rigorous compliance. As law firms continue to evolve, those that leverage such solutions will be 
better equipped to navigate the complexities of modern risk management and secure a competitive edge in 
the marketplace.
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