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To help manage and leverage the monumental volume of information that’s characteristic of commercial litigation, Los Angeles–based Hennigan, Mercer & Bennett is deploying Office 97 as part of a desktop environment based on Windows NT Workstation and an enterprisewide computing environment based on Windows NT Server. In addition to using Word 97’s advanced new functionality for legal professionals, they are also benefiting from the sophisticated groupware capabilities of Office 97 and its close integration with Microsoft Exchange Server. The firm is building on its history of leveraging information technology by developing a powerful set of calendaring, time-and-billing, and other custom systems.





According to Mike Hennigan, senior partner at the Los Angeles firm of Hennigan, Mercer & Bennett, there are three approaches to dealing successfully with the avalanche of information that’s routine in complex, litigation. One, you can employ a lot of people. Many of the firms working in large-scale commercial litigation, for example, have well over a hundred paralegals and associates, exceeding the total headcount at Hennigan’s firm. Two, you can push your luck, hoping that among hundreds of thousands or even millions of pages of documentation, the one piece of information that could turn a verdict will miraculously reveal itself to you—and not to opposing counsel. 





Or three, says Hennigan, you can use information technology the way his firm has been doing since its founding in 1995. “By selecting and applying the right technology, we’ve been able go up against firms with 10 to 20 times the resources we have, and not only manage information more efficiently but also leverage it a lot more effectively.”








Responding to Information Overload 





At Hennigan, Mercer & Bennett, that technology begins on the desktop with a fully 32-bit environment based on Windows NT Workstation 4.0 and Office 97. According to HMB Principal Technologist Matthew Ghourdjian, the firm’s focus on these desktop technologies is a highly targeted response to the information overload so typical of its field. For instance, he points to the six-and-a-half million pages of imaged documents the firm now stores online, nearly a third of which have come from the multibillion-dollar Orange County bankruptcy litigation in which HMB is representing the county. He also points to the applications his firm has developed to deal with such overload. Among others, there’s a system storing 50,000 documents in binary form, another that delivers video depositions to the desktop, and still others that integrate calendaring and with time and billing. These, as well as 8–10 other custom projects at HMB, are now being enhanced and expanded with Office 97.





Ghourdjian points to the ad hoc collaboration features of Office 97 as crucial in an environment where it’s common for an attorney to work on a dozen or more documents a day.  He explains that “Microsoft Word 97 helps us manage the firm’s document collaboration with features that track comments and revisions to a document over the course of its creation.” And legal secretaries at HMB are also benefitting from the considerable improvements in legal formatting features provided in Word 97.  "With tools like the Word 97 pleading wizard, automatic Table of Authorities, and advanced legal style paragraph and numbering functionality, Office 97 adds significant value to legal document creation," explains Ghourdjian.  














�In addition, the integrated journaling capabilities of Outlook 97, the new Office 97desktop information manager, help the firm's attorneys track projects and activities over time or by client. Ghourdjian adds that, "with Outlook, attorneys know what correspondence, phone calls, or meetings were involved in preparing each document; and when each version of that document was completed,” he says. By having a virtual record of time and effort with respect to a document—including phone calls made and electronic mail sent and received—an attorney can readily track the process and participants involved in every step of that document’s development.





Where Groupware is Indispensable





The integrated groupware capabilities of Outlook 97 with Microsoft Exchange Server also play a big role at HMB, where a single case not only can involve multiple attorneys but also multiple plaintiffs or defendants—the Orange County case, for example. In such a case, “instant groupware,” as Ghourdjian calls it, is indispensable. “Without having to do any programming, we’re sharing schedules, team calendars, contact lists, internal public folders, and messages, all in a single desktop metaphor,” he explains. “We’re accessing files on the desktop, the server, and the Web all through Outlook 97.  By journaling phone calls, we’re automatically documenting the time we spend on all activities relating to a case. All this has vastly simplified our approach to the time and billing process, which, after all, drives this business.”





In fact, the firm is will be using Outlook 97 on the front end of a powerful new Microsoft SQL Server–based time and billing system that will replace a UNIX-based system in use since the firm’s launch. “With its e-mail, calendar, contacts, tasks, and journal capabilities, Outlook 97 provides the most intuitive integration we’ve seen across applications,” says Hennigan. “By building on such integration, we’ll have a solution fitting seamlessly into the way we work and making it easier than ever for users to track the time they spend on each case.” Integration also means reduced cost of ownership for HMB. “The system we have constructed with Office 97 saved us the cost of having to purchase, train, and support a variety of different tools that would have done the same thing.”





Building an Intranet in Two Hours 





Ghourdjian and his colleagues at HMB have recently launched an Intranet using the Microsoft Internet Information Server and FrontPage 97. . Already, they’re enjoying the ability to open and manage a variety of Office 97 documents from within Microsoft Internet Explorer—whether they reside on the Intranet, the Internet, or the desktop. “It doesn’t matter whether documents are based on Word, Microsoft Excel, or whatever application, they open the same from the browser, which means we also can manage them using the browser,” Ghourdjian explains.





For additional help with document access and management, Ghourdjian points to the hyperlinks that Office 97 supports inside of documents. “With these hyperlinks, users can access other, related documents from anywhere using the same navigation approach they’re used to using on the Web,” he says. 





Moreover, building those hyperlinks into Office 97 documents is simplified by the integration between Office 97 and FrontPage 97. “Being able to drag an 


Office document from the desktop into the FrontPage editor and have it automatically show up with hyperlinks was a tremendous time saver.  We managed to pull together our Intranet—including links to key Office documents and external Web sites such as Lexis/Nexis —in about two hours,” Ghourdjian reports.





�Today, HMB developers are using Office 97 and FrontPage 97 to enhance their Intranet so the firm can make it a core part of the business. By mid-1997, HMB will move its imaging system to the Intranet and will use ActiveX components to make all its groupware applications browser-based.





“The Most Powerful Deployment Tools”





HMB began its firm-wide deployment of Office 97 in late 1996 by migrating 150 computers in one morning. “It was a four-person effort because the work involved testing as well as installation,” Ghourdjian says. “But the installation segment could easily have been handled by a solo individual.” For this, he credits deployment tools such as the Network Installation Wizard and System Policy Templates that ship with the Office Resource Kit. “With these tools we were able to work through a table-based install procedure and from a single workstation, setting user profiles, network options, default dictionaries, default file-save formats—everything we needed to ensure a consistent installation across the firm,” he explains. “When it comes to custom-configuration capabilities, these are the most powerful deployment tools I’ve ever used.”





Other tools built into Office 97 are supporting an equally important part of the migration process: helping new users become productive.  At HMB, users are employing tools such as the Office Assistant, shared toolbars, and the built-in wizards designed for the legal environment. “Because of these built-in tools we won’t need to do any formal training,” Hennigan says. “We also won’t need to worry about support, because with Office 97 we’ve been able to retain the custom toolbars and templates we built in Office 95 and because the Office Assistant is there to step users through new processes. With all this, users will be able to work in multiple applications as easy as working in one, and we foresee a dramatic reduction in calls to our help desk.” 





The back-end computing environment at HMB is based on Windows NT Server 4.0, Microsoft SQL Server 6.5, Microsoft Internet Server 3.0, and Microsoft Exchange Server 4.0. On the front end, the firm has 150 desktop PCs, primarily Hewlett-Packard XU6/200 and Compaq DeskPro XL 5100s, running Windows NT Workstation 4.0. In addition, the firm has 15 IBM 760 ThinkPad laptops running Windows® 95 in a dual-boot arrangement alongside Windows NT Workstation. 





The desktop and laptop PCs are connected to the servers over a Cisco 5000 100-Mbit switched hub and to the firm’s private wide area network, as well as the Internet, over a Cisco 7500 router. High-speed data lines connect HMB attorneys and other employees between home and office, and the firm provides wide-area-network access to many of its clients and co-counsel.


�






Making Office 97 a Standard 





�For Ghourdjian and his colleagues, the decision to implement Office 97 was a natural because of the great support added for paragraph numbering, revision marks and cross referencing. “Since the firm’s founding, we’ve considered the Office tool set the answer to a number of questions we had long been asking,” he says. “Now, with Office 97, we’ve got just such a tool set in a fully integrated, fully 32-bit environment—enabling users to collaborate more effectively, to traverse multiple applications as if they were one, and to use help features such as the Office Assistant to become productive right away.”





Being able to take advantage of such capabilities, Hennigan is quick to note, comes not just from HMB’s having deployed Office 97 but from its decision to make the tool set standard across the firm. That decision, too, was a natural, he points out. “By presenting tools as reusable components and, through Outlook 97, by enabling us to join all the functions of a law office into a single desktop metaphor, Office 97 is the ultimate development tool. Quite simply, we consider it a spectacular piece of technology.”
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“With its e-mail, calendar, contacts, tasks, and journal capabilities, Outlook 97 provides the most intuitive integration we’ve seen across applications.  By building on such integration, we’ll have a solution fitting seamlessly into the way we work and making it easier than ever for users to track the time they spend on each case.”





Mike Hennigan


Senior Partner


Hennigan, Mercer & Bennett





“We also won’t need to worry about support, because with Office 97 we’ve been able to retain the custom toolbars and templates we built in Office 95 and because the Office Assistant is there to step users through new processes. With all this, users will be able to work in multiple applications as easy as working in one, and we foresee a dramatic reduction in calls to our help desk.”


Matt Ghourdjian


MIS Director


Hennigan, Mercer & Bennett





“By presenting tools as reusable components and, through Outlook 97, by enabling us to join all the functions of a law office into a single desktop metaphor, Office 97 is the ultimate development tool. Quite simply, we consider it a spectacular piece of technology.”





Matt Ghourdjian


MIS Director


Hennigan, Mercer & Bennett











