
Last week in Manhattan, thousands attended LegalTech New
York, hoping to catch up on the latest legal technologies and
innovations.

Every year, American Lawyer Media sponsors LegalTech, a
conference intended to help lawyers and law firms stay
updated on the latest advances in legal-related tech-
nology.

LegalTech generally draws attendees from large law
firms, ranging from attorneys to IT staff, although firms
of all sizes are represented. The conference boasts
multiple educational tracks, which focus on a variety of
legal technology issues. E-discovery is always a major
focus, although the range of topics this year included
knowledge management, records management, project
management, social media and cloud computing.

The main exhibit floor included hundreds of booths
featuring legal technology products, most of which
focused on enterprise level solutions and e-discovery
technologies. Like last year, however, cloud computing
products were increasingly prevalent, including a num-
ber of new e-discovery products that leveraged the
power of the cloud. 

The final keynote, held on the morning of Feb. 2, offered atten-
dees a interesting view of how one expert believed that the world
— and the legal field — might function in 2020. Entitled “A
look at the Law: 2020: A Radical Perspective on how Technol-
ogy will Shape the Legal Industry 10 Years from Now. Will you
be Ready?” the talk focused on how emerging technologies will
affect the delivery of legal services over the next decade. 

The keynote was delivered by Michael Rogers, New York
Times futurist-in-residence and author of MSNBC.com’s column
“the Practical Futurist.”  

Rogers opened by explaining that as a “practical futurist,” his
goal is to help businesses and industries think about and plan for
the future. He does this using sociology, demographics, econom-
ics and cultural movements to predict trends and encompass his
visions of change.

He then moved on to note that the virtualization of America is
one of the most notable changes in recent history.

“We are going into a period that started at the turn of the cen-
tury … the virtualization of the world,” Rogers said, adding that
“virtualization … is only just beginning.”

He emphasized the speed with which virtualization and tech-
nological advancements are occurring, reminding attendees that
just 9 years ago, in 2002, encyclopedias were still found on CD-
ROMs and flip cell phones were the norm. 

Rogers then explained that change is occurring more
quickly than ever because of the intersection of
Moore’s law, which predicts that the processing power
of computers doubles every two years and Metcalfe’s
Law, which states that the value of a communications
network is proportional to the square of the number of
its users. 

As a result, because of the culmination of these two
theories due to recent technological advancements,
Rogers said “[i]f it seems like change is happening
faster, it is.” 

By way of example, Rogers cited the music industry.
Rogers explained that in the past, many core busi-
nesses, including the recording and journalism indus-
tries, considered themselves to be immune to disrup-
tive changes, such as the Internet and failed to adapt. 

But, as events in recent years have shown, they are anything
but immune. He noted that the music industry was particularly
hard hit, with revenues of $14.6 billion in 1999, but only $6.3
billion in 2009.

Rogers acknowledged that heavily regulated and professional-
ized fields such as the medical and legal fields are historically
the most insulated from change, but warned that sooner or later,
disruptive change cannot be ignored. Rogers likened the effect
of virtualization and the Internet to the impact of cars or urban-
ization, noting that, like all major industries, the legal field is not
immune and that virtualization is now having a rapid and pro-
found effect on our profession. 

He then turned to the “Internet of things,” which refers to the
networked interconnection of everyday objects. Rogers
explained that by 2020 technology will have advanced enough
that it will be extremely inexpensive to build very small sensors
and connect them to radios that will then connect to the Internet. 

He offered the example of connected cars, noting that “by
2020, most new cars will connect to the Internet,” enabling real-
time risk assessment. He explained that cars may send data
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evincing risky driving behavior to insurance companies, such as
whether a particular car is speeding or whether its driver is
repeatedly and excessively braking.

Rogers stressed that the legal field will not be immune from
the “Internet of things” and that this concept will undoubtedly
“affect how lawyers do business.”

Another technological advancement that Rogers believes will
impact the legal field is increasingly intelligent systems, such as
machine translation of documents from one language to another.
Rogers acknowledged that while these tools will not replace lawyers,
they will replace some of the functions that lawyers perform.

Rogers then addressed the effect of virtual lawyering on the
legal profession, noting that virtual law offices (VLOs) will be
commonplace by 2020. He cited online banking as an example.
At first banks were reluctant to allow customers to access their
accounts and bank online, but now many segments of the popu-
lation prefer to bank online. In fact, in recent years, customers
50 and older have been some of the most frequent users of online
banking services.

Rogers predicted that VLOs will increase in numbers and that
the increase will be driven, in part, due to the Millennial genera-
tion’s comfort level with online services. As this generation ages
and becomes a larger segment of lawyers’ customer base, VLOs
will become more prevalent. Millennials are more likely to trust
online service providers and will expect the online delivery of
legal services as a viable option.

Rogers then emphasized the importance of being on the cut-
ting edge of new developments in technology, using The New
York Times’ adoption of the mobile Web as an example. He
described how, in 2005, the company’s research and develop-
ment team advised that the mobile Web was the future of the
Internet. 

Based on that recommendation, the Times developed their
mobile website early on, when labor was cheap and mobile Web
engineers were not in high demand. This foresight has been a
huge boon for the Times, as evidenced by Steve Jobs using the
Time’s mobile website as an example during the debut presenta-
tion of the iPhone in 2007.

Rogers offered this advice to lawyers hoping to encourage
change and the acceptance of emerging technologies into their
law firms: Rather than emphasizing how different and unusual a
new technological innovation or process is, liken it to familiar
system already being used. 

In other words, Rogers explained, “[i]f you have a radical,
innovative idea … make it look like something old and you’ll get
a lot better response [to it].”

Finally, Rogers noted that in the past many famous scientists
and futurists have lamented that they were born 50 years too
soon when faced with the knowledge that future technological
advancements would likely make their theories come true and
their dreams a reality. He then explained how fortunate we are to
be alive now, since “we were not born 50 years too soon. This
decade is when it’s going to happen and this is where practical
futurists have our work to do.”

Nicole Black is of counsel to Fiandach & Fiandach in
Rochester. She co-authors the ABA book Social Media for
Lawyers: the Next Frontier, co-authors Criminal Law in New
York, a West-Thomson treatise, and is currently writing a book
about cloud computing for lawyers that will be published by the
ABA in early 2011. She is the founder of lawtechTalk.com and
speaks regularly at conferences regarding the intersection of law
and technology. She publishes four legal blogs and can be
reached at nblack@nicoleblackesq.com.
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