
Although speech technologies such as digital dictation 
software (DDS) are now well established on the 
shopping lists and implementation agendas of  a 

growing number of  law firms of  all shapes, specialties and 
sizes [in fact, in recent years digital dictation has been just 
about the only thing some firms have bought] practices 
are only starting to scratch the surface in terms of  the 
deployment and exploitation of  these technologies. Or, 
to put it bluntly, most firms are still using digital dictation 
as a straight swap for traditional analogue tape. Not that 
there is anything wrong with this, as even used in its most 
basic form, DDS can deliver significant benefits • in terms 
of  operational and productivity efficiencies over what was 
available before • but there is so much more firms could be 
doing with the technology.

This special report will therefore not only be reviewing 
where we are today, but also examining evolving trends 
and challenges both from a technical and commercial 
perspective, including outsourcing and the emergence 
of  innovation as a key differentiator between the market 
leaders and the rest of  the field. We will also be looking 
at new research data that suggests far from being (as is 
often claimed by some critics) an interim technology that 
will soon be overtaken by alternative approaches (including 
keyboard literate lawyers and speech recognition) digital 
dictation looks set to become a long-term feature of  the 
law firm IT infrastructure landscape.

DDS now
At their most basic, digital dictation systems use digital 
technology (typically a memory card of  the sort you find in 
a digital camera) to replace the functionality of  the familiar 
tape-based voice recorder. Although this, in itself, can 
deliver substantial benefits (such as fewer moving parts to 

go wrong and the ability to manipulate voice files 
with software, to make dictation clearer to hear 
and transcribe) their biggest benefit in the legal 
market has been realised when they have been 
incorporated within a workflow system. 

What this means is that instead of  the 
traditional dictation workflow model (author 
dictates, gives tape to secretary to transcribe, 
secretary plays tape to discover its contents) the 
dictation is held on digital file that can be forwarded 
either to an individual secretary or onto a centralised 
work allocation system. Although this sounds like a virtual 
typing pool, secretaries I!ve spoken to are consistently 
in favour of  DDS because it gives them greater control 
over their working day. For example, you no longer have a 
secretary in one office twiddling their thumbs until 4:45pm 
when suddenly a tape full of  urgent dictation lands on 
their desk, while a colleague two floors away is run ragged 
all day with work. Instead, work comes in on a file by file 
basis and secretaries can prioritise their transcription as 
they can see the urgency and length of  the work, with less 
busy colleagues able to take on some of  the workload of  
the busy ones. And, it is not just about secretaries. 

Post the implementation of  DDS, a law firm should 
be able to realise a relatively quick return on investment by 
cutting back on the need for temps, floats and overtime • 
because existing staff  can cope with their workloads and 
don!t need the extra assistance. Although it depends more 
upon the area of  practice, many firms have also found 
DDS has improved fee-earner to secretary staffing ratios, 
with fewer secretaries able to service more fee-earners, 
either by not replacing staff  that leave or not having to 
employ extra secretaries when new fee-earners are taken 
on. Finally, firms with a national spread of  offices can 
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use DDS to take 
advantage of  local 
pay and office rent 
differentials. With the 
DDS, it doesn!t matter 
whether the secretary 
transcribing your work 
is sitting in the next 
room or in an office 
200 miles away. So, 
for example, instead 
of  employing staff  in 
your London office 
at London secretarial 
rates and paying London 
rents for their desk space, 
move your transcription 
operations to the provinces.

DDS is one of  those rare "no 
brainer! technologies, where it is 
hard to see what is not to be gained 
by adopting it • and this explains 

why, over the past five to six years, 
DDS has been one of  the hottest selling 

technologies in the legal IT market. In fact, 
for a couple of  years DDS was so hot that it 
was just about the only thing top-200-sized 
firms were buying. 

So who are the major players?
DDS is slightly unusual as it involves 

two distinct product sets • the recorder 
hardware and the workflow software • 
both coming from two distinct groups 
of  suppliers. The main players in the 
hardware business are Philips and 
Olympus, with Grundig trailing along 
behind them. Philips are the market 
leader for "tethered! recorders, such 
as their SpeechMike range (although 
Olympus has now launched its own 

rival product that is attracting positive reviews), and 
Olympus is the market leader for portable devices, 
such as its DS-4000. (Philips also makes portable 
recorders.) Although some way behind in third place, 
Grundig remains a serious contender and has a 
reputation for innovation.

On the software front, from a peak period about 
four years ago, the market has consolidated from about 
a dozen suppliers to a point where there are now only 
four serious players in the market • and even then there 
is a huge gap between the big three (namely Bighand, 
Winscribe and nFlow) and the fourth-placed Crescendo 
Systems. Looking at the latest Legal Technology Insider top 
250 chart, Bighand has an approximate 55 per cent market 
share, followed by Winscribe (Winscribe sells into the UK 
market via a partner network, with SRC its main partner 
for larger law firms) with 25 per cent and nFlow Software 
with 12 per cent.

Currently, most software suppliers are hardware 
vendor-agnostic (and indeed it is not unusual to find 
law firms running a mixture of  Philips tethered and 
Olympus portable recorders). However, this could 
change if  Philips follows through suggestions that it is 
going to enter the workflow software market. Indeed, 
it is quite possible we will see a two-tier market emerge, 
with smaller firms making do with the workflow-lite 
software that comes bundled with the dictation hardware, 
while the larger ones go for a full-blown workflow 
solution from one of  the specialist workflow software 
market leaders.

Challenges
So what happens next? Although there is an argument 
that DDS is a one-trick pony, in the sense that once you 
have installed digital dictation there is nowhere else to 
go, the market is proving to be a hive of  innovation. 
For example, in the past year the big three suppliers 
have all launched products addressing Citrix/thin client-
architectured networks and Blackberry/mobile device 
integration (the latter allowing users to dictate on a 

September 2008    5

DDS is one of those rare "no brainer   technologies, where it is 
hard to see what is not to be gained by adopting it.

use 
adv
pa
d
D
w
t
is
r
2
fo
of
yo
at L
rate
rent
mov
oper

S is o
hnol
what
it • 
 past
one 
e leg

ears D
e only
g.
he ma
ly un

duct s
e wo

om tw
he m
ness a
h Gru
Philip
hered
hMik
now l

DDS
ard

S
c

e

e
e
e
g
h
tl
d
e

o
h
n
h
P
h
h
n

D
h

DDS
brainer! tec
hard to see 
by adopting 

why, over the
DDS has been 

technologies in th
for a couple of  ye
was just about the
firms were buying

So who are th
DDS is slight

two distinct prod
hardware and th
both coming fro
of  suppliers. Th
hardware busin
Olympus, with
behind them. P
leader for "teth
as their Speech
Olympus has n

D
h



6   Legal technology: Digital Dictation 2.0

Blackberry, Windows Mobile, Symbian, or other device 
and submit the file directly for transcription). 

However, there are still challenges ahead. These include 
the rise of  "white label! DDS systems, with third-party 
digital dictation hardware and software (often Philips) 
bundled within another legal software supplier!s practice 
or case-management software, so you don!t need to buy 
a system from one the big three vendors. Suppliers such 
as DPS and EMIS have been doing this with considerable 
success over the past five years, and it will undoubtedly 
continue to enjoy a piece of  the action. 

Then there is the issue of  outsourcing. If  location is 
transparent • so it doesn!t matter whether the transcription 
takes place next door or 200 miles away, why not take this 
to its logical solution and outsource the transcription work 
to another continent, where labour costs are rock bottom? 
Offshore outsourcing has some fans but I!ve encountered 
far more critics. The concern is with the quality of  the work 
• particularly the accuracy of  the transcription of proper 
nouns • with the result that work has to be scrupulously 
proofread and retyped once it returns to the UK. 

Currently the only form of  DDS outsourcing I 
consistently hear praise for are either the "captive! 
offshore variety • global firms such as Baker McKenzie 

have enjoyed considerable success here using their own 
international offices as a transcription centres • or the 
onshore variety • in effect the digital equivalent of  the 
old legal secretarial/typing agencies. 

Another development starting to appear on the horizon 
are next generation DDS products • so-called DDS 2.0 
systems • which are incorporating or else being redeveloped 
from the ground up to take advantage of  technologies that 
were unavailable when the first DDS systems emerged in the 
early 2000s. nFlow has already nailed its colours to the mast 
with its .NET-based Version 5.0 product, which the company 
says will makeit easier for firms to deploy and integrate 
with third-party products. And Winscribe has launched an 
SaaS (software as a service) version of  its software, which 
once again offers ease of  deployment benefits, as well as an 
alternative approach to funding IT procurement. 

After several years of  major vendors "keeping up with 
the Joneses! and issuing product updates to match one 
another!s new releases, these initiatives suggest suppliers 
are now trying not only to win over those firms that 

haven!t yet embraced DDS, but also to lure established 
DDS users away from their current suppliers in 
competitive swap-outs. 

As the months pan out, this could add a whole 
new dynamic to the shape of  the supplier market, but 
there still remains one other major challenge, namely 
how to persuade the firms who have already implemented 
DDS to use it to its maximum extent. The elephant in the 
room here • the aspect of  DDS everyone seems reluctant 
to discuss • is the failure to make greater use of  the 
technology!s reporting capabilities. It may seem like 
"big brother!, but if  your firm has got the capability 
to monitor the performance of  your secretarial/
transcriptionist staff, why not make use of  it, so you 
can reward the ones who are pulling their weight and 
identify the slackers? 

And it is not just transcriptionists. What about the 
authors generating all this dictation? Why are so many 
fee-earners spending precious time dictating routine 
correspondence and file notes that could be handled much 

If your firm has got the capability to monitor the performance of your secretarial/
transcriptonist staff, why not make use of it so you can reward the ones who are pulling 
their weight?



lawyers or speech recognition software. This is what 
I found...

The first question was "are self-typing lawyers more 
cost effective than lawyers who dictate?! • which produced 
a resounding "no! from 68 per cent of  respondents. That 
said, 60 per cent did say they believed law students should 
be taught touch typing at law school • although almost the 
same number (56 per cent) said incoming trainees should 
not be tested for their typing ability. 

   There was also an almost unanimous (83 per cent) 
verdict that lawyers should not be deprived of  
secretaries just because they are adequate self  typists, 
which does make sense because a good legal secretary 
has always done a lot more than type;

  We also asked about training, with 72 per cent of  
respondents saying dictation training should become 
a standard part of  induction at all firms, and 62 per 
cent saying law firms should not teach trainees to 
touch type. Interestingly, since these figures were first 
published, one DDS supplier has already announced 
plans to run a free "how to be a better dictator! webinar;

  Turning to future trends • 63 per cent said they did not 
think a growing generation of  computer literate lawyers 
would make dictation obsolete in 10 years. Almost 
three-quarters (72 per cent) said they did not think 
speech recognition would make dictation obsolete in 
10 years; and 65 per cent said they didn!t think speech 
recognition would make self  typing obsolete in 10 years.

As with all market research findings, ultimately you have 
to draw your own conclusions, but I think the three clear 
messages here are:

  Getting lawyers to do more of  their own typing is 
not commercially-viable use of  their billable time;

  Speech recognition is not viewed as a miracle 
cure that will transform the market;

  Digital dictation is not regarded as an interim 
technology that is going to be made redundant 
anytime soon.

It is also worth remembering that some "interim! 
technologies can enjoy a surprisingly long existence. For 
example, the QWERTY/Sholes keyboard was patented 
in 1874 to prevent the most frequently-used keys on 
a mechanical, spring-driven typewriter keyboard from 
jamming. 134 years later it is still in use despite the fact the 
digital keyboard on a PC has no such jamming problems. 
So keep on dictating.  !

easier by a case or matter management system? With so 
much focus on law firms utilising business intelligence to a 
commercial advantage, why the reluctance here? But that is 
a cultural/management issue for law firm partnerships to 
face up to and resolve.

The future
As to just what that better "thing! is, there are currently 
two contenders. The first is server-based speech-
recognition software, whereby the speech-recognition 
system "learns! the author!s voice in the background 
while digital dictation is being processed, and can then be 
switched over automated speech-to-text transcription at 
a later date. This, it is claimed, is far better than the first 
generation real-time speech recognition systems that first 
popped up in the mid-1990s. But while this sounds good 
in theory, a combination of  the cost of  speech recognition 
software and the rise of  a generation of  computer literate 
fee-earners, who can key in text without the assistance of  
secretaries, leads other to argue that speech recognition 
may have missed the technology boat. 

In an attempt to shed some light on these issues, I 
recently organised some market research to investigate 
the various claims that DDS was an interim technology 
that would be put out of  business by either self-typing 
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