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What is Automation? 

The dictionary defines automation as "the use of largely automatic equipment in a system of 
manufacturing or other production process."  
 
My definition of automation is "the use of software to complete tasks traditionally handled by a 
secretary or paralegal." Essentially, attorneys should be aware of processes in their law firms 
that can be completed by software. This is automation, and this helps eliminate the expenses 
and potential errors attributable to humans. 

Automation is Everywhere  

Every law firm uses automation. One common example is spell check. Whether you are sending 
an email, or preparing a document, your computer is continually checking your work for spelling 
and grammar errors. Previously, this review was done by a partner, an associate, or a 
secretary. It still helps to have another set of eyes review something, but most typing mistakes 
are eliminated. This is automation. 
 
Automatic numbering is another common form of automation. Every word processor can 
automatically number paragraphs, add subsections, and change paragraph numbers on the fly. 
Microsoft Word offers cross references, so a reference to a particular paragraph may change as 
the paragraph number changes. Again, this is automation. 

Automation you use Daily 

Spell check and auto numbering are helpful, but aren't quite as groundbreaking as the greatest 
example of simple automation: e-mail. Imagine the chain of correspondence from one lawyer to 
another before email.  
 
First the lawyer had to create the letter, probably through dictation. Then support staff had to 
transcribe the dictation, and determine the proper address for sending. This probably required 
looking through a Rolodex, finding the recipient's name (hopefully the Rolodex was well-
organized), and then adding that address to letterhead and stuffing it into an envelope.  
The letter was then handed off to the mail carrier, who passed that letter to another dozen or so 
postal workers before the letter eventually arrived at the recipient's address. Then that 
attorney's secretary opened it and only then did the receiving attorney read the letter.  
 



 
 

 
 

Dozens of people would touch that letter to transfer it from one person to the other. Email has 
eliminated all of those humans. This is automation.  
 
Not only is the delivery automated, but parts of creating email are automated, too. Think about 
typing into the "to" field of an email. Your mail client probably autocompletes the address after 
you type of a few This is automation. 
 
Email revolutionized the practice of law, and allowed solo and small firm practitioners to 
communicate with the efficiency of the large firms and their large support staff. 
 
Delivery and the to field are where most lawyers end automation though. How do we automate 
the subject line and the bodies of those emails? 
 
The goal of this presentation is to sharing helpful tools and techniques to automate the rest of 
an email. 

Software  
TextExpander and Breevy are the clear winners in this field. TextExpander is available on Mac 
and iOS. Breevy is the PC equivalent. Both apps are relatively inexpensive (under $50.00), and 
both apps sync with Dropbox. Breevy can read TextExpander's syntax, so the two apps share 
"snippets" (A snippet refers to the combination of the abbreviation that a user types to create a 
full expression of a particular word, phrase, or clause). 

Why TextExpander and Breevy?  
Why do I recommend these two apps instead of the other software options available? Because 
TextExpander and Breevy work across devices, platforms, and software. If you're going to 
spend the time to create snippets, you want to be able to use them in a text message, in the 
apps on your phone, and on your desktop. You may need to use the snippets in Word, Excel, 
Acrobat, web pages, Outlook, Gmail, or a slew of other places. Basically, you want access to 
the snippets in as many places as possible. 

Clio's Snippet Feature 
Let's compare this with a few other options for snippets, and why they're not as helpful. First, 
take Clio's snippets. Any snippets you create in Clio only work in Clio. That's not very helpful. 

GMail Canned Responses 
Gmail offers "canned responses." Unfortunately, you may only have access to these on your 
computer, and are out of luck if you're in a mobile app, sending a text message, or trying to draft 
a letter. Again, this software limits the usefulness of the snippets you're creating. 

iOS Text Replacement 
You may already be familiar with iOS "text replacement" (see the image below for how to 
access it if you're unfamiliar), and this works well on your iPhone or iPad, but does not sync with 
computer. Again, this keeps us stuck stuck within a single platform. 



 
 

 
 

 

 

Microsoft Word Quick Parts 
Quick Parts may be the most useful alternative. Using Quick Parts, you can add parts of a 
document such as signature blocks, notary blocks, and other repeatable pieces of information 
that you find yourself using over and over. This is useful, but as you'll see, TextExpander and 
Breevy have options to make that text smarter. 



 
 

 
 

 
So again, the key to automating text efficiently is to use software that allows us to work in a 
variety of platforms. Snippets take time to create, and you'll want to use those in as many 
places as possible.  

Tips and Tricks to Creating Snippets 

1. Prefix all of your snippets with the same letter. I prefer the "X" because it's available on 
the first keyboard of TextExpander, and I don't need to click to a secondary keyboard. 
It's also a letter I rarely use.  

2. Make sure the snippet abbreviations are not combinations of letters that you might type 
in a word or phrase, otherwise the snippet might expand unintentionally. 

3. Understand "Key press" options. TextExpander allows you to insert a "tab" key press. 
This is particularly useful when working in email. By inserting a tab key, I can enter an 
abbreviation in the subject line of an email, which will expand into a subject, enter a tab 
key, and then expand into the body of the email. So I can essentially write an email 
without ever clicking into the body of the email. 

4. Expect to continually revise your snippets. If it sounds like a lot of work, that's because it 
is. Although some snippets never change, I am constantly revising a few, and I'm 
constantly adding new ones. 



 
 

 
 

5. Start to become aware of long words and phrases that you continually use in your 
practice. As a business attorney, I am constantly using the "Secretary of State" and 
"independent contractor." "Louisiana" is a long word, and it's much easier to just type 
"xLA."  

Form Automation 

My preferred software for form automation is TheFormTool. TheFormTool is available in several 
versions. (See here for a comparison: https://www.theformtool.com/support/comparison/) 

Why automate forms? 

Eliminate Errors 
I like form automation because it eliminates errors. In my practice, I find that it is the small errors 
that attract the most attention from my clients. Generally, clients are unaware of the law, so they 
generally do not know whether I am right or wrong when I am giving them opinion. They do, 
however, notice proper grammar, including subject-verb agreement, gender, and similar non-
substantive issues. When they notice those, it looks sloppy.  
 
A document automation tool eliminates most of these errors, and allows attorneys to save the 
time in double checking nominal parts of a document. 

Start Fresh Each Time 
Second, document automation eliminates the time-honored practice of "find the last time I did 
that form and start from there." We've all done it, but this obviously leads to a host of problems. 
The first client's problem is never exactly the same as the second client's problem, and it's easy 
to leave something out or need to add something back in. 
 
Often times, documents are often negotiated, such as leases or operating agreements, and 
changes to those documents are unique to that transaction. Too many things can go wrong 
here, so starting with a template each time allows us to start fresh. 

Combine Multiple Templates Into One 
Document automation allows us to combine templates. By taking multiple versions of the same 
instrument, we can combine resources and build a single template. This is so much more 
effective than having multiple versions of the same document. 
 
Document automation also allows lawyers to avoid dealing with the mundane parts of document 
assembly and focus on the intricacies. Some calling this practicing at the top of the lawyer's 
license, and only performing tasks that a lawyer has to do.  

Which Forms should I Automate First? 

Focus on the most profitable forms first. These forms are the forms that fall into the below matrix 
as the most time consuming, and the most frequently produced. 



 
 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


