Embracing Automation
Boosting Productivity in a
Post-COVID World

The Harvard Business Review’s M&A Leadership Council recently
asked 50 C-suite executives and senior corporate development
leaders about their plans to pursue acquisitions during the
COVID-19 pandemic and corresponding economic downturn.
Perhaps expectedly, more than half of respondents said current
deal activity has been temporarily paused in order to assess
potential recovery timelines, while 26 percent indicated that their
“anticipated future deal volume” for the remainder of the year will
contract significantly.
But for companies positioned to facilitate growth — some 23
percent of respondents reported no impact in 2020 forecast
deal volume — current market conditions breed opportunity.
Regardless of position, as the Harvard Business Review notes,
any temporary pause in deal activity means there’s time for firms
to bolster internal capabilities to support what post-COVID M&A
will ultimately look like.

More than half of respondents said current deal
activity has been temporarily paused in order to
assess potential recovery timelines.

Why enhanced
productivity matters
Law firms should prepare to help clients engage in due
diligence to execute transactions with extremely truncated
timelines. According to one estimate, says Steve Tie Shue,
Senior Director of Product Marketing at Datasite, windows of
time to perform due diligence have shrunk to an astonishing
two to three weeks. There is also the competing need to
review hundreds or thousands of documents, satisfy dozens
of competing stakeholders engaged in the process and
accomplish it all seamlessly and remotely. Indeed,
transactional attorneys are facing unprecedented challenges
related to productivity and the ability to work quickly and
effectively outside of the traditional office-and-conference
room setting.

How does the current normal of video conferencing and remote
work make what can be an already cumbersome process even
more challenging? For one, lawyers must learn how to substitute
for in-person interactions, which are often crucial for overcoming
an impasse or advancing decision-making. Additionally, legal
teams can no longer perform initial assessments in-person or
conduct site visits and must rely on video conferencing. What’s
more, lack of access to physical documents is often compounded
by its solution: sending files back and forth via courier or delivery
service. There is also a great deal of caution surrounding data
security and the double specters of GDPR and CCPA, as well as
whether law firms’ extranets are robust enough to provide a
secure repository for sensitive information.

Pandemic notwithstanding, technology that brings documents —
and the right individuals to interact with those documents — into a
virtual data room (VDR) and automates the more complex aspects
of transactional law can fill the void and help overcome dealmaking
obstacles. Simplifying and streamlining due diligence is essential,
from digitizing documents that are automatically indexed and
categorized using machine learning to capitalizing on time savings
as a result of instantaneous document sharing with user-level
permissions rather than relying on a courier service.
This is particularly important as legal teams consider document
review, including redaction, to be the most time-consuming
diligence task, according to recent market insights uncovered by
Datasite. Perhaps even more worrisome, the research reveals that
74 percent of legal teams are redacting via manual processes,
while 82 percent of lawyers, perform redaction tasks during
diligence. Equally concerning, 80 percent of legal teams use email
as a primary way of file sharing on deals with clients and external
stakeholders, while almost half (44 percent) rely heavily on Excel to
track key findings. This amounts to a significant drain on resources
– both monetary and human – and can considerably hinder the
productivity and profitability of a firm or organization.

Transactional attorneys are facing unprecedented
challenges related to productivity and the ability
to work quickly and effectively.

More than a data room
As an alternative, VDRs, explains Tie Shue, allow sell-side transactional
teams to collaborate and organize a deal before engaging with the buy
side. VDRs help lawyers set reasonable timelines to meet client
objectives, facilitate clear reporting and track a deal’s progress —
even help collapse disjointed M&A processes. Whereas a lack of
connectivity among different M&A tasks can exist, technology
advances and collaborative spaces like VDRs facilitate streamlined
processes and help legal advisors dig into the details while keeping a
broad view on the entire process. Ultimately, the steps are simple: build
a VDR, manage content, engage buyers, assess the opportunity and
prepare for closure.
“It starts in the sandbox,” Tie Shue says, referring to Datasite’s “in-app”
file room where legal advisors can upload files, add watermarks and
otherwise get the room “deal ready” before adding reviewers. Artificial
intelligence (AI) can create the index/folder structure and tag/
categorize the uploaded files, while continuously updated dashboards
allow lawyers to see — at a glance — which files are getting the
most attention, set schedules for automated report delivery and utilize
other time-saving tools.

VDRs help attorneys set reasonable timelines to meet client
objectives, facilitate clear reporting and track a deal’s progress
— even help collapse disjointed M&A processes.

Automation means
agility and security
Automation alleviates significant issues for transactional
teams. This includes the demand to do more with less time, the
requisite to protect against reputational risk, and the need to
safeguard security.
How? First, it reduces time spent redacting, filing, and
circulating documents for various parties’ review and comment.
Using a VDR to ease this administrative burden also reduces
the amount of time to market an asset and communicate with
prospective bidders and stakeholders. There’s no doubt that
client expectations have changed in the wake of rapid
advances in technology. Technology enables quicker
turnarounds — ultimately allowing attorneys to focus on
advising rather than cumbersome, repetitive tasks.

Automation likewise bolsters accuracy and reduces human error
associated with manual document review, redaction, filing and
other tasks. “Don’t find yourself unnecessarily compromising
quality of work to meet deadlines. This impacts the likelihood of
clients working with you again on future transactions,” says Tie
Shue. “You don’t want clients to doubt your ability to make their
deals happen.”
Finally, making the move to automation means not only
centralizing stakeholder engagement, but also ensuring ironclad
security using a GDPR and CCPA compliant platform. It translates
to trusting that your data is protected by the industry’s highest
security certifications.
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