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Evolution of Legal  
Advisor Expectations
It is not uncommon for the role of lawyers in business 
transactions to be described as providers of legal advice. Some 
may consider that explanation succinct but adequate while 
others may consider it glib. Regardless of where you fall on this 
spectrum, the confluence of shifting client expectations and rise 
of technology within legal practice renders it outdated. Instead, 
corporate lawyers today have come to assume five core 
responsibilities when advising clients - resulting in a need to be 
more productive to further law firm profitability.

Legal advisors as subject matter expert
Transactional lawyers are most commonly associated with their research and analytical 
abilities – particularly during due diligence. Both skills serve to power their drafting and 
negotiating prowess to land their client with the most favorable terms on each deal. 

Legal advisors as connecter 
Business transactions commonly cross borders and involve asset valuations based on 
deep domain expertise. A large part of a legal advisor’s role is knowing when and who to 
engage as specialists in areas like tax, intellectual property, antitrust & competition, and 
human capital. 

Legal advisors as transaction manager
The best assets move the most quickly. And clients expect adherence to a disciplined 
timeline to evaluate, recommend, and execute transactions. With this background, it 
should come as no surprise that in most jurisdictions lawyers assume a duty of diligence – 
promptness in representing a client.

Legal advisors as technology steward
Technology plays a critical role in helping to navigate legal workflow not only more quickly 
but also more accurately. Today’s lawyer is expected to keep track of both mainstream and 
emerging technologies – finding as many value-adds for clients as possible while 
safeguarding the law firm from reputational risk.

Legal advisors as business manager
Lawyers assume fiduciary duties to their client and law firm on every transaction. As such, 
they are expected to make decisions and act in a manner reflecting care, loyalty, and good 
faith. This includes adopting technologies that automate common tasks in legal workflow 
that help meet or accelerate timelines for clients while improving profitability for the law firm.
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Transactional 
Workflow Today
Legal workflow is riddled with inefficiencies and bottlenecks within 
and across practice groups in every law firm. Lawyers, paralegals, 
and legal project managers spend countless hours – not always 
billable – using different systems and tools in an effort to complete 
individual tasks within a client matter. This issue is particularly 
challenging for corporate lawyers working on transactions which 
involve much deeper dependencies on collaboration and mutual 
information sharing with external stakeholders than is typically 
expected by their litigation peers. 

Datasite recently surveyed 451 legal advisors globally to better 
understand where they’ve overcome historical workflow 
challenges and where they persist. Here are the Top 5 takeaways:

Inbox chaos starts early
Lawyers often develop career-long relationships with their clients. 
Given this context, it wasn’t unexpected to find most respondents to 
our survey on both the sell-side (73%) and buy-side (68%) are 
typically retained on specific transactions six months or more prior 
to closing. More surprising was learning that 80% of legal advisors 
still use email as the primary means for sharing documents with 
clients and stakeholders external to their law firm. Chaos may only 
scratch the surface in accurately describing a typical inbox.  

Timelines continue to shrink
Due diligence timelines for legal teams continue to face increased 
pressure. Most sell-side advisors (51%) report needing to 
complete due diligence within thirty days while an overwhelming 
number of advisors (72%) report needing to complete buy-side 
due diligence within sixty days. The large volume of documents 
needing review and number of stakeholders engaged as part of this 
process makes this truncated timeline particularly challenging on 
deals of any size or complexity. 
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Legal Advisor Role  
in VDR Selection
 Decision Maker

 Decision Influencer

 Not Involved

Data room selection matters
Data rooms play a singular role in the M&A lifecycle. In most cases it is 
the only collaborative tool for deal teams. This makes the selection of 
the data room a particularly important decision point. Globally, 65% 
of legal advisors consider themselves among the data room 
decision makers on transactions. U.S. based lawyers lag behind their 
peers in this regard – only 35% make the final call on VDR selection. 

However, when selecting a data room, legal teams worldwide agree 
(60%) that security is the most important core capability to be 
evaluated. As data rooms have become more sophisticated over time, 
the definition of security has evolved. Lawyers today care just as 
much about selecting a platform that prevents unauthorized access 
as they do about managing the content (both at the document and 
folder level) and feature (printing, downloading, editing, etc.) access 
controls for those who are invited into the data room.
  
 
 
 
 
 
 

Reviewing documents remains a pain point
Beyond the importance of data room security, the second most 
important capabilities focus on the ease of document upload and 
categorization (45%). Sell-side advisors, in particular, place high 
value on features reducing the amount of time needed to upload, 
review, and categorize documents at scale. Data rooms are not truly 
share-ready for other stakeholders – including bidders – until these 
tasks have been completed.

Law firms haven’t fully embraced technology  
Legal teams are still largely engaging in manual, disjointed processes 
despite significant advances in technology during the past decade. 
For example, 80% of respondents said redaction is still a task 
involving printing and scanning of documents despite the influx of 
automated redaction tools currently available. Similarly, 44% use 
Excel as their primary way of tracking timelines and key findings. 
These manual processes have a longtail effect on productivity. Trying 
to extrapolate salient takeaways and tracking against timelines 
becomes a convoluted process – making it difficult to stay current. 
It’s not surprising, therefore, that 52% of respondents spend at least 
two hours weekly per transaction to create management reports. 
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Sell-Side Legal Advisor Considerations
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51% 73% 57% 80%59%

 
Shrinking 
timelines 

 
of sell-side advisors report 
they must complete due 
diligence within 30 days.
 
 
 
 
 

 
Diverse 
perspectives 
 

of sell-side advisors 
actively work with 15 or 
more stakeholders to 
complete due diligence.

 
Early 
engagement 

of sell-side advisors are 
engaged six months or 
more prior to a transaction 
to begin information 
gathering on potential 
buyers.

 
Inefficient 
processes  

of sell-side advisors 
spend at least 20% of due 
diligence time completing 
the task of redaction.  
 
 
 
 
 

 
Late 
adopters  

of sell-side advisors have 
yet to fully implement an 
automated solution for 
redaction of terms and 
images within documents.



Buy-Side Legal Advisor Considerations
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68% 52% 23% 44%72%

 
Early 
engagement  

 
of buy-side advisors are 
engaged six or more months 
prior to a transaction to 
gather information on 
potential targets. 
 
 
 

 
Shrinking 
timelines  
 

of buy-side advisors report 
needing to complete due 
diligence within 60 days.

 
Diverse 
perspectives  

of buy-side advisors report 
working with 15 or more 
stakeholders during their 
due diligence process.  
 
 
 
 
 

 
Document 
overload   

of buy-side advisors 
consider reviewing 
documents the most time-
consuming activity during a 
matter lifecycle. Document 
categorization (17%) is 
also a major hurdle to 
productivity.  
 

 
Manual 
tracking   

of buy-side advisors spend 
more than two hours 
weekly per transaction to 
track diligence status for 
management reports.



Recommendations:
Three Ways to 
Improve Productivity 
While Increasing 
Profitability 
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2
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Mandate more than a data room 
The best data rooms today go beyond offering a secure repository to share documents.  
Be sure to evaluate document organization and review capabilities when selecting your 
next data room. Technological breakthroughs like AI/ML-capabilities for file 
categorization and index creation, integrated Q&A management, user analytics, and 
in-app language translation can all significantly reduce work times for both buy-side 
and sell-side advisors. 

Adopt automated redaction 
Automating the task of redaction can reduce worktimes by up to 60% when done from 
within the data room. Position your legal team to focus on higher value work while 
improving overall law firm profitability by saying goodbye to the black markers and printers 
as part of your redaction process. 

Invest in a buy-side solution 
Legal teams advising buyers rarely select the data room used in a transaction. However, 
they are often retained even earlier than their sell-side peers to research potential targets 
on behalf of their clients. Streamline communication and improve organization with a 
platform allowing matter teams to engage securely with each other and their clients as 
they identify key findings and track ongoing deliverables. 



Methodology

Responses by Region
 EMEA

 Americas

 APAC

Responses by Role
 Associate

 Partner

 Of Counsel
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35%

26%
39%

7%

45% 48%

The analysis in this report is based on a global survey of 451 lawyers actively 
practicing in the area of M&A across specific countries in the Americas, Europe, and 
the Asia Pacific regions. In total, 35% of responses came from the Americas with 
the strongest representation from the U.S. (91), followed by Canada (35), Mexico 
(18), and Brazil (13). EMEA represented 39% of responses from U.K. (52), Germany 
(52), France (61), and Italy (10). The remaining 26% of responses came from the 
Asia Pacific region with representation from Australia (75), New Zealand (30), and 
Singapore (13).

Associate lawyers represented 48% of total responses with partners following 
closely behind at 45%. Of counsel and special counsel attorneys accounted for 
the remaining 7% of responses.  
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