
In March 2008, Microsoft received 

approval on its new OpenXML 

file format from the International 

Organization for Standardization 

(“ISO”), a step Microsoft says is 

“proof it is willing to make once-

proprietary technology work openly 

with competing programs.” Good 

riddance! The old binary format was 

a mess and didn’t play well with 

other applications.

The ISO approval is significant  

because Microsoft is no longer  

in control of the new file format;  

responsibility for maintaining 

standards falls to groups like  

the ISO, not the companies that 

developed them. 

The new file format makes it 

easier for many applications to read 

and write the contents of a file. This 

helps ensure OpenXML files will 

still be readable even if the program 

used to create them has changed 

significantly. This means no more 

backward compatibility issues. In 

many ways, Microsoft has veered 

from its common hyper-competitive 

approach to expose its venerable 

Microsoft Office to present and 

future competitive pressures.

The use of OpenXML will soon 

become the default document 

standard for law firms. The “ivory 

tower” shroud that lead to both 

confusion and discouragement over 

the use of OpenXML is no longer 

relevant as it is inevitable that 

OpenXML will become a document 

standard. Understanding the basics 

of the format will illustrate that it 

is a much better format to manage 

and work with than the old binary 

format. Understanding is the first 

step in acceptance.

OpenXML to  
Become Industry  
Standard

In addition to better file format 

operability, OpenXML is destined 

to be the required file format for 

government agencies, courts and 

law firm clients. Over the next two 

years, this will place tremendous 

pressure on law firms to use 

OpenXML as the default standard 

instead of Microsoft Office’s old 

binary format.

A case in point: In 2005, 

Massachusetts directed state 

government offices to save all 

documents as “OpenDocument” 

format files (backed by Sun 

Microsystems and IBM), already an 

ISO standard. Later, Massachusetts 

reversed its stance after Microsoft 

promised to turn over responsibility 

for the OpenXML format to Ecma 

International, a European standards 

body. In January 2007, Ecma 

submitted OpenXML to ISO, to  

speed-up the approval process. 

Microsoft saw the writing on the wall 

— open up the file format or die a 

slow death of application attrition.

What Is OpenXML?
Microsoft’s new file format is 

just plain text. Yes, plain text! 

Theoretically, it can be read by 

a common text editor. However, 

that’s a broad based definition. 

The format is Extensible Markup 
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Language (“XML”). XML is a general-

purpose text specification for 

creating custom markup languages. 

By languages, XML allows an 

application to define the “markup 

elements” to aid information systems 

and applications to share a common 

data structure.

With OpenXML, text can easily 

be read by many other applications 

besides Microsoft Word. This opens 

up the opportunity of new word 

processors, viewers and converters 

that can read and write OpenXML 

documents. There are translators 

now that allow for interoperability 

between applications based on 

ODF (Open Document Format) 

and OpenXML-based Office 

applications. Google now supports 

OpenXML in its Gmail and Google 

search results.

Advantages of  
OpenXML

The OpenXML has many advantages 

over the binary format, such as 

compact files, improved damaged-

file recovery, better privacy and more 

control over personal information, 

better integration and interoperability 

of business data, easier detection 

of documents that contain macros 

and more opportunities for different 

word processors to access the market 

and become viable competitors  

to Microsoft.

The Anatomy of  
a Microsoft Word  
OpenXML Document

It is relatively easy to inspect a 

Microsoft Word OpenXML (“.Docx”) 

document without Microsoft Word. A 

Docx (OpenXML file) is a combination 

of 10 or more xml files contained  

in one Zip file (a “package”). The only 

difference between an OpenXML  

file and a Zip file is the extension. 

To inspect a Microsoft Word 2007 

Docx File a user only needs to save 

a Word 2007 document to his or 

her desktop and rename the file by 

adding a “.zip” extension. This will 

open it in Windows Explorer (or 

your default Zip application) and 

will display the OpenXML root level 

file package. 
Each xml file in the OpenXML file 

is called a “part.” Within the package 
part is the main document part. 
When inspecting the main document 
part, you’ll notice many elements 
that you know are in your document, 
elements like styles and content. 
By inspecting the main document 
part, law firm support staff can 
better inspect trouble documents 
or documents that are considered 
“corrupt” at a much more granular 
level than documents in the old 
binary format.

Inspecting Other  
OpenXML Documents Parts

In addition to inspecting the main 

document part, there are other 

document parts of Microsoft Word 

OpenXML documents that can be 

inspected. The chart below shows 

some of these additional parts.

Summary

As more government agencies begin 

requiring OpenXML as the default 

file format, it will become imperative 

for law firms to use it as the firm’s 

document standard instead of the old 

unwieldy binary format. The format 

is structured in a text file as XML, 

which makes it easily understood. 

Couple this with the advantages of 

using OpenXML and you now have 

a compelling reason to upgrade to 

Office 2007 or at least start saving 

all Microsoft Office documents in the 

new format.
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