Latest Tool for Corporate Counsel: On-Demand, Flexible Legal Services


Reprinted from JuriStaff’s Quarterly Newsletter, “Legal Insight” 	  April 2011
By Jodi L. Brandon
April 2011

O
utside counsel budgets aren’t what they used to be: They’re shrinking. The recent recession and “new economy” have changed the legal landscape – permanently, most insiders believe – and legal departments today are being treated more akin to corporations, with expenses scrutinized and calls to reduce billable hours. After all, as Jim LaRosa, Senior Vice President of JuriStaff, based in Philadelphia, PA, notes, “This is what the business world has been doing for years: understand the operational process, make strategic improvements, apply those improvements, measure, and evaluate. Then do that over and over. That kind of business mode of thinking is being applied to the law department.”

An Association of Corporate Counsel/Serengeti Managing Outside Counsel Survey found that in-house counsel cite reducing outside legal spending as their top priority. GCs today, according to LaRosa, have their work cut out for them. LaRosa says, “It really is a buyer’s market for legal services, and it looks like it’ll be this way for a long time. 
There’s been a real paradigm shift in the legal market. That’s good news for corporate law departments, but that also means they have more choices when it comes to implementing different strategies for reducing costs. Not only is the GC the go-to person for legal issues, but suddenly GCs are responsible for managing a budget very closely, and making sure their team is managing their individual budgets. They have to be more comfortable with the mindset and language of business, not just law.”

Jim LaRosa, JuriStaff

The biggest expense of a legal department is generally outside counsel, leaving in-house team members to scratch their heads, figuring out how to get the same work done with fewer resources and less money. Some of the alternative solutions that firms are using involve 






virtual law firms, alternative fee structures and the use of project attorneys.

Let’s say your corporate legal department needs help with a particular project, short-term or long-term. When hiring a permanent employee, there are overhead costs to consider (salary, benefits, etc.). Just because there is a demand for work right now, for example, will there be enough six months down the road to justify making a hire? If not – or if you’re unsure – a project attorney is a solution. LaRosa echoes this sentiment: “It’s about the bottom line: What is this project going to cost me and how can I get my firm to work with me in containing runaway legal costs? On-demand attorneys are an effective way for those law firms to tackle a large project without adding permanent, expensive headcount to their firm, especially if they can’t predict what the workload or need will be months from now.” 


“It’s really a buyer’s market for legal services, and it looks like it’ll be this way for a long time.”

Jim LaRosa, Senior VP, JuriStaff


The primary objection to the use of project attorneys in the past has been regarding the quality of the attorneys. People have wondered: Why are these lawyers not in a permanent position if they are so talented? The truth is there are countless qualified lawyers and paralegals who, for a variety of reasons (because of layoffs, wanting a better work/life balance, etc.), are available for short- or long- term project work. In addition, thousands of law school graduates each year enter an already-crowded market. 

In the past, project employees were hired primarily for document review type projects. This is another area that is shifting. Firms and corporate legal departments are now recognizing the depth of talent available and are utilizing experienced project attorneys for substantive legal work in virtually every practice area. These project attorneys, which can work onsite or remotely, are bringing years of targeted experience at very reasonable hourly rates. 

Though the economy has shown signs of improvement, experts agree that the “big picture” changes to the legal landscape are permanent. Corporate legal departments have become – and will continue to be – creative in finding ways to reduce costs while still providing quality legal services. In other words, virtual law firms and contract attorneys are here to stay.

Jodi Brandon is a freelance writer based in suburban Philadelphia. 

image1.jpeg

