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Executive Summary
For deca des, l aw y er s h av e been
complaining that they hate working at law firms, and
clients have expressed increasing frustration with high
legal fees. But complaining is as far as either group went,
until recently.
This is an attempt at a comprehensive review of a wide
variety of new business organizations that have arisen
in recent years to remedy the market’s failure to deliver
business organizations responsive to the complaints of
either lawyers or of clients. We identified and interviewed
over fifty of these new model organizations.
The “New Models of Legal Practice” described here
typically offer a new value proposition for lawyers and
clients. For lawyers, New Models offer better work-life
balance and more control over other aspects of their work
lives—and in exchange lawyers typically (though not
invariably) shoulder more risk, giving up a guaranteed
salary, to be paid instead only for the hours they work.
For clients, New Models typically drive down legal fees
by sharply diminishing overhead through elimination
of expensive real estate and the high cost of training new
lawyers, and (again) dispensing with guaranteed salaries.
The organizations we reviewed are a mix of law firms
and companies. Most are relatively small, although some
have attorneys numbering in the thousands.
We found five distinct kinds of New Models:
1. Secon dm ent Fir ms place lawyers in house,
typically to work at a client site either on a temporary
basis or part-time (usually a few days a week).
Some consist exclusively of senior lawyers who can
function either as general counsel or as regional
heads of legal departments in very large companies,
while others place more junior lawyers to help with
overflow work from in-house departments. We report
on eight Secondment Firms. In some, male lawyers
predominate and everyone works “full-time flex”—a
40 hour week structured around family responsibilities or other interests. In others, female lawyers
predominate, and many lawyers work part-time.
In full-time flex firms, lawyers are independent
contractors; in companies with more part-time,
lawyers are employees of the company. In both cases,
lawyers are paid only for the hours they work.

2. L aw & Busin ess A dv ice Com pa n i es
combine legal advice with general business advice
of the type traditionally provided by management
consulting firms, and/or help clients with investment
banking as well as legal needs. We report on two law
& business advice companies.
3. L aw Fir m Accor dion Com pa n i es
assemble networks of curated lawyers available to
enable law firms to accordion up to meet short-term
staffing needs. Typically these networks are women
lawyers who work short part-time hours (10–20
hours a week.) Attorneys are paid only for the hours
they work. We report on five of these companies.
4. V irtual L aw Fir ms a n d Com pa n i es
typically drive down overhead by having attorneys
work from their own homes—and again dispense
with a guaranteed salary, allowing attorneys to work
as little or as much as they wish. These organizations
vary a lot: some are very similar to traditional law
firms, while others are companies in which many of
the functions traditionally performed by lawyers,
notably rainmaking, are the province of the company
owners. We report on eleven virtual law firms or
virtual law companies.
5. In novati v e L aw Fir ms a n d
Com pa n i es include the widest variety of different
business models. The single most innovative is a
company with a new monetization model—providing
legal services in return for a monthly subscription fee—
which allows attorneys to work in a sophisticated legal
practice on an 8:30 a.m.–5:30 p.m. schedule, little or no
weekend work, and three weeks’ unplugged vacation per
year. Other innovative law firms change key elements
of the traditional law firm model in ways that allow for
better work-life balance and also have one or more of
the following elements: alternative fee arrangements,
team scheduling, elimination of the partner/associate
distinction and “rainmaking” requirements. We report
on seventeen innovative law firms and companies.
This report contains important messages for four groups:
1. For clients, this report will help in-house counsel
find alternatives to traditional law firms. New Models
often will help in-house counsel obtain legal services
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more economically, either by obtaining the services
of Big Law refugees at a fraction of the cost, or by
segmenting their spend to obtain more routine transactions or lower-paid specialties at lower rates than
they have paid in the past. Companies with goals to
increase diversity in their legal spend also can do
so by hiring women-owned firms or firms that hire
chiefly women lawyers.
2. For lawyers dissatisfied with law firms, the
important message is that, if you are dissatisfied
with law firm life, there are alternatives. This
is particularly true if the dissatisfaction stems
from pressures to work very long hours with little
workplace flexibility. New Models offer two quite
different kinds of workplace flexibility: full-time
flex (typically a 40-hour week that can be worked
anytime, anywhere) and part-time (typically 10–20
hours a week of work that lawyers can turn down
for any reason when they choose not to work). New

Models also respond to the major reasons for lawyers’
dissatisfaction, including pressures for every lawyer
to be a “rainmaker” who brings in new clients and the
inability to control one’s billing rate. Lawyers who
have been laid off, or who wish to transition from
law firms to in-house practice also can turn to New
Models to help them get the jobs they want and need.
3. For lawyers who want to become entrepreneurs,
this report is invaluable. It describes a wide variety
of new business models that can be replicated, with
enough information about each type of New Model,
and each individual firm, to serve as a beginning
“how-to” guide to following in the footsteps of other
legal entrepreneurs.
4. For large law firms, this report will provide ideas
about how to compete with New Models of Legal
Practice. One law firm profiled herein has already
done so by founding a New Models company
affiliated with the firm.
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New Models are reducing costs, breaking
away from old patterns of fee arrangements,
and increasing efficiency through unique
structuring and use of technology.
noted by Richard Susskind in an influential 2010 book,17
the legal profession has long insisted that bespoke legal
services are the only path to quality. Today fewer clients,
and lawyers, remain convinced.
Susskind’s typology of “the evolution of legal service”
provides a useful theoretical framework. He proposes a
typology with traditional bespoke legal services at one
end, full commoditization (legal services delivered like
“barrels of oil or sacks of sugar”)18 on the opposite end,
with standardized, systematized, and packaged legal
services in the middle. Most New Models specialize in
traditional bespoke work; they just organize the lawyers
who deliver it in a different way. Some New Models,
however, go much further. Axiom Smithline PC, and
Burton Law LLC all proceed apace in the direction of
standardization (e.g. form documents), systemization (e.g.
internal systems that allow attorneys to handle repetitive
tasks more efficiently), and commoditization (e.g.
electronic or on-line packages of legal services). Axiom
very self-consciously seeks to replace the bespoke model
(in which commercial contracts are drafted one by one by
individual lawyers) with a new model that standardizes
all the commercial contracts of a company or a business
unit, and develops a detailed system for using them. The
only way clients can continue to access these standardized and systematized legal services is through Axiom
staff—a brilliant, and potentially very lucrative, melding
of the old and the new. In a very different way, Smithline
PC’s “practice machine” ensures that all lawyers at the
firm do things in the same way, down to using the same
format for client emails and for creating documents and
marking them up. Burton Law LLC, while offering the
bespoke services of a traditional law firm, also offers
on-line packaged legal services for various commonplace
business issues (“The 3 documents your start-ups can’t
live without,” “Does your start-up need a prenup?”).

Some Virtual Firms and Secondment Companies, often
founded by Big Law refugees, are seizing the opportunity
to move into the kinds of legal services formerly the
exclusive province of Big Law. Others are on Susskind’s
continuum between bespoke services and full commodification.19 Some Innovative Law Firms handle all of a
company’s litigation on a specific issue nationwide, allowing
economies of scale. Others offer flat-fee packages for specific
kinds of routine work. One Law & Business Company
makes a business of analyzing how law departments can
segment work to maximize cost-effectiveness, including
establishing centers staffed by the company’s lawyers to
handle more routine client legal matters.
Other New Models are in segments of the legal
marketplace never occupied by Big Law. Law & Business
Companies meld legal advice with management
consulting. Many New Models focus on mid-market
companies while others serve small companies and entrepreneurs or operate in areas of legal practice not typically
served by large law firms (e.g. family law). Some other
firms’ business models reshape their lawyers’ relationships to their clients, notably an Innovative Law Firm
that provides for a flat monthly subscription fee to cover
whatever legal advice and help its client companies need.
Between 2012 and April 2015, Aaron Platt and Joan C.
Williams interviewed more than fifty firms that differed
in many ways.20 Some are traditional law firm partnerships, some are businesses solely owned by an individual,
and some are companies with novel business plans.
New Models outside of the U.S. and Canada, including
the many companies changing the legal industry in the
U.K., were excluded.21 We searched on the internet, and
used a “snowball sample,” asking people we interviewed
if they knew of any other New Models firms. Typically
(although not invariably) we spoke with founders, so what
they told us naturally puts the best face possible on their
organizations. We found a wide variety of business organizations focused on a sweet spot that reflects a new value
proposition for clients that is matched with a new value
proposition for lawyers. New Model businesses are born all
the time, and the firms represented herein are not the only
ones pioneering this field, however, this work represents
the most comprehensive academic review of its kind.
This report holds important messages for three groups:
clients, lawyers dissatisfied with existing models of legal
practice, and Big Law itself. For clients, our goal is to aid
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Reno & Cavanaugh PLLC
Type of Organization

Law firm.

Size

29 attorneys.

Geographic Location

Offices in Washington, D.C., Columbia,
Maryland, and Nashville.

Practice Areas

Real estate, finance, economic
development, and affordable housing.

Flex

Associates are expected to bill 1700
hours annually, but may do so from
home on their on schedules.

Reno & Cavanaugh was founded in 1977 by attorneys
with a background in low-income housing finance
and landlord tenant relations. Today it has twenty
nine attorneys (nineteen of them women), who have
represented clients in forty five states and practice in the
areas of real estate, finance, economic development and
affordable housing. The firm has offices in Washington,
D.C., Columbia, Maryland, and Nashville, and a
one-person office in Sisters, OR. “If the people we
wanted to work with wanted to work in [a given] city, we
said ‘Fine, we’ll set up an office there,’” said Lee Reno,
one of the firm founders, whom we interviewed.
The firm’s “mission isn’t necessarily to make money,”
said Reno, “we want to make a comfortable living while
focusing on producing and preserving low-income
housing in the United States.” He estimated the profits
per partner at between $300,000 and $400,000 a year;
non-equity partners make $180,000 guaranteed, with
more based on productivity. Associates are expected to
bill 1700 hours a year. Many work from home some of
the time, and one does so full time. They have a full time
business manager and “three or four support people in
addition to legal assistants and paralegals.”
The firm is a two-tiered partnership, with associates on
partnership track at three years, and then up for partner
at five. To become an equity partner, a lawyer needs to
be generating clients. Lawyers come from a range of law
schools, some Ivy League ones and some not. Much of
the firm’s work comes from Requests for Proposals; a
full-time support person writes those. Business groups
analyze what’s needed to bring in work in a specific area.
The firm uses a changing roster of operational decisionmaking committees which are staffed with employees of

all levels ranging from support staff to senior partners.92
The firm is also unique in its use of upward feedback
surveys which require partners to accept feedback from
associates and administrative support staff.93

Smithline PC
Type of Organization

Law firm.

Size

6 attorneys.

Geographic Location

San Francisco.

Practice Areas

Technology transactions, product legal
review, open source advertising, and IP
licensing.

Flex

Attorneys have 3 weeks of annual paid
vacation “unplugged”, and typically do
not respond to emails after business
hours, nor do they work on weekends.
Business hours end by 6 p.m.

Smithline PC consists of six “internet and software
lawyers,” to quote its website, based in San Francisco,
who cover all the legal needs of clients in return for a
monthly subscription fee. Smithline is the principal,
with two lawyers as “managing counsel” and three
“associates.” The firm rethinks the law-firm business
model along lines that reflects “the good jobs strategy”
articulated by Professor Ton.94 Her model is of organizations who provide “good” jobs through basic moves:
1) identify a laser-focus mission instead of trying to
do everything; 2) standardize jobs and procedures,
and empower employees to drive improvements; 3)
cross-train employees so they can easily step in to cover
for each other; 4) make creation of good jobs central to
an organization’s business goals.
The classic example of an employer who has adopted the
good jobs strategy is Costco. It sells only a limited number
of products. All procedures are standardized, from
restocking to safety measures—including procedures
encouraging employees to continuously improve
procedures. Employees are cross-trained, so that they can
do each other’s jobs, which allows for greater schedule
stability amid absences. And providing good jobs is
articulated as central to Costco’s corporate mission.
Although in a different industry, Smithline has been
able to implement this model by changing how the firm
charges for its services: by a subscription fee. For a monthly
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fee, Smithline takes care of all of the relevant matters for
the client. The subscription fee model begins with an
exploratory period, for which clients pay $7,000 ($1,000
lower than the lowest monthly subscription rate). At the
start of that month, Smithline attorneys “go onsite for an
initial kick-off and meet with the execs we’re going to be
working with and get a product demo and learn about their
business and learn about their needs,” Smithline told us.
The exploratory month that follows gives a chance for the
client to learn “who [we are]… what is our level of expertise,
what are our response times, how efficient are we, did they
like working with us, did we solve the problem they needed
solved?” Meanwhile, Smithline learns “how many points
of contact, how many different deals, how complicated are
they, what’s the deal flow look like, what sort of resources
is it going to take for us to support them.” At the end of the
month, there’s a conversation about the subscription fee.
Any later changes to the fee are prospective.

“I’ve come to realize when you send a
monthly invoice you’re sort of jabbing your
client every month.”
The subscription model eliminates a lot of friction
between lawyers and clients: “in retrospect,” said
Smithline, “I’ve come to realize when you send a monthly
invoice you’re sort of jabbing your client every month.”
Variable bills invite scrutiny, whereas “subscriptions, once
you enter them, tend to continue.” And “you’ve relieved
your client’s anxiety because ultimately the client, they’re
more about predictability than price,” Smithline noted.
The subscription model also allows the firm to deepen
relationships with clients and set some unusual limits:
Smithline estimates that his attorneys leave between
5:00 and 6:00, and rarely work weekends. “We all go
home and that’s an expectation that I have to set with
the client, which is…we’ll start early. That’s basically
our deal. If a client wants us to do an 8:00 call or a 7:00
a.m. call, we’ll do it” although the typical daily start time
is 8:30 a.m. Attorneys also have three week’s annual
vacation “unplugged”—and typically do not respond to
emails after business hours.

Said Smithline, “I think you become more profitable
because you are able to focus on taking care of fewer
clients more deeply and become very focused on keeping
them happy and so you have hopefully, and we’ve
experienced, longer relationships with them and deeper
relationships. You sort of self-select down to the clients,
as I said, who appreciate the value of what you’re doing.”
The firm meet’s the “Laser Focus” goal by practicing
“exclusively on technology transactions, product legal
review and open source advising,” according to its
website. Smithline PC does only intellectual property
licensing and technology transactions for internet,
software, and technology companies.
Smithline PC “standardizes practices and procedures” in
a way unusual in the law—but similar to other employers
who adopt the good jobs strategy. Said Smithline, “we call
it the practice machine, we have a checklist and a template
and a custom-made internal knowledge base, which drives
how we practice.” Smithline attorneys “communicate
constantly, all day long, and we all do things the same
way. We have a method for everything we touch,” said
Smithline. This includes the way they name documents
“to how we mark them up to how we describe things to
clients to how we write emails.” “We have figured out a
way to do excellent work really fast A, because I hire unbelievably smart people, and B, because…every best piece
of knowledge any of our lawyers have is captured and we
all share it.” To ensure this sharing, the firm meets once
weekly for training. For each engagement, one managing
counsel leads the account, with a second (and sometimes
third) associate backing them up. As principal, Smithline
supervises all of the work of the firm.
The “practice machine” makes cross-training possible,
because it makes it easy to “move work around and all
associates can kick work around themselves.” Crosstraining is vital because, under a subscription fee model,
responsiveness is vital. Even if clients don’t send work in a
particular month, “they will pay you to have you available
when they need you, but you better be able to deliver when
they do,” said Smithline. He stressed, “You have to be
performing at the speed they want to move at. It’s called
the speed of the deal.” In a typical firm, this is a recipe for
requiring 24/7 availability, but Smithline has found a way
to combine responsiveness with work-life balance.
The creation of good jobs is central to Smithline’s
business strategy. Said Smithline, “it’s very important
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to me as a fundamental value that I go home every day
by 6:00 and I can’t be leaving if they’re all still here.”
He noted that he could probably make more money
by having fewer attorneys, “but I wouldn’t be sending
everybody home at 6:00 and I wouldn’t be giving them
three unplugged weeks’ vacation a year and I wouldn’t be
giving them their weekends totally free of work and all
the other things that we do. I keep that staffing” in order
to ensure work-life balance for everyone.
Smithline talks widely about his subscription fee model,
and gets a lot of resistance. People often ask what
happens if a client sends too much work. “I tell them, you

don’t spend any time worrying about the client sending
you too much work. If the client’s sending you ‘too much
work,’ it’s a client who’s happy…who likes what you’re
doing and who’s using you.” Smithline continued, “The
ones you worry about are the quiet ones.” If they are
paying for a service they don’t use, that’s a problem. “I
lose no sleep over our clients who call us every day and
they’re sending us tons of work, because I know after an
appropriate period of time, which may be three or six
months, I’ll get around to asking them to pay us a little
more” said Smithline.
Smithline said pay has increased to be “close” to pay at
Big Law. Attorneys also are attracted by the work-life
balance and the access to “great work and great clients.”
Smithline attorneys do not do the kinds of work many
attorneys dislike, notably due diligence. When attorneys
leave, it is typically for in-house positions: “every
one… has a standing offer, essentially, from every one
of our clients. If they don’t, they can get one in about
four seconds.” As such, Smithline mused “my number
one worry is keeping associates….” Attorneys are not
expected to do business development. “My philosophy
on business development is very simple, which is, do
excellent work and be reasonably visible, and that will
lead to clients,” said Smithline.

Summit Law Group
Type of Organization

Law firm.

Size

36 attorneys.

Geographic Location

Headquartered in Seattle with satellite
offices in Spokane and Kennewick,
Washington.

Practice Areas

Specialties include environmental law,
employment law, business law, and
litigation.

Flex

Telecommuting, flex-time, remote
offices, reduced hours, and extended
leave available.

Summit Law Group was founded in Seattle in 1997. Its
website lists thirty six attorneys (sixteen of the attorneys
and half of equity partners are female), specializing
in environmental law, employment law, business law,
and litigation. We spoke with Polly McNeill, founding
member and former managing partner. It has many
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