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CanHigh-End Engagement Counsel Help Overworked,
Under-Resourced Legal Departments?

DAVE SLOVIN

Over the last few years, corpo-
rate legal departments have been
feeling the same pinch as the rest
of corporate America, and they’re
getting the same message: Control
and manage costs. With already
overworked staff and an increas-
ingly strategic role within most
companies, GCs are looking for
innovative legal service delivery
models that let them flex their
support capabilities while main-
taining fixed budgets and lawyer
head count.

At the same time, successful
law firm attorneys are beginning
to explore new alternatives to the
traditional partner track. In years
past, their options were limited to
going in-house or opening their
own firms. While many firms
have adapted and offer more
career options, today’s flexibili-
ty-seeking attorneys are starting
to embrace engagement-based
roles that allow them to meet (or
exceed) financial, professional
and personal goals.

The result of these two converg-
ing dynamics is a new delivery
model for high-end engagement
attorney support—one that ulti-
mately provides benefits for cor-
porate legal departments, law
firms and attorneys.

“The engagement-based coun-
sel model is so appealing right
now because it provides the per-
fect pairing of specialized talent
with specialized needs in today’s
on-demand work environment,”
said Logan Ide, former GC of
GoodWorks International and
current Georgia market president
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for Latitude, a legal services com-
pany that specializes in provid-
ing engagement-based attorneys.
“We often see the model free up
outstanding talent that clients can
then use in a wide variety of cre-
ative applications.” (Disclosure:
My firm occasionally does proj-
ect-based work for Latitude.)
The concept of engagement-
based staffing isn’t new. Hospitals
regularly engage highly skilled
ER physicians and nurses during
peak demand to minimize fixed
costs. Corporate IT, finance, mar-
keting and HR departments turn



DAILY REPORT FRIDAY, AUGUST 9, 2019

to project-based specialists dur-
ing major initiatives and business
transformations. Even in the legal
sphere, on-demand paralegals and
document review attorneys supple-
ment corporate and law firm staff.

The innovative aspect of this
model is the ability to recruit and
place successful, experienced
attorneys—former law firm senior
associates and partners. There’s
no lag time or risk for GCs who
need to quickly expand their
teams. Because of their extensive
experience, these specialist attor-
neys can essentially parachute in,
make an immediate impact and
then move onto the next engage-
ment.

Many GCs, like Beth Chandler
of Rollins Inc., are already finding
that the system offers potential
solutions for their departments’
changing needs.

“Because of our increasingly
central role but finite resources,
my team is moving toward adopt-
ing this type of engagement-based
model. I think that traditional
firms can also embrace this new
dynamic, as they work with clients
and respond to RFPs, by includ-
ing nonlaw firm providers as a
part of their teams,” Chandler
said.

As corporate legal pressures
continue to rise and as GCs have
to react to new priorities and chal-
lenges, including regulations, rep-
utation management and M&A
activity, the concept of engage-
ment-based support will only gain
appeal. For some corporations, it

may supplement existing relation-
ships with law firm partners—
providing experienced attorney
coverage at a savings vs. law firm
rates. For others, it may be a com-
ponent of a larger move to shift
work in-house without adding
head count.

Thomas Mars, who currently
represents high-profile NCAA
athletes, saw the need for this legal
support model in his previous role
as general counsel at Walmart.

“Our large portfolio of work
gave us leverage. We still wanted
the name-brand firms to handle
the most complex and public
matters, but we knew that the
best-suited lawyers for each situ-
ation were not necessarily part of
the same firm,” he said. “Now, I
see more of my peers employing
a hybrid staffing approach that
includes boutique law firms and
engagement-based attorney spe-
cialists for high-risk and high-fee
matters. It significantly reduces
costs without impairing objectives
or affecting outcomes.”

At this point, corporations
are still leading the movement,
but innovative law firms are
increasingly adopting this new
deployment model internally.
Engagement-based attorneys are
helping firms meet surges in cli-
ent demand, keeping the work
in-house without disrupting pro-
motion expectations and partner
tracks of the core team.

While awareness and use of the
engagement-based model grows
at corporations and law firms, Ide

is finding that attorneys are still
playing catch-up on the potential
benefits for them.

“Corporations and more pro-
gressive law firms are jumping
on board, but many lawyers have
never heard of these engagement-
based roles,” he said. “They are
intrigued, especially when I can
tell them we’ve found sophisti-
cated, wide-ranging applications
for attorneys with all kinds of
backgrounds—from an Am Law
50 securities attorney to a senior
litigation associate at a boutique
firm.”

As the engagement-based attor-
ney model continues to expand,
it’s likely that more attorneys in
diverse, in-demand practice areas
will get on board, seeking the flex-
ibility and work-life balance that’s
often so hard to find in the legal
profession.

Dave Slovin is president of
PracticeProfs, an Atlanta-based
agency that provides comprehen-
sive marketing management ser-
vices for law firms.
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