
LEVERAGING LARGER FIRM RESOURCES

Introduction
Larger law firms can be excellent sources of volunteer attorneys and financial support. In addition,
lawyers at these firms can often help in identifying additional resources. In order to successfully tap
these resources, however, legal services providers and public interest organizations must be strategic
in their approach.

This paper provides guidance for providers on how to most effectively target and approach larger
law firms in general, as well as more specific information and advice on obtaining pro bono
participation and securing financial support.

Research the law firm
While larger law firms have a great deal in common, each individual firm is also unique in terms of its
structure, history, governance, and culture, among other factors. Before approaching a particular
firm, it is essential to research that firm thoroughly. Relevant information includes the firm’s pro
bono culture and its track record in responding to requests for pro bono assistance not only from
your program but also from a wide range of other groups. Do not assume, simply because you have
had disappointing results, that the firm does not have an active pro bono practice. Some large law
firms do most of their pro bono work through specific local and national organizations.

You also need to understand how the firm works, i.e., who are the decision makers at the firm, in
general and with respect to pro bono work. Firms often have both formal and informal leaders;
written policies and unwritten, but very powerful, practices. Given the trend in larger firms to more
formalized pro bono oversight, you certainly need to collect as much information as possible about
the firm’s formal pro bono structure and program. Be aware, though, that some of the most
important information about the firm’s pro bono efforts – the culture of the firm – is often only
available through informal channels.

The same research is required with respect to the firm’s financial commitments. You need to know
who the firm has supported in the past and the range of grants/support provided, as well as the firm’s
policies and procedures with respect to making financial contributions and the composition of the
group that makes those decisions at the firm. For example, it is important to know whether the firm
provides financial support through a firm foundation or charitable giving pool, as some firms do, or,
as at other firms, discourages firm-wide contributions in favor of individual lawyer giving. If the firm
has a poor track record, with respect to financial support and/or pro bono, you will need to identify
firms with a more positive track record that could be viewed as role models by the target firm.

Finally, you need to acquire information about the economic situation, not only of the firm or firms
you are targeting, but also the overall legal economic climate in the community in which the firm
practices. Firm financial and pro bono commitments vary from year to year, depending on the firm’s
financial results, staffing levels, and workload. At present, for example, most larger law firms
throughout the country, including the Washington, DC area, are extremely busy and profitable.
Accordingly, this may not be the ideal time to request a substantially increased pro bono
commitment from these firms, unless you already have a strong working relationship with them or



unless you know that the pro bono opportunities your organization can provide are particularly
attractive to the firm or firms. However, it is probably an excellent time to approach firms that have
not previously provided financial support to your organization or to solicit a significant increase in
the amount the firm contributes, at least on a one-time basis.

The research required to adequately understand larger law firms can seem onerous – and the
information may seem difficult to obtain. There are, however, more sources of such information
available to you than ever before. The legal press is one important source. More and more, firms are
providing more detailed information – on the firm in general, as well as on the firm’s pro bono
activities and charitable giving. The firm’s resume, pro bono annual report, its brochure and other
information sent to clients, and, increasingly, firm web sites offer more detailed and easily accessible
information. While such formal sources are important, informal discussion with attorneys at the firm
– or at other firms and public interest organizations that have worked successfully with the firm – are
an essential complement to published information about the firm.

If time is a consideration, legal services providers and public interest groups can work together by
sharing research responsibilities and information. It is not necessary nor efficient for each provider
organization to conduct thorough research.

In asking for support, less is not more
Some public interest groups and pro bono programs assume that larger law firms will respond more
favorably to limited, discrete requests for assistance – whether those requests involve attorney time
or firm charitable contributions. While that assumption may be true for some firms at times, it is
often the case that many larger law firms expect, and even prefer, more substantial projects and
requests. Major law firms, realizing that their size and expertise make them uniquely qualified to
participate in certain types of cases or matters, want to ensure that they make the highest and best
use of their pro bono and financial resources. A firm’s failure to respond favorably to simple pro
bono cases or to provide a minimum amount of financial support does not necessarily indicate that a
more extensive pro bono matter or financial commitment is unlikely; indeed, the firm may be more
willing to take on a larger and more challenging goal or matter.

Larger firms often have a complex, multi-t iered decisional structure. As a result,  taking on a simple
uncontested divorce may involve almost as much time for the firm as taking on a major matter. With
respect to financial contributions, a growing number of firms simply will not consider requests
smaller than $500 or $1,000 because of the time involved in making a decision on support. A number
of programs have been surprised recently to find that firms that previously did not make minimal
contributions have been willing to fund a fellowship slot or make a similarly substantial award of
funds. Whether you are asking for time or money, you should consider “packaging” your request so
that firm “transaction” time is minimized and the special resources of the firm are maximized.

Think institutionally; avoid one case/one lawyer
Law firms are more than simply aggregations of individual attorneys. If providers tap firm resources
simply by placing one case with one lawyer, they fail to take advantage of the institutional nature of
the law firm. Think creatively about legal and delivery issues in your community and how firms, on a
larger, more institutional level, can respond to those problems.



If, for  example, a legal services program is unable to respond to a higher volume of telephone
inquiries, the firm, as an institution, can be asked to address that problem in a multi-faceted fashion.
For example, a firm of substantial size could agree to focus on the crisis in telephone requests in
some or all of the following ways:

• by providing funds to purchase state of the art telephone equipment – or donating the
equipment itself – that will use technology to reduce waiting time and provide
recorded information;

• by using volunteer firm lawyers and paralegals to respond to phone calls seamlessly
forwarded from the program;

• by preparing and publishing client education information that can be used to
supplement information provided on the phone, thereby reducing call time; and/or

• by designating “lawyers of the day” who will routinely come to the program offices
and provide information to callers.

If a public interest organization has insufficient staffing to meet needs for legal assistance, the firm as
an instit ution can be asked either to fund a staff position or to provide, through a fellowship
program, a continuous source of firm lawyer staffing for that position.

If affordable housing has taken on new urgency as a legal issue, a law firm can be solicited to serve,
with a public interest organization, as a rapid response team for housing issues. That firm, using
lawyers, legal assistants, and other staff, can play a key role

• in defending tenants faced with evictions,
• in bringing targeted actions designed, on a case-by-case basis, to improve the quality

of housing throughout a neighborhood or with respect to properties owned by a
particular real estate company,

• in focused litigation to eliminate discrimination in rental properties,
• in using the skills of transactional lawyers to

< increase the available units of affordable, decent housing,
< provide legal advice and no-cost closings to tenants who use sweat equity to

purchase homes,
< revise tax and real estate provisions to increase the number of homes that can

be purchased at little or no cost, and
< involve firm computer specialists and support staff in maintaining a

comprehensive database on housing issues and patterns in various
neighborhoods that will enable the team to identify emerging problems and
promising new strategies.

If a rural community loses virtually all of its legal resources, a firm can be asked to donate funds or
equipment, such as computers, video phones, faxes, and 800 lines, that will enable rural residents to
access resources in other parts of the state. It can also agree to staff the 800 telephone line, to work
with the courts and administrative agencies to permit video hearings and conferences, and/or to staff
“mini-rotation programs” through which firm lawyers spend a week in the rural community meeting



with clients and providing follow-up assistance from their offices.

If a legal services provider has been forced to close a neighborhood office, a law firm can “adopt”
that neighborhood, administering its own neighborhood legal clinic, serving, through its transactional
lawyers, as counsel to neighborhood organizations, providing training to non-legal staff of social
service organizations, and preparing legal information brochures and regular columns in
neighborhood newspapers.

For some, these models – which involve virtually the entire law firm, rather than simply tapping the
resources of one or more lawyers – may seem unrealistic or infeasible. In fact, each of these models
is now in place in one or more locations.

Go beyond lawyers
While firm lawyers are the key to pro bono work and the most likely source of funds and in-kind
support, they are not the only source of assistance and support available from larger law firms. Firm
librarians can help a public interest organization organize and maintain its law library. Computer
support staff can help groups identify technology needs and options, develop web sites, intranets,
and bulletin boards. Other staff specialists can help programs select a new telephone system, revamp
their accounting system, implement time-keeping, and revise the group’s personnel and policies
manual.

Firms’ paralegals can, of course, represent individual clients in administrative matters. In addition,
however, they can undertake legal and factual research and analyze and organize extensive litigation
and non-litigation records. As firms hire more lawyers, many are also renting or purchasing new
space and may be able to house public interest programs for a period of time at no cost. Firms
constantly upgrade their computer hardware, furniture, and telephone systems and are willing to
donate unused furniture and equipment to public interest groups.

Many firms now employ public relations and marketing staff. These employees can help programs to
write and produce public education materials, annual reports, and fund-raising appeals. They can
help programs prepare press releases and identify media strategies.

In short, law firms offer a wide array of skills and expertise that can be available to public interest
groups.

Tie financial support to pro bono
Independent Sector, which analyzes patterns of giving in the United States, has found that people
give their money where they give their time. Pro bono assistance and financial support are not
mutually exclusive. In fact, hands-on volunteers are not only more likely to give, they are more likely
to give more!  The implications for legal services providers and public interest groups of these
findings are clear. The more effective a program’s volunteer involvement program is, the more
successful its fund-raising efforts will be. Hands-on volunteers, particularly those who work in
broader partnerships with providers, become knowledgeable about the limited resources and virtually
infinite demand for services that providers experience. That familiarity can result in increased
support. For example, law firms that support rotation programs, in which firm lawyers spend several



months full-time at a legal services office, are often willing to ensure that the rotation lawyer (and
other program staff) have the type of support that a financially hard-pressed program is unable to
provide, such as computers, faxes, and modems. If volunteers conducting research at the program or
in conjunction with program staff realize that the provider does not have the funds to maintain
updates to its reporters and other library materials, the firm may well be willing to contribute its own
library duplicates or funds for updates.

Pro bono opportunities, if structured correctly, provide significant benefits to the volunteer attorney
and the firm that employs her or him. Pro bono matters often offer excellent opportunities for
training, skills development, and professional development, but at a substantial cost for providers
who develop training materials and mentor and supervise pro bono counsel. For providers, of
course, pro bono, though low in cost, is not free, diverting staff and financial resources from other
activities. It is entirely appropriate, as a result, that law firms that have access to strong and
well-constructed pro bono programs, be asked to provide financial support as well volunteer
resources.

Ask who they know
Law firms are important sources of pro bono assistance and financial support. In addition, however,
law firm lawyers and others can also be contact points for other institutional support. Firm lawyers,
for example, may sit on the boards of foundations, trusts, or corporations that could provide grants.
Firm supporters can assist you in securing support from other law firms. They may also help you to
gain access to the corporate world. Corporate clients often enlist firms in providing assistance or
financial support for corporate community services projects. While these projects typically do not
involve legal assistance, much of the work done by legal services providers can be seen as
complementary to these initiatives. For example, major corporations that have identified children and
families as a priority for service and funding may be amenable, if contacted by a law firm with whom
they work, to providing support for transactional affordable child care projects, school-based legal
assistance programs, juvenile justice, and family law work. Law firms may also help providers to tap
into in-kind assistance from corporations. Non-legal expertise and staff can provide substantial
assistance to providers in areas ranging from publication of materials to racheting up technology. 

Conclusion
Large law firms have much to offer; programs must learn how to request their assistance.

• Research the law firm
• In asking for support, less is not more
• Think institutionally; avoid one case/one lawyer
• Go beyond lawyers
• Tie financial support to pro bono
• Ask who they know
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