
In-house legal departments increase organizational 
efficiency when they strategically partner with 
outside counsel, and are thereby able to tackle 
more projects in-house. This article presents a 
framework for in-house legal counsel to evaluate 
how they can best partner with outside counsel in 
advising their organizations. 

Strategically Pair with Outside Counsel
At first blush, cost savings are perhaps the most obvious 

reason for scaling back the volume of material sent to outside 
counsel. However, the less obvious, but perhaps more 
significant benefit of keeping a greater volume of material 
in-house is that doing so can directly increase organizational 
efficiency. Generally, when in-house legal departments send 
work to outside counsel, they must spend valuable time getting 
outside counsel up to speed on the matter at issue. Equally, and 
perhaps more importantly, the in-house attorney must educate 
them on the organization’s business, policies and procedures, 
as well as any attendant political concerns. When in-house 
legal departments must recite an involved backstory each time 
a project is sent out, a good deal of attorney time is misspent on 
both sides.  

However, developing strategic partnerships with outside 
counsel can allow in-house attorneys to accomplish more while 
simultaneously reducing risk, inefficiencies and cost. Generally 
speaking, in-house attorneys see a broad variety of issues daily 
and do not necessarily get the benefit of a significant volume of 
work in a particular area of law. By contrast, outside counsel 
have the opportunity to focus their practice, becoming experts 
in their chosen fields. In-house attorneys can therefore rely 
on outside counsel for their breadth of knowledge in targeted 
practice areas. Enlisting outside counsel to provide frequent, 
in-depth updates on those topics allows in-house counsel to 
advise their clients with a greater level of expertise, and to 
have an expert on hand in specific fields should the need arise. 
The increase in breadth of topics and depth of knowledge 
enables in-house attorneys to better protect their organization’s 
interests, thereby increasing benefits to the company with the 
same amount of resources.   

When choosing outside counsel, the in-house attorney is 
well served by focusing on the outside attorney’s expertise, as 
well as that attorney’s resources and responsiveness. Rather 
than retaining one firm to handle all outside issues, in-house 

counsel should consider securing discrete representation with 
varying outside counsel providers for greater success. Thoughtfully 
partnering with the appropriate outside counsel will increase the 
value received for the organization’s hard-earned dollar.

Once the right outside counsel is retained, in-house attorneys 
can rest assured that their outside counsel has those novel issues 
of law under control, and can dedicate their time to advising their 
organization. Moreover, focusing on establishing and maintaining 
a long-term partnership with outside counsel prevents the need 
to recite lengthy background information or give a run-down 
of organizational concerns with each new attorney hired. These 
strategic partnerships enhance the organization’s legal bench and 
optimize the in-house counsel’s efficiency.

Set Specific Goals for Implementation
Striking the right balance between relying on outside 

counsel and keeping a project in-house can be a lofty goal and 
its implementation a bit daunting. However, an in-house legal 
department can break the process down into discrete steps in order 
to evaluate which legal issues are best suited to remain in-house 
and which are most appropriate for outside counsel.  

1. Know the “Why?” Behind the Decisions
In-house attorneys make themselves valuable business 
assets when they understand the business, its objectives, 
risk tolerance and decision-making processes. Attend 
meetings within the organization where business 
decisions are made. Get in the mix and gain insight as 
to organizational objectives, risk tolerance and decision-
making processes. Trying to advise a client without 
knowing the thought process behind the decision leaves 
the in-house attorney a day late and many dollars short. 
Having the real-time information on the who, what, 
when, where and why behind decisions will only enhance 
the ability to counsel the organizational client effectively.  

2. Facilitate Client Engagement
Attending business/operational meetings facilitates 
client engagement with the legal department, dispelling 
the myth of the attorneys in the ivory tower. By being 
there when the decisions are made, the in-house 
attorney can explain, in context, the reasoning behind 
any legal requirements or concerns, and incorporate 
organizational values and priorities into the legal 
analysis. The in-house attorney gains greater client buy-
in to the necessary legal requirements.
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3. Get Down in the Trenches
Furthermore, an in-house attorney gains invaluable 
knowledge by participating as much as possible in its 
organization’s daily activities; tour facilities, attend 
team meetings and observe daily operations. By getting 
into the nitty gritty, the in-house attorney is better able 
to understand how the organization operates. The more 
in-house attorneys understand their client’s business, the 
better they can serve its current legal needs and prepare 
for future needs.
  

4. Tailor Skills to the Organization
Attending CLEs that focus on specific issues is perhaps 
the most obvious method of honing in-house skills. But, 
in addition to the training, CLE attendance allows the 
in-house attorney to network with experts in those fields, 
facilitating relationship-building with other attorneys 
throughout the country practicing in a particular area. 
Those attorneys can be similarly situated in-house 
counsel or provide opportunities to initiate those coveted 
strategic alliances with outside counsel. The Association 
for Corporate Counsel, for example, provides an 
effective way for in-house counsel to tap into practice 
area expertise as well as providing an invaluable 
networking and educational resource.  

5. Evaluate Which Issues Are More  
Appropriate to Send Out
With organizational knowledge and specialized training, 
in-house counsel can effectively decide what questions 
to ask in determining whether to keep an issue in-house 
or use outside experts. Does the legal issue require 
legal research but equal application to specialized 
organizational knowledge? Does it require significant 
staffing and resources that would debilitate the in-
house legal department? Does the legal issue implicate 
multiple jurisdictions? Does it involve sensitive internal 
or external politics? These and similar questions assist 
the in-house attorney in determining whether to engage 
specialized outside counsel.  

6. Blend Institutional Knowledge with  
the Outside Work Product
Providing background, context and institutional 
knowledge to outside counsel will enhance the work 
product and ultimately the legal advice given. With 
thorough and organizational-specific work product, that 
work product and the knowledge behind it can become 
the impetus for handling similar issues in-house in the 
future. Outside counsel can provide invaluable review, 
input and pointers; 
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but the heavy lifting can 
remain in-house, and outside counsel 
remains involved, up to speed and able to 
provide answers to those questions that 
require specialized expertise. 

Use Resources and 
Technology Wisely

Another crucial step on the path 
to becoming less dependent on outside 
counsel is to evaluate the in-house 
attorney’s access to, and judicious 
use of, resources. Avoid the common 
pitfalls of inefficient use of support 
staff and insufficient research materials. 
Are the in-house attorneys regularly 
performing time-consuming tasks that 
could be performed by support staff, 
such as scheduling, light research or 
filing court documents? Shifting these 
tasks from attorneys to support staff will 
free up a significant amount of time for 

the in-house attorneys to focus on the 
larger legal issues. Moreover, rather 
than redesigning the wheel, tools such 
as Practical Law, WestlawNext and 
LexisAdvance dramatically reduce initial 
drafting and research time.  

Utilizing technology tailored to an 
in-house practice allows in-house counsel 
to effectively manage routine tasks. 
The implementation of legal holds is a 
necessary evil for the in-house attorney. 
Investing in specialized legal-hold software 
can ease that burden. The advance of 
technology has created software programs 
that digitally organize and manage 
litigation hold responsibilities. 

Contract management software 
further saves in-house attorney time, 
while reducing risk and increasing overall 
organizational efficiency. Contract 
management programs will track an 
agreement from inception through final 
review and contract administration, 

alleviating the constant need to track 
down agreements and manage the  
review process.  

Outside Counsel Remains 
a Powerful Tool 

When used effectively, outside 
counsel is a powerful tool for protecting 
the organization. The goal is to involve 
outside counsel in a manner that best 
serves the organization. Boutique firms 
focusing within narrow practice areas 
can be exceptional resources. Often 
these attorneys are experts within their 
practice areas and can review issues more 
quickly and identify issues that may not 
be obvious to less-specialized attorneys. 
Let’s not forget, however, that many large 
national firms have specialized teams 
that can draw on experienced attorneys 
throughout their regions. Whether 
to go small or large depends on the 
organization’s footprint and impact.

Achieving an appropriate work load 
balance between in-house and outside 
counsel is a dynamic process that in-house 
legal departments can evaluate and refine 
over time. Evaluating the organization’s 
goals for using outside counsel and 
making efficient use of resources and 
technology will help the in-house attorney 
along that process. By strategically and 
tactically pairing with outside counsel, 
in-house legal departments add both value 
and efficiency to their organizations.  
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