
I
n today’s economic paradigm, businesses
not only are more closely scrutinizing their
expenditures but are also particularly con-
scious of their legal fees. Nevertheless,

this can work to your advantage as a new
outside attorney. Since you bill at a lower rate
than the partners in your firm, you may be the
one who performs the bulk of the work. But
fees are not the sole issue in keeping in-house
counsel happy. The most important factor is
establishing trust.

DO YOUR HOMEWORK. The phrase “Do
your homework!” may foster memories of
your parents’ nagging, but knowing your
client is vital to providing the best represen-
tation and will, in turn, keep in-house coun-
sel pleased about retaining your services.
Countless books and literature address the
importance of understanding your client’s
business, and with the advent of the Internet
and other sources of social media, research-
ing the type of business your client conducts
does not pose an exceptionally difficult task.
Your research will impress in-house counsel,
and if your study happens to reveal a few
gaps in your comprehension, then a discus-
sion with in-house counsel will help build
their confidence in your ability to properly
handle the case.

DEVELOP A RELATIONSHIP. Where pos-
sible, always make personal contact. Typically,
your supervisor will inform in-house counsel
that you are working on the matter with them.
However, before contacting in-house counsel,
make sure that your supervisor has given you
the authority to do so. Then set up a face-to-
face meeting, preferably at their office. Do
not wait for the senior partner to make the 
formal introduction. 

Because everyone’s time is valuable, the
meeting can be short and concise depending
on the circumstances. Conducting business in

person allows you to work together closely
and enables in-house counsel to get to know
and trust you.

PREPARE BEFORE YOU DIAL. Speaking
to in-house counsel as a new attorney can be
nerve-racking. However, being prepared before
you place your phone call will go a long way
in calming your nerves. Unless it is an emer-
gency, resist the impulse to immediately return
calls. First make sure you have your supervi-
sor’s authority to contact counsel. Don’t wait
hours or days before dialing, but do research
the issue quickly and construct an outline of
your points and any additional questions you
may have. By being prepared before you dial,
your return call will go much more smoothly.

INVOLVE IN-HOUSE COUNSEL. Whether
you are a litigation attorney or a transactional
attorney, you can involve in-house counsel
with your case in a number of different ways.
Who will know your client’s business better
than in-house counsel? 

In litigation cases, in-house counsel 
can help you figure out what types of ques-
tions should demand your focus during 
depositions, or whose depositions you or
your partner should take. When you are
responding to discovery, first draft a response
containing all the information you have, 
and then ask in-house counsel to fill in any
gaps. Once you are done, set up a meeting
with in-house counsel to review the drafts
together in person or telephonically.

Invite in-house counsel to attend deposi-
tions or mediations; if a specific issue arises
of which you may not be aware—such as
prior lawsuits in which the company took a
specific defense (especially important when
dealing with a national company)—in-house
counsel can help make sure you do not devi-
ate from prior positions. 

If you are working on a dispositive motion
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Thanks to the Internet, keywords have
become the worst form of blinders, often pre-
venting people from analyzing the hierarchy of
results the keyword searches create. And they
most certainly divert thinking about analogies
to other situations that might exist in the cases.

Old lawyers and I were trained with books.
If I find something in a book that you missed
in your keyword searching, tighten up your
resume. In other words, when you hit a stum-
bling block, go to the books (codes, digests,
etc.) or their electronic equivalent.

WRITE LIKE ME. I care about the way I am
perceived by judges and juries. I care about
my reputation and credibility. And when you
sign something that is submitted to a client or
the court, you’re doing it for a client I repre-
sent. My name is at the top. So write like me.

You will not know how to do this on day
one. You will have to learn how to do it. It may
be demoralizing for the first several assign-
ments you see covered in red ink (or other-
wise all marked up). Sentence structures will
be changed. Adjectives and adverbs will be
changed or deleted. Ad hominem attacks will
vanish. A court’s “findings” will be correctly
recharacterized as holdings.

Either get used to it or get a new job. And
remember, the more redlining I have to do, the
less golf I play. The less golf I play, the less
happy I am. The less happy I am, the less I care
about whether your pride of authorship comes
through in the final work product, and the
more redlining I do. It’s a vicious cycle.

MORE WORK IS A COMPLIMENT. While
praise is nice, don’t expect it. Don’t even
expect an evaluation. If you get more work,
consider it praise. Here’s where senior lawyers
observe the generation gap most. In recent
years, little leagues have given out large tro-
phies to every player. Everyone is a winner, the
philosophy goes. Not so for lawyers of the past
generations. Not everyone gets praise. And not
everyone keeps their job.

There is a time and a place for evalua-
tions—some frequent, some annual, and some
not at all. Don’t ask the senior partner for an
evaluation of your work at an inappropriate
time. If you’re not getting enough evaluation,
express an interest in it, and set a lunch to talk
about it—away from the office.

If you do senior partners the favor of under-
standing and fulfilling their needs and respect-
ing their time, they will do you the favor of
practice development. If they don’t, leave. ❖

Mhare O. Mouradian is a senior associate in the Los Angeles office of
Murchison & Cumming, LLP, where he focuses his practice in the areas of
complex civil litigation and business litigation.
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such as a summary judgment, forward it to 
in-house counsel in advance of your deadline
to allow for their input. In transactional mat-
ters, find out what other types of agreements
your client has engaged in and what terms are

most essential.
PROVIDE DETAILED DESCRIPTIONS

WHEN YOU BILL. More often than not, 
in-house counsel will review the legal bills
from outside counsel. Unfortunately, for most
new attorneys, adequately describing billable
tasks can be difficult. After all, most law
schools do not provide a class on billing. The
most important rule to remember is to use the
five Ws—who, what, when, where, and why.
For example, if you bill for review of medical
records, state the reason why you conducted
the review (such as “in preparation of damages
section of mediation brief”).

Follow these key recommendations, and
you’ll be on your way to keeping in-house
counsel happy. Although your primary obliga-
tion is always to your firm, you’ll make valu-
able connections that you may need in the
future.                                                              ❖

Since you bill at a
lower rate than the
partners in your firm,
you may be the one
who performs the
bulk of the work.
But fees are not the
sole issue in keep-
ing in-house counsel
happy. The most
important factor is
establishing trust.

D
o you remember Kermit the Frog sitting
in a boat, strumming a banjo, singing
“The Rainbow Connection”? It’s an
inspirational tune about finding an idyl-

lic place. Long after my first hearing of “The
Rainbow Connection,” I began my legal career
as an associate in a large litigation firm. I
learned that the legal profession has its own
version of the rainbow connection. Firm
lawyers whispered of a pleasant place where
lawyers work in harmony with other people
and don’t spend their days scrambling to
meet deadlines and scrapping with oppos-
ing counsel, where lawyers don’t have to sac-
rifice their personal lives to earn their keep.
They called this happy place “in house.”

No one really knew how to get there. We
all knew lawyers who had, but each one of
them had a different story of how to arrive. It
wasn’t like the Emerald City, to which there
was a yellow brick road where you just put
one foot in front of another. Then, one day, my
time came. There wasn’t much warning. There
were no signs leading to the end. Like a spirit
abandoning its earthly shackles, I left the
world of litigation and passed through the
pearly gates of corporate counsel.

The truth is, most in-house counsel started
their careers at law firms. Companies gener-
ally look for experienced lawyers to assist
them with specific needs, so they are less
likely to recruit straight from law school.
Instead, most companies are looking for
lawyers with existing experience in particular
fields who can help deal with the immediate
problems the business is facing. Of course,
there are lawyers who begin their careers in
house, often with internships at larger com-
panies. But the majority spend at least a few
years at a firm before moving in house.

You may expect that particular practice
areas are a better path to in-house positions,

and corporate and transactional experience is
likely to be useful to a company. But in-house
lawyers have very diverse backgrounds, and
many come from litigation or any number of
other disciplines. Some practice areas do not
lend themselves well to transitioning in house.
Few companies need a criminal lawyer or
family law practitioner on staff. But a surpris-
ingly large number of practice areas can lead
to an in-house career. Businesses deal with
corporate, intellectual property, product liabil-
ity, real estate, insurance, compliance, and
other issues regularly, so lawyers who have
practiced in those areas may have an in-house
role. There is no one field that creates the best
path to a career in house, but gaining experi-
ence with issues that are the most likely to
affect businesses on a regular basis does
increase the chance that a candidate will fit a
business’s needs when a position opens up.

Perhaps it should be no surprise that a
good way to position yourself for an in-house
job is also the best way to secure your position
at a firm. Do quality work that motivates your
superiors to work with you again. Develop rela-
tionships with coworkers and clients. Learn
your field well, and get your name out there
as an expert. When companies go looking for
counsel, they want people who they believe can
resolve their challenges and work with their
employees. An outside attorney with whom
they have already established a relationship
may qualify, especially if the attorney has the
resume, qualifications, and personality to get
the job done. The more successful you are as
outside counsel, the more likely that some
company will want you as in-house counsel.

However, being a good lawyer is not
enough to increase the likelihood of finding
an in-house position. A recent survey by the
Association of Corporate Counsel revealed
that the majority of in-house lawyers found

David Schnider is general counsel for Leg Avenue, Inc., a leading 
distributor of costumes and apparel.
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