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As legal department budgets began to 
tighten in the late 2000s, companies 
increasingly explored alternative deliv-
ery models for the performance of legal 
services. One of the most important 
changes in the legal industry to address 
the situation has been the increase in 
outsourcing of legal services, both in 
terms of the quantity and types of ser-
vices being outsourced. 

The decision of a company to outsource 
legal work is, at least initially, often cost 
driven. Taking advantage of labor arbi-
trage and reduced operating costs avail-
able through different outsourcing mod-
els enables a company to immediately 
reduce its legal spend and experience 
tangible benefits from day one. For law 
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firms, the situation is considerably more 
complex. The outsourced legal services 
often consist of potentially profitable 
work that had traditionally been handled 
by law firms at significantly higher rates. 
This could be viewed as posing a chal-
lenge to the traditional law firm business 
model. On the other hand, law firms that 
understand the changing legal industry 
and the pressures faced by their clients 
may have the opportunity to create new 
business models that leverage alterna-
tive delivery models and create a com-
petitive advantage for themselves.

Part I of this paper will provide an over-
view of the legal outsourcing industry 
and the potential benefits of legal out-
sourcing for both corporations and law 

firms. Part II of this paper will discuss the 
potential downsides of legal outsourc-
ing, the future of the industry, and the 
ethical implications of legal outsourcing.

Location of Services
Initially, outsourcing mostly consisted of 
the outsourcing of labor, with the delivered 
services performed in the offices of either 
the law firm or corporation that engaged 
the outsourcing provider. Regardless of 
location, the outsourcing party would 
retain responsibility for managing, super-
vising, and training them. 

In the early to mid-2000s, providers 
began to offer fully managed services 
from lower-cost locations outside the
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   Legal Outsourcing Models

 Temporary Staffing
	 Temporary employees are typically 

paid on an hourly basis through a legal 
staffing firm and often work directly 
under the control and supervision of 
the outsourcing party. These em-
ployees may be based either at the 
location of the outsourcing provider 
or at the client’s location, whether a 
corporation or law firm. This model of 
staffing is often used to perform doc-
ument reviews for large litigations or 
handle other labor-intensive projects. 

 Secondee Model
	 In the secondee model, a company hires 

on a temporary basis an attorney trained 
in the area of law in which the company 
requires assistance. While similar to 
the “temp” model described above in 
that secondees are often hired through 
temporary staffing firms, they tend to 
possess more specialized skillsets and 
become more embedded within the 
hiring organization on a semi-permanent 
basis. In essence, they serve many of 
the same roles as existing staff, but with 
less commitment required, and allow 
corporations to handle increasing work-
loads or large projects without increasing 
headcount.

 Managed Service Delivery 
Model

	 Managed Service Delivery Model: More 
recently, specialized managed services 
firms were established to perform legal 
services on a fully outsourced basis us-
ing either contract staffing or dedicated 
full-time employees. Under this model, 
legal work is generally carried out on the 
premises of the legal outsourcing pro-
vider, largely under the control and using 
processes developed by, and using fa-
cilities provided by, the legal outsourcing 
provider. The managed service delivery 
model attempts to take advantage of the 
benefits of outsourcing the labor compo-
nent of legal work, as well as the process 
and project management components. 



Location of Services 
continued

United States, such as India and the  
Philippines. While this concept was 
initially thought radical, these foreign 
countries provide a large number of 
English-speaking lawyers who are 
trained in the English common law 
system, and more importantly, these 
providers brought a new approach to the 
concept of legal outsourcing, focusing 
on providing a comprehensive solu-
tion as opposed to just providing labor 
supply.

Other providers set up similar models in 
lower-cost jurisdictions within the United 
States. This was done to take advantage 
of the lower costs (though not neces-
sarily as low as India or the Philippines) 
of these jurisdictions, while providing 
the client with the sense that it had 
better control over the services being 
performed. Other providers employ a 
“hybrid” model in which certain services 
are performed or managed onshore, 
while other services are performed 
offshore. Again, while this model is not 
as cost effective as the purely offshore 
model, it can give the client a better 
sense of control over performance of 
services (“Control,” however, may often 
be more a function of effective communi-
cation, reporting, and workflow structure 
rather than location of the outsourcing 
provider). 

Finally, some law firms, seeing the 
changes in the legal industry resulting 
from outsourcing and the unsustain-
ability of the existing model, established 
captive service centers in lower cost 
locations run by the law firms them-
selves in order to protect some of their 
most profitable business. Most anec-
dotal evidence indicates that these 
captives have been unsuccessful as 
client demand has pushed the firms to 
reduce costs below those possible via a 
captive and as firms have realized that 
the requirements for managing a captive 
are outside their core competencies.

Overview of Services 
As noted above, the industry initially 
developed around the performance of 
document review in connection with liti-
gation. While document review continues 
to be the most important revenue source 
for most legal outsourcing providers, 
many now provide a wider array of 
services, including:
n Contract lifecycle management, 

including maintaining contract data-
bases, maintaining contract templates 
and playbooks, contract drafting and 
negotiation, and contract abstraction 
and summarization. 

n Transactional support, including 
contractual due diligence and pre- 
and post- transaction support. 

n Management of open source software 
compliance. 

n Intellectual property services including 
patent searching, patent preparation 
and prosecution, and patent dock-
eting services.

Benefits to Law Firms
Over the course of time, the relationship 
between legal outsourcing providers and 
law firms has changed. Initially, law firms 
may have worked, albeit with reserva-
tions, with legal outsourcing providers 
with whom their clients had direct rela-
tionships. More recently, the relationship 
between law firms and legal outsourcing 
providers has become much more 
cooperative as law firms have real-
ized the benefits of working with legal 
outsourcing providers.

Legal outsourcing providers, due to their 
focused nature, often have developed 
very specialized knowledge in terms 
of working with complex technologies 
such as predictive coding and technol-
ogy-assisted review, designing work-
flows and processes, and training new 
team members. Law firms have come to 
realize they can leverage this knowledge 
and experience and benefit from these 
specialized skillsets, especially where it 
may fill a knowledge gap that exists at 
the law firm.

Legal outsourcing providers also are 
often adept at managing large, complex 
projects, and emphasize the develop-
ment of employees’ project manage-
ment skills, as this is vital to their ability 
to take on complex or large volume 
work. For example, a legal outsourcing 
provider that frequently handles large, 
urgent document reviews will have expe-
rience in determining how to organize 
the review, staff an experienced team on 
short notice, cull the number of docu-
ments to be reviewed and prioritize them 
so that the most relevant documents are 
reviewed most quickly, and report the 
results in a manner that meets the law 
firm’s requirements. Law firms benefit 
from this expertise in terms of reduced 
time spent on non-substantive tasks, 
greater organization and efficiency, and 
improved responsiveness and accuracy.
Once a law firm begins to view its legal 
outsourcing provider as a partner rather 
than a conduit for low cost services, 
the parties are able to generate long-
term, mutually beneficial relationships. 

Benefits to Corporations 
First and foremost, companies that 
outsource legal services likely experi-
ence a significant cost benefit. However, 
once the initial appeal of reduced pricing 
is realized, companies quickly come to 
see that legal outsourcing has additional 
benefits in terms of overall quality and 
client service. These include:

1. Rigorous Processes: 
 Outsourcing providers tend to have 

extremely rigorous processes in place 
that govern how their services are 
delivered. While law firms possess 
incredible intellectual capital and 
subject matter expertise, they may lack 
the process or project management 
expertise required to efficiently handle 
large projects, especially in areas that 
rely less on substantive knowledge. 
Outsourcing providers often make 
process expertise a core tenet of their 
business model, and have well-de-
fined processes for training, project 
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set-up, quality control, issue escala-
tion, communication procedures, and 
reporting. These processes make day 
to day project management easier 
for all parties involved, and enable 
clients, whether the legal depart-
ments of corporations or law firms, 
to re-focus on the tasks that demand 
their substantive expertise. 

2. Improved Service Delivery:
 The rigorous processes used by 

outsourcing providers can provide 
improved quality of work product 
as well. Many outsourcing providers 
employ sophisticated quality 
management systems based on Six 
Sigma and Lean principles, which 
results in fewer errors, more consis-
tent results, and reduced time spent 
on corrective rework by the client. 
Rather than approach quality in an 
ad hoc manner that relies solely on 
human intellect, these systems offer 
a systematic approach to tracking, 
measuring, and improving quality.

3. Value Added Services:
 The outsourced legal services are  

typically the core focus of the 
outsourcing provider, rather than an 
ancillary activity to the organization’s 
primary function (e.g., as document 
review is to a law firm or contract 
management is to a large corpora-
tion). As a result, the outsourcing 

provider not only provides these 
services, but is positioned (and incen-
tivized) to develop a host of value-
added services that leverage both its 
expertise in the core service as well 
as in other areas (e.g., statistics, data 
analytics, process engineering). 

4. Scale and Scalability:
 One of the most straightforward, 

but nevertheless critical, benefits 
of outsourcing legal services is the 
ability to handle large, urgent proj-
ects in a short time frame. Many legal 
outsourcing providers have grown 
to the size of large law firms, and 
they can offer a volume of dedicated 
resources for a single matter that a 
law firm or legal department cannot. 
This reduced ramp-up time enables 
the outsourcing provider to meet 
guaranteed deadlines, handle urgent 
or large matters, deal with rapidly 
changing circumstances, and provide 
just-in-time staffing as necessary.

 Part II of this paper will discuss (i) 
the potential drawbacks of legal 
outsourcing, (ii) the future of the 
industry, and (iii) the ethical implica-
tions of legal outsourcing.
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