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Hot-shot lawyers and top-notch law firms might have spent the last years of the va-va-voom, dot-com-boom '90s branding, niche-marketing, perfecting their Power-Point pitches and developing multipaged Web sites with really cool yet appropriately serious graphics, but, for all the marketing mania the Clinton ("it's all about the spin") years brought us, the overblown and too early celebrated millennium has gotten off to a slow start.

Those fast-flying firms that just a short while ago could dismiss a client unwilling to throw an ever-rising threshold of legal fees their way might just be finding themselves having to fish for new business. And no matter how expensive the fishing rod or late-model the gear, the lawyer looking to reel in clients today has got to know what will make them bite. Which is exactly what Larry Smith explains in his new book, Inside/Outside: How Businesses Buy Legal Services.

Smith, a principal in Levick Strategic Communications and the long-time editor of Of Counsel, a law firm management report, has done an exhaustive study of the buying process, interviewing hundreds of insiders at Fortune 100 companies as well as startups. In discussions with general counsels, he has found out which companies like to keep all the truly challenging legal work in-house for themselves while farming out the more routine, who really makes the decision to retain a given firm (it's not just in the general counsel's hands at McDonald's and Caterpillar, where the hiring decision has been delegated downward), and what truly impresses the judges in all those 
beauty-contest pitches.

An enormous amount of material is crammed into a book that features case study after case study and a look at seemingly every business trend that's surfaced over the past 15 years or so and in-house counsels' responses to them. Smith writes about the development of mega-firms and why some companies like them and others don't; he talks about the encroachment of multidisciplinary practices and tells why all that buzz about law-firm branding was, in the end, a bit overblown; and he reveals how some firms cannily edged out their competition in unexpected ways.

Vinson & Elkins, for instance, a Texas-based law firm with a stellar reputation (at least before its representation of Enron became well-known), was willing to get its foot in the door at Motorola by performing lower tier legal work as regional counsel for Motorola's semiconductor operation based in the Lone Star State. Stamford, Conn.-based Cummings & Lockwood, a firm known for its trusts and estates practice, leapt at the opportunity to shore up its corporate practice when high-tech corporations (think Price-line) began popping up in the region. Smith also talks about how some New York-based firms may have overlooked an opportunity to grow their Silicon Valley, Calif. branches when young dot-coms with growth potential but relatively low fee revenue thresholds were shopping for legal representation.

Always, the merit of Smith's work is in both the broad strokes depicting the legal business he paints and in the details he adds. Practitioners should glean plenty from discussions of convergence, or the winnowing of the number of law firms a large corporation is willing to do regular business with, at companies like DuPont, Prudential, and Ultramar Diamond Shamrock. Smith doesn't just speak of how the process worked and why some law firms won out but also mentions when some of those corporations are willing to look beyond their established relationships and hire off-list.

Clearly knowledgeable about his subject matter, Smith has done an outstanding job presenting an enormous amount of material in readable, well-organized form. That said, an index would have been enormously helpful, as would a list of sources interviewed, as Smith tends to revisit interviewees introduced early on. Smith's treatment of a potentially dry subject is typically engaging as he manages to illustrate his points with specific examples culled of any extraneous detail. It takes a gift, and a well-honed writing style, to merge such a comprehensive discussion into interesting narrative interspersed with plenty of good quotations and contrasting examples.

While Smith's style is engaging, it does on occasion veer toward pretentiousness. Negotiations between buyer and seller don't reach a dead end but a cul-de-sac, an unfortunate mix of lawyers is a melange, changes to GE's legal department weren't complete but a fait accompli, and nothing is "commonplace," it's de rigueur. Even if you are pitching to the ten-dollar-word crowd, Smith's fluency in "Franglais" is, well, passe.
That said, it's a petit quibble with an otherwise necessary work. Lawyers looking to stay ahead of the curve, or to figure out a way to get there, would do well to read it.
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