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Randa Rawlins currently serves as General Counsel and Corporate Secretary for Shelter Insurance Companies in Columbia, Missouri.  Prior to taking that position in 2002, she was in private practice for 20 years in Kansas City, Missouri.  Her practice primarily consisted of insurance defense and business litigation.  In the last 10 years, her concentration was in medical malpractice defense, primarily for individual doctors.  She tried numerous cases in both state and federal courts in the Kansas City area, as well as in surrounding counties.  She was awarded the Lon O. Hocker Award by the Missouri Bar in 1994 for outstanding trial advocacy.  In 2001 she was listed by Missouri Lawyers Weekly as one of its Lawyers of the Year.  She was named Woman of the Year in 2000 by the Association of Women Lawyers for Greater Kansas City.  In 2003, the University of Missouri-Columbia School of Law presented to her its prestigious Citation of Merit.

She is a member of the American Board of Trial Advocates, the Federation of Defense and Corporate Counsel, the International Association of Defense Counsel, the Association of Corporate Counsel, the Defense Research Institute and is a Past President and current member of the Missouri Organization of Defense Lawyers.  She has been active in teaching trial practice activities in trial academies and Inn of Court activities, as well as speaking frequently at seminars.  

Her civic activities include service as a member of the Board of Governors of Truman State University since 1997.  She is currently Vice-Chair of the Board of Council Chairs for the Association of Governing Boards of Universities and Colleges.  She is a member of the Columbia Chamber of Commerce Board of Directors.  She is active in international mission work, having completed three international trips and is scheduled to lead a mission team to Southeastern Africa in 2007.

She is a 1982 graduate of the University Missouri-Columbia Law School and a 1979 graduate of Truman State University.  

WHAT DO WE NEED LAW FIRMS TO BE

Randa Rawlins
General Counsel & Corporate Secretary

Shelter Insurance Companies
Where will the practice of law be in five years or ten years?  Looking back ten years, did any of us believe the practice would be where it is today – learning new eDiscovery rules, filing documents with the court from our desktops and communicating through wireless as though our computers were in our lap at all times – almost a total dominance of technology.  When I started private practice in 1982, our law firm was still using carbon paper to make file copies of letters.  Would anyone graduating from law school today even know what carbon paper is????  
We all know that technology plays a huge role in the practice of law today and that the pace of change in technology is overwhelming to most.  How can we even begin to predict where we will be in five or ten years?  And importantly, if we stop and take a high-level view, have the advancements in technology and the costs associated therewith moved us any closer to a more cost-efficient resolution of disputes.  If not, as in-house counsel, how do we justify the process to corporate management.
As the General Counsel of a small regional insurance company with a total staff of five attorneys, I may have a different perspective on where, as a consumer of outside legal services, I want the law firm of tomorrow to be.  We have different efficiencies to consider because of our limited resources.  For example, while we would love to have the latest and greatest litigation support software, we probably cannot justify the return on investment.  So it will not be an option.  Consequently, we are required to be creative in making those projects happen without a large monetary investment.  And, we need counsel that understands and embraces those limitations and works with us to identify alternative solutions.
So, if we cannot predict where technology will be, can we analyze what we want the “lawyers” to be?  And as hinted to above, do we need to step back and consider the effect of technology on “good lawyering.”  The issues set forth below may fall into the realm of thought-provoking questions, rather than solutions or answers.  However, outside counsel would do well to think about these issues and any creative solutions that may be answer the questions.
PERSONAL RELATIONSHIPS
Many of you have heard the statement, or perhaps made the statement, “we hire lawyers, not law firms.”  We practice that theory and do expect to have a personal relationship with our attorneys.  We do business in many different states.  However, our Corporate Law Department usually does not have a large quantity of litigation in any one geographical area.   In fact, we may go several years without having a specific dispute in a particular geographical area.  It is not always practical for us to have an attorney “on call” to help us with what usually proves to be a one-time matter.  So, many times, we must rely on forming new relationships with counsel where we may be personally unfamiliar with their skills.  Even with the time crunch brought on by a responsive pleading deadline, our rule is to meet counsel face-to-face.  At the same time, we want long-standing relationships with attorneys who learn our business and partner with us to protect our company.  
The litigation environment I have described does not lend itself to developing strong bonds with counsel when it may be years between matters.  But we encourage outside counsel to do what is necessary to keep those relationships strong.

The question:  What effect does technology have on these relationships?  We “talk” by email.  We have meetings by “teleconference.”  We communicate by blackberry, or some other technical device, without having the personal contact that I remember as the hallmark of building my practice.  While we have very efficient and timely ways to communicate, it does not necessarily lend itself to developing a personal working relationship with the attorney.  
Face-to-face meetings are important.  Telephone conversations about strategy are important.  And even though the pace of works seems to be at lightning speed, somehow outside counsel must find a way to continue these important personal communications, in spite of the technology advances.
FOCUS
Has the technology craze caused counsel to lose their focus on issues and clients?  

I certainly do not expect, as in-house counsel (having been on the outside for 20 years), that I should have the attention and immediate response of my outside counsel 24/7.  In fact, I can’t imagine why the term “24/7” should be a part of our legal vocabulary.  I want a reasonable and timely response from outside counsel.  Timely means the attorney calls me back within 24 hours, or has someone in her office call if she is unavailable.

However, when I do need the attention of outside counsel, I see a growing trend of distractions by our current technology that are of concern.  I want outside counsel to focus on our meeting, the depositions that are being held, the court hearing that is occurring or the trial that is at hand.  Since technology has given the opportunity to have all information at one’s fingertips 24/7, I see attorneys who should be focused on a specific issue taking phone calls, reading emails and responding on other issues that frankly, should wait for another time.  Those who are obsessed with the technology toys simply cannot seem to help themselves – the toys are a constant distraction.  

I want outside counsel who is focusing on my company’s business with their undivided attention when it is necessary, rather than trying to work on several issues at once – or being incessantly attracted to the “buzz” of a PDA. 

So the question to outside counsel:  How do you manage your practice with a reasonable balance of efficiency from the use of technology, without losing that important time to focus on your client without interruption and distraction?

NECESSARY EXPERIENCE
Will the lawyers available to try our cases in ten years have the necessary trial experience?  We are concerned about who will be trying those cases given the trend toward less and less trial experience for lawyers.  Of course, we have many people who are gaining valuable experience in discovery, mediation and other trial preparation phases.  However, there are still times where a matter needs to be brought to a judge or jury for determination.  And when that time comes, I want someone with trial experience.
We routinely seek those persons with substantive specialties, such as employment attorneys to help with tailored needs.  However, we also need those persons to have exceptional trial skills.  Without those skills, the opposing party will never believe that we are serious about a trial of the matter.  We need persons who are well respected by the judiciary, because they have appeared before numerous judges.  We need those who are capable of managing a case without an army of assistants.  We need those who have strong advocacy skills.  We need those who are a quick study about how our business operates and how litigation affects the business.  We want persons that are not so buried in technology skills that they lose sight of lawyering skills.

The practical reality may be that those lawyers who are in the right place at the right time to actually try a number of cases and gain the trial experience are going to be those who have the best opportunity for our business.  Young lawyers may want to consider this issue carefully and strategize to be available for those opportunities.

PROBLEM SOLVING
We need outside counsel that are willing to be partners with us in every aspect of problem solving, whether it is negotiating or taking a matter to trial and through appeal.  As stated above, counsel needs to understand how our business operates and create solutions that recognize those operations.
If we have the right counsel who is responsive and works toward the right solution in an efficient manner, we will be much less concerned by legal fee budgets or administrative reports.  I will make the administrative part of the relationship work if outside counsel delivers a good product (“good” not necessarily being defined as a “win,” but sometimes a graceful exit strategy).

How does outside counsel manage the balance of daily demands with the need to spend quality time with clients?  The time demands on litigation attorneys are great.  How does it all get done?

CONCLUSION

Regardless of the changing legal world, primarily as a result of technology advances, there are still basic precepts that must be at the forefront – client relations, customer service, providing skilled trial advocacy.  The challenge has been, is and will be:  balancing those demands.
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