Comment on Rule of Professional Conduct 5.4
We write on behalf of IAALS, the Institute for the Advancement of the American Legal System at the
University of Denver, in response to the District of Columbia Bar Global Legal Practice Committee
request for comment on Rule of Professional Conduct 5.4. We urge the D.C. Bar to expand Rule 5.4 to
facilitate the development of new, innovative business and service offerings that also permit outside
investment and/or multi-professional business models. Doing so will expand D.C. attorneys’ ability to
offer legal services to their clients and could benefit their firms’ bottom line.
Research from England and Wales on alternative business structures (ABS) operating under the
Solicitors Regulation Authority suggests that overall innovation among legal services providers,
including innovation that reduces the cost of delivery legal services, is higher than among traditional
providers. ABS are three times as likely to make use of technology compared to other providers.
Specifically, ABS are twice as likely as other providers to use any of the following ten emerging
technologies: interactive websites, live chat or virtual assistants, cloud or similar data storage
mechanisms, ID-checking tools, custom-built smart device apps, TAR, ADA, RPA, predictive
technology, and DLT. 1
The beneficial impacts of technology on the quality of services is widely recognized, and technology has
also been shown to reduce the costs of legal services delivery. Along with ABS entities, larger
organizations and newer providers operating under the SRA were also more likely to innovate in a way
that would result in more efficiency (reduced costs/increased profitability). 2 Respondents to a 2018
survey of legal service providers also attached higher levels of importance to training staff on both legal
competence and developing newer services than other providers.
A 2016 review of the Law Society of England and Wales similarly illustrated that ABS firms were
active in numerous, diverse areas, including residential conveyancing, personal injury, ADR/other
litigation, corporate/commercial, and others. 3 Thus, the evidence shows that by allowing attorneys to
partner with other professionals those attorneys are far more likely to create efficiencies that lead to
better client service and a more sustainable practice overall—a change that would be welcome for many
attorneys, particularly among the solo and small firm practitioners who make up the bulk of the legal
profession.
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Alternative business structures are not just beneficial to attorneys, firms, and other providers. The public
stands to benefit too. The movement toward regulatory reform of the legal profession, a movement now
reaching across multiple states, is driven by the need for a more sustainable model of practice for
lawyers, but it is also driven by a recognition that the American legal system faces a severe, even
existential, threat: public dissatisfaction and disengagement.
The United States ranks 99th out of 126 countries for accessibility to legal services, 4 and the problem
reaches far up the income scale. It is not only the poorest who lack access to legal services, it is also the
middle class and small businesses. People want legal help, and they are not getting the help they need. 5
When “equality under the law” collides with such a reality, the sustainability of the legal system is
threatened.
Whether by choice or by circumstance, the American public is increasingly turning away from the legal
system. Americans seek lawyers for help or consider doing so for only 16 percent of the civil justice
situations they encounter, and 76 percent of cases in state courts involve at least one self-represented
party. 6 According to the American Bar Association, in some jurisdictions over 80 percent of the civil
legal needs of lower-to-middle income individuals are unmet. 7
What do these statistics actually mean? They mean that many people face major challenges to their
financial security, living security, and their physical and mental health without any assistance, and,
consequently, they often suffer significant adverse impacts on their lives. Evidence shows us that those
forced to deal with issues such as evictions, mortgage foreclosures, child custody disputes, child support
proceedings, and debt collection cases without legal help face disproportionately adverse outcomes. 8
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Lawyers, through pro bono and legal aid services, have worked to close part of the justice gap. But the
need is just too great. An attorney’s average hourly rate is approximately $250, much more than most
people can afford or want to pay, whichever the case may be. Providing one hour of attorney assistance
to every household facing a legal problem would require over 200 hours of pro bono work per year by
every lawyer in the country. 9 The cost of providing legal help under our current rules is too expensive
for lawyers to provide legal assistance at the scale needed to solve the problem. This is because our
current rules require lawyers, and lawyers alone, to bear all the risk and all the responsibility of law
practice.
Emphasizing the point, ABA President Judy Perry Martinez recently stated, “We need new ideas. We
are one-fifth into the 21st century, yet we continue to rely on 20th-century processes, procedures and
regulations.” 10 Under today’s regulatory system, in most jurisdictions, anyone other than a lawyer
providing legal services would be seen as engaging in the unauthorized practice of law and can be
subject to sanction—even if those services were actually helping, not harming, consumers. Most
jurisdictions prevent lawyers from sharing fees or ownership interest with any other professional. The
D.C. Bar, of course, has long allowed lawyers to partner with others, but the rule is still highly
restrictive, forbidding corporate or equity investors and limiting services only to legal practice.
Expanding Rule 5.4 to permit outside investment and/or multi-professional business models would
foster innovation in a sector deeply in need of innovative thinking and benefit a customer base that is
deeply in need of legal services.
Indeed, U.S. Supreme Court Justice Neil Gorsuch also addressed this issue recently in his book “A
Republic, If You Can Keep It.” Citing data from an experiment analyzing ABS six years after permitting
multidisciplinary firms and non-lawyer investment in England and Wales, Justice Gorsuch writes:
[W]hile these entities accounted for only 3 percent of all law firms, they had
captured 20 percent of consumer and mental health work and nearly 33 percent of
the personal injury market – suggesting that ABSs were indeed serving the needs
of the poor and middle class, not just or even primarily the wealthy. Notably too,
almost one-third of the ABSs were new participants in the legal services market,
thus increasing supply and presumably decreasing price. ABSs also reached
customers online at far greater rates than traditional firms – more than 90 percent
of ABSs were found to possess an online presence versus roughly 50 percent of
traditional firms, again suggesting an increased focus on reaching individual
consumers. Given the success of this program, it’s no surprise that some U.S.
Jurisdictions have appointed committees to study reforms just along these lines. 11
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The crisis we face demands action. Our Unlocking Legal Regulation project is about taking a bold step
towards laying the foundation for a consumer-centered regulatory system that will ensure access to a
well-developed, high-quality, innovative, and competitive market for legal services. Our vision is a legal
system that works for all people by being accessible, fair, reliable, efficient, and accountable: a system
that earns trust, because a trusted and trustworthy legal system is essential to our democracy, our
economy, and our freedom. That is why we support expanding Rule 5.4, and we urge the District of
Columbia Bar Global Legal Practice Committee recommend doing so.
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