
Associations grow as alternative to firm expansion
b y  J i m  D a y

When Lawrence Swibel became a
founding partner of Fox Swibel & Levin in
1996, one of the biggest challenges the
tiny new firm faced was to build a sense of
legitimacy among corporate clients and
international law firms.

He had left Hopkins & Sutter, which at
the time was a member of Interlex, an
association of mostly large firms that had
offices around the world. Swibel had been
active in the leadership of Interlex, so he
was able to gain membership in the
association for the new firm.

“We were looking to establish
credentials for ourselves, and by
maintaining an association with the
network, it was a great credential,” Swibel
said. “I also had a relationship with these
large firms, and I wanted to maintain
that.”

The firm — now called Fox Hefter
Swibel Levin & Carroll — remains a part
of Interlex, and Swibel said the association
has been an important part of the firm’s
growth. Interlex members have sent the
firm a significant amount of business; the
association gives the firm a higher profile;
and membership allows Fox Hefter lawyers
to offer clients services they need outside
of Chicago.

“It’s a way for us to get in the
ballgame when we otherwise couldn’t,”
said Swibel, who serves on the executive
committee of Interlex. “I love this group.
It’s a great concept, and it’s really helped
us out.”

Associations of law firms have seen
renewed growth in recent years, in part
because many firms want to have a
national or international reach without
expanding into new jurisdictions, said Carl
Anduri, president of Lex Mundi, an
association of more than 160 firms
worldwide. Opening new offices or merging
with existing firms in far-flung locations
can carry enormous expense and drive up
costs to clients.

The firms that join associations can

offer clients contacts away from home.
They also gain access to referral networks.
And the associations serve as a source of
information about practice management
and their shared areas of law. With
relatively low dues, many firms see
membership as a cost-effective investment.

The main downside is the amount of
time it takes to make the associations
work: attending conferences, screening
potential members, reviewing member
firms and building the personal
relationships with lawyers in other
jurisdictions. Without that effort, many
associations become little more than lists
of other firms to which a lawyer might
consider referring a client.

But if lawyers work to build the
relationships, the associations can become
a valuable resource, said James O’Hagan,
a name partner in O’Hagan, Smith &
Amundsen who helped found the USLaw
Network in 2001. Since then, the network
has grown from the six founding members
to 35 firms in 24 states, he said.

“These networks are becoming very
popular. It’s an alternative to having
national law firms while it meets some of
the same purposes,” O’Hagan said.

One downside to the expansion of a
firm into a national or international law
firm is the loss of control in distant offices.
The association allows firms to operate
independently while offering clients
representation in other geographic areas,
he said.

“It will, over the long run, become an
important part of the development of
business at our firm.”

Know anyone in Omaha?

Dennis Black, the head of the corporate
practice at Goldberg Kohn, serves as vice-
chairman of Meritas, a Minneapolis-based
association of about 165 law firms. He
treats the firm’s relationship with Meritas
as if it were one of the firm’s top 10 or 15
clients, Black said.

“It enables us to find counsel in other

jurisdictions and refer clients to them with
confidence,” he said. “We don’t have to
play the old hunt-and-peck, ‘Does anyone
know a firm in Tulsa?’ game.”

It brings in referrals, but it also has
gained enough name-recognition that
membership in the association is
beginning to bring in direct calls, he
added.

Part of the reason for the growing
interest in associations is the globalization
of clients’ business, said Howard Swibel,
chairman of the executive committee at
Arnstein & Lehr, a member of the
International Lawyers Network.
“Increasingly, our clients have activities
outside of Chicago and outside the U.S. It’s
a significant advantage to be able to tell
clients we have contacts in Rio de Janeiro
or London or wherever,” said Howard
Swibel, who is Lawrence Swibel’s brother.

On the flipside, his firm has received
referrals from Canada and Mexico through
the network. The firm probably gets less
than 10 referrals a year from the network,
but some of them have developed into
solid relationships, and the number
appears to be growing, he said.

“It takes a while to build the
relationship with other law firms,” Swibel
said. “It’s starting to come into its own for
us.”

The association’s admissions and
review process gives him an extra level of
confidence when referring clients outside
of his jurisdiction, he said.

“By referring within the network, we
are protecting ourselves,” he said.

Between the fees and expenses
incurred from participating in membership
meetings, the cost can reach upwards of
$20,000 a year, he said. But it is a good
investment if the association can build
business relationships.

“The investment is not huge,” he said.
“It depends on people being forward-
thinking and exercising goodwill. There is
this investment you’re making, so you want
reciprocity.”

C o n t i n u e d …

®



Many of the associations seek to bring
together firms of similar sizes and practice
areas.

About three years ago, the 13-member
LawPact was formed after discussions
between lawyers and some of the
executives of Impact, a 35-year-old
association of accounting firms, said
Douglas C. Conover, a partner in Rieck
and Crotty who now serves as president of
LawPact.

The association is made up of mostly
smaller, business-oriented firms in markets
ranging in size from Harrisburg, Pa., and
Tuscaloosa, Ala., to Chicago and London.

“We’re still our own firm. We’re not a
satellite office of some big firm. But we
can still get input on how other firms are
doing things on a real practical basis,”
Conover said.

The recent addition of the firm Minor
& Brown in Denver was a big boost to
LawPact, he said, and the association is
looking to expand its membership to the
larger markets of San Francisco, Los
Angeles, Atlanta, Boston and New York,
Conover said.

Rieck & Crotty has not gotten a large
number of referrals through the association
yet, but a few of the referrals they have
gotten have developed into solid client
relationships, Conover said. And he
expected the exchange of referrals to grow
as the association matures, he added.

“With LawPact, you know what you’re
getting. You know who at the firm you want

to handle a case,” he said.
The admissions process varies among

the different associations, but all of them
use some system of invitations from
existing members and committees that
examine the firms’ credentials. Some
associations, like Meritas and Lex Mundi,
have a formal review process that member
firms go through every few years to remain
in good standing, while others like
LawPact are less formal.

Members have to be confident in the
abilities of the other member firms, or they
will not make the referrals, O’Hagan said.
USLaw Network has four membership
committees that investigate the
backgrounds of prospective members and
check references. Even within the
membership, lawyers often do research on
the attorneys of other member firms before
they will make a referral, he said.

Keeping a membership in an
association does take quite a bit of time,
and the benefits are not always clear. But
over time, it seems to pay, said John
Daniels of Sanchez & Daniels, a member
of the Harmonie group of mostly defense-
side civil litigation firms.

“I go back and forth on whether it’s
been worth it,” Daniels said. “Overall, I’d
say it’s positive and worth the effort.”

Lex Mundi has grown to more than 160
member firms worldwide since its founding
in 1989. The local member, Sonnenschein
Nath & Rosenthal, has been a part of the
network for about five years, said Howard

Shapiro, a partner at Sonnenschein.
Lex Mundi has more than 20 standing

committees on practice management and
various areas of law, as well as an
international network for referrals, said
Shapiro, who chairs the group’s corporate
and anti-trust committees.

“It is a very potent teaching
organization,” he said. “We don’t just
know the quality of the firm, but we know
the people themselves.”

Like many of the associations, Lex
Mundi has just one member firm in each
jurisdiction. But because many of its
members have multiple offices, there is
some overlap. For example, Michael Best
& Friedrich is the member in Wisconsin,
but Michael Best also has a large office in
Chicago.

None of the major associations require
member firms to make referrals within the
network or receive fees based on the
referrals, so such overlap is not seen as a
major problem.

If you look at the association as a
resource for information and services, you
can see its value as part of a firm’s
business, said Manuel Sanchez of Sanchez
& Daniels.

“I’m glad that years ago, we were
asked if we’d join,” Sanchez said of
Harmonie. “In retrospect, it has been a
very smart business decision. I now have
got a network of lawyers around the
country that I know will competently
handle these matters.”�

Reprinted with permission from Chicago Lawyer, February 2004.

Lawrence Swibel Dennis Black Douglas Conover
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