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What Is Unbundling?

› A method of legal representation in which a 
lawyer and client agree to limit the scope of the 
lawyer’s involvement, leaving responsibility for 
other aspects to the client. 

› Sometimes known as “Discrete Task 
Representation” or “Limited Scope 
Representation”





Unbundling…

› Is provided pursuant to an attorney-client relationship, 
usually

› Includes the same ethics obligations as full-service 
representation, usually

› Requires the same, if not a higher, quality service as full-
service representation



Unbundling is not…

› Limited representation

› Second class service

› What you do when the client runs out of money

› For everyone



The ethics and malpractice of unbundling

› Rule 1.2(c) –
– With informed consent

– Reasonable under the circumstances

› Malpractice
– Limited history of claims

– Eliminates some common areas of claims, e.g. blown 
statutes, case neglect and client communications



Reasonable under the circumstances

A lawyer may limit the scope of the representation if (1) the 
limitation is reasonable under the circumstances…

› Not good for every case, issue and client

› Tailored to each case and client

› Requires professional judgment

› Do a thorough intake

Changes in scope MUST be documented



Advantages for the practitioner

› Full hourly rate or set fee

› Little, if any, receivables

› Larger pool of clients who can afford the services

› Clients convert to full service





Consumer Demand for Unbundling

› ABA 2010 public poll
– 70% not at all familiar

– 2/3 would like to discuss an unbundling option

– 2/3 would weigh it in when selecting a lawyer

– Higher for younger/less income populations



Advantages to Clients…

› Access to expertise

› More invested in the case – sense of empowerment

› Lower costs than full representation



Aspects of unbundled legal services include…

› Coaching or consultations

› Document preparation

› Limited appearances





















› http://www.rosen.com/online/



› http://www.totalbankruptcy.com/lawyers/illinois
/default.aspx

› http://www.directlaw.com/

http://www.totalbankruptcy.com/lawyers/illinois/default.aspx


Who enables compliance through technology? 

› Legal service providers – usually corporate entities

› Legal Aid

› Courts

› Lawyers/Law firms
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What if we give away 
compliance work and focused 

on…





What Can We Do?
› Petition the courts to amend the rules of professional 

conduct and the rules of procedure so that lawyers are 
clear about their responsibilities and the processes of 
unbundling. 

› Provide resources (workshops, CLE, toolkits, forms, 
checklists) to help lawyers understand their obligations 
and the potential of unbundling.

› Create a section dedicated to unbundling, regularly 
bringing together practitioners who can share their 
experiences with one another.

› Maintain a directory of unbundling lawyers and promote 
it throughout the courts, the libraries, other community 
outlets and faith-based institutions

› Do outreach to the law schools, arranging to bring in 
unbundling lawyers to share their experience with future 
practitioners.

› Make certain that unbundling is a topic examined within 
legal incubators. Newly admitted practitioners who are 
creating innovative practices will never have a better 
opportunity to experiment with unbundling and share 
their experiences with colleagues.

› Implement projects and programs within your 
organizations/associations/courts/commissions 
designed to connect members of the public with lawyers 
providing unbundled legal services (modest means 
panels, perhaps with incentives for lawyers)

Unbundling: The bridge between going it alone and full representation, by Will Hornsby

http://www.americanbar.org/publications/bar_leader/2015-16/january-february/unbundling-bridge-between-going-it-alone-full-representation.html


What Are Others Doing?
› The Colorado Bar Association Modest Means Task Force 

provides a number of resources such as the toolkit  
Successful Business Planning: Representing the Moderate 
Income Client. 

› The New York State Bar Association recently joined with 
the courts to provide CLE programming featuring national 
speakers and covering ethics, access and opportunities. 
The program was attended by judges, court personnel, 
law school faculty and practitioners.

› The Vermont Access to Justice Coalition has created an 
Online referral tool from the state’s legal aid intake 
website to the Vermont Bar Association’s lawyer referral 
service, coordinated with the development of a panel of 
attorneys available to provide reduced-fee, limited scope 
representation.

› The Louisiana State Bar Association (LSBA) Self-
Represented Litigation Network has helped establish 
“Self-Help Resource Centers” through which local 
administrators provide referrals to local attorneys willing 
to provide lower-cost or unbundled representation.

› The Alaska Court System’s Early Resolution Program (ERP) 
triages newly filed divorce and custody cases involving 
two self-represented litigants in four of the state’s courts. 
Volunteer attorneys are available to provide                                    
unbundled legal services.

› The Oregon Statewide Family Law Advisory Committee 
addresses family law issues through a number of 
initiatives including an Informal Domestic Relations Trial, 
unbundling court rule changes, and a Parenting Plan 
Guide. 

› Through the Pro Se Clinic Calendar Program, (Salt Lake 
City, UT), cases involving self-represented litigants are 
placed on the same day on a dedicated court calendar. 
On those days, attorneys greet the litigants and offer 
limited scope services. 

› The Federal Pro Se Legal Assistance Project, a 
collaboration between the City Bar Justice Center and the 
United States District Court for the Eastern District, 
provides limited-scope representation, advice and 
consultation to pro se litigants.

› The Suffolk University Accelerator to Access Program The 
Accelerator-to-Practice Program is a comprehensive 
three-year course of study to prepare graduates to start 
sustainable law practices serving low and average income 
clients which offers courses in, among other subjects, 
alternative models for the delivery of legal services.



Questions/Comments


