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California Appellate Law Group Brings Work-Life
Balance to a Niche Practice
Chairman Ben Feuer says his �rm's model is especially appealing to millennials like him, or lawyers
of any generation who want to practice appellate law without the Big Law atmosphere and
pressures.

By Lizzy McLellan | February 12, 2020

Ben Feuer, California Appellate Law Group

Firm Name: California Appellate Law Group LLP (https://calapplaw.com/)

Firm Leader: Ben Feuer, Chairman

Head Count: 16 (70% female)

Locations: San Francisco (headquarters), Los Angeles, San Diego
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Governance structure and compensation model: Our �rm is structured on a unique model speci�cally
tailored for high-level appellate practice. The �rm takes on no associates; virtually all our attorneys are
formally “counsel” with years or decades of appellate experience. Compensation for our attorneys is derived
from a balanced and transparent formula, vetted over time, that divides every hour worked into generous
portions for the attorneys who worked and generated the hour, with the remainder going to the �rm for
overhead. The result allows us to o�er our lawyers both �exibility with their lives and pay that, hour-by-hour,
is often more lucrative than all but the largest of �rms.

Do you o�er alternative fee arrangements? Of course.

**The following answers were provided by Feuer and edited lightly for style.**

What do you view as the two biggest opportunities for your �rm, and what are the two biggest
threats?

Opportunity one: Educating in-house counsel and sophisticated trial lawyers about our practice and the
bene�t from involving a high-end boutique of outside appellate experts throughout the course of litigation.
We are very good at what we do—California, 9th Circuit, and Supreme Court appeals, writs, and amicus
briefs are the �rm’s entire focus—and we have found that once sophisticated clients work with us, they come
back over and over, often to bring us on board earlier and earlier in the process. That’s not least because our
fees are boutique-sized, but our impact can play a game-changing role.

Opportunity two: Finding talented appellate lawyers who don’t yet know that we’ve developed a better way
to practice high-end appellate law. We give our lawyers their lives back while still demanding excellence; our
attorneys work on challenging cases for interesting clients and can earn top-notch compensation, but still
have the freedom to watch their kids when they want or spend the springtime in Italy. We do this by
reallocating risk and reward, eliminating unnecessary costs, and helping our lawyers to develop their own
entrepreneurialism.

The challenges we face are the mirror images of our opportunities: to educate clients and trial lawyers about
our �rm and what we’re doing, and to help potential recruits understand the advantages a non-traditional
practice like ours.

The legal market is so competitive now—what trends do you see, and has anything, including
alternative service providers, altered your approach? Is your chief competition other mid-
market �rms, or is your �rm competing against big �rms for the same work?

While some aspects of legal practice have changed over time, the need for businesses and individuals with
serious litigation to retain the smartest and most creative lawyers has not. Nor has the reality that a well-
briefed appeal or writ in the right case can undo everything and turn half a decade or more of litigation 180
degrees the other way.

To the extent legal practice has changed because clients aren’t simply staying with the same ine�cient law
�rms they’ve been using for decades, but are rather actively evaluating �rms when selecting outside counsel,
that trend primarily bene�ts a newer �rm like ours. Clients willing to take a look at us tend to like what they
see.

In terms of changes in attracting talent, we’re one of the disruptors. We’re founded in San Francisco, a city
that embraces disruption and change. We knew too many skilled appellate lawyers who liked lawyering itself,
but felt they had lost all control over their lives, even though appellate work is well-suited for balance. So we
set up a �rm that would let our lawyers decide how much they want to work (and earn), and how much they
want to spend their time on other pursuits. As a result, we’ve attracted outstanding talent among lawyers at
all di�erent stages of their careers—we have women and men who want to spend more time with their
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young families; full-time practitioners looking for a �rm that values and supports appellate specialists
without detrimental rigidity or internal politics; former term federal appellate clerks and retired career state
court appellate clerks who want to maintain a chambers-like environment in a private practice; and appellate
lawyers from larger �rms with substantial books of business who want top-quality attorneys to work on their
clients’ cases.

Our �exibility and supportiveness have also allowed us to �nd and retain many terri�c female lawyers—in
fact, our �rm is about 70% female. We’re especially pleased with that �gure because it’s not something we
intentionally set out to do, but rather a result of our positive culture and �exible approach.

We don’t think of ourselves as a mid-market �rm. We think of ourselves as a high-end boutique that o�ers
top-of-class creativity and skill. Our lawyers were U.S. Supreme Court clerks, 9th Circuit clerks, California
Supreme Court chambers attorneys, and California Court of Appeal research attorneys; many spent time in
top Big Law �rms or are appellate specialists certi�ed by the California State Bar. So our competition is both
everyone—big �rms, little �rms, other appellate boutiques, and solo practitioners—and also no one, because
we don’t do trial work and few if any other appellate-focused practices can match our lawyers’ unique
experience.

There is much debate around how law �rms can foster the next generation of legal talent. What
advantages and disadvantages do midsize �rms have in attracting and retaining young lawyers,
particularly millennials?

Our �rm doesn’t hire associates, so we don’t quite run into that issue in the same way more traditional �rms
seem to. But millennials aren’t a problem—I’m a millennial myself. We also have outstanding appellate
attorneys from Generation X and the Baby Boomers. Yes, there are some cultural di�erences between
millennials and what earlier generations experienced. In particular, I think millennials want to be judged on
the quality of their work rather than intangibles like whether they play �rm politics well, work better in early
mornings or late at night, or are seen sitting in their o�ce all day. But I also think other generations want
that too, once they learn it’s an option. If you’re good at what you do, no one wants to be micromanaged.
Some �rms have more traditional cultures and it works for them and that’s �ne, but more �exible �rms like
ours can help bring the bene�ts millennials helped pioneer to everyone.

Does your �rm employ any nonlawyer professionals in high-level positions (e.g. COO, business
development o�cer, chief strategy o�cer, etc.)? If so, why is it advantageous to have a nonlawyer in
that role? If not, have you considered hiring any?

We have not found that to be necessary.

What would you say is the most innovative thing your �rm has done recently, whether it be
technology advancements, internal operations, how you work with clients, etc.?

Our entire �rm structure is innovative, and we try to bring innovations constantly to our practice. We are
always open to new ideas about how to do things better, and we are always working to improve what we are
doing. We want to remain nimble and �exible so we can respond to what our clients and our attorneys need.

Does your �rm have a succession plan in place? If so, what challenges do you face in trying to execute
that plan? If you don’t currently have a plan, is it an issue your �rm is thinking about?

I’m 39 and just bought a home in San Francisco, so I’m not going anywhere. Fortunately, I love what I do,
both in terms of appellate practice and in running and growing our business. If something unexpected
happened, I have a brilliant partner who would be able to step in and make sure the �rm doesn’t miss a
beat.
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