Law Firm Pro Bono FAQs
What is APBCo?
The Association of Pro Bono Counsel (APBCo) is a membership organization of over 125
attorneys and practice group managers who run pro bono practices in 85 of the country’s largest
law firms. APBCo’s mission is to maximize access to justice through the delivery of pro bono
legal services by:
• Advancing the model of the full-time law firm pro bono counsel
• Supporting and enhancing the professional development of pro bono counsel
• Serving as the voice of the law firm pro bono community
Who qualifies to join APBCo?
Qualifications for membership are as follows:
• Attorneys who currently manage a law firm pro bono practice on a full-time basis are
eligible to become members.
• The following groups of people are also eligible to become members but such applications
will be considered on a case-by-case basis by the Board of Directors or its designee:
◦
◦

Non-attorneys who currently manage a law firm pro bono practice on a full-time basis;
Non-attorneys who currently provide programmatic (not administrative) support to an
APBCo member on a full-time basis and are sponsored by the APBCo member; and
◦ Attorneys who currently spend 50% or more of their time managing a law firm pro
bono practice.

The Board of Directors or its designee will review, and will have full discretion to approve,
applications for general membership.
As used herein, “full-time basis” means those who are employed full-time or less than full-time
but work exclusively in their roles in a law firm pro bono practice.
Membership is limited to individuals. Law firms and similar entities are not eligible for
membership.
What is Pro Bono?
Broadly speaking, pro bono work at a law firm refers to legal work that the firm’s lawyers do
without expectation of a fee for their time (i.e., for free), for low-income clients and
organizations that serve low-income clients, to protect civil rights and human rights, and for
charitable, civil, religious, community, governmental or educational organizations in certain
matters where the payment of standard legal fees would significantly deplete the organizations’
resources. Because it is not providing legal representation, general charitable or community
services work (such as volunteering in a soup kitchen, painting a school or planting a community
garden) is not pro bono work, even if it benefits a low-income community, nor is serving on a
board of directors for a non-profit or any other entity.

Why do for-profit law firms represent people and organizations for free?
The standards of professional responsibility governing the practice of law in most states in the
U.S. create an expectation that, as part of their ethical duties to society, lawyers will donate
services and other resources to those who cannot afford legal counsel. The rules also promote
pro bono services as a means of helping to ensure the integrity of the legal system and promote
greater access to justice. Additionally, many firms recognize that pro bono services benefit the
lawyers who render those services, as well as the clients served. Pro bono work affords lawyers
valuable opportunities to develop key practice skills, whether the pro bono matter is litigationoriented or transactional. Pro bono not only accelerates the development of skills and experience
for lawyers, but also provides recruiting, networking and retention benefits for law firms.
What is a Pro Bono Counsel?
A Pro Bono Counsel manages the pro bono practice at a law firm, and a “Counsel” title typically
refers to a lawyer. Not all lawyers who manage pro bono practices are called Pro Bono Counsel;
some are Pro Bono Partners, some are Public Interest Counsel, some are Pro Bono Managers and
some are Pro Bono Directors, among other titles. Some law firms employ non-lawyers to fill
this role, and their titles can include Pro Bono Coordinator, Manager or Director. APBCo uses
the term “Pro Bono Counsel” broadly to describe all of its members, be they lawyers or nonlawyers.
Do all law firms have Pro Bono Counsel?
Many of the nation’s largest law firms employ lawyers to manage their pro bono practices, and
some employ more than one lawyer in that role. Other law firms’ pro bono practices are
managed by law firm partners who also have full- or part-time commercial practices representing
clients for fee.
What do Pro Bono Counsel do in their day-to-day practices?
Pro Bono Counsel have varying responsibilities at their respective law firms. Generally, they
design and implement a strategic plan for pro bono, usually working in consultation with firm
leadership and a Pro Bono Committee. Pro Bono Counsel, working with legal services
organizations and community referral agencies, identify appropriate engagements for the lawyers
in their firms, including individual representations for low-income clients, impact litigations for
classes of clients, corporate governance, contract, leasing and other transactional work for notfor-profit and low-income entrepreneurial businesses, and policy and legislative work on related
issues.
They meet with attorneys to talk about the kinds of issues and cases in which those attorneys
want to be involved, and then creatively craft ways to match them with appropriate engagements.
Pro Bono Counsel typically evaluate every matter proposed to the firm, both for substantive and
eligibility issues. They analyze conflict-of-interest possibilities, assess both direct and business
conflicts, evaluate risk management issues, define and refine the scope of proposed
engagements, work with the firm’s general counsel to address ethical concerns, ensure the proper
transfer and termination of cases, and take over case handling when required by risk
management concerns.
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Pro Bono Counsel also act as the public face of the pro bono programs at their firms, promoting
the firms’ relationships with the many key external pro bono stakeholders in their communities,
locally, nationally and internationally. These stakeholders include local legal services
organizations, national pro bono policy makers, the media, law schools, and other firms’ pro
bono programs. Through these relationships, Pro Bono Counsel are able to influence pro bono
policy locally, statewide and nationally, and can identify potential pro bono partnerships for their
firms.
Many Pro Bono Counsel handle budgeting for their pro bono programs, establish best practice
policies so that matters can be appropriately tracked internally, and report performance to
national publications and to their legal services partners. Overall, Pro Bono Counsel run the
programs on a basis that is equivalent to the manner of oversight found in regard to the operation
of other departments or practice groups at their firms, paying particular attention to efficiencies
and professional standards that conform to the overall business practices of their firms.
Finally, many Pro Bono Counsel maintain an active practice representing clients on a pro bono
basis, and supervising associates on pro bono matters, in addition to managing the pro bono
programs at their respective law firms.
Why would law firms hire a Pro Bono Counsel?
The position of Pro Bono Counsel is relatively new to the national legal community, having been
created in the early-to mid-1990s. Before that, law firms typically had a partner in charge of pro
bono, who worked with a committee to juggle managing the pro bono practice along with his or
her billable practice. As firms’ pro bono programs grew, some firms decided that they would
benefit from having an attorney dedicated to oversee the program. Firms soon learned that a
dedicated, full-time Pro Bono Counsel provides a level of attention to a pro bono practice that is
difficult to match without a full time person. Pro Bono Counsel also serve an important gate
keeping function, ensuring that the firms’ procedures prevent attorneys from taking on matters
without going through necessary approvals including conflict checks. While in the early days
there were only two or three firms that employed a full time Pro Bono Counsel, now over 100
U.S. law firms (and many international firms) employ Pro Bono Counsel.
How do Pro Bono Counsel interact with the legal services community?
At many firms, the majority of pro bono clients are referred by legal services or community legal
referral organizations. Pro Bono Counsel are the primary contact between the firm and the
organizations, and can help the firm to obtain matters that fit well with the firm’s goals and
program strategies. Pro Bono Counsel also serve as the legal services organizations’ contact
with the firm, so that they can effectively seek support and strengthen their relationship with the
firm.
Are all Pro Bono Counsel attorneys?
No. Some firms’ pro bono programs are managed by non-lawyer Pro Bono Coordinators or
Managers, who work with lawyers at the firm and with a Pro Bono Committee.
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Why would a firm choose to hire an attorney in that position?
An attorney as Pro Bono Counsel brings legal experience and judgment to the position, and
enables the firm to delegate different responsibilities to the person running the pro bono
program. Those responsibilities can include key risk management oversight duties and
mentoring associates on pro bono client matters.
Is Pro Bono the same as Corporate Social Responsibility?
No. Corporate Social Responsibility describes a much broader array of corporate charitable
activities, including charitable giving, participating in community building activities,
implementing responsible environmental policies and other charitable community service. In
contrast, pro bono describes the provision of free professional legal services (by lawyers and
under the supervision of lawyers) to low-income clients and organizations that serve low-income
clients, to clients protecting civil rights and social rights, and to charitable, civil, religious,
community, governmental or educational organizations in certain matters where the payment of
standard legal fees would significantly deplete the organizations’ resources.
Are Pro Bono Counsel responsible for their law firms’ charitable giving programs?
Some Pro Bono Counsel are responsible, either in whole or in part, for directing their firm’s
charitable giving program. It is common for Pro Bono Counsel to have input into charitable
giving decision-making that involves the legal services organizations with which the firm works
in the context of its pro bono program. In addition, some firms rely on their Pro Bono Counsel
to provide input into charitable giving more generally.
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