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Offering legal services benefits employers
Pre-paid basic legal advice boosts 
productivity, keeps costs down

Dennis Mccoy | SacRaMENtO BuSiNESS JOuRNal

Mimi silvestre uses Pre-Paid Legal services for her benefits business, Pacific Benefits consul-
tants. “We’re a small company in a growing industry … and we need adequate legal protection,” 
she says of the service she’s used for 16 years.

Kathy RoBeRtson | Staff wRitER

When Jackie Chavez’s purse was stolen 
in September, she called a toll-free number 
to get a lawyer to track how the crime was 
affecting her credit.

Her boss, Mimi Silvestre, used the same 
service this fall to learn how to comply 
with the Federal Trade Commission’s new 
“Red Flags Rule” on identify theft preven-
tion.

Both turned to a pre-paid legal service 
that charges a monthly fee and provides a 
range of basic services when needed — sort 
of a health maintenance organization for  
legal issues. If things get more complicated, 
fees are added, but at a discount. Around 
for 40 years, the business is booming dur-
ing the recession, as businesses and indi-
viduals scramble for low-cost legal help 
with collections, lease negotiations and 
other matters.

“Most can’t afford to hire a lawyer these 
days; we’re just too expensive,” said Rob-
ert LoPresti, a partner with Parker Stanbury 
LLP, a Los Angeles-based law firm that 
provides the lawyers at the other end of 
the phone line for California clients of an 
Oklahoma company called Pre-Paid Legal 
Services Inc.

There are a number of national companies 
in the market; most offer business plans for 
employers, who can also offer group plans 
to workers who pick up the monthly tab 
themselves via payroll deductions.

“We’re busier than we’ve ever been,” said 
Crystal Caldwell Virtue in the Sacramento 
headquarters of Caldwell Legal U.S.A. The 
family venture was founded in the 1960s 
and contracts with law firms across the 
country to provide pre-paid legal services 

to individuals, unions, businesses and their 
workers.

“It’s pooling risk, 
like you do for every-
thing,” Virtue said. “ 
It’s not insurance, we 
don’t indemnify, but 
we’re here when you 
need it.”

a ‘safety net’
Chavez, a ben-

efits administrator at  
Pacific Benefits Con-
sultants in Sacra-
mento, pays $26 per 

month for benefits from Pre-Paid Legal 
Services. That adds up to $312 a year — 
the average cost for one hour with a local 
lawyer. The fee provides access to a lawyer 

for help with simple legal issues such as 
credit assistance, contract review or bank-
ruptcy matters.

Silvestre, vice president of operations at 
Pacific Benefits, pays less than $100 per 
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 At venture capital firm DFJ Frontier, 
entrepreneurs often ask whether to ap-
point a particular individual to their 
company’s board of  directors. Serving 
as a director is a serious responsibility 
best undertaken by those with a profes-
sional background in fiduciary roles. 
But often overlooked is the option of  
using advisory boards to attract out-

side experts to help 
your startup. 

Board of  directors 
meetings are legally 
required for all U.S. 
corporations, while 
advisory boards, 
which can be dedi-
cated to scientific or 
business issues, are 
optional. Both types 
of  boards present an 
opportunity to pro-
vide your investors 

and other stakeholders with a current 
view of  your business, discuss strate-
gy, solicit advice, and get input on any 
other challenges. 

DO YOUR DUTY
The primary responsibility of  the 

board of  directors is to protect all share-
holders’ assets and ensure the ongo-
ing health of  the corporation. It is the 
board’s job to evaluate and set appropri-
ate compensation for the CEO, approve 
the company’s financial statements, 
and recommend or discourage acqui-
sitions, mergers, public offerings and 
other financing opportunities. Board 
responsibilities also include the estab-
lishment of  audit and compensation 
committees. While the CEO hires and 
fires the company’s management team, 
the board hires and fires the CEO. Act-
ing as a director requires exercising 
fiduciary judgment — in other words, 
acting on behalf  of  shareholders who 
are not present at board meetings.

In contrast, advisory boards are not 
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affecting her credit.

Her boss, Mimi Silvestre, used the same 
service this fall to learn how to comply 
with the Federal Trade Commission’s 
new “Red Flags Rule” on identify theft 
prevention.

Both turned to a pre-paid legal service 
that charges a monthly fee and provides 
a range of  basic services when needed —  
sort of  a health maintenance organization 
for legal issues. If  things get more com-
plicated, fees are added, but at a discount. 
Around for 40 years, the business is boom-
ing during the recession, as businesses 
and individuals scramble for low-cost legal 
help with collections, lease negotiations 
and other matters.

“Most can’t afford to hire a lawyer these 
days; we’re just too expensive,” said Rob-
ert LoPresti, a partner with Parker Stan-
bury LLP, a Los Angeles-based law firm 
that provides the lawyers at the other end 
of  the phone line for California clients of  
an Oklahoma company called Pre-Paid 
Legal Services Inc.

There are a number of  national com-
panies in the market; most offer busi-
ness plans for employers, who can also 
offer group plans to workers who pick up 
the monthly tab themselves via payroll 
deductions.

“We’re busier than we’ve ever been,” 
said Crystal Caldwell Virtue in the Sac-
ramento headquarters of  Caldwell Legal 
U.S.A. The family venture was founded 

in the 1960s and contracts with law firms 
across the country to provide pre-paid le-
gal services to individuals, unions, busi-
nesses and their workers.

“It’s pooling risk, like you do for every-
thing,” Virtue said. “ It’s not insurance, 
we don’t indemnify, but we’re here when 
you need it.”

A ‘SAFETY NET’
Chavez, a benefits administrator at Pa-

cific Benefits Consultants in Sacramento, 
pays $26  per month for benefits from Pre-
Paid Legal Services. That adds up to $312 a 
year — the average cost for one hour with 
a local lawyer. The fee provides access to 
a lawyer for help with simple legal issues 

such as credit assis-
tance, contract re-
view or bankrupt-
cy matters.

Silvestre, vice 
president of  opera-
tions at Pacific Ben-
efits, pays less than 
$100 per month for 
services that range 
from legal advice on 
regulatory compli-
ance to document 
review and collec-
tion letters.

“We’re a small 
company in a grow-

ing industry, providing services to more 
than 500 clients ... and we need adequate 
legal protection,” Silvestre said. The com-
pany has used Pre-Paid Legal Services for 
16 years. “You always have it, like life in-
surance. It’s not that you want to use it; 
it’s a safety net.”

Chavez signed up for the service about a 
year ago and didn’t use it until her purse 
was stolen. She’s worked on mortgage 
loans, knew how difficult a credit screw-

up can become, and signed on for peace 
of  mind.

When she needed help, she got a re-
sponse within 24 hours.

“If  anyone tries to use my credit, they 
will investigate it for me,” Chavez said. “I 
don’t have to get involved.”

Pre-Paid Legal Services founder Har-
land Stonecipher started the company in 
1969 after a head-on collision resulted in 
hefty legal fees. Car insurance covered 
damage to the vehicle and medical in-
surance paid for his hospital stay, but he 
had no protection from the legal bills that 
accumulated.

Stonecipher researched European legal 
expense plans and started a similar idea as 
a benefit associated with a motor services 
club. The company targets businesses with 
100 or fewer  workers. It currently provides 
legal services to more than 1.5 million fam-
ilies across the U.S. and Canada.

“It’s helped companies with absentee-
ism; workers are not taking care of  prob-
lems on the side, like a landlord-tenant 

Mimi Silvestre uses Pre-Paid Legal Services for her benefits business, 
Pacific Benefits Consultants. “We’re a small company in a growing 

industry … and we need adequate legal protection,” she says of the 
service she’s used for 16 years. 
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Offering legal services benefits employers
Why legal services?
• One in three people will encounter a legal 

problem within the next year
• 65 percent of Americans don’t have a will
• At least 80 million lawsuits are filed per year
• 42 percent of employees take time off each year 

to deal with legal problems
• An employee with legal problems uses medical 

benefits four times more than the average 
worker

• An employee with legal hassles takes sick leave 
twice as much as the average employee

• An employee bogged down with legal woes 
is likely to show a significant decline in 
productivity

Source: Caldwell Legal U.S.A.

Pre-paid basic legal advice boosts 
productivity, keeps costs down
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month for services that range from legal 
advice on regulatory compliance to docu-
ment review and collection letters.

“We’re a small company in a growing 
industry, providing services to more than 
500 clients ... and we need adequate legal 
protection,” Silvestre said. The company 
has used Pre-Paid Legal Services for 16 
years. “You always have it, like life insur-
ance. It’s not that you want to use it; it’s a 
safety net.”

Chavez signed up for the service about 
a year ago and didn’t use it until her purse 
was stolen. She’s worked on mortgage 
loans, knew how difficult a credit screw-
up can become, and signed on for peace of 
mind.

When she needed help, she got a response 
within 24 hours.

“If anyone tries to use my credit, they 
will investigate it for me,” Chavez said. “I 
don’t have to get involved.”

Pre-Paid Legal Services founder Harland 
Stonecipher started the company in 1969 
after a head-on collision resulted in hefty 
legal fees. Car insurance covered damage 
to the vehicle and medical insurance paid 
for his hospital stay, but he had no protec-
tion from the legal bills that accumulated.

Stonecipher researched European legal 
expense plans and started a similar idea as 
a benefit associated with a motor services 

club. The company targets businesses with 
100 or fewer workers. It currently provides 
legal services to more than 1.5 million fam-
ilies across the U.S. and Canada.

“It’s helped companies with absentee-
ism; workers are not taking care of prob-
lems on the side, like a landlord-tenant  
issue ... or a teenager with traffic problems,” 
said Aaron Gonzales, Sacramento regional 
manager for Pre-Paid Legal Services. “And 
it doesn’t cost the employer any money.”

Mickey Lebeck, president and chief  
executive officer at Mailing Systems Inc., 
a full-service mail house in Rancho Cor-
dova, signed on about a year ago for both 
a company plan and group benefit for  
employees.

“I was looking for a coach to help us 
through the legal challenges we have on a 
monthly basis — mostly to check before 
we do something,” Lebeck said. “It’s also a 
nice, inexpensive way to show appreciation 
to employees.”

staBLe Business foR 
contRact LaWyeRs

The benefit is good business for lawyers 
at the other end of the phone line, too.

Parker Stanbury had 9,800 members in 
California in 1994, the first year it had the 
Pre-Paid Legal contract for the state. It has 
209,000 now. Calls come in on a toll-free 

number and are parceled out to lawyers 
by area of expertise; 65 lawyers at several  
offices participate.

“It’s a very good business for us; (Pre-
Paid Legal) is our No. 1 client,” LoPresti 
said. Los Angeles is the firm’s biggest 
market, but Sacramento has always been a 
good one, he added.

Parker Stanbury hasn’t seen a big  
uptick in the recession, but the types of 
matters have changed, he said. More 
bankruptcies, dissolutions of business and  
requests for advice on collections and loan  
modifications.

“Our hourly rate is $250 to $350,” LoPres-
ti said. “Some of these matters easily take 
multiple hours, but we do it for the monthly 
fee, so savings can be significant.”

Bob Scheblein, owner of River City 
Health Care & Pharmacy, bought a cor-
porate and group plan from Pre-Paid  
Legal about two years ago. Employees who 
signed up got a free will.

He gets basic advice and services for $75 
per month.

“They send nice collection letters that 
say ‘pay or else’ with clout we don’t have,” 
Scheblein said. “A phone call gets you an 
attorney — I don’t know how else you do 
that without spending a lot of money.”

krobertson@bizjournals.com | 916-558-7869

saddled with the fiduciary responsibility of  
boards of directors. They are free to provide 
introductions, strategic advice, scientific 
expertise and any other relevant assistance, 
without formal requirements. When an in-
dividual signs up to serve on a company’s 
advisory board, no fiduciary obligations are 
created. It might seem prestigious to serve 
on a company’s board of directors, but the 
advisory board is often preferable.

COMPOSE YOURSELF AND HARMONIZE
Your directors serve many roles, includ-

ing mentor, guide and walking Rolodex. 
Typically, the board is composed of  one 
or more insiders from the company’s man-
agement team, usually including the com-
pany’s founder and CEO. The board will 
also include representatives from inves-
tors, especially if  the company has taken 

professional venture capital. In early stage 
companies, the board is usually set at three 
or five seats, with an even number of  rep-
resentatives from management and inves-
tors. Generally, the final seat is reserved 
for an outside director from the company’s 
industry. 

Because the board makes many deci-
sions that affect the company and its 
shareholders, it is important to select 
board members who can work together 
effectively. Always consider personality 
dynamics and other factors that will make 
your board a functional team before ap-
pointing a director.

HOW TO AVOID THAT AWKWARD MOMENT
Professional venture capitalists want 

to ensure that the other directors are 
qualified, experienced and capable of  ex-
ercising sound judgment while making 
key decisions that affect the company’s 

shareholders. For this reason, it may be 
advantageous to appoint outsiders to the 
board of  advisers at first. This can pre-
vent the awkwardness of  having to ask 
one of  your company’s early advocates to 
step off  the board of  directors upon clos-
ing a financing round. It’s always easier 
to promote a good adviser to the board 
of  directors than to demote that same 
person. 

BEFORE YOU OPEN THE KIMONO
Like financial investors, strategic inves-

tors often request a seat on the board of  di-
rectors. Strategic investors, unlike venture 
capitalists, have additional motivations be-
yond financial return, including access to 
complementary technologies, customers 
or markets that are of  strategic value to 
their core business. Working with a firm in 
a related field can be an incredible advan-
tage for a startup, and strategic investors 

can sometimes become acquirers. How-
ever, strategic investors can also become 
competitors, so it is wise to use caution be-
fore appointing them to the board, where 
they will have access to extensive informa-
tion about your startup. While strategic in-
vestors are held to the same fiduciary stan-
dards as any other director, these individu-
als can still use the information they obtain 
to gain an advantage in any negotiation be-
tween their company and yours.   

In general, advisory boards are under-
utilized and present a great alternative to 
the formal responsibilities of  the board of  
directors. Think carefully what you can 
accomplish by building your team as you 
build out your boards.

SCOTT LENET is a founder and managing director of 
DFJ Frontier, an early-stage venture capital firm 
with offices in Sacramento, Los Angeles, Santa Bar-
bara and Portland, Ore.
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issue ... or a teenager with traffic prob-
lems,” said Aaron Gonzales, Sacramento 
regional manager for Pre-Paid Legal Ser-
vices. “And it doesn’t cost the employer 
any money.”

Mickey Lebeck, president and chief  ex-
ecutive officer at Mailing Systems Inc., 
a full-service mail house in Rancho Cor-
dova, signed on about a year ago for both 
a company plan and group benefit for 
employees.

“I was looking for a coach to help us 
through the legal challenges we have on 

a monthly basis — mostly to check before 
we do something,” Lebeck said. “It’s also 
a nice, inexpensive way to show apprecia-
tion to employees.”

STABLE BUSINESS FOR 
CONTRACT LAWYERS

The benefit is good business for lawyers 
at the other end of  the phone line, too.

Parker Stanbury had 9,800 members in 
California in 1994, the first year it had the 
Pre-Paid Legal contract for the state. It has 
209,000 now. Calls come in on a toll-free 
number and are parceled out to lawyers 
by area of  expertise; 65 lawyers at several 

offices participate. 
“It’s a very good business for us; (Pre-

Paid Legal) is our No. 1 client,” LoPres-
ti said. Los Angeles is the firm’s biggest 
market, but Sacramento has always been 
a good one, he added.

Parker Stanbury hasn’t seen a big up-
tick in the recession, but the types of  mat-
ters have changed, he said. More bank-
ruptcies, dissolutions of  business and re-
quests for advice on collections and loan 
modifications.

“Our hourly rate is $250 to $350,” LoPres-
ti said. “Some of  these matters easily take 
multiple hours, but we do it for the monthly 

fee, so savings can be significant.”
Bob Scheblein, owner of  River City 

Health Care & Pharmacy, bought a cor-
porate and group plan from Pre-Paid Le-
gal about two years ago. Employees who 
signed up got a free will.

He gets basic advice and services for $75 
per month.

“They send nice collection letters that 
say ‘pay or else’ with clout we don’t have,” 
Scheblein said. “A phone call gets you an 
attorney — I don’t know how else you do 
that without spending a lot of  money.”
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