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I. Introduction
A positive reputation yields advantages in a negotiation even before the first word is
spoken. Therefore, a good reputation is one of the most valuable assets a negotiator can have.
Studies have indicated that having a reputation for cooperative problem-solving (an “integrative
reputation”)1 in negotiation produces more efficient outcomes than having a reputation for
competitive bargaining (a “distributional” reputation).2 Having a distributive reputation induces
the other side to keep information private, which minimizes the potential for mutually
advantageous trades.3 On the other hand, having an integrative reputation induces counterparties
to be more open and share sensitive information, which produces superior economic outcomes.4
Surveys of attorneys replicated these results. Attorneys with a more “problem-solving”
orientation were seen as more effective by their peers, and attorneys with a more “adversarial”
approach were seen as ineffective.5 These data suggest that a negotiator’s reputation as an
effective problem-solver allows him or her to achieve better substantive results and increased
peer respect. Additionally, reputational effects on a negotiation are greater if it they exist prior to
a negotiation than if counterparties form reputational judgments during the course of
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negotiations. 6 Therefore, it seems to be incumbent on negotiators to develop integrative
reputations. I will begin this paper by briefly explaining the need for reputational information
and why it is rarely supplied. Second, I will discuss the theoretical foundation for a reputation
markets for lawyers. Finally, the majority of the paper will compare the advantages and
disadvantages of two potential mechanisms for the provision of reputational information.
II. Reputational Information: Why We Need It and Why We Don’t Have It
A good reputation does not produce superior outcomes in and of itself. Rather, a good
reputation encourages parties to exchange information by limiting the fear of exploitation.
Information transfer, in turn, enables problem-solving negotiation behaviors by each party:
sharing interests, presenting alternatives, and discussing priorities honestly.7 Problem-solving
negotiation then produces superior results for both parties.8 Thus, reputational information
enhances negotiation outcomes in two ways. First, accurate reputational information allows
parties to pre-identify integrative negotiators, reduce the cost of establishing a reputation, avoid
the possibility of mistaken identification, and actively seek other integrative negotiators.9 Also,
parties can pre-identify and avoid competitive negotiators, thus protecting themselves against
exploitation.10 The second effect of reputational information is dynamic: if negotiators know
their reputational information is available and easily accessible, they have an incentive to foster
an integrative reputation. The benefits of an integrative reputation (and the costs of a
competitive reputation) will continue to increase as reputational information becomes more
detailed and more widely disseminated.
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Given all the benefits of integrative reputations, one might wonder why these reputations
do not develop naturally. Many countervailing pressures limit or preclude the development of
integrative reputations, particularly for lawyers. To begin, even if lawyers prefer in the abstract
not to withhold information or behave competitively, “[t]he social incentives to deceit are at
present very powerful; the controls, often weak.”11 This incentive is particularly pervasive in
law as adversarial lawyers are popularly seen as more effective, even if the data does not
vindicate that intuition. 12 Clients, believing that only a hard-bargaining lawyer can get them the
result they desire, increase the pressure for lawyers to behave competitively.
Moreover, the ethics of the legal profession arguably promote competitive negotiating
behavior13 and do little to prevent even outright lying in negotiation.14 The clear normative
message of the ethical rules is that concealment and deceit are allowed in negotiation; a fortiori
hard bargaining and competitive behavior must be allowed. Not to bargain to the outer limits of
the ethical rules may be seen as a professional failing on the lawyer’s part, or even as a violation
of the lawyer’s duties under codes of professional responsibility.15 Though the focus on
problem-solving negotiation styles has increased in recent years, much of the literature advocates
misleading behavior as a necessary component of negotiation.16
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In addition to the social incentives to avoid integrative behavior, reputational information
is costly, if not impossible, to obtain, unreliable, and difficult to evaluate. In large legal markets,
accessing high-quality reputational information about a counterparty is particularly difficult.17
The information, if obtained prior to negotiation, may come from sources of uncertain
trustworthiness. Information obtained during a negotiation is even more difficult to evaluate, as
the other party may be giving misinformation intentionally. It is also difficult to distinguish
someone’s behavioral negotiating style from his true strategy, which compounds the risk of
error.18
Additionally, the negative impact of engaging in cooperative negotiation with a
counterparty who may exploit you is high enough that,19 even with a relatively high level of
confidence in one’s judgment, it may still not be rational to pursue an integrative strategy. If one
mistakes another attorney’s reputation (or if that counterparty believes she can get away with
“defecting” from her usual integrative reputation to realize gains), the other side might exploit
cooperative behaviors and information-sharing to take all the potential gains from a given deal.20
This caution, ironically, can cause one to behave in a more distrustful and competitive manner,
which generally leads to worse overall outcomes.21 Conversely, the more impact reputation will
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have on a given outcome, the more likely attorneys will be cooperative. 22
Cheap, effective, and reliable information markets could provide negotiators with correct
data about one another prior to negotiation. Disseminating reputational information will
encourage negotiators both to share substantive information in the negotiation itself and to
refrain from taking unfair advantage of one another’s increased provision of substantive
information. The literature predicts that this information will be underprovided by the market.23
Formal reputation markets, then, would decrease transaction costs in the negotiation,24 allow
more efficient exchange of information and less time wasted in “feeling out” the other side. In
addition, formal reputation markets would create significant dynamic efficiencies, as the wide
dissemination of reputational information would decrease defections and encourage integrative
behavior, as integrative bargainers would seek other integrative bargainers.25 As increased
integrative behavior produces better economic outcomes on the individual scale, aggregated
increases in integrative behavior will produce better aggregate economic outcomes. Next I turn
to the theory underlying reputation markets for lawyers.
III. Modeling Reputation Markets for Negotiators
In their seminal paper on reputation markets for lawyers, Mnookin and Gilson take a
model of litigation as a prisoners’ dilemma game26 between two individual disputants who
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choose between providing full information and avoiding discovery.27 The disputants would both
prefer to provide full information but fail to do so because they cannot make a credible
commitment to one another, and each is desperate to avoid the “sucker’s payoff.”28 Litigants can
overcome this by committing themselves to using cooperative lawyers.29 If such a decision is
transparent and irrevocable (or only revocable with high switching costs) before the litigation
game starts, then the cooperative outcome will be achieved.30 The players’ dominant strategy is
to choose a cooperative lawyer and defect only if the other side defects first. This model also
applies in a transactional context.31
The basic model is problematic because it is predicated on the availability of lawyers
with credible reputations for cooperation.32 With these assumptions, we would predict a market
for cooperative lawyers.33 Clients would be willing to pay a premium for cooperative lawyers so
they could achieve the higher payout in the litigation game, and lawyers would be willing to
invest in establishing their reputation to garner higher fees.34 An efficient market will be created
so long as the loss in future fees exceeds the amount a client would be willing to pay to bribe a
lawyer to defect (i.e., become non-cooperative for the next round of the litigation game).35 Put
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differently, the goal is to decrease the non-cooperative payoffs to the lawyers such that
cooperation will always be the dominant strategy. Putting one’s reputation on the line serves to
decrease the payoff or enhance the penalty of choosing non-cooperative behavior, and it is a
species of commitment strategy.36
However, “the linchpin of this model is that the lawyer's cooperative or non-cooperative
behavior be observable.”37 The model assumes that the other side’s lawyer will be able to
identify non-cooperative behavior when it begins and convey that information to his client,
leading to the non-cooperative outcome. Mnookin and Gilpin go on to suggest a variety of
reasons why the market would fail, most of which have to do with the incentives of individual
lawyers to drive up litigation costs. These reasons are beyond the scope of this paper.38 The
article does, however, make one last assumption in the model which is the focus here. Once the
information is observed, “both lawyer and client can impose the penalty of lost reputation on the
misbehaving lawyer by distributing the information to the legal community.”39 The question
remains: how will reports of this behavior be effectively disseminated to the legal community?
To ensure the positive effects of increasing the transfer of reputational information, the
information needs to be both correct and accessible.
Gilson and Mnookin posit a distinct reputation market for cooperative versus noncooperative litigation behavior, which is easily transposed onto my framework of integrative
versus distributive bargaining behavior.40 I would add another factor to this reputational model:
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the ability to make deals that are efficient41 and last for the long-term. Competitive bargaining
inhibits the ability to make efficient, long-term deals.42 The lack of information transfer
obscures possible gains to trade and raises transaction costs such that pursuing Pareto-efficient
transfers is no longer worth the negotiation costs necessary to discover them. 43 It would also be
useful for clients to be able to judge lawyers’ reputations for creating deals that last and do not
engender conflict, but the imposition of time and the lack of direct feedback currently obscure
this mechanism.44
Cooperative reputations also create and enforce trust between the parties to the
negotiation. If the two sides trust one another, they can “save time and energy constructing the
agreement.”45 Trust also enhances the enforcement of deals on the back end, as each side
believes the other will enforce the spirit of the agreement.46 Though these arguments relate more
to trust between the two parties, the level of trust between their lawyers – who, after all, are the
drafters – will go a long way toward creating an atmosphere conducive to enforceable, agreeable
long-term deals in which neither side feels exploited.
IV. Potential Mechanisms for Formalizing Reputation Markets
a. Derivative Contracts
A derivative contract, defined most simply, is a contract based on but independent of
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another contract or asset.47 I propose that the lawyers on both sides of a transaction create a
derivative contract based on the original principal contract they are negotiating that rewards them
for the performance of that principal contract. For example, such a contract might include a
payment made to the lawyers if the contract expired with no successful suits for breach of
contract on either side. In the case of long-term contracts, a contract might include staggered
payoffs for the lawyers every X number of years the contract goes without a successful suit for
breach. A contract could also contain a malus for the failure of the contract rather than a bonus
for its success. In this case, lawyers could put up earnest money, similar to putting a deposit on a
home, and would receive that money back (with interest) when the contract completed
successfully or after a set period of time. There numerous ways to structure such a derivative
contract; the essential point is that the lawyer or law firm has some financial stake in the success
of the contract they have negotiated.
These derivative contracts would meet the theoretical question posed in Section II, 48 how
to disseminate information to the legal community, in two ways. First, if cooperative behavior is
necessary, or even helpful, for achieving long-lasting deals, then the payoff for non-cooperative
behavior is decreased directly. Non-cooperative lawyers will either agree to the derivative
contract and it will fail when the deal collapses, thus losing money, or they will refuse to agree to
the contract and forego money they could have earned if the deal were accomplished and wellstructured. Thus, if lawyers under this system behave in a non-cooperative fashion, they will
forfeit the gains they might otherwise make or realize losses they could otherwise avoid.
More importantly, a derivative contract would function as a signaling device,49 external
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to the parties’ own representations, that allows a judgment to be made about the lawyers’
confidence in their own integrative reputation. If clients notice that they are consistently not
having to pay their contingent contracts, or they see that certain lawyers are not willing to write
these sorts of contracts in the first place, the clients receive clear signals about the lawyer’s own
estimation of the likelihood of creating a long-lasting deal. Indeed, clients may take a higher risk
of a deal falling through to forego having to pay a bonus as a sort of reputational risk premium.
Derivative contracts may also prove to be a proxy signaling device for lawyers themselves if
they can use their willingness to negotiate such contracts as a way of signaling commitment to a
cooperative negotiation strategy.50 The point is simply to increase the availability of information
to allow clients to make as close to perfect-information choices as possible.
The willingness of lawyers on both sides to engage in these types of contracts will
provide credible signaling information not only to their clients, but also to one another about
their own estimations of the likelihood of long-term deal success.51 Also, crediting lawyers more
directly with the success of their negotiations gives extra incentive to collaborate, because
collaboration is more likely to lead to a good deal (especially as opposed to the practice of billing
by the hour, which incentivizes drawing out negotiations for as long as possible).
This is similar to the negotiation of contingency provisions within a contract, which are
an effective way to create value between two parties.52 In particular, these types of contracts
meet the objectives of diagnosing deceit53 and motivating performance.54 Derivatives would
make lawyers less likely to write a deal that they do not believe has a high chance of success. At
50
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the least, unwillingness to add a derivative could signal to the client in a less confrontational
manner that the deal may be riskier than they had previously imagined. To some extent, this
defuses some of the principal-agent tension inherent in the lawyer-client relationship by more
closely aligning the incentives of the lawyer and the client. In addition, it encourages a higher
level of performance and better drafting on the part of the lawyers. If part of their payment is
contingent on their ability to write a contract that will last into the future, they have a greater
incentive to work on making long-lasting deals, generating economic gains and decreasing
transaction costs for both their clients and society. This benefit is realized most acutely if both
negotiators have these derivative contracts. In this case, their incentives are aligned to share the
most information possible and to produce the most robust, mutually beneficial contract.
Derivative contracts may present some difficulties, however,. First, lawyers must
structure the derivatives in such a way as to overcome countervailing incentives to behave in a
non-cooperative fashion. The bonus/malus would have to be enough to ensure good
performance and to override incentives to behave in a non-cooperative fashion.55 Two potential
mechanisms could amplify the reputational effects of derivative contracts while decreasing the
amount of money that would actually need to be put on the line.
First, a neutral party could publish a list of all the contracts and their statuses. This list
would provide a public performance tracker; one could see at a glance which law firms and
lawyers overall produced the best (as measured by lack of litigation and durability) contracts. A
willingness to be published on the list might also be a credible reputational signal in and of itself.
Some basic details would need to be published to give viewers a means of making valid
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comparisons, but a good overall sense of the firm or lawyer would likely be obtained.56 By
providing a public means of performance tracking, a lawyer would essentially be putting her (or
her firm’s) reputation on the line in every contract she made. This would provide the extrinsic
penalty to non-cooperative behavior necessary to satisfy the theoretical condition given in
Section II.
Second, lawyers could open the derivatives to a secondary market.57 For example, a law
firm could issue a derivative contract that would pay the firm $100 on the successful completion
of the contract, which has a duration of one year.58 If the firm then resold that contract on the
secondary market, the price for the contract would give a rough estimate of the probability that
the deal will hold up.59 Prediction markets aggregate local information from many individuals
and thereby produce more precise probability estimates than any one actor could have
produced.60 Many derivative contracts would have to be issued to create a market that is
sufficiently liquid to produce useful information, but they could be issued for lower prices. This
would not substantially change the total cost exposure that the client would face if the contract
was fulfilled. This market would allow anyone to have a quick look both at the history of the
lawyer or firm’s previous contracts as well as the currently estimated probabilities that their
contracts will be successful. However, if the market is not sufficiently liquid, it may be subject
to short-term manipulation.61
Derivative contracts are not without attendant risks and downsides. Certain conditions
56
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must be present for a contract contingent on a future event to be successful, specifically a
continuing interaction between the parties, enforceability, and transparency. Additionally, the
contracts must discourage strategic game-playing.62 Regarding the first condition, the parties
must maintain a good working relationship. Fortunately, the lawyer-client relationship is
particularly suited to continuing interaction; large firms rarely contract with clients for one-off
spot transactions. However, enforceability presents potential problems. Since one of the parties
is not receiving its full value up front, there must be some way of ensuring that the eventual
“winner” will be able to collect.63 In the case of large, established law firms dealing with large
businesses, the reputational effects of failing to resolve debt, as well as the legal system, should
be able to take care of most contracts with a minimum of conflict,64 but lawyers should be
careful to at least consider the risk of nonpayment. The third and fourth factors – transparency
and discouraging strategic game-playing – blend together. Transparency refers to the clarity of
the future event upon which the parties condition their contract65 and deterring strategic gameplaying refers to structuring the contract so that lawyers and businesses will not have extraneous
incentives to interfere with its resolution. For example, a provision stating that the contract
would pay out unless there was a suit filed for breach of contract would create the incentive for a
business to file a frivolous suit simply to void the contract condition.66 The contract should be
clear and create a condition that is not subject to strategic gaming by either side or either side’s
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lawyers to avoid this pitfall is to make sure.67 Finally, derivative contracts only work well in
deal-making situations, not conflict resolution situations (although there is potential for a firm’s
reputation could spread from one area to another).
b. Ratings Clearinghouse
In the past, it was difficult to get reliable information in advance of a purchase of a
product or service. The cost of acquiring the information was high (i.e., someone had to buy the
product and try it), and the cost of disseminating it was high because information was circulated
by for-pay magazines like Consumer Reports or, in most cases, not at all.68 While the cost of
acquiring the original information remains high, the advent of computers and the Internet
drastically lowers the cost of disseminating information .69 Online systems such as the eBay user
feedback system and the Amazon.com customer rating system have made it simple and nearly
costless to disseminate information about products that one has tried, and databases combined
with cheap processing power have made it simpler to deliver those results in a meaningful
fashion.70 An online rating agency would allow lawyers and clients to post feedback about one
another. The agency could even be structured in such a way as to promote feedback in the areas
research has deemed most useful to productive negotiation.71
Feedback about the performance of products has a noticeable impact on sales and
revenue. One randomized study found an eBay seller with a high reputation could expect to earn
8.1% more revenue on similar products than one with no established reputation.72 Another study
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indicated that buyers were willing to pay up to at least twenty percent more for a service that
received a five-star rating than one which received a four-star rating.73 Though legal services are
more specialized, there is no reason to suppose law firms would be significantly less sensitive to
ratings by clients and other firms than any other service.
However, an online rating database rating legal professionals would have to be carefully
managed. Though this system takes a page from the eBay and Amazon.com systems, a legal
reputation clearinghouse would need to be much more limited to preserve proper reputational
signaling. Since each individual transaction is much more impactful than the mass consumer
transactions reported on those websites, additional safeguards against manipulation are
necessary. Many extant systems have been subjected to attempted or actual manipulation,74
which demonstrates both that the ratings are effective and that they are likely targets of
manipulation. The clearinghouse should require registration that can be fairly easily traced to
someone who was a client or counterparty in a negotiation to ensure that the feedback is based
on legitimate interactions. By improving the quality of information, the system becomes more
robust against manipulation.75
Although perhaps a system such as this could degenerate into a means of score-settling
and lose its usefulness as a way of signaling reputation, it is more likely that would effectively
establishing fairly accurate reputational information at a low cost. The nonpublic behavior of the
lawyer in the negotiating room would be made observable, both by other lawyers and by current

73

Comscore.com, Press release: Online consumer-generated reviews have significant impact on online purchase
behavior, http://www.comscore.com/press/release.asp?press=1928, (2007).
74
See, e.g., Chris Keall, Belkin fakes Amazon customer reviews, NAT’L BUS. REV., January 2009, available at
http://www.nbr.co.nz/article/belkin-fakes-amazon-customer-reviews-39651; Physorg.com, Engineers create system
for combating manipulation of online product ratings, http://www.physorg.com/news160152872.html (April 2009).
75
Xiang Yan & Benjamin Van Roy, Reputation Markets, in APPLICATIONS, TECHNOLOGIES, ARCHITECTURES, AND
PROTOCOLS FOR COMPUTER COMMUNICATION: PROCEEDINGS OF THE 3RD INTERNATIONAL WORKSHOP ON
ECONOMICS OF NETWORKED SYSTEMS 79, 80 (2008).

and potential clients.76 While it is true that both lawyers could simply provide each other with
purely negative feedback,77 a few factors would militate against the behavior. First, there is the
prospect of “mutually assured destruction”, i.e. if one individual leaves a negative comment then
the other will respond in kind. Second, client reviews would counterbalance other lawyers’
comments and give an independent observation of the lawyer’s behavior. Finally, and most
importantly, negative reviews will be much less likely over time because the system makes
negative interactions much less likely. If both sides come into the negotiation knowing the cost
of non-cooperation is higher because its reputational effects are deeper and broader than they
used to be, most will come to the conclusion that it is better to cooperate. This allows for more
of what Lewicki describes as calculus-based trust.78 In this condition, trust is sustained because
“the punishment for not trusting is clear, viable, and likely to occur.”79 Once collaborative
reputations are established, they are likely to become self-fulfilling prophecies. If both sides
expect collaboration, there is a high likelihood of fairly complete information sharing, which
leads to the most efficient outcomes.80
Initial implementation would be the major obstacle to establishing a legal reputation
clearinghouse. The system is initially dependent on a large number of users providing a large
amount of feedback. Law firms and clients might be reluctant to spend time and effort signing
up and managing feedback if the benefits were not immediately clear. Also, a clearinghouse’s
operator would have to take steps to safeguard the system and prevent manipulation. Finally,
someone has to pay for this system. Since, as I have conceived of it, the clearinghouse is a
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public good, no one would be willing to bear the costs alone to start it, as the benefits to any
individual are not significant enough to justify the start-up costs.81 Additionally, funding by law
firms may create actual bias or the appearance of bias. Clients could pay a fee to access the
database, but no one would want to pay before the database had been developed, and the
database could not be developed without paying clients. One possible solution is to give early
adopters free or discounted access, provided they populate the database with some initial
information.
The Association of Corporate Counsel started a database for client reviews of law firms,
mostly focused on the value-for-money aspect of law firm services.82 Law firms have opposed
the database, largely because the reviews can be anonymous and because firms initially were not
allowed to view the results,83 though that aspect has since changed.84 A new reputational
clearinghouse could easily piggyback onto this system by adding reputational elements to the
rating matrix, providing an easy solution to the startup problem.
V. Conclusion
A functioning market in reputation assists in inducing optimal cooperative behavior, in
both litigation and deal-making contexts. The key theoretical point is that the punishment for
defection must be increased extrinsically, through reputational factors, to make a commitment
strategy viable and enforceable. To accomplish this, outcomes must be observable and made
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public in some fashion. This paper evaluated two potential mechanisms for establishing a
market in legal reputation – derivative contracts and a ratings clearinghouse. Though neither is
perfect, either could assist in increasing the dissemination of high-quality information about legal
reputations, and thus lead to superior negotiating outcomes for all parties.85

