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Teams in Government Law Offices:
How to Build a Better Team

By Katherine Milckelson

atie Warner does not need convincing that a team approach works well when litigating

large multi-state cases. As an assistant attorney general in Texas, she is a member of the
global litigation team that handles large multi-state cases involving false claims issues, mostly
Medicaid fraud. Each team is comprised five to 10 members from fellow state attorney general
offices, the US. Attorney’s Office, or the Department of Justice, as well as an investigator and/
or an analyst. The amount of documents reviewed in these types of cases is staggering; 10,000
documents or more is not unusual. “These cases are so complex, and so document-intense it
would be impossible for a single person to try them alone,” says Warner, “Having a team is a
lot more efficient time-wise and resource-wise,” she adds. “We have 200 open cases right now.
[Our office] could never staff that many, so several states come together and share investiga-
tory and attorney resources.” Warner also notes that the cooperation by states provides a
stronger platform to negotiate settlements.

Teams: The What and the Who
Corporate America embraced the team
concept years ago while legal offices—
both private and public sector—have
been slower to adopt this method.
However, a variety of public law of-
fices have now embraced the approach.
Before deciding if teams are right for
your office, vou should first learn what
works, what doesn’t and why.

Let’s start with the definition of a
team. Authors Jon R. Katzenbach and
Douglas K. Smith, in their primer 7he
Wisdom of Teams (2006, HarperCol-

lins, $17.95) define it as a small group
of people with complementary skills,

committed to a common goal, who
hold each other accountable.

Teams can be organized in different
ways. Some teams are organized by
degree of autonomy. In a manager-led team, management directs almost everything, from
goals to the approach. In a self-managed team, management puts forth the goal but the team
manages its own time and resources. A self-directed team is one that is least controlled and
members determine their own goals and how to reach them. Teams can also be structured by
organizational unit. A single unit team is one comprised of only one department or unit, such
as an asset forfeiture group or a land use unit. In a cross functional team, members come
from different departments or work units, and in a virtual team, such as the one Wagner is on,
members interact electronically from a number of offices in different geographic locations.

The best teams are composed of seven to 12 people, have a team leader, subject matter
experts, and a diversity of experience, mixing junior and more senior emplovees, according to
Deborah Mackin, author of The Team-Budding Toolkit, (2nd ed., 2007, American Management
Association, $17.95). Cultural and ethnic diversity is always a plus, as is the presence of field
office employees in addition to headquarters staff. Mackin, an international consultant and
trainer and president of New Directions Consulting, Inc., stresses that a team with a diverse
composition will be most effective.

Teams: The Why . . . and the Why Not

Teams benefit an organization because they introduce new ideas and propose creative solu-
tions. “In teams,” says Mackin, “one plus one is more than two. The whole is really greater
than the sum of its parts.” She notes that because teams are not dependent on one leader to













