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• Firm makes it through pandemic with demand for services high 
• New digital and data practice area an outgrowth of firm’s own needs 

 

Paul Schmidt spent his first decade-plus at BakerHostetler without ever envisioning he’d be the 
head of the firm. He was a tax lawyer, and tax lawyers usually don’t chair big law firms. 

“It’s relatively uncommon for them to even let us talk to people,” quipped Schmidt, who 
previously served as a legislation counsel to Congress’s Joint Committee on Taxation. It was “a 
fairly unique path” to leading the firm, he acknowledged, and “it took a little bit of convincing” 
when he was asked if he was interested. 

But after he did become chair of BakerHostetler in 2019, his background in tax proved an asset 
in some ways, like guiding the finances of the nearly 1,000-lawyer firm. And his biggest 
challenge has been one for which no background could have prepared him—dealing with the 
COVID-19 pandemic. 

Back toward the beginning of the pandemic, he said, he feared “potentially existential threats to 
the law firm” that fortunately didn’t materialize. Now that BakerHostetler is starting to return to 
the office, Schmidt says the firm has come through the pandemic in good shape. 

“There was for our business practice maybe a slight U-shaped curve, but things really came 
back, productivity stayed high. We had a record year and demand’s even higher this year,” 
Schmidt said during a recent interview with Bloomberg Law’s editorial board. 

The outlook for the economy “is still very, very strong, and I think that is going to continue, and 
we expect people to stay busy,” Schmidt said. 

Demand is high “across the board,” Schmidt said, in areas like transactions services, with lots of 
M&A activity and middle-market private equity transactions. Litigation has been very busy as 
well, marked by the firm’s representation of the tort claimants’ committee in California utility 
PG&E’s bankruptcy reorganization. 

One area Schmidt touts especially: BakerHostetler’s new practice area devoted to digital assets 
and data management, launched in early 2020. It covers privacy, cybersecurity, digital 
advertising, and related matters. 

“It’s a very dynamic practice for us,” Schmidt said. 

The new practice area is an outgrowth of matters like BakerHostetler’s investment in privacy 
issues because of its large client base in healthcare; its legal-technology R&D unit, dubbed 
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IncuBaker; and the firm’s need to manage huge quantities of data for itself because of its 
involvement in the aftermath of the Bernard Madoff scandal, where the firm has overseen the 
recovery and distribution of more than $13 billion to defrauded investors. 

“You can’t do that without really, really being on an A game in connection with your 
technology,” Schmidt said. 

The need for digital services was thrown into even sharper relief when the pandemic hit, 
upending BakerHostetler, as it did so many other businesses. The virus forced everyone to work 
remotely and made it more difficult to do the kind of mentorship and training that is key to law-
firm work. 

“The reality is there’s no playbook for this, so I can’t say anybody would have known what to do 
in this,” Schmidt said. “We’re all kind of learning as we’re going.” 

Still, he said, the productivity of the firm’s lawyers and employees remained high during the 
pandemic. 

“People have proven their ability to stay busy and stay focused and stay committed in a remote 
environment,” Schmidt said. 

Returning to the Office 

Now BakerHostetler is starting to move toward returning to the office—something that makes 
Schmidt happy. 

“I’m a person who loves to be in the office and loves to be around people,” he said. Being 
together in the office provides more opportunity for collaboration and innovation, he added. 

Like many companies, BakerHostetler is using a hybrid model as people return—some work in 
the office, some still remote—and Schmidt sees a long-time role for remote and hybrid work as 
well. 

Even before the pandemic, he said, BakerHostetler was discussing the need to adapt to the 
desires of younger workers, who want better work-life integration and who grew up with virtual 
communication and use it naturally. BakerHostetler will have to compete for that pool of talent, 
Schmidt said, and embracing new work and communications methods more will help the firm in 
the long run. 

“I’m of the view that forcing old habits on a new generation isn’t necessarily the right answer,” 
he said. 

Still, the pandemic showed that there’s more work to do to get the balance right. 

“I think it’s going to take a little bit of evolution, and I think there’s value to being in person, but 
I also think we’re going to have to learn to mentor, to teach, to coach remotely,” Schmidt said. 
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Tax Lawyer at Heart 

Schmidt still regards himself as a tax lawyer at heart and speaks fondly of his work on tax policy 
and statutes at the Joint Committee on Taxation. 

“I loved being a tax lawyer. It really was a big passion of mine,” he said. “I think to do tax you 
have to really love it.” 

He landed at BakerHostetler in 2004 and was later named head of the firm’s national tax group. 
He also served on the firm’s policy committee. 

“I didn’t have any expectations to do anything more than that,” he said. “I loved my clients, I 
loved what I was doing, and I was all around the world doing it.” 

When the chair’s position opened up and the search committee asked him if he was interested, he 
wasn’t sure he wanted it. 

“I was interested in sharing some ideas through the process which I thought would be useful, and 
lo and behold I get nominated and elected to the job,” Schmidt said. 

As a tax lawyer, he’s watched with interest President Joe Biden’s recent proposals to revamp 
corporate and international taxes. Trying to handicap where things will end up is “a fool’s 
errand,” he said, but he does see a broad shift toward a more challenging environment for 
companies. 

“I think that there’s a lot of momentum building towards that,” he said. 

He sees a real potential for change if everything can be done in concert—if the U.S. and other 
countries act together to overhaul the global tax regime, if the various U.S. proposals in areas 
like raising tax rates and heading off tax inversions can be done as a package deal. 

That’s easier said than done, of course. 

“As this continues, there will be a lot of pressure and a lot of pressure points, and that makes 
consensus really hard to build,” Schmidt said. 
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