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April 4, 2015 

  
Stephanie Lynn Ramos, Esq. 
73 Market Street 
3rd Floor 
Yonkers, NY 10710 
(914) 719-7570 
  
  
NYSBA Committee on Professional Ethics 
One Elk Street 
Albany, New York 12207 
Fax: (518) 487-5694 
Email: ethics@nysba.org 
  

RE:  Request for Informal Ethics Opinion Regarding Crowdfunding 
Capital to Start a For-profit Law Firm 

  
Dear Committee: 
  

I am writing to request an informal ethics opinion on the issue of crowdfunding 
for the purpose of launching a law practice in New York. I am a recent law school 
graduate and I plan to start a law firm in Yonkers, New York with two law school 
colleagues. We wish to avoid going into further debt after each accumulating nearly a 
quarter of a million in student loan debt. Crowdfunding provides an opportunity for us to 
raise a small amount of capital debt free. We would also like to avoid violating any 
ethical rules and so before moving forward with a crowdfunding, we are requesting this 
informal opinion. 

  
About Crowdfunding 

  
“Crowdfunding is defined as the practice of funding a project or venture by 

raising many small amounts of money from a large number of people, typically via the 
Internet. It’s a relatively new phenomenon and a rapidly growing industry that is 
revolutionizing the way that new ventures receive funding.” See Crowds Unite, What is 
Crowd Funding?, available at http://crowdsunite.com/what-is-crowdfunding/#section-
2. There are several crowdfunding platforms and models such as Fundable.com, 
Indiegogo.com, or Kickstarter.com. The platforms each have varying focuses, models, 
and fee structures. There are five basic crowdfunding models: the debt model; the equity 
model; royalty model; the donation model; and the reward model. Id. 



  
Each model provides a different type of benefit to the funders and requires a 

different commitment from the fundraiser. The debt model is essentially a loan. Once the 
principle and interest is repaid there is no further commitment from the fundraiser. The 
equity and royalty models are investor type models. The funders receive an interest in the 
business in exchange for their investment. The donation and reward models have the least 
commitment on the part of the fundraiser. The reward model requires the fundraiser to 
provide some type of reward, usually increasing in size or value as the amount received 
increases, in exchange for funding. Finally, the donation model require little to no 
commitment of the fundraiser to give back to the funders. The commitment in a donation 
model, if any, is usually just an update as to how the funds assisted the fundraiser’s cause 
or purpose. Id. 

  
Intended Crowdfunding Plan 

  
            As stated earlier, the purpose in utilizing crowdfunding to start a law firm is to 
avoid further debt. This eliminates the debt model as an option. The equity and royalty 
models are obvious violations of RPC 5.4 and 5.8 because they give non-lawyers an 
interest in the law firm. This eliminates those models. This leave the donation model and 
the reward model as potential crowdfunding models for raising seed money to start a law 
firm. The donation model is usually reserved for social causes, non-profits and 
individuals in need. This makes it an unlikely option for raising funds to start a for-profit 
law firm. 
  
            This leaves only the reward model as a possible option for fundraising seed 
money to start a for-profit law firm. This is the option my future firm intends to utilize, if 
possible to avoid an ethical violation. The commitment to the funders is to provide a 
small reward in exchange for the funds contributed to the campaign. To avoid an ethical 
violation, rewards would have to avoid a commitment to the funder in a way that impairs 
the independent judgement of the firm’s attorneys or provides an interest in the firm 
itself. 
  
            To avoid this we intend to offer rewards such as informational pamphlets and 
whitepapers; pro-bono hours to 3rdparty non-profit legal organizations; and updates on 
the progress and success of the firm. The funds raised will be utilized to develop a 
professional website; purchase malpractice insurance; secure an office space for the first 
few months of operation; purchase necessary supplies; furniture and technology; and 
other similar start-up costs. 
  

Our question is whether or not the rewards model of crowdfunding to raise capital 
to start a for-profit law firm is ethical. If so, are the rewards we proposed appropriate? 
Are there any other potential ethical violations that we are not considering? 
  

Thank you in advance for your answer to this request. We look forward to hearing 
from the committee. 
  



Sincerely, 
  
  
  
Stephanie Lynn Ramos, Esq.Stephanie Lynn Ramos, Esq. 
E: stephanie@ramos-law.com 
P: (914) 719-7570 
W: www.ramos-law.com 
 


