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PASSING THE TORCH
Preparing Your Firm for the Future

Through Proactive Succession Planning

John Remsen, Jr.
President – TheRemsenGroup

JOHN REMSEN, JR.

 President, TheRemsenGroup
President & CEO, Managing Partner Forum

 Previous:
Gunster, Porter Wright

 More than 350 law firms since 1997

 Speaker:
American Bar Association, Association of Legal Administrators,
Legal Marketing Association, MPF Annual Conference, LF Networks

 Education:
MBA – University of Virginia
BSBA – University of Florida

 Twenty-four (24) Forums since 2002

 Florida, Texas, Southeast, Midwest, Northeast

 1,000 participants from 850 law firms

 High level participants

 Maximum peer interaction

 Next Conference: May 5, 2016, in Atlanta, Georgia

 www.ManagingPartnerForum.org
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Today’s Session

 Firm Ownership

 Leadership and Governance

 Clients, Prospective Clients and Referral Sources

 Knowledge and Expertise

 Organizations and Community Involvement

 Emergency Situations

 Priorities for 2016

ASK QUESTIONS
PLEASE, ASK QUESTIONS

AUDIENCE POLLING QUESTION #1
How many lawyers at your firm?

 < 10 lawyers

 10-24 lawyers

 25-49 lawyers

 50-99 lawyers

 > 100 lawyers
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MPF Survey Highlights

 Forums in Atlanta and Chicago

 Audience participation technology

 180 survey participants

 Firms with 10-2,200 lawyers

 60% had more than 50 lawyers
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AUDIENCE POLLING QUESTION #2
Do Your Firm’s Leaders 
Have Formal Job Descriptions?

 Yes, in writing and we follow them.

 Yes, in writing but pretty much ignore them.

 Kinda. Sorta.

 No.

MP Job Description

32%

62%

6%

Yes

No

Working On It

MP Exit Strategy

25%

75%

Yes

No
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AUDIENCE POLLING QUESTION #3
Does Your Firm Have
A Written Strategic Plan?

 Yes, we’ve been planning for some time now.

 Yes, but we’re new to this planning thing.

 No.

 We’re working on one now.

Firm Strategic Plan

43%

57%

Yes

No

Does Planning 
Improve Performance?

44%

45%

11%
Strong correlation

Some correlation

No correlation
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A Few War Stories

 The Alabama Boutique Firm

 The Tennessee Insurance Defense Firm

 The Mid-Size Virginia Firm

 The New York Full-Service Firm

Firm Ownership
 “Dynamos” vs. “Coasters”

 Mandatory De-Equitization, Of Counsel Role

 Two-Tiered Partnership Structures

 Criteria for Partnership

 Votes to Admit, Expel Owners

 Votes to Amend Partnership Agreement

Leadership and Governance
 Managing Partner (CEO)

 Firm Administrator (COO)

 Executive/Management Committee

 Department Heads, Practice Group Chairs

 Committee and Task Force Chairs

 Organizational Involvement
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Clients, Prospective Clients 
and Referral Sources

 Clients Hire Lawyers, Not Law Firms

 Introduce Younger Lawyers

 Client Teams 

 Industry Practice Groups

 Generational, Gender Considerations

 Transition Plans for Senior Lawyers

 Supportive Compensation System

Knowledge and Expertise
 Mentoring Role for Senior Partners

 Legal Skills (Billable) – Quality Work, Great Results

 Firm-Building Skills (Non-Billable) – Marketing, Leadership

 Processes and Procedures

 Forms and Documents

 Technology Support

Organizations 
and Community Involvement

 Faces of the Firm

 Individual Marketing Plans

 Team Approaches for Key Organizations

 Track and Reward Non-Billable Contributions

 Dress for Success
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Emergency Situations
 Be Ready and Prepared

 Designated Point Person

 Messaging to Important Audiences

 Crisis Public Relations

YOUR FIRM’S 
PRIORITIES IN 2016
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Long‐Term Trends 

 The Economy Is Globalizing – So Are Law Firms

 Technology Is Expanding/Improving at Breakneck Speed

 Clients Are More Demanding

 Competition Is Much More Aggressive

 BigLaw Is Getting Bigger 

 Disruptors Will Continue to Proliferate

 Record Level of “Merger & Acquisition” Activity 

 Successful Law Firms Run More Like Businesses 

ROGERS 
ADOPTION / INNOVATION CURVE
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Lawyer Personalities 

 Highly skeptical

 Hate change

 Risk averse

 Love autonomy

 Low resilience

 High sense of urgency

Source:  Dr. Larry Richard – LawyerBrain, LLC

Your Firm’s Priorities

 Recognize Reality

 Embrace and Lead Change

 Get a Firm-wide Strategic Plan 

 Invest in Clients

 Invest in People

 Invest in Firm
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Hot Issues 

 Marketing and Business Development

 Cohesive, Firm-First Culture

 Succession and Transition Initiatives

 Associate Development and Training

 Leadership and Governance Models

Your Role as Firm Leader

 Be a Catalyst for Change

 Know Thy Firm

 Circulate Timely and Relevant Articles

 Promote Planning Wherever You Can Get It

 Don’t Take on Too Much

 Continue to Raise the Bar

CONTACT US

John Remsen, Jr.

404.885.9100

JRemsen@TheRemsenGroup.com
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JOHN REMSEN JR. & JOHN 

STERLING

LI Feature
LEGAL INDUSTRY/BUSINESS MANAGEMENT 

Planning for the Future
When it comes to succession planning, law firms have plenty of room for improvement

It’s a sad fact that 70 percent of first generation firms do not survive their founding partners. It’s unfortunate to see once great 

law firms fall apart. Yet, we see it all around us. The reasons vary, but most often it’s due to a lack of a thoughtful, deliberate 

succession plan.

Succession planning and management involves actively preparing for the transition of leadership — 

be it the transition of managing partners and other lawyers holding leadership positions; 

succession of client relationships from rainmakers and client relationship managers; or senior 

administrative positions. 

Succession planning generally serves two purposes. First, it enables a law firm to prepare for 

orderly transitions of key positions and major client relationships. Second, it prepares the firm for 

the untimely and unplanned loss of a critical leader as the result of unpredictable events, such as 

lateral poaching by search consultants, health issues or sudden death.

In October and November 2014, The Managing Partner Forum, in affiliation with Sterling Strategies 

and TheRemsenGroup, conducted an online survey about succession planning in which 85 

managing partners — mostly from smaller and mid-size law firms — participated. The results serve 

as the foundation for much of this article on a most important, yet often neglected, topic. 

LONG RANGE SUCCESSION PLANS

Longer range succession plans are helpful in managing the transition of a number of positions in a 

law firm. Most obviously, firms ought to have plans in place for the succession of leading lawyers, 

such as managing partners and chairs of executive/management committees. In addition, firms 

should have succession plans for C-level administrative leaders (at a minimum). 

Unfortunately, our survey found that most law firms are doing very little effective succession 

planning. For example, only five percent of firms we surveyed said they have a documented 

succession plan in place for their top five client relationship managers. However, 60 percent said 

they have informal plans or ideas in the works for these employees. 

In addition to planning for the transition of leadership roles and positions, firms should also plan 
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A: Managing partner (or his/her 

equivalent)

B: Chair of 

executive/management 

committee (or his/her equivalent)

C: Practice group leaders

D: Chief operating officer/firm 

administrator (or his/her 

equivalent)

E. Other director level 

administrators

F. Top five business 

originators/client relationship 

managers

for the effective transition of other important contributions senior lawyers bring to their law firms. 

That includes transition of: 

• The knowledge and expertise of senior lawyers via training, mentoring and knowledge 

management systems 

• Client relationships cultivated and managed by senior lawyers 

• Involvement in broader networks — especially leadership roles in community/civic organizations, 

prominent philanthropic causes, professional associations and industry groups 

EMERGENCY PLANS

Generally speaking, longer range succession planning and transition should be managed over a 

period of years, not months. However, that is not always possible. At Wyatt, Tarrant & Combs, a 

200-lawyer firm based in Louisville, Kentucky with six office locations, their managing partner 

stepped down suddenly in the mid-2000s after being seriously injured in an auto accident. So, 

when Managing Partner William Hollander was entering his final year of his second term in 2013, 

he committed himself to making an early decision regarding whether or not to serve another 

three-year term. When he made a clear decision in May to pass the torch, the firm had seven 

months to seek a successor and manage the transition. Current Managing Partner Franklin Jelsma 

noted the transition was “orderly and cordial… We had the transition lined up by the end of 

summer.” 

With all that said, having a clear plan and process in place for succession management also 

prepares firms for the sudden, unexpected loss of important leaders. At a minimum, firms ought to 

have an idea of who would replace their managing partner and the leaders of their most 

important practice groups. However, that does not appear to be how they practice. Only 10 

percent of firms have documented plans in place in the event their managing partner suddenly 

departs the firm. And the numbers are even lower for replacing other leading positions in the 

event of an emergency departure; in fact, none of the firms we interviewed said they had a 

documented plan in place should their chief operating officer or other director-level administrators 

suddenly depart the firm. 

These survey results make clear that firms are not at all well prepared for the sudden loss of 

important people in their organizations. Overwhelmingly, firms will simply muddle through if they 

unexpectedly lose key people. There is small solace in having a governance system that provides a 

mechanism for electing a new chair and/or managing partner – the change is still sudden and 

disruptive. 

BEST PRACTICES FOR SUCCESSION PLANNING AND MANAGEMENT

Page 2 of 6Planning for the Future | Legal Management
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A: Managing partner (or his/her 

equivalent)

B: Chair of 

executive/management 

committee (or his/her equivalent)

C: Practice group leaders

D: Chief operating officer/firm 

administrator (or his/her 

equivalent)

E. Other director level 

administrators

F. Top five business 

originators/client relationship 

managers 

The point of planning now and not later is underscored by Dr. Larry Richard, the world’s leading 

psychologist on the lawyer personality. “People naturally start to slow down when retirement is in 

sight. Productivity suffers. Chronic underperformance eventually sets in,” he says. “Over time, firm 

profitability declines and young up-and-comers start to leave. A ‘psychological energy’ is 

established and starts to infect the firm’s culture.” Neglecting the issue of succession, he says, can 

be detrimental to the firm. So where can we start? 

Managing partners and senior staff

A number of practices can help with planning for the succession of managing partners and other 

senior leaders. Best practices include:

• Developing management and leadership capabilities via a series of less demanding roles, such as 

committee chair, practice group leader or executive committee membership 

• Sending prospective leaders to executive leadership programs at leading business schools 

• Naming a deputy managing partner or a managing partner-elect to allow for a year or more of 

active transition 

• Leveraging professional development resources available through the ABA’s Law Practice 

Division 

• Involving prospective future firm leaders in peer groups or international networks, such as 

Meritas, ALFA (American Law Firm Association) International, Lex Mundi or TAGLaw 

Generally speaking, law firms are not taking advantage of these resources to manage leadership 

succession deliberately. However, according to the following chart, firms do appear to make good 

use of executive or management committees to provide continuity — as well as using them as a 

source for the next managing partner. 

At Lewis Wagner, a 40-lawyer firm based in Indianapolis, Indiana, the partners elect a deputy 

managing partner who automatically steps into the role after serving as chair of the firm’s 

executive committee for three years. “The committee has a clear mission, which is to monitor and 

advance the firm’s strategic plan,” says John Trimble, the firm’s current Managing Partner. 

“Importantly, the future managing partner receives invaluable training and experience in an 

important leadership role before assuming the managing partner role.” Trimble also chairs Defense 

Research Institute‘s Law Practice Management Committee.

Administrative Roles

Most firms — almost 75 percent of those surveyed — said they do almost no planning for the 

succession of senior administrative roles. Best practices for those positions generally involve 

traditional human resource-based succession planning approaches. That includes knowing the 
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A. We rely on our 

executive/management 

committee to ensure continuity.

B. We look to our 

executive/management 

committee as a pool of talent 

and knowledge for succession.

C. We use practice group leader 

and/or committee chair roles to 

groom future leaders.

D. Our governance 

process/partnership agreement 

spells out how successors are 

selected/elected.

E. We send potential future 

leaders to conferences and other 

leadership training forums.

F. We have "deputy" positions 

for key jobs (e.g., Deputy 

Managing Partner).

G. We have developed formal 

succession plans and "depth 

charts" for key positions.

candidates for promotion among C-level and director-level administrative leaders. Pragmatically 

that involves two related activities:

• First, evaluations of mid- and senior-level administrators should include an assessment of 

whether individuals have the potential to be promoted one or more levels. That evaluation 

should also include an identification of the training and professional development necessary for 

the individual to make that transition to a more senior role. 

• Second, using those evaluations as a resource, firms should create a depth chart for their senior 

administrative positions, and understand who can step in on an interim basis and/or 

permanently. 

TRANSITIONING CLIENT RELATIONSHIPS

In addition to planning for succession of key leadership roles, firms need to plan for and manage 

the succession of significant client relationships. Frankly, firms should always be working to 

broaden and deepen major client relationships. 

Clients who work with multiple partners or multiple practices are much more likely to be retained 

year-over-year. So, it is always in the best interests of the firm to get multiple people involved in 

major client relationships. 

As a partner approaches retirement (a five-year horizon is not too long and in some cases may be 

too short to start planning), more active steps should be taken to transition key relationships. That 

can and should be done in a way that protects the senior attorney’s status and compensation as 

relationships are transitioned to younger partners. Very few firms — less than 25 percent in the 

Managing Partner Forum survey — have mandatory retirement policies, so managing this process 

requires firms to have the discipline and courage to broach the topic of retirement as partners 

approach age 60. Many partners may plan to work well into their 60’s or even their 70’s, but that 

does not obviate the need to have the conversation and begin planning. 

Some quotes from surveyed managing partners regarding planning for retirements help to 

illuminate the points above: 

• We have a senior attorney policy that requires each attorney aged 60 and older to file with the 

Management Committee each year a senior plan. The senior plan is to state what the attorney's 

plans for work are for the next five years and whether that plan includes scaling back and/or 

retirement. If the plan includes retirement, the plan is also to include a proposal for transitioning 

his/her clients to other attorneys in the firm. 
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A. We actively work to broaden 

client relationships to multiple 

partners and multiple practice 

areas are serving key clients.

B. We maintain back-ups 

internally on major matters 

and/or for large client 

• (We hold) annual meetings starting well before retirement and allow plans to develop both on 

the firm's goals and individual's goals. Follow through on reviewing how the plan is progressing 

during the year is required. Teaming in our approach to clients and matters is very important to 

smooth transitions. 

• One thing we do is that all attorneys 65 or older must meet with a portion of our Executive 

Committee on an annual basis to review their clients and what efforts have and will take place 

to ensure a smooth transition. A report is then given to all shareholders at our regular monthly 

meeting.

Furthermore, firms may want to take the following steps to actively manage the transition of 

important client relationships: 

• Give younger lawyers direct access to clients as much as possible so the clients build trust and 

confidence in the younger lawyers. Clients hire lawyers, not law firms and, if the only lawyer 

they know at the firm isn’t there anymore, they go shopping. 

• Establish client teams consisting of both senior and junior lawyers. Through these teams, 

information is shared and activities are coordinated. 

• Establish industry practice groups. Here, again, the firm should be promoting a team approach 

to marketing and business development with senior lawyers working hand-in-hand with junior 

lawyers. 

• Make sure your firm’s compensation system rewards sharing and teamwork, not hoarding and 

control. Senior lawyers should be rewarded for successful transition. 

John Trimble of Lewis Wagner says his firm has a policy of sharing clients with multiple lawyers. 

“We refuse to track client origination credit," Trimble says. “Rather, we track origination at the 

matter level. It’s up to the clients to call whoever they want to handle their matters. It’s a system 

that’s worked well for us over the years.” 

TRANSITIONING EXPERTISE

Finally, there is a need to manage succession around the knowledge, expertise and networks 

partners contribute to the firm. That succession should be integrated into the broader discussion of 

eventual retirement and it should consider the following: 
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relationships to ensure someone 

can pick-up matters in the event 

of an emergency. 

C. We work directly with key 

clients over multiple years to 

introduce depth and to plan for 

future succession.

D. We let things develop 

naturally and hope for the best.

E. We seek opportunities for 

secondments or other 

approaches that embed younger 

attorneys at key client.

F. We tend to scramble in the 

final year before a partner retires 

to transition his/her key 

relationships.

• Does the partner have unique, hard to duplicate knowledge or expertise? If so, is there a 

protégé in place and is that person growing and developing at a pace sufficient to position the 

firm to carry-on effectively after the senior partner retires? If not, can that void be filled via 

lateral hiring? In addition, can/should the firm be adopting knowledge management tools to 

institutionalize aspects of that partner’s expertise? 

• Is the partner a leader in the community? How does that leadership manifest itself (for example, 

elected positions, leadership of/involvement in civic organizations, prominence in philanthropic 

circles, etc.)? Community leadership generally requires a person to have a genuine interest and 

passion for being actively involved — that passion can and should be tapped from an early age 

and stage in one’s career. 

• Is the partner active in industry and/or professional organizations? If so, does that involvement 

directly benefit the firm? Firms should actively work to transition younger partners into 

associations where the firm knows it wants to remain prominent. Expect that transition to take a 

number of years. 

MOVE FORWARD OR FALL BEHIND

The legal marketplace is evolving rapidly, right before our eyes. As always in the marketplace, 

there will be winners and there will be losers. We believe – and the evidence backs this up – that 

law firms which embrace succession planning will be better positioned for success, both today 

and in the future. 

ABOUT THE AUTHORS

John Sterling is the founding partner of Sterling Strategies, a firm focused on strategic planning, 

strategy development and related implementation management. 

Email

LinkedIn

John Remsen, Jr. is President and CEO of The Managing Partner Forum, one of the country’s 

premiere resources for managing partners and law firm leaders. He is also President of 

TheRemsenGroup, a leading consultancy for smaller and mid-size law firms. 

Email

LinkedIn
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JOHN STERLING

Founding Partner of Sterling

Strategies

In today’s legal environment, a firm that is standing still is losing ground. Every law firm should

create a plan that looks forward five years in terms of practice mix, client mix, firm size and

geographic footprint.

Importantly, we believe that every firm needs a plan, regardless of firm size. In fact, we believe that a

solid, realistic plan is every bit as important for solos and smaller law firms as it is for their larger

brethren.

JOHN REMSEN, JR.

President and Chief Executive

Officer of The Managing

Partner Forum

Most law firm leaders recognize that they must run their firms more like a business to remain viable

and competitive in today’s rapidly changing marketplace. And like any business, a plan is essential to

take the organization (and the people in it) where it wants to go. A strategic plan is no longer

optional. Without one, the firm might be best described as rudderless ship moving with the tide or,

worse, as little more than a hotel for lawyers.

Start with identifying the destination. It’s important for firm leaders to solicit input from partners,

associates and key support staff. This input allows firm leadership to define a shared vision for the

future and to identify common goals. And that involvement creates a sense of ownership in the

strategic plan that ultimately emerges.

MORE FIRMS ARE GETTING THE MESSAGE

During the past 15 years, we’ve surveyed law firm managing partners from time to time on the topic

of strategic planning. Historically, about 40 percent would tell us that their firm had a plan. Those

with plans would report positive results.

However, more firms seem to be getting into planning in recent years, according to our most recent

data. In March 2014, The Managing Partner Forum (MPF), in affiliation with Sterling Strategies and

The RemsenGroup, conducted an online survey about strategic planning in which 120 managing

partners participated.

LI LEGAL INDUSTRY/BUSINESS MANAGEMENT

Strategic Planning
It’s not just for ‘BigLaw’ anymore

Law firms have been rocked in the past 20 years by extraordinary change. There has been an oversupply of lawyers and a flat

demand for services since 2008. Clients are more demanding and sophisticated than ever before, and competition is more intense.

Technology has changed the way lawyers practice, collaborate and interact. Further, massive generational change is coming as

boomer-generation lawyers retire and Generation X and Millennials take their place.

http://www.legalmanagement.org/forward?path=features/strategic-planning


Fifty-nine percent of survey participants indicated that their firms have a written strategic plan.

Among those with plans, 52 percent claimed to be doing a good job on implementation.

Furthermore, 77 percent say that planning has had a clearly positive impact on firm performance.

Now that’s pretty compelling data in favor of strategic planning.

The data is clear: More firms are embracing strategic planning than ever before – and they’re seeing

positive results from their efforts. The 2008 economic downturn and the subsequent rocky recovery

seem to have forced firms to change their thinking on this matter.

LOOK TO THE FUTURE – NOT TO THE PAST

In approaching a strategic pan, we urge firm owners to look out five years into the future. Where

will the firm be in terms of its client mix, its practice mix, the demographic makeup of its partners and

other professionals, its size, its financial performance and its geographic footprint?

Developing a strategic plan can be a challenge for firm leaders, as lawyers don’t like change or

anything they perceive to be risky. Partners tend to look to the past — gathering facts and seeking

precedence. Additionally, they are skeptical by nature, value their autonomy and have a short-term



outlook. Our recent survey uncovered the most common approaches firms take when developing a

strategic plan.

A. Gathered input from partners via interviews or survey 

B. Analyzed legal industry trends/considered future scenarios for the legal industry

C. Carried out profitability and related financial analyses

D. Gathered input from associates/staff via interviews or survey

E. Engaged a consultant to help with some aspect(s) of the process

F. Analyzed benchmarks/statistical comparisons with peer firms

G. Gathered client input

H. Carried out competitive analyses (on direct competitors/ other law firms)

However, firms whose strategic plans have the strongest positive impact on performance take a

decidedly different approach to planning than their less successful counterparts. The more successful

firms are much more outwardly focused — examining peer performance, carrying-out competitive

analysis and gathering client input.

A. Analyzed benchmarks/statistical comparisons with peer firms

B. Carried out competitive analyses (on direct competitors/other law firms)

C. Gathered client input 

D. Carried out profitability and related financial analyses

E. Engaged a consultant to help with some aspect(s) of the process

F. Analyzed legal industry trends/considered future scenarios for the legal industry

G. Gathered input from partners via interviews or survey

H. Gathered input from associates/staff via interviews or survey



Make sure you have an external perspective as you develop your own strategic plan.

WHAT GOES INTO YOUR FIRM’S PLAN?

What comprises as strategic plan? Specifically, we recommend including the following elements in

most cases:

Vision and Mission Statement: Your vision and mission should describe what your firm aspires to do

throughout the next five years. It represents the big picture direction your firm is taking, so it’s

important to have firm-wide buy-in.

A Limited Number of Primary Goals: Once you’ve identified your vision for the future, the next step is

to identify a small number (three or four) goals that give meaning to your vision. Primary goals

become the focal points for the rest of the strategy — identifying those few things that will enable

the firm to maintain a solid competitive position and distinguish itself in the marketplace.

Resource-Allocating Strategies: A good strategic plan allocates the necessary resources to achieve the

firm’s goals. It’s important to recognize that implementing your plan will require a significant

investment of non-billable time. Discuss this reality and establish a system that ensures that firms

reward lawyers for the time that they invest into the firm’s future.

Objectives and Metrics to Track Progress: Defining key metrics of success is critical to ensure that your

efforts are on track. Financial metrics are obvious (e.g., revenue and profitability). It is important to

also measure the depth, breadth and strength of client relationships; to track progress vis-à-vis

people-oriented strategies; and to measure performance in operational and other non-financial

areas. Note that the most successful firms are much more likely to adopt and track objective metrics

than their less successful peers.

A. Measurable objectives (i.e., financial and non-financial metrics the firm expects to reach if it is

successful)

B. Strategies directed toward the achievement of vision, major goals/objectives

C. Vision statement (i.e., what the firm aspires to over the long range)

D. Values statement (i.e., shared values that define the culture of the firm)

E. Mission or statement of purpose (i.e., who/what the firm is/what makes it distinctive)

F. Action plans or implementation initiatives to be accomplished in the near term

G. A balanced scorecard



H. Major goals for the next three-plus years

Action Plans: Finally, action items are short-term tasks that support your primary goals and strategies.

Action plans should include clear milestones or deadlines for tasks – and they should clearly identify

who is responsible for getting it done.

While creating your plan, remember the KISS principle:

Keep It Simple, Stupid: An over-complicated plan won’t get implemented. Try to express the core

elements of your strategic plan (vision, goals, key metrics and strategies) on one page. Focus your

efforts on the easiest-to-reach goals, where your chances of success are greatest. You can’t change

everything overnight, so find traction where you can, capture early successes and communicate

relentlessly.

GETTING STARTED FOR THE FIRST TIME

If your firm has never embarked on a strategic-planning exercise, here are several items to consider:

Be inclusive and secure firm buy-in. Without the buy-in of your firm, many initiatives are doomed to

fail. Seek input from the entire firm early in the process. This includes partners, associates and

employees. We recommend you speak to clients and other business leaders in the community. These

outside perspectives can give you valuable insight into your firm’s strengths and opportunities.

Don’t bite off more than you can chew. This is especially important when you’re creating a strategic

plan for the first time. Many firm leaders come back from a retreat or a planning session with a long

list of priorities and action items. Unfortunately, back in the real world, most firms just don’t have the

bandwidth for such a huge undertaking. You’re far better off focusing on a few important, realistic

priorities.

Be sensitive to firm culture and history. Planning often brings difficult issues to the forefront – issues

such as partner succession and chronic underperformance. While difficult issues shouldn’t be ignored,

it helps to address those issues in the context of long-standing firm values and history.

Consider hiring an outside expert. At the risk of sounding self-serving, we recommend that firms

engage an outside consultant while creating their plan – particularly if it’s their first time through

this process. A third-party perspective can often reveal strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and

threats that those in the firm didn’t see. And because they are looking in from the outside, a

consultant can provide balanced, objective guidance.

KEYS TO SUCCESSFUL IMPLEMENTATION

A law firm’s strategic plan should be simple, realistic and achievable. It should focus attention on just

three or four meaningful priorities at a time. MPF Faculty Member Brian Burke often says that “If you

can’t fit it on a 3X5 index card, it’s too long.”

It’s important to set deadlines and establish accountability. Many strategic plans go off track when a

firm assigns implementation to a committee with no set deadline or clear milestones. Delegate tasks

to individuals, and make sure they clearly understand what is required and when it is due. Then,

support them however you can. It’s also important that you make it a regular practice to step back



and update the plan from time to time, based on your progress and on the continued evolution of

your marketplace.

Perhaps most importantly, have the courage to lead as leadership is required to initiate and sustain a

strategic planning process in most firms. Lawyers are a challenging bunch to lead. They are typically

very resistant to change, and they love autonomy. In fact, MPF Faculty Member Dr. Larry Richards

often compares leading lawyers to “herding cats.” Wanting to be liked can actually be a liability, as

strong leadership is required to get your firm working toward the same goals.

Align rewards and recognition with the plan. Firms reporting the greatest success in implementing

their strategic plans are much more likely to have aligned those firm level plans with practice and

individual level plans, rewards and recognition.

Why Do Law Firms Need a Strategic Plan? Listen to John Remsen's Answer.

A. Tied firm or practice level plans to individual level plans

B. Tied firm level plans to practice group level plans

C. Tracked/reported on performance against goals, objectives or other milestones

D. Linked implementation success/responsibility to partner compensation

E. Engaged a consultant to assist with aspects of implementation

F. Assigned clear responsibility for leading implementation of key initiatives to individuals/standing

committees

G. Named a strategic planning committee/chair person to monitor and coordinate implementation

MOVE FORWARD OR FALL BEHIND

The legal marketplace is evolving rapidly, right before our eyes. As always in the marketplace, there

will be winners and there will be losers. We believe – and the evidence backs this up – that law firms

that embrace strategic planning will be better positioned for success, both today and in the future.

To help you and your firm, we’ve assembled a nice collection of resources on the topic at

www.managingpartnerforum.org/index.cfm/planning/.

ABOUT THE AUTHORS

John Sterling is the Founding Partner of Sterling Strategies, a firm focused on strategic planning,

strategy development, and related implementation management. More information about Sterling

and Sterling Strategies is available at www.sterlingstrat.com.
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“It is not the most intellectual of the species that survives; it is not the 
strongest that survives; but the species that survives is the one that is best 
able to adapt and adjust to the changing environment in which it finds itself.”
 	 — �Leon C. Megginson, Professor of Management and Marketing at Louisiana State  

University at Baton Rouge (in a 1963 speech on Charles Darwin’s ‘The Origin of Species’)1 

1�1963 June, Southwestern Social Science Quarterly, Volume 44, Number 1, Lessons from Europe for American Business by Leon C. Megginson, (Presidential address delivered at the Southwestern Social 
Science Association convention in San Antonio, Texas, April 12, 1963), Start Page 3, Quote Page 4, Published jointly by The Southwestern Social Science Association and the University of Texas Press
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Executive Summary

The legal industry has been largely characterized by more modest revenue 
and profit growth rates in the past few years, in stark contrast to the pre-
2008 period. In addition, dispersion in performance among law firms and 
year-over-year volatility in performance for individual firms has increased. 
These market dynamics are likely to continue.

While the demand for traditional law firm services has remained relatively 
soft, the supply of legal service providers has increased, creating a hyper- 
competitive2 market, and forcing law firms to rethink how they deliver legal 
services. The firms that outperform the rest of the industry will likely be those 
that successfully pursue dual strategies of growth and operational efficiency, 
while at all times staying attuned to the changing needs of their clients and 
broader target market. Firms also recognize that they will need to adapt their 
culture to respond to client demands and to retain key talent. 

We expect overall industry revenue and profitability3 growth rates in both 
2015 and 2016 to be in line with the low single-digit growth rates of 2010 – 13, 
with continued dispersion and volatility.4 

2Source: Citi 2015 Law Firm Leaders Survey — response from the managing partner of an Am Law 100 law firm
3Profitability can be defined in any number of ways, including net income, net income margin, profit per partner and contribution per lawyer (revenue per lawyer minus expense per lawyer).  
While no one metric captures the entire story of a firm’s profitability, for purposes of this Advisory we are generally referring to either profit (net income), or profits per equity partner (PPEP)
4�Our analyses and projections are based on data collected from a sampling of primarily US-based law firms by Citi Private Bank and Peer Monitor, as well as conversations with law firm leaders. For firms 
headquartered outside the US and third-party providers of legal services, our information is mostly anecdotal. Sources include, the “Citi Annual Survey Database” of 201 U.S. headquartered firms, 
including 41 Am Law 1-50 firms, 37 Am Law 51-100 firms, 51 Am Law 2nd 100 firms, and 72 additional firms; the “Citi Flash Survey”, including 42 Am Law 1-50 firms, 40 Am Law 51-100 firms, 42 Am Law 2nd 100 
firms and 54 additional firms; the “2015 Law Firm Leaders Survey” of 67 large firms; and “Thomson Reuters Peer Monitor” data of 143 U.S.-based law firms, including 48 Am Law 100 firms, 42 Am Law 2nd 
100 firms, and 53 additional firms
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After annual profit growth rates of roughly 10% from 2001 
to 2007 and then the severe downturn and dislocation that 
occurred in 2008 and 2009, average growth rates from 2010 
to 2013 were in the low single-digits. Although low single-digit 
growth seems mild compared to the highs and lows of 2001 
– 09, it’s actually similar to typical growth rates seen before 
that period. From that perspective, 2001 – 07 and 2008 – 09 
were both aberrational periods. In hindsight, 2014 is also now 
looking aberrational with its relatively higher growth rates, 
especially since 2015 appears to be on track to finish with 
similar growth rates to those seen during 2010 – 2013 (unless 
there’s an unusually large surge in fourth quarter collections). 

Behind the post-recession industry averages, we have seen 
dispersion in demand performance (a key driver behind 
revenue performance) of firms across the industry. Chart A 
shows that approximately half of the firms reporting to us 
showed an increase vs. a decline in demand from 2009 to 
2014. This has continued through the first nine months of 
2015. The fact that demand has increased for some firms 
means that there is work to be had. In a hypercompetitive 
market, it suggests that these firms have managed to 
differentiate their brands from others, a topic we will  
look at more closely later in this Advisory. 

We’ve also seen increased volatility in the demand results 
of firms from one year to the next. A firm that sees demand 
growth one year could very well report a decline the next, 
and vice-versa. In Chart B, we see increased year-over-year 
volatility in recent years. Indeed, some law firm leaders have 
told us that they are framing annual results in the context 
of the firm’s performance over at least a two-year period. 
Keeping a healthy perspective is particularly necessary in a 
volatile market. 

Chart A: Demand Dispersion

>5% increase 0-5% increase 0-5% decrease >5% decrease

9mo ’14 – 9mo ’152009 – 14

9.7% 19.5% 

40.0% 
31.0% 

45.5% 
27.4% 

4.8% 

22.1% 

Demand Dispersion: 2009 – 14 and 9mo ’14 – 9mo ’15

Source: Citi Annual Survey Database: 2009 – 14; Citi Flash Survey: 9mo ’15

Chart B: Demand Volatility

2 up 1 down, 1 up 1 up, 1 down 2 down

9mo ’13 – 9mo ’152012 – 142005 – 07

Demand Volatility: 2005 — 07 vs. 2012 — 14 vs. 9mo ’13 — 9mo ’15

14.4% 

31.8% 
24.6% 

11.4% 

25.0% 14.2% 

12.1% 

12.9% 23.9% 

62.1% 

30.3% 37.3% 

Source: Citi Annual Survey Database: 2005 – 14; Citi Flash Survey: 9mo ’13 and 9mo ’15

The Post-Recession Demand and Profit 
Environment 
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Dispersion and volatility are also evident in the industry’s 
profitability performance in recent years, as depicted in 
charts C and D. Firms can generally deal with short-term 
volatility in profitability, most notably PPEP, if partner 
expectations are managed. However, for firms that have seen 
declining PPEP over a longer period of time, or a widening gap 
to other firms, there is a risk that high-performing partners 
start to move to stronger-performing firms. Beyond being 
a prime target for lateral hiring, a firm may become a full-
fledged acquisition candidate, or risk dissolution.

Chart C: PPEP Dispersion

>5% increase 0-5% increase 0-5% decrease >5% decrease

9mo ’14 — 9mo ’152009 — 14

41.8% 43.4% 

42.4% 

15.9% 

13.3% 

12.4% 

2.4% 

28.3% 

PPEP Dispersion: 2009 – 14 and 9mo ’14 – 9mo ’15

Source: Citi Annual Survey Database: 2009 — 14; Citi Flash Survey: 9mo ’15

Chart D: PPEP Volatility

2 up 1 down, 1 up 1 up, 1 down 2 down

9mo ’13 – 9mo ’152012 – 142005 – 07

PPEP Volatility: 2005 — 07 vs. 2012 — 14 vs. 9mo ’13 — 9mo ’15

71.2% 

45.5% 36.6% 

12.1% 

15.9% 
25.4% 13.6% 

26.5% 

26.1% 

3.0% 
12.1% 11.9% 

Source: Citi Annual Survey Database: 2005 – 14; Citi Flash Survey: 9mo ’13 and 9mo ’15

The media has tended to focus on the widening dispersion 
between the highest PPEP firms and everyone else. It is not 
realistic to set elite firm profitability as the yardstick by which 
other firms are measured. Consequently, while charts E and F5 
show this form of dispersion has indeed increased, this is not 
what concerns us the most. Charts E and F show a widening 
dispersion between firms whose profitability levels were fairly 
closely aligned in 2009. This form of dispersion will likely have 
a profound effect on the legal industry in the years ahead and 
lead to further consolidation.

Chart E: Dispersion Between Quartiles

Between Q3 and Q4Between Q2 and Q3Between Q1 and Q2

Dispersion Between Quartiles 2009 vs. 2014 PPEP ($000s)

2009 2014

610

1,057

351
417

180
246

Source: Citi Annual Survey Database: 2009 – 14

Chart F: Dispersion Within Quartiles

2009 2014

Q4Q3Q2Q1

Dispersion Within Quartiles Top Half vs. 
Bottom Half 2009 vs. 2014 PPEP ($000s)

688

1,018

136

359

27
259 55 137

Source: Citi Annual Survey Database: 2009 – 14

5�For this analysis, 163 common firms were ranked in both 2009 and 2014, using a profitability composite of 4 metrics (profits per equity partner, profits per all partner, contribution per lawyer and net 
income margin). The firms were then broken into quartiles of roughly 40 firms for each of the two years. Chart E shows changes in PPEP dispersion between quartiles from 2009 to 2014, while chart F 
shows changes in PPEP dispersion within quartiles (between the top performing half and the bottom performing half of each quartile)
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2015: Good, But Not 2014 

The overall financial performance so far this year in the legal 
industry is indicative of where the industry appears to be 
moving. As noted earlier, based on nine-month results, the 
legal industry is on track to experience full-year 2015 PPEP 
growth more in line with 2010 – 2013 CAGRs6 and short of the 
level achieved in 2014. Yet, behind the averages, we continue to 
see dispersion across different segments, as well as volatility 
for individual firms. While interim data is not necessarily an 
indication of full-year results, the 9mo’15 data included in 
charts A and C indicate that we could see an increase in the 
percentage of firms with a greater than 5% drop.

Revenue growth gained momentum as the year progressed, 
but it has not kept pace with 2014, while expense growth  
has been greater than last year. The primary drivers of 
revenue through the first nine months of 2015, while solid, 
were all weaker than last year — demand growth lagged, 
effective rate increases were lower, and the collection cycle 
lengthened slightly. It should be noted that the revenue 
growth at the global and international firms in our sample has 
been adversely impacted by significant volatility in foreign 
exchange rates.

We expected year-over-year demand growth would be more 
difficult to achieve in the second half of 2015 than in the first 
half, on account of the pickup in demand during the second 
half of last year. Demand growth did in fact slow in the third 
quarter. Through six months, demand was up 0.9%, the same 
as through the first half of last year. But demand growth 
through nine months didn’t keep pace, up only 0.6% vs. 1.6% 
during the same period last year.

The primary driver behind expense growth was lawyer 
compensation increases, resulting from a 1.0% increase 
in lawyer headcount and higher bonuses. At the time of 
writing, early indications suggest that year-end bonuses will 
be flat to 2014, relieving some of the pressure on expenses. 
The headcount increase reflects not only new hires during 
the first nine months of this year, but also hires during the 
fourth quarter of last year when demand was increasing. A 
shift toward a more senior demographic would also have put 
upward pressure on compensation. 

This increase in lawyer headcount also exceeded the growth 
in lawyer demand, so lawyer productivity declined 0.5%. This 
compares to an improvement in productivity of 1.0% through 

the same period last year. If demand isn’t robust in the fourth 
quarter, then lawyer productivity is likely to remain down. We 
therefore won’t see any reduction in the continuing excess 
capacity in the industry, which exacerbates pricing pressure.

Although law firms increased overall lawyer headcount, they 
continued to manage equity partner headcount more closely, 
which was up only 0.4%. 

Looking at the results by revenue size, the Am Law 51-100 
outpaced the other Am Law segments in revenue, demand 
and billing rate growth. Smaller/niche firms also had strong 
revenue growth. However, this result was driven by a small 
number of strong performers and benefited from a relatively 
low hurdle because of weak 9mo’14 results. 

Growth by practice area is summarized in Chart G. Through 
the first ten months of 2015, real estate and corporate are 
the only practice areas to have experienced year-over-year 
demand growth. Consistent with what we’ve seen over the 
past couple of years, litigation remains soft.

Chart G: Demand Growth by Practice Area
Y/Y Change

-8%

-6%

-4%

-2%

0%

2%

4%

6%

8%

YTD Oct: ‘15 v ‘14Oct ’15 v Oct ’14

LitigationBankruptcyLabor/
Employment

Patent
Litigation

Corporate
(all)

Real
Estate

Tax

All timekeepers 
Billable time type; non-contingent matters 
Oct ’15 had one fewer working day than Oct ’14 
Source: Thomson Reuters Peer Monitor

6Compound Annual Growth Rate
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2016 and Beyond

2016 Financial Projections
We expect 2016 performance will be consistent with  
2010-2013 performance levels. With more modest demand 
and inventory growth anticipated by the end of 2015 
compared to the end of 2014, however, 2016 likely will start 
off with revenue growth challenges. Most of the growth 
will continue to come from transactional activity rather 
than litigation, while firms with a global footprint will likely 
continue to benefit from the opportunities presented by an 
increasingly global market. 

On the expense side, we expect to see continued focus on 
improving efficiency. We anticipate that the primary areas of 
focus will remain improving matter management, rethinking 
leverage and staffing models, and managing down occupancy 
costs. While these efforts should ultimately help temper 
expense growth, most won’t happen overnight, and some will 
likely increase expenses in the near term. In particular, we 
expect to see continued investments in technology as firms 
improve their management systems, and as they secure their 
systems against cybersecurity risks. There could also likely be 
upward pressure on health care and compensation expense 
associated with the increases in lawyer headcount that 
occurred this year. 

We believe that low single-digit growth in industry revenue 
and profitability is now typical. Behind the averages, there will 
also be continued dispersion and volatility in performance, 
with some firms lagging more than others and causing further 
consolidation. 

With respect to firm balance sheets, we expect that the 
majority of firms will continue raising partner capital 
requirements, while limiting borrowings at the firm level, 
consistent with the more conservative capitalization 
strategies we’ve observed since the Great Recession. 

Key Market Characteristics
The market in 2016 and beyond is likely to be characterized by 
the following themes:

An Increasingly Global Legal Services Market
Large law firms continue to grow their global platforms. 
As a result, the global legal market is becoming extremely 
competitive and, in some markets, over-crowded. The most 
successful global firms will be those where the goal is to 
service clients with global needs and to diversify the firm’s 
practice profile. Given the cost of investing in new offices 

around the world, we anticipate some office closures and 
withdrawal from specific markets, just as we’ve seen in the 
last two years. Being in international locations should be 
based on either the fact that the firm has clients that want 
their firm in global locations, or that the firm has a significant 
global clientele in its home location and finds it important to 
protect their domestic client base. That said, cross-border 
activity is growing and having international locations, which 
may not be as profitable as traditional locations, may just be 
an essential cost of doing business for some.

US firms have been reporting strong activity in their London 
offices. Citi Private Bank Annual Survey data shows a 21% 
increase in hours worked in US firms’ London offices from 
2012 to 2014.7 It’s important to note, however, that despite the 
strong performance for these firms as a group, there are still 
many US firms with unclear UK strategies. The more US firms 
do well in London on their own, the less incentive they have to 
merge with local firms. On the other hand, UK firms entering 
the US have been met with a relatively more saturated 
market, which has made them more likely to look to the lateral 
market for growth opportunities.

In mainland Europe, business has picked up in Germany, but 
not so much in Spain and Italy. Meanwhile, Russia continues 
to be very challenging, due largely to oil prices. While activity 
in the Middle East is also heavily reliant on oil, demand levels 
appear to be stronger in this region, particularly in Dubai. On 
the other hand, the recent slowdown in energy markets has 
adversely impacted demand levels in Canada.

China remains a challenging market for foreign firms, 
although they remain optimistic about the future. There 
is speculation that China may be considering changing 
restrictions on foreign firms doing business there. Although 
we have heard of no specific proposals, it is true that 
Shanghai is now allowing foreign firms to align with a Chinese 
firm if they are located in a free trade zone. Chinese firms, 
for their part, are making their platforms more global, so 
that they can service Chinese companies on outbound 
investments. Given recent combinations between Chinese 
firms and western firms, we anticipate that additional Chinese 
firms will be examining their options.

Singapore continues to be a destination for global and 
regional law firms. It is attractive for a number of reasons. 
The Singapore government welcomes foreign law firms and 
has made it one of the best countries in Asia in which to 
conduct business. The country has one of the busiest ports in 

	7Source: Citi Annual Survey Database: 2012 – 14
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the world. It has been an international arbitration center for 
almost 25 years, and more recently has become a commodity 
trading center. Many firms have also made the decision to use 
Singapore as a base for serving their Indian practices.

Australia has seen rapid consolidation over the last few years, 
but we expect that will slow. The Australian economy is reliant 
on resources, and current market conditions may reduce 
interest in foreign firms opening offices there.

Africa is drawing interest from more foreign firms, and there 
have already been some mergers and joint ventures with 
global firms. We believe this interest will continue.

Latin America is a region worth watching. There has already 
been consolidation in Mexico through acquisitions of local 
firms by US firms. This interest is the result of the Mexican 
government allowing more foreign investment in the country. 
Several global firms have entered the Latin American market, 
despite some restricted practice rules in Brazil. There has 
also been some limited consolidation among Latin American 
firms. Political change in a few countries may be the driving 
force behind future developments in the legal profession. We 
predict that more global firms will enter the Latin American 
market in the years ahead.

Notwithstanding global expansion, we think there will be 
continued consolidation in the US. Expansion will likely 
occur where there are growth industries. Washington, D.C. 
continues to be one of the most important domestic markets. 
Despite the disruption caused by the drop in the price of oil, 
some firms see this as an opportune time to invest in Texas. 
Meanwhile, New York and California remain popular.

A Changing Supply and Demand Equation
As we wrote in our last Client Advisory, we are operating in 
a buyer’s market, having witnessed notable growth in the 
range of law firm service providers available to clients. In an 
effort to grow through geographic expansion, law firms have 
entered new markets, competing with incumbent firms. We’ve 
seen the growth of lower-cost alternatives to traditional law 
firms that use technology and lower-cost staffing models to 
handle routine, lower-value work at the right price point for 
clients. We have also seen accounting firms in markets outside 
of the US increasingly compete with traditional law firms. 

Law departments will look for the most efficient provider of 
services, based on value. While this is not a new concept, the 
current demand/supply equation has given them the buying 
power to better realize their goal of getting greater value 
for their legal spend. More will be sent to lower-cost service 
providers. While the focus to date of these efforts has been 
on relatively routine commodity work, we expect that over 
time, lower-cost service providers will find ways to broaden 
the scope of work they can handle. Certainly, technology 
developments will enable more work to be done at a lower 
cost by a range of service providers. Although improvements 

in technology in general might appear to threaten law 
firm business, they also present opportunities to improve 
efficiency, which will be addressed later in this Advisory.

More work will also be kept in-house in an effort to control 
costs. Some believe this is a fundamental shift, while others 
note that we’re in a cycle that will end, and that in the past, 
law departments have bulked up, then scaled back when the 
costs of running a larger law department became too great. 
This latter view suggests that in time we will see a shift back 
to more work being sent externally, whether to traditional 
law firms or to lower-cost service providers. In the interim, 
however, less work will come to law firms. In time, if the cost 
of running the law department becomes too great, we may 
see companies sending out more work to traditional law firms 
(as well as to lower-cost service providers) than we see in the 
current market, especially to those firms that will offer more 
attractive pricing. 

In this flat-to-modest growth environment, the combination 
of increased competition from traditional law firms, the 
emergence of lower-cost service providers, and more work 
being done in-house is driving pressure on law firm pricing. 
We see this in the form of alternative fee arrangements and 
pre-negotiated discounts to billing rates. It should be noted 
that the use of AFAs has not increased at the rate many 
observers had predicted, although according to the Citi 
2015 Law Firm Leaders Survey, a majority are still expecting 
growth in the years ahead. Furthermore, while there are 
firms that derive a substantial percentage of their revenue 
from AFAs, our data shows that, on average, pre-negotiated 
discounts are more predominant (see Chart H). Whether 
the pricing pressure comes from pre-negotiated discounts 
or AFAs, the desire to protect profit margins has been a 
motivating force for improving operational efficiency.

Chart H: AFAs and Discounted Rates

AFAs Pre-Neg Discounts

2015 Annualized20142010

16.1% 

38.2% 
42.6% 

12.1% 

42.7% 

4.8% 

16.0% 

58.8% 

50.3% 

58.6% 

AFAs and Pre-Negotiated Discounts as a % of Revenue

Source: Citi 2015 Law Firm Leaders Survey
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Client demands for more efficient delivery of legal services, 
and pressure on margins, have already caused firms to think 
differently about how they deliver legal services, and we 
anticipate more of this. Firms have begun to focus more on 
understanding the cost of running matters, for budgeting 
purposes, and they are utilizing project management in 
an effort to manage costs and maintain margins. AFAs, in 
particular, require tight budgets, as well as frequent client 
communication. Firms are also reexamining the leverage 
model, and using more lower-cost lawyers where appropriate. 
In becoming more focused than ever before on operational 
efficiency, they are looking more closely at matter, client and 
practice profitability.

While clients will want to see more value for money, they  
will continue to pay more for what they perceive as high 
value. The challenge for law firms is to differentiate their 
brand from others, and to demonstrate that the value they 
bring to clients justifies their fees. The higher the value, the 
greater the demand and revenue growth opportunities will be 
for firms.

Growth Opportunities at the Practice and  
Industry Level
As noted earlier in Chart G, firms are continuing to see 
greater strength in transactional practices than in litigation 
practices. Global M&A continues to be strong, driven by 
the top end of the market. Although the total number of 
announced deals is below 2007 peak levels, the number of 
$10B+ deals is the most on record. Firms with cross-border 
capability and strong transactional practices will benefit 
disproportionately from the growth in mega deals, while other 
firms will be negatively impacted by any further reduction in 
overall volume.

By dollar volume, Health Care, Technology and Financials 
have seen the most significant jump since 2014, and in fact 
made up 50% of US M&A volume. Cross-border activity is also 
up over last year, especially for transatlantic deals, perhaps 
a sign of more to come. While the drivers of M&A — CEO and 
Board of Director confidence in the economy, lots of cash, 
and cheap credit — remain fairly strong, a potential risk to 
future deals is historically high valuations. Another is that in 
the third quarter of 2015, not all acquirers saw the jump in 
stock price that other acquirers had recently enjoyed after 
announcing acquisitions. If this becomes a trend, given that 
stock is usually used as a part of payment, confidence may 
erode, making deals more difficult. 

Besides M&A, law firm leaders see opportunity in certain 
other practice areas. Cybersecurity and data privacy will likely 
continue to be strong growth areas, as clients react to the 
increased risks and responsibilities attendant to managing 
personal information. Firms have highlighted growth in their 
Health Care and Pharmaceutical practices, although we have 
been told that some areas are quite price-sensitive. 

Softening Demand for Litigation
Over the past few years, given the growing cost of large scale 
litigation, the appetite of law firm clients to litigate all the 
way to trial has waned, reducing the demand for litigation 
services, as depicted in Chart I. 

Chart I: Demand Growth — Litigation vs. 
Transactional Practices (All Segments)

-16%
-14%
-12%
-10%
-8%
-6%
-4%
-2%
0%
2%
4%
6%
8%

10%

TransactionLitigation

32Q1 
’15

432Q1 
’14

432Q1 
’13

432Q1 
’12

432Q1 
’11

432Q1 
’10

432Q1 
’09

432Q1 
’08

432Q1 
’07

432Q1 
‘06

All timekeepers billable 
Source: Thomson Reuters Peer Monitor

Law firm litigation practices have been disproportionately 
impacted by the trend in disaggregation of work, either doing 
more work in-house, or sending relatively routine work to 
low-cost providers, rather than to traditional law firms. While 
low-cost providers are growing, they still represent a small 
segment of the legal market.

This has caused a more extreme version of the demand/
supply imbalance described earlier, resulting in strong pricing 
pressure, as clients with budget constraints favor firms that 
aggressively discount their services. 

Improvements in technology have also disproportionately 
impacted litigation practices more than non-litigation 
practices by reducing the number of hours spent on a client 
matter. Either lawyers are leveraging technology to finish 
their work in fewer hours, or they are losing the business to 
third-party providers. 

Although these trends are expected to continue, not all 
litigation practices have fared equally. During the post-
recession years, for example, financial industry litigation and 
bankruptcy work were strong, although there’s a concern now 
that both are in runoff mode. Intellectual Property litigation 
has generally been strong, especially for trademark matters, 
although the nature of patent litigation has been undergoing 
a change. With increased global business, we expect to 
see an increase in demand and complexity of cross-border 
regulatory work, international investigations, cybersecurity 
and risk management issues.
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We are also watching the increased interest in litigation 
funders. The type of financing they provide, which is 
complementary to bank funding, might encourage some 
general counsel to pursue litigation, although sufficient 
setbacks in the courtroom could curb their appetite to finance 
cases. This funding might also encourage firms that don’t wish 
to assume 100% of the risk of contingency litigation to pursue 
high stakes litigation. If either or both of these dynamics gain 
traction, it would bode well for litigation demand. 

Cybersecurity Risks
As we’ll discuss in a later section, helping clients handle 
cybersecurity-related issues has been a growth area for law 
firms. However, law firms are facing the same risks that many 
of their clients are susceptible to. While mitigating these risks 
has been an area of focus for some time now, it has added 
a layer of complexity to running a law firm that is unlikely to 
disappear and will increase expenses in the years to come.

A Changing Market for Talent
The aggressiveness of the lateral market and increasing 
dispersion in profits are increasing the risk that firms might 
lose top partner talent. Having a solid culture helps reduce 
the risk, but so does communicating with these partners 
frequently and managing PPEP expectations, especially if the 
firm is experiencing volatility. 

Firms are also challenged by the pipeline of new partner 
talent. Either the lure of other industries, or the desire 
not to “grow up to be like the partners,” often results in 
greater turnover among associates than firms like to see. In 
addition, the pool of potential associates seems to be either 
shrinking, or is less qualified than in the past. According to 
data available through the Law School Admissions Council, 
enrollment at US law schools in the US dropped 17.6% from 
2011 to 2014.8 The quality of the law school product could also 
very well be diminishing: in September 2015, Bloomberg cited 
data received from the National Conference of Bar Examiners, 
indicating that scores from the multiple-choice portion of the 
July 2015 bar exam reached their lowest level since 1988.9 
There’s also the concern that those law school graduates who 
do excel are opting not to pursue careers with a traditional 
law firm. Given the trends coming out of US law schools, a 
reasonable question to ask is whether the legal industry is 
heading for a talent crisis, which of course would increase 
salaries. It should be noted that the issues outlined in this 
paragraph pertain mostly to the US.

Related to these concerns about obtaining and retaining key 
talent are concerns over the aging of the partnership and 
succession planning, not only at the firm level, but also at the 
practice group level, especially in light of turnover risk. 

How Firms Will Successfully Address 
Market Opportunities
Focusing On Revenue Growth 
In this hypercompetitive market, revenue growth will come 
from a combination of building a differentiated brand, 
investing more in business development efforts, and getting 
closer to clients. It will also continue to come from lateral 
hiring, mergers and acquisitions.

Brand Differentiation
Successful law firm leaders recognize that in a 
hypercompetitive market, where price has become the main 
differentiating factor, brand differentiation is of utmost 
importance. Indeed, when we look at the most profitable 
firms in the Citi Annual Survey, we note that they all have 
built strong brands. We’ve observed that in differentiating 
themselves, these firms have built a brand in one or more 
practice areas or industries, while maintaining practice  
areas that make strategic sense for supporting brand  
name practices.

We’ve observed firms building brands on an industry focus. 
Where firms have undergone significant change, we see them 
rebranding themselves to ensure the market understands 
their current capabilities. We see other firms differentiating 
their brands by emphasizing their robust and geographically 
extensive platforms. They do this to attract clients, as well as 
laterals. These firms believe that they will be best placed to 
support clients in the increasing amount of cross-border work.

We’ve also observed an increased focus on business 
development and marketing efforts to become a “go to” firm. 
Marketing professionals have told us that while some partners 
are natural “business developers,” others struggle. We 
envisage that the more successful firms will continue to invest 
in helping partners develop their business development skills. 

We have noted the recent growth in spending on marketing 
and business development.  According to Citi Private Bank 
Annual Survey data, from 2012 to 2014, compensation 
expense for marketing personnel increased 18%, and  
general (non-compensation) marketing expenses increased 
17%.10 We anticipate that firms will continue to evaluate the 
impact of marketing and business development initiatives on 
revenue growth, from the size of dedicated teams, to the skill 
sets of partners.

8Source: www.lsac.org/lsacresources/data “All Term Applicants, Admitted Applicants & Matriculants to ABA-Approved Law Schools by Country of Citizenship”
9Source: www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2015-09-17/bar-exam-scores-drop-to-their-lowest-point-in-decades
10Source: Citi Annual Survey Database: 2012 – 14
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An Increased Focus on the Client
Law firms have long known that their existing clients 
represent a potential source of additional demand and 
revenue. As hours have become increasingly difficult to come 
by, many firms have focused more on developing their client 
teams to better understand their clients’ needs and identify 
opportunities to handle their work for their clients across a 
broader range of practices and offices. One managing partner 
recently told us his firm saw a 30% increase in business from 
clients served by client teams. 

Successful law firms will continue to focus on mining 
existing relationships for additional business. Beyond asking 
clients what they think about the firm’s performance on 
the last matter, and why they use other service providers 
for work currently not coming to the firm, law firms will 
focus on understanding how the performance of the client 
is measured, and what its goals and objectives are. Firms 
will seek to understand what the pain points are for their 
clients. An increased focus on understanding the client will 
enable firms to tailor their services to truly meet the needs 
of clients. With talk of innovation in the industry, in this 
hypercompetitive market, it’s surely what clients would regard 
as innovation that counts. 

Growth Through Lateral Hiring, Mergers and Acquisitions
As a means of achieving “instant” revenue growth, lateral 
hiring remains much more likely than a merger or acquisition, 
particularly among larger firms. Law firms are aggressively 
pursuing laterals in targeted geographic or practice areas, 
either to fill gaps or provide deeper bench strength. In fact, 
we are increasingly seeing “lateral lift outs” of larger groups 
of lawyers.

While there have been some recent merger discussions 
among larger firms, acquiring a relatively smaller firm has 
been more prevalent. Altman Weil has reported that there 
have been 68 announced combinations through the end of 
the third quarter of 2015. Of those announced deals, there 
were only three in which the smaller firm had more than  
125 firms.11 

Over the past several years, we’ve observed some mergers 
that have been based on well thought out business plans. We 
are concerned, however, with firms that follow a growth for 
growth’s sake approach to their business. These firms will 
face difficult integration issues regardless of the partnership 
structure they utilize. Time will provide the answer to whether 
these firms have the business plan and client acceptance to 
match their growth aspirations.

Improving Efficiency
As client demands for greater efficiency from their law 
firms increase and pricing pressure continues to squeeze 
margins, successful law firms will become more focused than 

they already are on operational efficiency. This will involve 
examining new ways to manage profitability at the matter 
level, greater focus on the leverage and staffing model, and 
more creative use of space.

Matter Management
In order to maintain their margins, successful law firms will 
become even more focused on understanding the scope, 
and therefore the cost, of a matter. As we’ve reported in 
past Client Advisories, an increasing number of law firms 
are making greater use of project managers, who are tasked 
with helping partners determine necessary resources, stay 
on budget and avoid scope creep. We expect to see greater 
use of project managers, as well as pricing specialists, to help 
partners understand the true cost of running a matter before 
they agree to an alternative fee.

Knowledge Management and Artificial Intelligence
We expect to see more focus on knowledge management. 
We’ve noted that some firms have pulled back on knowledge 
management efforts, in response to clients’ data security 
concerns. It’s our view that firms can address clients’ 
concerns about data protection, while continuing to build 
systems and processes to share their collective know how, to 
the benefit of their lawyers and ultimately their clients. 

While there is talk of the increasing use of artificial 
intelligence in law firms, it’s too soon to tell exactly what its 
impact will be. 

Rethinking the Leverage and Staffing Model
Because of client pressure to improve efficiency and reduce 
the cost of legal services, law firms are taking a closer look 
at the mix of who’s doing the work. While mindful of the need 
to keep costs down, they also recognize the need to bring the 
required skill set to a particular matter. 

We’ve reported in past Advisories about the shift that has 
been taking place over time in firm leverage models, as firms 
have moved to fewer associates and more senior lawyers, 
such as counsel and income partners. Even the associate 
population itself has become more senior. There have been 
several factors at work here, including historically small 
associate classes, the lengthening of the partnership track, 
the tendency to hire laterals as income rather than equity 
partners, and reclassifications from equity partner. As the 
leverage model has become more senior, however, it has also 
become more expensive. And at many firms, the most senior 
lawyers in the leverage model, namely income partners, are 
not contributing as much as associates. In some cases, they 
don’t generate sufficient revenue to cover their compensation 
and pro-rata share of overhead. Chart J shows that in 2014 
income partners on average contributed less to net income 
than either counsel or associates.

11Source: Altman Weil MergerLine for the first nine months of 2015
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Chart J: Contribution Levels

Contribution Cost
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Source: Citi Annual Survey Database: 2014

According to the Citi 2015 Law Firm Leaders Survey (see 
Chart K), over the next few years, perhaps in response to 
increasingly expensive leverage, law firms are anticipating a 
shift, with a minority of firms expecting to see an increase in 
income partners, and the majority anticipating an increase in 
associates. The majority of firms are also planning to increase 
the use of less expensive non-partner track lawyers. They are 
also planning to rely more on contract lawyers, which would 
enable firms to effectively shift a fixed cost to a variable cost, 
one that can be ramped up and scaled back as needed.

Chart K: Anticipated Shift in Leverage Mix  
2015 — 18

IncreaseRemain FlatDecrease
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What Will Happen to Salaried Lawyers During 2015 – 18?

Source: Citi 2015 Law Firm Leaders Survey.

One interpretation of these projected changes is that, going 
forward, some of the work that has historically been done 
by income partners will be done by counsel and senior 
associates, while some of the work that has traditionally been 
done by junior associates will be done by non-partner track 
and contract lawyers. Such changes would have the benefit of 
reducing the overall cost of leverage. 

We also expect to see continued close scrutiny of the staff to 
lawyer ratio, which has already dropped from 1.06 in 2007, 
to 0.90 in 2014.12 While we’ve witnessed firms investing more 
in higher quality finance, human resources, information 
technology, and marketing and business development 
resources, we have also seen an overall reduction in other 
staff, most notably legal secretaries. Where it makes 
economic sense, firms are also making the decision to 
outsource rather than keep permanent staff. 

In response to the pressure on pricing, we are seeing an 
increasing number of large, global firms create centralized 
global operations centers to help manage costs. Small and 
mid-sized firms don’t have the same advantage of scale and 
will be challenged to find similar ways to reduce costs.

Efficient Use of Space
We are aware that firms are focused on being more efficient 
in the use of office space and reducing their footprint where 
it makes sense. Some have managed to reduce their square 
footage per lawyer over the past few years, and we know 
many others have the same goal. We have heard of some 
creative ideas beyond simply reducing office size, or doubling 
up within existing offices. One idea is to eliminate offices 
altogether and place lawyers at workstations to improve 
collaboration. Another is to issue tablets and cell phones, 
rather than desktop computers, which makes lawyers more 
mobile and less in need of permanent office space. These 
ideas are reportedly popular among Millennials, for whom 
technology and the ability to collaborate are particularly 
important. Since occupancy is the largest expense after staff, 
we expect creative designs will continue to emerge, as we 
have seen in recent office refurbishments.

Adapting The Firm’s Culture
Leaders of successful law firms recognize the need and 
challenge of adapting their firm cultures to the changes in 
the market. For most firms, this begins with getting partners 
to leave the status quo behind and focus on the need to 
adapt to changes in the industry. This includes acceptance 
of a flat demand environment and the need to become more 
of a business developer. It means making greater use of 
technology and possibly a new leverage model. It also means 
understanding and accepting the likelihood of PPEP volatility. 

Law firm leaders will need to continue to pay attention to 
shifting demographics at their firms. The growing proportion 
of Millennials, in particular, will affect how firms approach 
recruitment, training and communication. It will also impact 
the infrastructure that firms build, including how they set up 
offices, and make use of technology and social media. This 
increase in Millennials can also present opportunities to law 
firm leaders, not only in their knowledge of technology and 
social media, for example, but also perhaps by bringing a 
fresh perspective to how firms deliver their legal services  
to clients.

12Source: Citi Annual Survey Database: 2007 and 2014
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Conclusion
The legal profession in our opinion is the most over-
analyzed of the professional service professions. Much of 
what is being written today about large law firms has been 
written before, and much of what has been forecasted in 
the past has not been accurate. This has underestimated 
the capabilities and leadership in place at large firms 
around the world, which we believe is far better than some 
want the public to believe. Despite the challenges that 
law firms have been facing in this post-Great Recession 
environment — soft demand, greater client expectations, 
increased competition — and the pronouncements of some 
doomsayers, we believe most firms are making the changes 
necessary to deal with what will likely be the new reality 
for the foreseeable future. And while the return of double-
digit growth rates for the legal industry is unlikely, there’s 
a lot to be said for steady, if unspectacular, low single-digit 
growth rates, especially if softness in demand continues. 

While there is no question about the changes occurring in 
the delivery of legal services and the challenges facing all 
firms, our advice to leaders is not to lose sight of the most 

pressing issues of the day. The search for future revenue, 
greater operational efficiency, competitive profitability and 
talent retention will be key. Even as they seek new sources 
of revenue, the most successful firms will stay close to their 
clients, anticipating any change in their needs and always 
looking for ways to deliver additional value. 

As always, we stand ready to assist our clients in meeting 
the challenges of today’s markets. 

Please feel free to contact us:

Citi Private Bank		 Hildebrandt Consulting 
Dan DiPietro 		  Brad Hildebrandt 
dan.dipietro@citi.com	 brad@hildebrandtconsult.com

Gretta Rusanow  
gretta.rusanow@citi.com

John Wilmouth  
john.wilmouth@citi.com
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Citi Private Bank’s Law Firm Group provides financial services to more than 650 US and UK law firms and more than 38,000 individual lawyers, with over 200 professionals and local 
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financial trends in the industry and insight into where it is headed.

Hildebrandt Consulting has a long and distinguished history as the preeminent global consulting firm in the legal profession. With clients in over 15 countries, Hildebrandt has built up 
unmatched expertise in every aspect of professional firm management. Our reputation for helping firms arrive at strategic solutions comes from our knowledge of the interdependent 
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Citigroup Inc., its affiliates, and its employees are not in the business of providing tax or legal advice to any taxpayer outside of Citigroup Inc. and its affiliates. These materials are not 
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