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The growth challenge in law firms

Number of fee-earners

Profit per
equity
partner

Source: Ashish Nanda,
Harvard Business School
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Informal processes

Formal processes

Bermuda Triangle of 
Law Firm Management

The growth challenge in law firms
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Topics

1. A changing legal world

2. Key success factors

3. Things to do

4. What does this all mean to … ?
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A changing legal world

2. Tech-
nology

3. Talent

4. Practice

5. Market

1. Client

8



Growth of in-house legal roles (Aus data)

Source: Urbis, 2019
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Investment in legal technology

November 2010 November 2020

10Source: Stanford Law School CODEX 
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Product
development
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Age and gender profile

13
NZ Law Society, 2019



Decomposition of legal work

Source: Susskind

“Process” work that can be done
at a lower cost with technology

and/or paralegals (~60%)

“Process” work that can be done
at a lower cost with technology

and/or paralegals (~40%) 
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The rocket model

• ALT hubs focus on high-volume, document-
intensive legal work, in particular:
• Document management and review, principally 

for major contentious matters, including 
regulatory and other investigations

• Corporate due diligence and other commercial 
legal support, including funds

• Real Estate support for asset management and due diligence on large portfolio transactions

• Teams comprise lawyers, paralegals, technologists and legal analysts

• Located across nine hubs providing a seamless, round-the-clock 
service: Beijing, Belfast, Brisbane, Johannesburg, London, Melbourne, 
Perth, Shanghai and Sydney
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Covid19 has raised several questions

Source: Unispace
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Work from central hub, home and spokes

Source: Unispace
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Supply side: ‘pick me!!!’
Competition for premium legal work in Australia is intense

Large nationals
HWL Ebsworth, Mills 
Oakley, Thomson Geer, 
Maddocks, Hall & 
Wilcox,  McRob, JWS 
Gadens, Pipers

Tier 1 firms
HSF, Allens, Clutz,
Corrs, KWM, Minters,
Ashurst, NRF, G+T

Global boutiques
Jones Day, Allen & Overy
Squire Patton Boggs, 
Pincent Masons, Clifford
Chance, White & Case

Focus firms
Baker & McKenzie,
Arnold Bloch Lielbler,
Wotton & Kearney, 
CBP, Moray & Agnew, 
SBA, JacMac 

Big 4
PwC , KPMG, EY and
Deloitte
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Supply side: 
new(er) entrants
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Rise of the large domestic business law firms 

Source: Australian Financial Review, websites and Barolsky Advisors data

Firm July ‘13 July ‘20 Change

HWL Ebsworth 154 273 +119

Mills Oakley 44 114 +70

Hall & Wilcox 35 93 +58

Thomson Geer 63 116 +53

Moray & Agnew 69 96 +27

Colin Biggers & Paisley 43 70 +27
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"We could grow to 300 to 350 partners or 
perhaps even higher, and we will stay true to 
our model while our profit margin remains 

sustainably strong.”

Juan Martinez, Managing Partner HWL Ebsworth, July 2017
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Growth of Alternative Legal Service Providers

22

Source: Thomson Reuters Legal 
Executive Institute, February 2019

ALSPs perform many of the tasks traditionally done by law firms, 
with the top five tasks identified in our survey as: Litigation and 
Investigation Support;  Legal Research; Document Review; eDiscovery
and Regulatory Risk and Compliance



Complementary service line case study
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Ability Stability Agility Connecti-
vity Consistency Success

Superior legal
skills and 

advice

Shared purpose
and values. 

Strong culture.
Low regrettable

turnover.

Discover, change
and grow –

product, 
position,
process

and promotion

Deep 
collaboration

- internally 
and

externally

25© Barolsky Advisors, 2020

Consistent 
and 

engaging
client 

experience

Focus on six success factors…



Leadership (#6) is critical to address the inter-
dependencies and to get alignment

Ability Stability Agility Connecti-
vity Consistency Success

26© Barolsky Advisors, 2020
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What criteria do clients use to choose lawyers

Attributes	

%	'yes' rank %	'yes' rank
Expertise	in	your	area	of	need 74 1 56 1
Understanding	your	business	/	industry 60 2 38 2
Responsiveness 58 3 28 4
Commerciality	of	advice 56 4 30 3
Reliability 47 5 16 8
Leading	expertise 45 6 21 5
Ease	of	doing	business	with 43 7 20 6
Excellent	communication 42 8 9 11
Access	to	partners	/	principals 41 9 18 7
Cost	consciousness 39 10 14 9
Quality	documentation 34 11 7 12
Price 33 12 12 10
Caring	about	their	clients 21 13 5 13
Friendly 18 14 2 15
Strong	brand 9 15 3 14
Innovation 9 16 1 16

Drivers	of	consideration Drivers	of	purchase	
decision



Effective day-to-day practice leadership is 
the foundation to better people outcomes



Tomorrow PM – your role as adviser, owner 
and leader



Renewed effort around diversity 
and inclusion
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Improve mental health and resilience
• Australian data from Sydney University’s Brain and Mind Institute 

(2008):
• Depression affects almost 33% of solicitors and 20% of barristers
• 40% of law students experience severe stress/depression to the extent of 

requiring medical  treatment
• 11% of lawyers contemplate suicide each month



To improve commerciality of advice, 
sharpen your industry or sector focus
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The cultural iceberg

Behaviour

Perceptions

Attitudes

Values

Beliefs

Visible
(above the water)

Not Visible
(below the water)
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Hallmarks



Redouble efforts towards not being a ‘Club’

Hotel-for-
Lawyers

• Remuneration linked to
individual financial 
contribution – direct 
and referred

• Clear rules, rigidly applied
• Economies of scale
• Lower pricing and fixed costs

One-Firm
Firms

• Firm-first
• Deeply collaborative – share

clients and resources
• Consistent style and quality
• Firm-subsidised investments
• High fixed costs

Clubs

• Mostly a group of individual 
practices / solo specialists

• Collegiate
• Variable style and quality
• Cross-sell when out-of-depth
• High fixed costs

40© Barolsky Advisors, 2019



Avoid erosion of accountability

• As firms grow and hire laterals there a greater need to make
sure the firm’s ‘social contract’ with partners is clear
• Unacceptable
• Acceptable
• Expected
• Stellar

• Facilitate a culture of accountability where
everyone operates at the top of the ‘ladder’ 
• Accountability exercised through…

• Self-regulation
• Peer pressure
• Reward
• Sanction
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Agree spirit and disciplines of 
partnership
• Spirit

• Our partnership ethos (above and beyond our core values)
• The relationship we want as partners that is beyond material and 

physical things
• The prevailing quality, tone, mood or attitude that we want over time 

(current and aspired)

• Disciplines
• Our day-to-day expectations of each other
• The habits necessary to succeed
• Our commitments, even if they’re hard to do 
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Minimise divisions between equity 
and non-equity partners



Avoid leadership vacuums

• Leading independent firm in large Australian city
• Daylight between them and competitors
• Powerful managing partner for 13 years
• Forced to leave firm after he had an affair with a senior associate
• No effective replacement for 3 years
• Revert to consensus decision-making

• Impact
• Loss of star partners
• Reduced profitability
• No more swagger



Avoid leadership vacuums



Ensure continuity
• Continuity builds deeper client understanding and fosters trusting relationships
• In a study in a large bank, the researchers found that where a client had five 

different relationship managers over a two-year period only 40% of clients were 
satisfied. This jumped to over 80% where there had been only one relationship 
manager

• Costs of staff turnover:
• Recruiting costs (recruiter fees, advertising costs, time spent by HR)
• Training and induction costs
• Resource shortages
• Admin costs
• HR hours
• Lost billings
• Higher error rates



DLA Piper – Phillips Fox

• In July 2009, DLA Phillips Fox had 164 partners and 434 fee-earners. It 
was the 7th largest firm in the land, the first trans-Tasman integrated 
partnership (excluding Perth) and a market leader in insurance, 
government and transport.
• Ten years later DLA Australia has only 70 partners
• Nearly 100 of those original Phillips Fox partners who voted ‘yes' for 

the DLA tie-up, left the firm they owned within three years





If a firm is changing slower than the 
market it competes in, then it’s 

going backwards 
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Law firm with 60% of revenue in insurance 
law fails to respond to industry changes



Be clear on your firm overall innovation 
mindset and risk appetite

Pioneer

Fast 
Follower

Sync 
with 

Majority

Laggard
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Innovation focus

Winning

Deliver-
ing

Managing

Collabo-
rating
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Innovation focus

Where to focus on firm’s value chain?

Winning Delivering Managing Collaborating

Brand and
promotion

Client
insights

and
relationships

Selling
and pricing

/ value 
capture

Resource
planning

and allocation

Client and 
employee

experience

Process
and 

workflow
design

Co-
ordination

and
control

Planning
and

reporting

Co-creation
with clients

Teaming
and cross-
servicing

Co-venturing
with tech and 
other partners

Commu—
nication

and
sharing
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In ”Delivering” there are two key themes

Legal Process 
Improvement

(LPI)

Legal Project 
Management

(LPM)
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LPI - a focus on productivity not cost
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LPI - reduce areas of ‘waste’
• Defects inc. inspection, testing, and correction: Examples of defects include missing

a filing deadline, incomplete forms, bad drafting, data entry errors, and omissions;

• Overproduction: Examples include starting work before clearing conflicts, printing too 
many hard copies, drafting a 10-page memo when a one-page summary will do;

• Waiting: Examples include awaiting responses from clients, employees, or opposing counsel, starting a call 
or meeting late due to late arrivals, waiting for technology such as boot up/restart times;

• Excess capacity: For example, not using the lowest cost resources such as clients, paralegals, and 
assistants capable of doing tasks, when partners are doing associate-level work, or over-staffing a matter;

• Unnecessary transportation of things: Examples include moving files from one place to another and 
sending hardcopies rather than emails;

• Unnecessary motion of people: Examples include extra time due to travel or poor office layout, 
delivering files rather than mailing/emailing them, extra keystrokes/clicks to find documents; and

• Extra processing steps: Examples include conducting too much research or double and triple checking 
(e.g. approvals of expenses without any real review).
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Reducing errors in inputs

• One in-house legal department found that 40% of in the inputs 
(paperwork and forms) it received from internal clients contained 
errors or omissions.
• To correct these, the legal staff had to call the clients
• Only 1 in 3 outbound calls was successful first time
• Therefore that for every 100 matters being processed there were 180 

additional activities generated
• Reducing initial input errors had a major impact on team productivity
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Making the ‘middle office’ more consistent

Back-office
• HR
• IT
• Firm marketing
• Facilities
• Finance

Middle-office
• Document preparation
• Filing and record 

keeping
• Dispute handling 

processes
• Reporting
• Client invoicing

Front-office
• Problem solving
• Client advice and

advocacy
• Client relationship

development
• Local marketing

and BD

One Way Each to their own

Now

Future
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LPM – 10 steps
1. Understand client needs and expectations, deeply.
2. Define the project. Understand and scope what needs to be done – agree the objective

and what “done” and “success” looks like. 
3. Risk identification and management - identify risks and gaps and plan how to deal with the 

major ones. 
4. Developing the strategy - plan what work needs to be done to achieve the acceptable 

outcome. 
5. Developing the roadmap (work plan) - plan who will do the work, when the work will be 

done and assign tasks. 
6. Establish the budget – price the work, taking risks, assumptions and contingencies into 

account. 
7. Agree a communications strategy – for the client, and for the project team. 
8. Manage the project – in time, to agreed quality and to budget. 
9. Identify and negotiate changes in scope. 
10. Review the matter at conclusion for lessons learned. 
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Tomorrow AM – a deep five into
collaboration





Overall service consistency is becoming more 
important
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Major research study amongst 75,000 
B2B and B2C customers

Key conclusions:
• We buy from a company because it delivers quality 

products, great value, or has a compelling brand 

• We leave one, more often than not, because it 
fails to deliver on customer service 

• Reducing customer effort — the work they must 
do to get their problem solved — is the 
most powerful loyalty lever 

Dixon, Freeman and Toman, HBR, July August 2010
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Service elements are important to
buyers of legal services

Attributes	

%	'yes' rank %	'yes' rank
Expertise	in	your	area	of	need 74 1 56 1
Understanding	your	business	/	industry 60 2 38 2
Responsiveness 58 3 28 4
Commerciality	of	advice 56 4 30 3
Reliability 47 5 16 8
Leading	expertise 45 6 21 5
Ease	of	doing	business	with 43 7 20 6
Excellent	communication 42 8 9 11
Access	to	partners	/	principals 41 9 18 7
Cost	consciousness 39 10 14 9
Quality	documentation 34 11 7 12
Price 33 12 12 10
Caring	about	their	clients 21 13 5 13
Friendly 18 14 2 15
Strong	brand 9 15 3 14
Innovation 9 16 1 16

Drivers	of	consideration Drivers	of	purchase	
decision
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Create an experience that recognises
human emotions
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Mapping the litigation client journey

Client 
education and 

support

Idea generation 
and co-creation

Win Deliver Grow

Close matter

Hearing
Ongoing 

relationship
building

Mediation

Prepare 
evidence and 

argument
Pre-need

Enquiry / 
referral / first 

impression

Getting to know 
you / under-
stand needs

Pitching and 
pricing 

On-boarding 
and setting

expectations

Brief counsel

Take 
instructions

Craft case 
strategy

On-going: Client communication, billing and 
credit management

Debrief and 
solicit client 

feedback 
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Experience is different for different
types of clients or personas

FIRST-TIMERS AND IRREGULAR LITIGATORS
• Often need a lot of guidance

and handholding
• Likely to get ‘quote shock’
• Emotion can trump logic
• Non-lawyers often key

decision-makers
• Often provide incomplete

briefs / information

SEASONED LITIGATORS
• Know their risk profile
• Understand their choices
• Can be very demanding

and quite directive
• Know where corners can be

cut judiciously
• Lawyers often key

decision-makers 
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1. A changing legal world
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4. What does this all mean to… ?
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Focus on six key success factors (inc. leadership)…

Ability Stability Agility Connecti-
vity Consistency Success

Superior legal
skills and

advice

Shared purpose
and values.
Partnership
cohesion.

Low regrettable
turnover.

Discover, change
and grow –

product, 
position,
process

and promotion

Deep 
collaboration

- internally 
and

externally

73© Barolsky Advisors, 2020

Consistent 
and 

engaging
client 

experience




