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When we presented our the Profoundly Human Law 
Firm of 2030 to the Australian Managing Partners’ 
Forum of 2019, we could not anticipate that Covid might 
accelerate some of the changes we set out. 

While we spoke about flexibility in relation to staff, we 
could not have imagined that within two years 87% of 
lawyers would have a clear preference for working in 
part remotely1. These dramatic changes open to the 
door to a more rapid transformation than we previously 
thought possible. 

In our 2019 presentation we described the Profoundly 
Human Law Firm as one where “wisdom, creativity 
and insight underpin the capacity of the firm to solve 
complex problems for its clients.” 

We argued that by 2030, legal technology will become 
far more powerful, accessible and affordable, and as 
a result, there will essentially be technological parity 
across the major firms. In this state, the ability to 
harness the best of humanity will be the major source of 
competitive advantage. 

As the diagram (right) shows, The Profoundly Human 
Firm is quite different to the traditional law firm, across 
a range of areas.

As our conversation on this subject has developed, we 
turned out attention to the barriers that lie between this 
vision and the current reality. Why is this leap so hard 
when law firms are already inhabited by people who care 
about their clients, their work and their people?  

In the remainder of this article, we consider barriers 
that history and culture have raised that make 
transforming a traditional firm into a modern one so 
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The profoundly human law firm (2030)

SHARED 
VALUES

• Love creating clarity from 
complexity

• Love the law
• Love teaming

STRATEGY • Play in the world of complex 
client-defined problems

• Win by predicting client needs 
and delivering transformational 
value

STRUCTURE • Fluid networks within
• Porous external boundaries
• Democratic

SYSTEMS • Accelerated learning
• Value capture
• Algorithmic

STYLE • Purpose and values driven
• Instinctively collaborative
• Agile

STAFF • Diverse in every sense
• Flexible
• Non-linear careers 

SKILLS • Creativity
• Critical thinking
• Strategic
• IQ + EQ + RQ

https://www.edge.ai/2021/05/results-of-the-2020-2021-edge-international-global-remote-working-survey-part-1-the-data/


difficult. These four divides hold firms back from 
realising their potential as profoundly human:

• Equity partner (owner) and employee
• Lawyer and non-lawyer (the latter, not our preferred 

language)
• The dominant culture and all others
• Present and distributed workers.

Equity partners and employees: overcoming 
power distance
The Profoundly Human Law Firm envisages complex 
problem solving through teaming and collaboration. 
Yet, one of the main obstacles to realising the 
Profoundly Human Law Firm is hierarchy, the power 
distance between partners and employees. 

The power distance may play out in different ways. In 
some teams, juniors will not have the confidence to 
offer ideas or challenge the status quo. Behavioural 
expectations may also differ, with poor partner 
behaviour being indulged where the same behaviour 
from employees would not be tolerated. In some 
situations, we’ve witnessed first-hand, business 
services operating in fear of equity partners. None of 
this is good for collaboration and teaming. 

All of this seems to fly in the face of a distinct 
competitive advantage held by the partnership model: a 
flat organisation structure where the partners are usually 
in direct contact with their team. This may mean that 
the divide is essentially cultural rather than structural. 

One of the positives to come out of Covid is that 
we’ve seen less emphasis on the symbols that convey 
power distance and hierarchy. It’s not unusual to see 
Managing Partners on Zoom calls wearing t-shirts and 
dealing with the everyday: roaming family and pets 
and chaotic backdrops have helped to reduce the 
sense of hierarchy. This is significant because many 
of the symbols in law firms that reinforce the power 
distances: offices, dress, and status-based meetings 
and social gatherings have been de-emphasised and 
shown to be unnecessary.

Covid has made a dent in this problem, but the risk 
is that the power distance will revert once people 
are back in the office. So more fundamental and 
conscious reform is needed, starting with a debate 
within firms about what it means to be a partner of a 
firm that solves complex problems for clients – and 
what being a partner means for all the other people 
connected to the shared vision. 

Lawyer and non-lawyer: complex problem 
solving through real collaboration
At the heart of complex and predictive problem 
solving envisioned by the Profoundly Human Law Firm 
is the capacity of firms to draw together disparate 
capability sets from within and beyond the firm. In 
our original article we described this fluid networks 

within and porous external boundaries. This future firm 
is ready for collaboration internally and externally. It 
understands where it plays and how it wins and can 
translate that into a picture of where is fits within a 
dynamic business ecosystem.

But to achieve another divide needs to be breached: 
that between lawyer and business services 
professionals. Today in commercial firms, there already 
is cast of lawyers and non-lawyers (not our preferred 
term) whose job it is to operate within the construct 
of the legal profession. Yet the very nature of a 
profession implies that there’s always an ”other”. This 
divide hurts internal collaboration. In some firms, we 
see it in manifest:

• BD leaders refused access to clients by Client 
Relationship Partners

• HR leaders denied a seat (even an advisory one) at 
the Partner Rem Committee

• Leadership programs offered only to lawyers
• Business services not represented on firm websites
• Exclusive “professional” social and networking 

functions
• Alumni groups open only to lawyers
• Decision making exclusion.

These are different ways firms say the same thing to 
the non-lawyer, the other: you don’t belong, and by 
inference your opinion doesn’t really count. We know 
all firms don’t act like this, but ask yourself: how truly 
empowered are our business services leaders and 
managers? How prepared are they to take business 
risks (not legal risks) that will propel our firm forward? 

The Profoundly Human Law Firm bridges external 
boundaries too. This future firm is a highly networked 
organisation, capable of understanding its place in a 
more dynamic business ecosystem. Relationships with 
technology firms, AI, outsourcing, labour hire practices, 
specialist law firms, alternative legal providers and 
other organisations will follow. 

This Covid reset offers a chance to fundamentally 
review the work model including its external 
boundaries. As Adam Hall from Willis Towers Watson 
says, if you don’t use this situation as an opportunity 
to revisit the model, you’re missing a huge opportunity. 

Dominant culture and other: unleashing 
creativity and innovation 
Bringing our best selves to work – bringing our whole 
selves to work – leads into another challenge for the 
Profoundly Human Law Firm: harnessing diversity, 
equity and inclusion, and all its creative and innovative 
power. Women and racial minorities working in law 
firms know exclusion: another form of the otherness 
discussed above. 

Some examples brought to our attention lately 
illustrate the DEI challenge. The first is where women 
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ruling themselves out of contention for leadership 
roles because they don’t see themselves as leaders. 
Men, in the main, don’t hold back in the same way. 
Being conscious of this self-censoring situation and 
ensuring women have the support and encouragement 
to put their hand up is important. Another example is 
risk taking, an essential to the Profoundly Human Law 
Firm as its people solve complex problems, predict 
client needs and deliver transformational value. Yet 
those from traditionally excluded group be more likely 
to engage in risk taking, fearful that a mistake will be 
fatal to their career ambitions.

Firms can increase diversity, but unless they achieve 
inclusion then those vital opinions and ideas will stay 
on the sidelines. 

Of course, gender equality should be the easy equity 
issue to solve. The numbers of women coming out 
of law schools over the past 20 years should ensure 
this, and yet it won’t happen simply with the passage 
of time. It needs conscious leadership, deliberate 
programming and purposeful planning. 

The vision must be all people who work in law firm, 
regardless of their equity status or position, bringing 
the best selves to work every day.

Present and distributed: addressing  
proximity bias
Has another division now emerged for firms: that 
between the present and the remote worker? We know 
proximity bias is real. We have seen it play out prior to 
the pandemic, affecting part-time workers and women 
disproportionately. With the move to hybrid working, 
we need to be alive to how it affects those working in 
the office versus those working remotely. 

The bias may be explicit: a partner says I want you in 
the office 5 days per week. That is how our practice 
operates best, the pandemic was a barrier, and 

now it’s gone it’s back to business as usual. In that 
partner’s eyes, you are not being a full contributor to 
the team unless you are physically present. Does that 
mean you’re less likely to be delegated to? Or does 
it mean that if you’re interested in developing your 
exposure in, say Competition Law, and someone else 
at your level is also interested in that exposure, but 
they’re in the office five days and you’re in three days, 
they’ll get the opportunity. 

The bias may be less obvious, too. By not being in 
the office, you miss the “water-cooler” moments. 
You don’t hear and absorb things in the same way. 
You don’t observe things in the same way. When the 
pandemic pushed everyone out of the office, leaders 
went to special lengths to include team members in 
all activities – not just formal meetings. There were 
informal and social get togethers, regular check-ins 
and some people just kept their cameras on, and 
microphones muted to simulate office accessibility. 
That’s unlikely to happen in a permanent hybrid 
environment. 

Some years ago, Freehills placed a red chair every 
conference room - a visual reminder of the client and 
the client’s interests when they were not present. The 
move garnered its share of critics from inside and 
outside the firm. Was it really a bad idea? Or was it 
just cooler to mock the idea? Could something like 
this be adapted to represent partners and employees 
who are not present? When work is delegated, might 
we need a prompt to ask, ‘who is not in the room who 
is best placed to undertake this work?’ 

Underlying collaboration is trust, and humans build 
trust most easily in proximity to each other. Proximity 
loyalty is a real thing. It explains everything from 
nationalism to football parochialism to the family unit, 
so it’s unreal to expect that proximity bias won’t be 
real for hybrid teams and firms will have to hard bake 
inclusive practices.

www.performanceleader.com
www.barolskyadvisors.com

Conclusion
We’re getting closer to the Profoundly Human 
Law Firm of 2030 we envisaged in 2019 sooner 
than expected thanks to the pandemic. Will firms 
transform quickly or return to the past or become an 
amalgam of the two?

The start of the change is a debate about purpose: 
why firms exist, and how they work best. There seems 
to be growing recognition, perhaps due to capacity 
constraints, the firms are at their core about people. 
Overcoming the barriers outlined above therefore 
seems to be fundamental to the Profoundly Human 
Law Firm.

Beyond that discussion, a full audit of the systems 
and processes used in firms may be needed: ones 
that entrench hierarchy (without a strong justification) 
an inequity should be ditched. Ones that break down 
hierarchy in the name of collaboration, creativity and 
innovation should replace them. 

Covid has opened the door to a firm less reliant 
on hierarchy and power. Firm leaders need to push 
that door wide open and go work on realising the 
human potential of one of the flattest organisational 
structures in the business world.


