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Is it the end for Partnerships?

For the 2017 Bellwether Report, The Race to Evolve, we spoke 
to almost 150 lawyers and decision-makers around the country. 
We wanted to take the temperature of the legal industry at this 
pivotal moment – to find out how independent law firms were 
performing during this time of change, the issues of the day, 
what works, what doesn’t. 

During our research, it became clear that there had been 
a change in the structure of law firms in recent years; the 
traditional partnership model is no longer the most widely used. 
Almost half of the firms we spoke to in 2013 were partnerships, 
but this year partnerships only account for 29%.

In fact, back in 2013, partnerships and non-partnerships were 
roughly equal in their market uptake (47% and 50% respectively). 
But while partnership models have declined, non-partnerships 
have increased, now being used by 69% of firms.

One explanation for this could be the relatively small size of 
firms. The majority of lawyers we spoke to were practising in 
“very small” firms, with between two and 10 fee earners on staff. 
6% were solo outfits and 22% were “small”. But we wanted to 
know more, so we dug deeper into the issue.
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Why the decline in traditional partnerships?

The majority of lawyers we spoke to believe that there are 
downsides to traditional partnership models.

“The key is all about building relationships and that’s what the 
big firms don’t do. Instead, they do targets.”
42% of the lawyers we spoke to say that the traditional partnership 
model is flawed. But this opinion proved divisive, with 38% of lawyers 
disagreeing. 

Although there are still those who believe that partnership models are 
effective, on average, the majority of lawyers believe that the model has 
its downsides. The following reasons were asserted: 

A T T I T U D E S  T O  PA R T N E R S H I P  M O D E L

S t r o n g l y  a g r e e S l i g h t l y  a g r e e D i s a g r e e

Lack of succession planning

39% 27% 21%

Too short-termist/lack of investment

38%24% 26%

Billable hours targets can impact on the quality of lawyers work

37%24% 24%

Juniors can be overworked to generate profit

35%20% 31%

Short term partner profit overrides long term strategic decision

35%18% 27%

The traditional partnership model is flawed

31%11% 38%

Emphasis on billable hours can jeopardise taking effective 
initial client instruction

29%22% 36%

B A S E :  A L L  ( 1 5 3 )
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Does this attitude change according to seniority?

The decrease in the use of traditional partnerships is backed 
up by negative attitudes across the sample of lawyers we 
spoke to.

“I was expected to see 7 clients a day, every day for five days a week 
to meet my financial target. Targets are the worst thing in the world 
for creativity. You become a machine and you hate your job.”

Negative attitudes to traditional partnership models were displayed by 
lawyers of varying degrees of seniority.

61% of decision-makers, for example, took particular issue with the model 
allowing for short-term partner profits to override long-term strategic 
decisions. Lawyers and progressives also disagreed strongly with the 
model’s potential to prioritise the short over the long term, in particular 
with a view to it limiting investment in up-to-date systems, tools, and 
technologies. 

The lack of succession planning is a major issue across the board for the 
majority of lawyers, decision-makers, traditionalists and progressives. The 
perceived lack of support and management training for up-and-coming 
lawyers is a hindrance. One lawyer we spoke to said: ‘One of the resolutions 
I made ages ago was that if I ever employ people, I will make sure they get 
the training they need. If you can’t cope you make mistakes. In many firms, 
this is because of greed. They give you a lot of work because they want the 
money. They don’t want to employ other people to assist.’

Overworking juniors and the detrimental impact of billable hours are indeed 
major stumbling blocks for many, especially lawyers and progressives. 
Interestingly, however, while decision-makers also agreed that these are 
downsides, they didn’t agree quite as vehemently as their counterparts.

PA R T N E R S H I P  A T T I T U D E S  B Y  S U B  G R O U P

Decision Maker
(88)

%

Lawyer
(50)

%

Traditional
(52)

%

Progressive
(69)

%

Lack of succession planning 
– up and coming lawyers not 
being trained/equipped with 

management skills

65 72 60 80

Too  short-termist – lack of 
investment in up-to-date 

systems, tool and technology
58 68 52 80

Billable hours targets can 
impact on the quality of 

lawyers work
56 68 54 71

Junior lawyers can be 
overworked to generate profit 47 66 48 68

Short term partner profit 
overrides long term strategic 

decision
61 42 60 52

Emphasis on billable hours can 
jeopardise taking effective initial 

client instructions
43 62 37 68

The traditional partnership 
model is flawed 45 38 42 48
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Criticisms and conclusions

A lack of long-term vision and the presence of financial 
pressures account for much of the move away from 
traditional partnerships. 

“Some people make a conscious choice to jump from a big 
firm, leaving a lot of money for something that’s more their own 
thing - they are not compromising on quality or intelligence in 
any way. Personally, I was thinking of the future.”

Lawyers and progressives are the most vociferous critics of the 
traditional partnership model, but they aren’t alone. Taken all together, 
lawyers and decision-makers, traditionalists and progressives alike 
object to the underlying financial pressures that partnership models 
impose, as well as the lack of long term vision employed.

The need for law firms to prepare for the future is a recurring theme 
in the Bellwether Report 2017. The legal industry is in a period of flux, 
with clients demanding change, and lawyers pledging to adapt, while 
still cleaving to traditional thinking, from hourly billing to partnership 
structures. You can read the Bellwether Report 2017 – The Race to 
Evolve in full here.

https://twitter.com/lexisnexisuk?lang=en
http://www.lexisnexis.co.uk/race2evolve
http://www.lexisnexis.co.uk/race2evolve
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The majority of respondents were 
decision-makers spread across the 
country in firms that were equally split 
between small and medium-sized, and 
very small or sole practitioner outfits,  
with a good balance of specialist and 
generalist practices. 

The research was conducted throughout 
June 2017, by an independent market 
research agency, Linda Jones & Associates.

Our research sample for this report included 10 in-depth 
interviews, followed by an online survey among 149 lawyers,  
via the LexisNexis databases.

Appendix
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27%
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Solo Very small 
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Small 
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management Founder /

co-founder
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27%

12%

31%58%
Decision Makers

7%

10%
4%

4%

67

P R A C T I C E  S I Z E R E S P O N D E N T ' S  R O L E  I N  F I R M O T H E R  D E M O G R A P H I C S
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For 200 years, LexisNexis has combined a deep understanding 
of the legal profession with the latest technology to help 
practitioners work more productively, advise with confidence 
and better manage their businesses.

For independent legal professionals, small to midsize law firms 
and sole practitioners, LexisNexis covers over 32 specialist 
areas of law, with online products priced and tailored to suit your 
business needs.

Find with ease what you’re looking for - whether you’re trying to 
keep up with what’s happening in your practice area, track down 
a precedent, or back up your argument with legal authority, 
our range of practice areas will keep you on top of the new 
developments, allow you to work more efficiently, and ensure  
you that you’re getting things right.

Empower your firm with better knowledge and expert  
tools. Take a 1-week free trial or contact us for a tailored 
package price. 

Visit lexisnexis.co.uk/therace or call 0330 161 1234.

The Business of Law Blog
Independent lawyers and sole practitioners are under siege.  

With so many regulatory and business challenges to contend with, 
who has time to practice law?

Visit the Business of Law blog, where you’ll find expert commentary 
and a host of supporting resources to help your firm prepare for the 
changes occurring within the legal profession and the wider world.

Subscribe today: www.lexisnexis.co.uk/blogsubscribe
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