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Welcome to the first issue of the LegalBusi-
nessWorld e-magazine. You might ask yourself: 
‘What is LegalBusinessWorld?’ To give you a 
brief summary about LegalBusinessWorld we 
have to go back to 2011 when I was still working 
at a corporate international B2B publisher.  

Besides being responsible for the Legal Division 
I also was assigned to look for new or innovative 
products and growth in Europe. Instead of buy-
ing the next software house, what we usually 
did, I thought it would be nice to look for an or-
ganic growth project (in my opinion one of the 
most exciting ways to grow your business).  
So I planned several meetings with other man-
agers, firms and consultants and learned that 
one topic stood out throughout the European 
legal market: ‘Growth’.  
Driven by the strong believe that a corporate 
international publisher, with a ‘firm’ position in 
the global legal market must be able to create a 
top-noch product, I went back to my board col-
leagues. I’ll spare you the details but in the end 
a sort of self-centred local mindset combined 
with a not invented here syndrome, topped off 
with a short term P&L vision was more impor-
tant than a global client centred innovation.  

Too bad; In 2015 I sat down with Hermen and 
Allard and we drew the plans for LegalBusi-
nessWorld. Our goal: ‘Sharing knowledge and 
information from different countries on the 
business of law and support the legal market in 
their growth challenges via an open source. 
Welcome to LegalBusinessWorld and I hope 
you enjoy our e-magazine and website! 

Joek Peters 
President iGrowthLegal  

LegalBusinessWorld™ is an iGrowthLegal product
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Why law firms 
should focus 
on adaptation, not 
disruption  
By Jordan Furlong, Founder of Law21 and lead-
ing analyst of the global legal market and fore-
caster of its future development. 

In a post last month, Ron Friedmann poured 
cold water on the notion that large law firms 
were anywhere close to being "disrupted" to los-
ing the commercial legal services market to 
high-tech NewLaw raiders. Disruption? More 
Like Incremental Change for Big Law, he said, 
and it's hard to argue. Many commentators 
claim that tech, especially artificial intelligence 
(AI), will do something to Big Law. I disagree. 
Tech more likely will do something in it: incre-
mental change. … By the late 1980s, a few law 
firms had most of their lawyers using PCs. The 
market did not reward these early adopters. 
Nor did it punish late adopters. The same pat-
tern 
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played out for email, the Internet, and social 
media. Tech did disrupt legal secretaries. But 
that took an economic crisis and 15 years. 
Tech has enabled change – for example, the 
rise of boutiques and clients using alternative 
providers – but that has not disrupted 
lawyers or law firms. 
An even bigger event than tech – the 2008-10 
economic crisis – also failed to disrupt Big 
Law, notwithstanding widespread layoffs 
and a few dissolutions.  
In the aftermath, Big Law faces price pres-
sure and more competition, but not disrup-
tion. Even with tech, with price pressure, and 
with clients bringing more work in-house, Big 
Law prospers as reported by recent Am Law 
100 and Altman Weil surveys. 
With this history, I just don’t see how the new 
technologies today will be any different than 
the past. 

"Disruption" became a flashpoint term in the 
legal community a couple of years ago, when 
Clayton Christensen's groundbreaking 1997 
work The Innovator's Dilemma belatedly 
reached the legal market and the "Reinvent 
Law" boom was at its loudest. Ron's post sug-
gests that it's time we take another look at this 
concept and begin to parse the difference be-
tween disruption theory and on-the-ground 
practice in the legal world. Let's do just that. 
All market activity, obviously, requires two 
parties: a source of demand (purchaser) and a 
source of supply (seller).  

Market disruption requires the presence of a 
third party: a new, alternative source of supply 
that can appeal to the source of demand in 
ways that the primary supplier can't. The al-
ternative's appeal lies in its ability to 
provide value to the purchaser to a degree or 

in a dimension that the incumbent supplier 
has overlooked, ignored, or believed to be im-
possible. The alternative supplier can generate 
this value because it has adopted a means of 
production profoundly different from the in-
cumbent supplier's, one designed to produce 
deliverables (in dimensions such as affordabil-
ity, timeliness, convenience and quality) better 
aligned with what the source of demand really 
values. 

Now, disruption theory states that given all 
these circumstances, the alternative supplier 
will steadily grow its market share -starting 
from the edges of the market and its least 
complex and lowest-value needs, then gradu-
ally working its way up and in to higher-value 
sectors as it develops and matures- until at a 
certain point, the established supplier fades 
away and the challenger becomes the new in-
cumbent. The circle of life, and all that. Chris-
tensen cites numerous examples of this pat-
tern from steel, computer chips, and many 
other industries. So how about law? 

It seems to me that we have all the pieces in 
place right now, in the corporate/commercial 
legal market, for this kind of disruption to oc-
cur. (As George Beaton points out in a com-
ment on Ron's post, this process is further 
along in the consumer legal market.)  
We have demand on an enormous scale - sev-
eral hundred billion dollars spent every year, 
by an increasingly irritable and cranky corpo-
rate client base. We have traditional supply - 
incumbent law firms with little imagination - 
by the hourly-billing boatload. And now we're 
finally approaching a critical mass of the third 
ingredient: alternative sources of supply. You 
could group these options into three distinct 
categories.
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1. Alternative Options for Lawyers'    
Services.  
It used to be that if you needed to buy a legal 
service or solution, you had to go hire a 
lawyer. Today, demand for some legal services 
can be met by viable substitutes for lawyers.  
These are primarily technology solutions (in-
cluding ODR systems, e-discovery software, 
contract analysis programs, advanced docu-
ment assembly software, expert applications, 
predictive analytics, and various cognitive rea-
soning systems), which can perform some 
tasks or achieve some outcomes that previous-
ly only lawyers could manage. The result: 
some legal work never makes it to a lawyer, 
going instead to a viable lawyer substitute. 

2. Alternative Platforms for Lawyers' 
Services. Suppose that for your particular 
need, however, there is no viable substitute: 

you must have access to a lawyer. Well, it used 
to be that if you needed to hire a lawyer, you 
had to visit a traditional law firm (including 
solo practices) to find one. Today, demand for 
lawyers can be met by alternative 
platforms for lawyers' services: project and 
flex lawyer companies, managed legal services 
providers, the legal divisions of accounting 
firms, and various self-identifying "NewLaw" 
firms, among others. The result: some 
"lawyer work" never makes it to a law firm, go-
ing instead to a viable law firm substitute. 

3. Internal Options for Addressing     
Legal Needs.  
The ultimate alternative to an external legal 
solution of any kind, though, is to remove the 
need for the external solution altogether. Cor-
porate law departments have expanded their 
internal productive capacity increasing

"This book will redefine 
the legal landscape of the 
coming decade" 

"A must read for anyone 
in the legal sector” 

Read the first Chapter of 
this book on  

legalbusinessworld.com 

-More chapters will follow-
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lawyer headcount (insourcing), developing 
their legal operations ("legal ops") 
capacity through software installations and 
process improvement techniques, and (to take 
another of Ron's observations) "doing less 
law" and eliminating some legal demand alto-
gether. The result: some legal work stays in-
house and never gets shipped to any external 
provider, period. 

It's nothing short of fantastic that buyers can 
now access all these options. Kudos to them 
all. But so far, these alternatives have captured 
just a tiny sliver of the entire commercial legal 
market. A few worthy exceptions aside, large 
corporations and institutions haven't signifi-
cantly changed their legal buying 
patterns. That's not because the alternative 
sources of supply have proven inferior to the 
incumbent suppliers -- in fact, by most indica-
tors of cost-effectiveness, quality, and value to 
the buyer, the opposite is true. 

The real cause is that most front-line pur-
chasers of corporate legal services (in-house 
lawyers) care more about what traditional 
suppliers (law firms) can offer them 
(strong personal relationships, a reliable 
brand, routine buying processes, and a famil-
iar culture) than what they can offer the enter-
prise. Lawyers who buy legal services are just 
as conservative, risk-averse and change-resis-
tant as the lawyers who sell them -- 
probably more so -- and they define "value to 
the buyer" much more narrowly and individu-
ally than their company does. Purchasers of 
commercial legal services, to this point, oper-
ate in a very different corporate environment 
than purchasers of steel or computer chips or 
other commodities. Their cultural influences 
and individual incentives reward low-risk de-

cisions and prioritize personal relationships 
over enterprise results. The impact on 
buying patterns shouldn't surprise us.  

Now, corporate procurement personnel 
are currently hard at work infiltrating and in-
fluencing legal purchasing, either by persuad-
ing the legal department to exercise its buying 
power differently or commandeering that 
power altogether. Take the lawyers out of the 
equation, and maybe you start getting some-
where.  
But so long as lawyers are buying legal services 
from lawyers, and especially so long as both 
sets of lawyers emerged from the same type of 
law firm culture, there's little reason to antici-
pate imminent change. While it still appears 
inevitable to me that commercial legal pur-
chasing will be transformed -- and with it, the 
entire commercial legal market -- I've person-
ally grown tired of its stubborn evitability. 
"Waiting For Procurement" is not a perfor-
mance I feel like sitting through multiple 
times. 

The larger point, though, is this: "Disruption" 
is a means to an end, not an end in itself. It's 
not a goal towards which anyone in the legal 
market should be bending his or her efforts. 
It's simply a process by which other goals -- 
chief among them, a more effective legal mar-
ket that serves its customers better -- can be 
achieved. Disruption will come when it comes, 
and there's not much more to say about it than 
that.The more interesting and important ques-
tion, I think, is how the traditional incumbents 
will react to the high-tech upstarts in the 
meantime. What law firms do in response to 
the market's emerging "NewLaw" options will 
determine the long-term success of both 
groups.
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It should be pretty apparent that the longer 
the "disruption" process takes, the more diffi-
cult life becomes for most of the innovative 
alternatives. The builders of better mousetraps 
can wait only so long for the world to beat a 
path to their door -- eventually, the venture 
capitalists who funded the traps want to see 
some Return On Mice. A drawn-out disruption 
period is especially hard on smaller upstarts, 
who either run out of money or become ever 
more vulnerable to acquisition and consolida-
tion by rivals with larger footprints and deeper 
pockets. And of course, if market resistance to 
innovative new options is strong enough and 
lasts long enough, there's a chance that the 
whole concept of viable alternatives to tradi-
tional suppliers will fall out of favour altogeth-
er, and the revolution will be stopped before it 
can begin. 

For all these reasons, you'd think that tradi-
tional law firms would have every incentive to 
prolong the "steady state" of the old legal mar-
ket, with its toothless demand and monolithic 
supply, as long as possible. But if anything, the 
danger to law firms here is more acute than to 
the upstarts. 

The longer disruption takes, the more com-
fortable life will seem for the incumbent sup-
pliers, and the more likely that they'll be lulled 
into a competitive slumber. But whether it ar-
rives tomorrow or next year or ten years from 
now, change is gonna come. The value propo-
sition of alternative suppliers is too strong, 
and the well-publicized process of adjustment 
is already underway within some of the biggest 
sources of legal demand (including Shell, Cis-
co, Honeywell, AIG, and Capital One). Just as 
importantly, the alternative suppliers that do 
survive will get bigger and stronger by the day, 

growing and consolidating into truly for-
midable opponents. Law firms that fall asleep 
will be shaken awake to the realization that the 
waters kept on rising while they slept, until the 
levees eventually gave way. 

So for law firms, the concept they should be 
focused on isn't disruption, but adaptation. 
How will they adapt to changing market de-
mand? How will they adjust their offerings 
and rework their operations to compete 
against powerful rivals for the attention of so-
phisticated and aggressive buyers? Will they 
try to destroy high-tech providers, or integrate 
them? Will they ridicule process improve-
ments, or adopt them? Will they keep trying to 
"out-lawyer" everyone or, as I've argued, start 
trying to out-customer them? 

The more that law firms accept these realities 
and adapt to these new alternatives, the less 
business they will lose, and the less these new 
alternatives will advance: by co-opting their 
rivals' best features, they will improve their 
own productivity and value and maintain their 
dominant market position. There's no short-
age of examples in this regard among estab-
lished incumbents (including Wachtell, DLA 
Piper, Norton Rose Fulbright, Dentons, Baker 
Donelson, Littler, Akerman, Ashurst, Mishcon 
de Reya, Gilbert + Tobin, McCarthy 
Tétrault, and Stewart McKelvey), but you'll 
also find some alternative providers going the 
same route (including Deloitte, LegalZoom, 
Riverview Law, and Lawyers On Demand). 

Conversely, the more firms resist the ad-
vancement of substitute providers and stick to 
their old ways of doing things, the more time 
they'll grant their most fearsome competitors, 
the more ground they'll lose to them, and the
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faster the disruption process will proceed. For 
every day law firms fight adaptation, that's an-
other day in which the alternative platforms 
receive an extended lease on life -- and that's a 
dangerous game for law firms to play. If you 
give competitors with a better way of doing 
things enough time and oxygen to grow, then 
grow they will. 
So this is a key moment for law firms. Viable 
substitutes to law firms have established 
themselves on the margins of the market, of-
fering a genuinely better option for at least 
some legal services to (what is currently) a 
skeptical and conservative community of buy-
ers. Most law firms seem to be betting that the 
market will remain skeptical and conservative 
-- that the odds of real demand in market 
change are so small that the substantial pay-
load of the corresponding risk can safely be 
ignored. That's not a bet I'd care to place right 
now.Disruption has not reached the commer-

cial legal market, and maybe it won't for a long 
time. But adaptation is here, right now. And 
for law firms, adaptation is by far the more 
pressing and important matter. Law firms can 
afford to put off worrying about disruption for 
the foreseeable future. I don't see how 
they can put off thinking about adaptation one 
day longer. 

Jordan Furlong is a leading analyst of the 
global legal market and forecaster of its fu-
ture development. Law firms and legal orga-
nizations consult him to better understand 
why the legal services environment is under-
going radical change, and they retain him to 
advise their lawyers how to build sustainable 
and competitive legal enterprises that can 
dominate the new market for legal services. 
Contact him at jordan@law21.ca
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How (truly) collaborative 
and collegial are law firms? 
By Janet Stanton, Partner at Adam Smith, Esq. LLC

We wrote the following piece last De-
cember based on over 200 responses 
from readers of our site, AdamSmith-
Esq.com. 

Our query was, in a nutshell, how colle-
gial and collaborative are law firms?  
And, why did we ask?  Simple.  Virtually 
every law firm claims to be collaborative 
and collegial.  We decided to ask our 
readers about aspects of collaboration at 
their firms.  Since, in the abstract “colle-
giality” and “collaboration” are, well, a 
little abstract, we thought attitudes and 
work around cross-serving efforts are a 
very tangible manifestation of the degree 
to which firms are (or aren’t) collabora-
tive and collegial. 

Our readership is largely (but, by no 
means only) US-based, so the piece (and 
the underlying research) reflect an 

American perspective.  And, anecdotally, at least, non-US based firms do seem to evince a higher de-
gree of collegiality.  That said, I think it safe to say that there are kernels in this that will resonate 
with firms in any geography. On to the results….
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So, just how collegial are law firms - in 
terms of collaborating on cross-serve    
opportunities?   
The overall answer is – not so much.  That 
said, there are some intriguing nuances that 
came out in the research as well as some rela-
tively easy ways to address possible shortcom-
ings at your firm. 
We looked at several “slices” of the respondent 
base to see if differences emerged.   These 
slices include: all lawyers, those who identified 
as management (MPs/Chairs, executive com-
mittee members and practice group leaders), 
associates and business professionals (includ-
ing C-suite members and administrators).  We 
also looked at respondents from firms with 
more than 500 lawyers and those from firms 

with fewer than 100 lawyers.  Don’t worry – 
we won’t be reporting out on all questions by 
all segments; I’m sure you have better meds 
for insomnia. 

Let’s start with the good-ish news. 
There is pretty widespread agreement that 
firms have the capacity and capabilities to 
cross serve current clients.  It’s not news that 
many firms are burdened with excess 
capacity.  Expanding relationships with cur-
rent clients is one way to address this 
issue. Other ways are less welcome, but in 
some cases necessary. (Fig. 1) 
And, not surprisingly, people largely agree that 
management supports collaborative efforts. 
(Fig. 2)
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% Strong agree/agree We have the capacity to cross serve clients

All lawyers 76

Management 89

Business professionals 73

>500 lawyer firms 73

<100 lawyer firms 93

% Strong agree/agree Management supports collaborative efforts

All lawyers 76

Management 89

Business professionals 85

>500 lawyer firms 73

<100 lawyer firms 93

Figure 1.

Figure 2.
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These are the high water marks when it comes 
to collaborating on cross-serve opportunities 
at law firms; when we get into the actual and 
necessary components of collaboration things 
begin to fall off the rails….. 

Respondents’ reported understanding of the 
capabilities of lawyers within their firms or of 
the needs of their clients were, at best under-
whelming and in fact a bit alarming.  These are 
the two sides of the same coin of cross serving. 

This lack of basic information is underscored 
by respondents’ much lower understanding of 
where the client’s needs intersect with their 
firms’ capabilities. Without this knowledge, it 
is not possible to effectively cross serve 

clients. Just can’t. (Fig. 3)  

NB: In many such research projects, people 
tend to give themselves a higher mark than 
may be warranted, so the reality is likely 
worse than reported. 

Moreover, there is pretty poor coordination 
between practice areas and offices when it 
comes to collaborating on cross-serve oppor-
tunities.  To state the obvious, this is at the 
crux of cross serving.  One relatively simple 
way to encourage better coordination between 
practice areas and offices is to track the “ex-
port” and “import” of work across practices 
and offices.  And a cliché, but often true; what 
gets measured happens. (Fig 4.)

% Strong agree/agree I understand the 
capabilities of lawyers 

at my firm

I understand my 
client’s needs

I understand the 
intersection of my 

client’s needs and the 
capabilities of my firm

All lawyers 84 81 48

Management 100 94 78

Business 
professionals 54 38 38

>500 lawyer firms 72 78 39

<100 lawyer firms 99 72 60

Good Coordination                % 
Strong agree/agree

Between practice areas Between offices

All lawyers 41 36

Management 56 39

Business professionals 23 30

Figure 3.

Figure 4.
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% Strong agree/agree Incentives to pursue cross opportunities are 
commensurate with the effort required

All lawyers 30

Management 39

Business professionals 23

>500 lawyer firms 21

<100 lawyer firms 53

Figure 6.

Perhaps most damning is what appears to be a 
significant lack of trust within law firms; you’ll 
note that none of these are even passing 
grades. (Fig. 5) 

I’m hoping (hoping) that this is more of an in-
dication of a lack of familiarity with others at 
the firm; if there truly is a lack of trust and 
disbelief that others will serve clients as well 
as they will – then cross-serving/collaboration 
exhortations and programs are pretty much 
toast and we should just go home.  Getting to 
know others at your firm and what they’re ca-
pable of (as well as making sure others know 
what you do) does require a time commitment. 
This cannot be accomplished solely by the MP 
or other managers visiting offices, video “town 
halls” or hosting the occasional social event. 
Those are necessary, but not sufficient.  One of 
our favorite MPs of a global US-based firm de-
scribes this as a “contact sport;” lawyers taking 

the effort to meet individually or in small 
groups, working on firmwide initiatives or 
presenting opportunities to relationship part-
ners on key clients. 
When it comes to executing on a cross-serve 
program, the results get even more dismal. I’ll 
spare you the gory details, but suffice to say: 
• few believe there’s a good plan to pursue 

cross-serve opportunities, 
• not many believe there are clear goals for 

such undertakings, 
• and most feel there is little follow up on 

these kinds of efforts. 
Perhaps not surprising is that few believe they 
are adequately incented to pursue cross op-
portunities. Certainly good citizenship and 
firm-first undertakings should not devolve 
into mere transactions, or quid-pro quos. That 
said, tangible contributions to the financial 
health and sustainability of the firm should be 
recognized. (Fig. 6)
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% Strong agree/agree High degree of trust between 
lawyers at my firm

I'm confident others will serve 
clients as well as I do

All lawyers 41 49

Management 67 68

Business professionals 48 30

>500 lawyer firms 42 42

<100 lawyer firms 47 46

Figure 5.

(Note the outlier; those at firms with fewer than 100 lawyers – we’ll get to them later.)



OK before we go on, let’s take a little detour; 
there are a few fun facts I’d like to share – and 
then we’ll talk a bit about the (really not hard) 
things firms can do to gin up their cross-serve 
programs via enhanced collaboration. 

First, have you (as have I) wondered if there’s 
a disconnect between management and the 
rest of the firm?   Well on this topic wonder no 
more; there is a disconnect.  Guess which way 
it runs?  Management is much more bullish 
than others at their firm.  This (mis-placed?) 
optimism was evinced across a variety of as-
pects of collaboration at their firms.  A few ex-
amples where management’s responses were 
much more positive than others include: 

• Knowing the firm and knowing the client and 
knowing the intersection of client needs and 
our firm’s capabilities 

• We have the skills to pursue cross opportuni-
ties 

• We have clear goals for our cross-serve ef-
forts 

• We provide sufficient training and tools to 
pursue cross-opportunities 

• Lawyers and business professionals are held 
accountable for cross opportunities 

This would suggest, at the very least, that firm 
management secure a much more clear-eyed 
understanding of what is actually happening 
in the trenches – and rather than exhorting 
(often loudly) about the need to collaborate, 
put some real plans (with real teeth) in place.  
Absent that, the exhorting isn’t working and 
(as we’ve heard at many firms) folks are tired 
of hearing the same empty calls-to-action. 
Also, interesting (at least to me) is that busi-
ness professionals at firms, including C-suite 
members and administrators are much more 

bearish generally on aspects of their firms’ ef-
forts to successfully collaborate.  Following are 
some examples where business professionals 
are less positive than others: 

• Knowing the firm and knowing the client 
• We have a good plan to pursue cross oppor-

tunities 
• These is good coordination between practice 

groups and offices 
• Lawyers and others at my firm are respon-

sive when cross-serve opportunities arise 
• Lawyers at the firm are generally comfort-

able pursuing cross opportunities. 
• I believe lawyers and others at the firm have 

the skills to pursue cross opportunities 

As long-time readers of our site know, we be-
lieve a good indicator of success in Law Land 
is having a strong cadre of experienced profes-
sionals, who can expertly and effectively lead 
the business functions at a law firm.  Impor-
tantly, these folks can bring a more business-
oriented perspective to a firm’s management; 
they need not only a “place” at the table – but 
also a voice.  They clearly have a different take 
on collaboration at firms – it might make 
sense to find out why. 

There were some interesting differences in re-
sponses from larger firms versus those from 
folks at smaller ones.  Here are a few exam-
ples. (see Fig. 7 - next page) 

Clearly, and somewhat intuitively, larger and 
smaller firms have different inherent advan-
tages in pursuing cross-serve opportunities.  
Whether your firm is smaller or larger, you 
need to take a hard analytic look at your ef-
forts and where needed compensate for inher-
ent disadvantages in pursuing cross opportu-
nities.
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So, where does all this lead us?  I think it’s 
pretty self-evident.  Develop a plan. Execute it. 
Before we leave you, however we think it’s im-
portant to understand that what it takes to 
build true collaboration at your firm is a whole 
lot easier than what many lawyers and law 
firms do on a regular basis.   For example, get-
ting to know your client’s industry seems like a 
cake walk compared to (say) structuring an 
asset acquisition of a target company or (for 
you litigators) preparing to cross-examine an 
expert on antitrust "market definition."  Ask-
ing for client feedback is (really) a breeze 
compared to representing the issuer in a sub-
ordinated debt placement or licensing a pack-
age of related patents. 
You get the idea; compared to the practice of 
law building effective cross-serve programs is 
duck soup. 

So, why don’t more firms more aggressively or 
more systematically pursue this?  Here’s a 
kinda wacky idea – perhaps all this stuff (and 
for fun, I’ll include other business fundamen-
tals – such as project management and pric-
ing) may, in fact, be just too obvious – and 
therefore, not perceived as being very impor-
tant by lawyers.  My hypothesis is that lawyers 
are educated and trained to value the really 
hard, arcane, unobvious stuff.  Many of the 
most revered in Law Land are those who came 

up with something no one else has; a new in-
terpretation of an existing statute or a new 
(convoluted) instrument.  As one of our fa-
vorite Managing Partners puts it rather poeti-
cally, “The practice of law is about language, 
ideas, persuasion and judgment.” 
Business, frankly isn’t all that poetic.  Certain-
ly there are moments of inspiration.  Business 
people need to be persuasive and evince good 
judgement.  But - business is a bit more left-
brained than right. 

We think smart firms bring in accomplished 
business people to complement those practic-
ing law.  Use these other professionals to de-
velop smart, efficient plans that they will help 
the lawyers implement.  The business folks 
won’t be practicing law – and the lawyers will 
(mostly) be able to focus on what they both do 
best and value most; practicing law. 

Sounds like a good plan to me. 
Oh, and, if you’re curious just how collabora-
tive and collegial your firm (really) is – please 
let us know. 

Janet Stanton is a partner at Adam Smith, 
Esq., which provides management consulting 
services to law firms globally.  www.Adam-
SmithEsq.com 
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% Strong agree/agree Respondents from>500 
lawyer firms

Respondents from<100 
lawyer firms

I understand the firm’s capabilities 72 99

I have the necessary skills to cross 
serve 66 80

We have good intel on clients and 
industries 48 27

We have good external communications 
to clients on cross-serve capabilities 45 27

Figure 7.

http://www.AdamSmithEsq.com
http://www.AdamSmithEsq.com


Everything you 
should know 
about Chambers 
and Partners 
By Georgia Brooks, former editor of Chambers 
and Partners

Chambers and Partners 
Chambers and Partners is the most renowned 
legal directory in the world – and I'm not just 
saying that because I used to work there. The 
first Chambers guide was published in 1990, 
covering the UK. However, the company has 
grown substantially since then and there are 
now seven guides, which between them cover 
185 jurisdictions around the world. The office is 
based in central London, with a  research team 
of over 150 editors and researchers. The team 
conducts in-depth interviews all year round, and 
guides are published at various points in the 
year. For example, the Chambers Europe guide 
is published in April, followed in May by the 
Chambers USA guide, while the Chambers Latin 
America guide is released in September.
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What firms do wrong? 
Let's start at the beginning; not submitting on 
time. A very obvious no-no but it happens a 
lot. The research team try to be as flexible as 
possible but they have very tight research and 
production deadlines so can't afford to wait 
four, five, six+ weeks for a firm to submit. And 
of course, without a submission it's very hard 
for a researcher to actually research a firm 
properly. 
Along the same theme, a lot of law firms do 
not use the Chambers submission template. I 
never understood this as Chambers designed 
the submission template in order to focus on 
the information it needs. Chambers knows 
what it wants, you know what it wants; give it 
what it wants! While there's no law against us-
ing the template – at least not yet – it is im-
portant to provide the relevant information. 

You wouldn't apply for a travel visa without 
using the appropriate application form so 
likewise, use the tools on hand.  
The information firms include in a submission 
differ wildly, but the biggest complaint 
amongst researchers is that there is not 
enough information on a particular work high-
light. It is no use simply writing 'advising 
client x on an acquisition', rather include the 
context of the deal i.e. what makes it special 
and important to the client and crucially, what 
it makes it special and important to the firm 
itself. During the research period a lot of firms 
are in danger of being too hands-on. Some 
lawyers try to dictate the process for the re-
searcher – organising interviews with the 
clients (this should always come from the re-
searcher independently) or worse, writing 
their own “feedback” for clients to forward on.
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This is why Chambers prefers and insists on 
telephone interviews – much more straightfor-
ward and enables a frank dialogue between re-
searcher and client. Lastly, being too aggressive 
with the research team is definitely not good 
practice. Chambers prides itself on its indepen-
dence, and the rankings are a result of its hard-
fought investigations. It doesn't “owe” a firm 
anything.  

This is not a paid-for service.  
Shouting, threatening, or making disparaging 
remarks is definitely not the way to engage with 
Chambers. Like most things in life, you attract 
more bees with honey than vinegar.  

What do firms do right? 
The best way to work with Chambers is simply 
to adhere to the process; use the correct tem-
plates, submit on time, and engage with the re-
searcher and editor in a positive manner. This 
was my experience 95% of the time and I'm 
happy to say I really enjoyed my time as editor 
and made many excellent working relation-
ships.  
Although the research team travels on occasion, 
the bulk of the research is conducted from 
London, thus I would encourage law firms 
when they are in town to set up a coffee meet-
ing to allow for a face-to-face meeting. A lot of 
law firms were wary of doing this, and while it 
can't happen every day, many now try to organ-
ise annual in-person meetings to check in and 
report first-hand on recent developments. Cer-
tain law firms are also very good at providing 
additional information throughout the year, i.e. 
beyond the fixed research period.  
By this I mean by providing press releases or 
updates.  Not every day – don't overload the 
researcher – but at regular intervals, and defi-

nitely when there has been a significant devel-
opment (e.g. deal closing/lateral hire). 

How do I improve my rankings? 
I'm at danger of repeating myself too often but 
as said above, the best way to achieve/improve 
a ranking is to follow the research process as 
close as possible. It also goes without saying 
that the firm/lawyer should be doing good work 
for happy clients. Always bear in mind that 
Chambers doesn't list all firms or lawyers 
everywhere; it's a ranking table of the best of 
the best. Firms and lawyers thus need not only 
to explain why they're among the best of the 
best, but prove it.  

I have an individual ranking but the firm 
doesn't – why? 
It sometimes happens that an individual lawyer 
attracts more praise than a team as a whole. If 
this coincides with a submission where the 
same lawyer is listed as the lead lawyer, or only 
lawyer, on all work highlights then it is very 
likely that that lawyer will be ranked but not 
necessarily the team. 
If a firm is trying to push forward a whole team 
then it is important to showcase not only the 
breadth of the practice in a submission but also 
the range of individuals - partners, counsels 
and associates - involved.  

I am dual-qualified in a European coun-
try and the US; is it possible to be ranked 
in both countries? 
It is very rare for a lawyer to be ranked in two 
locations in the regional guides (Europe, USA, 
Asia-Pacific) as it is very rare for a lawyer to 
split their time neatly 50/50. To get around 
this, Chambers has put a lot of effort into de-
veloping the 'Foreign Expert' rankings in the 
Global guide.
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split their time neatly 50/50. To get around 
this, Chambers has put a lot of effort into de-
veloping the 'Foreign Expert' rankings in the 
Global guide. This feature – unique to the 
Global guide – highlights those exact individ-
uals who are based in one country with partic-
ular expertise in another.  

What's the incentive to submit to direc-
tories? 
Submitting to a directory, and more impor-
tantly being ranked in a directory, is a mark of 
quality and recognition. Firms ranked in 
Chambers have been independently re-
searched and have achieved excellent client 
feedback. Being ranked in a legal directory en-
ables firm to chart progress and market devel-
opment. On top of this it also allows for an 
amazing mass of free – yes, free! – marketing 
material. Firms can publicise their rankings 
and editorial online and in print, for no cost.  

At a more strategic level then being ranked in 
a directory assures clients of firm's high level 
of service. It also allows for clients outside of 
that jurisdiction to know who are the key 
lawyers and firms active in their practice area.  
In some cases a ranking in Chambers supports 
a recommendation a client may have had. In 
other cases, however, a client may be com-
pletely new to and unaware of a jurisdiction, 
and so the ranking tables help them choose 
their legal counsel.  
Ultimately, as I often used to say, the guides 
are practically written by clients for clients. 
Nowhere else can you find such depth of re-
search and independent evaluation. Well, per-
haps the Michelin guide, but that's a rather 
more appetising subject matter...  

More about Chambers & Partners 
More about Georgia Brooks
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To what extend does the (perceived) leader-
ship style within law firms influence the psy-
chological contract of legal professionals and 
subsequently their turnover intentions? 

Motivation for research 
Jochem Roelofs (Stibbe -Law Firm) conducted 
this study in 2015-2016 under Bas Kodden’s 
supervision at Nyenrode Business Univer-
siteit. He submitted his thesis in partial ful-
filment of the prerequisites for the degree of 
Master of Business Administration in Busi-
ness and IT of Nyenrode Business Univer-
siteit. Nyenrode Business Universiteit, found-
ed in 1946, is the only privately held universi-
ty in the Netherlands.  
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Jochem Roelofs

Does Leadership 
Style Matters? 
A Study To Psychological 
Contract Breach And 
Turnover Intentions Within 
Law Firms. 
By Jochem Roelofs MBA and Dr. Bas Kodden 
LL.M Msc BA



Main findings 

• The results of this study indicate that when 
empowering leadership is perceived by legal 
professionals, this has a direct effect on their 
turnover intentions. 

• Legal professionals are more likely to stay at 
the firm if they observe empowering leader-
ship. 

• This research indicates that the positive ef-
fect that the perception of empowering lead-
ership has on turnover intentions of profes-
sionals, is also measured when mediated by 
the concept of psychological contract breach.  

• Developing empowering leadership skills of 
senior legal professionals is a great point of 
departure for firms that want to lower early 
outflow of legal talents. This can be achieved 
by a training program for legal professionals, 
preferably before they become a senior 
lawyer and have to train and manage young 
professionals. 

Introduction 
According to Lub, Nije Bijvank, Bal, Blomme 
and Schalk (2012), people belonging to Gener-
ation X change jobs on average 7 to 8 times 
during their career in pursuit for more chal-
lenging environments or higher salary. Work-
ers of the Generation Y cohort stay even short-
er in one job; between 18 months to two years 
on average, after which they move on in search 
of career advancement. But being a profes-
sional in a legal service firm typically involves 
a life-long career. According to Wallace (1995), 
professionals in general are more loyal to or-
ganizations that facilitate personal develop-
ment of the professional’s career, and that 
lawyers who work for a private law firm are 
more committed to their organization than 
those who work for non-professional organiza-

tions. In general, Professional Service Firms 
(PSFs) are knowledge-intensive or knowledge-
based organizations with a distinctive organi-
zational form and comprised primarily of pro-
fessionals who deliver non tangible services 
enriched with complex knowledge (Anand, 
Gardner, & Morris, 2007; Greenwood, Sudda-
by, & McDougald, 2006; Von Nordenflycht, 
2010). Such firms are unique because they are 
high in credibility qualities as their core out-
put is applied knowledge and skills that are 
difficult for a client to acquire and understand 
(Hogan, Soutar, McColl-Kennedy & Sweeney, 
2011). Because a considerable amount of this 
knowledge resides in the firms’ professionals, 
retaining experienced lawyers is key for the 
successful future of the firm.  

According to recent figures, legal specializa-
tion and internationalization forced the top 
law firms to scale-up head count in the recent 
past. Nevertheless, staff numbers of these top 
legal PSFs have been decreasing for some time 
now (Rabobank, 2013). Besides some internal 
organizational restructuring due to the recent 
financial crisis, this has also something to do 
with another visible trend in the Dutch legal 
industry; more often, young lawyers with a 
couple of years of experience in a large legal 
service firm, choose for association with peers 
in smaller or specialized ‘boutique’ firms, 
while others leave the large firms for a career 
in a non-professional organization (Rabobank, 
2013). The latter despite the fact that earlier 
research showed that lawyers are more com-
mitted to their organization when they are 
working for a PSF (Wallace, 1995).  

Among some of the reasons mentioned why 
they leave the firm are that they get burned 
out or seek a better balance between their 
work and private life. Law firms flourish 
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on the inflow of recently graduated legal tal-
ents and retaining experienced lawyers as they 
are the most important assets of the firm. 
Human capital is of strategic importance to a 
law firm, and “retaining human capital is very 
important in the ever-increasing competition 
to employ the most valuable employees in the 
marketplace” (Carmeli & Weisberg, 2006, p. 
191). When employee turnover is high in an 
organization, this can be destructive to the 
firm in the form of direct costs like the selec-
tion, recruitment, and training of new employ-
ees and indirect costs like the loss of social 
capital, reduced morale, and pressure on exist-
ing employees (Sang Long, Yean Thean, Wan 
Ismael, & Jusoh, 2012). 

There are many factors that can influence the 
chance that an employee will leave or stay at 
the firm somewhere in the near future; for ex-
ample the already addressed powers of organi-
zational commitment or ease of movement. 
According to Carmeli et al. (2006) the most 
important rationale for an employee to leave 
the organization is that the persons’ potential 
can result elsewhere in higher productivity 
and more significant contribution to the firm, 
while simultaneously increasing wage and re-
wards.  
Turnover intentions are significantly related to 
actual turnover, but numerous extraneous fac-
tors (e.g. availability of job alternatives) often 
interfere with the workers’ ability to translate 
intentions into behavior (SamGnanakkan, 
2010). Consequently, detecting the factors that 
could decrease a lawyer’s intention to leave the 
organization can help the firm prevent losing 
highly skilled employees, and the risk that ex-
perience, clients, and knowledge is transfer-
ring to other competing law firms. A possible 
solution could be found in a change of leader-

ship style that is practiced in the professional 
firm. A leadership style describes the behavior 
of a leader and is a pattern of explicit and im-
plicit actions that are recognizable to the team 
or team members. Leadership styles that sup-
port the firm’s human resources strategy make 
psychological contracts possible that benefit 
both the firm and its employees working for 
the firm (McDermott, Conway, Rousseau, & 
Flood, 2013).  

According to Wells and Welty Peachey (2011), 
transformational leadership is an important 
factor in reducing and mitigating turnover in-
tentions. A higher level of transformational 
leadership is associated with a lower intention 
to leave the organization (Sang Long et al., 
2012). According to Du, Swaen, Lindgreen, 
and Sen (2012), a transformational leader is 
one who articulates a vision of the future that 
can be shared with followers, intellectually 
stimulates and encourages followers to ques-
tion old assumptions so they can approach 
complex problems and issues in more innova-
tive ways, while paying attention to individual 
differences among employees. This type of 
leader characterizes as highly ethical and fo-
cused on values and is more effective at dri-
ving change, or transcending the status quo;  

 � • e-magazine • www.legalbusinessworld.com  26

A Transformational Leader is someone 
who identifies needed change and     
creates a vision to guide this change 
through inspiration with commitment 
of the group. 

A Directive Leader tends to reach suc-
cess competitively and tries to actively 
monitor and correct subordinates. 

An Empowering Leader is a person who 
enables sharing power by providing 
greater decision-making authority in 
its employees.



Bas Kodden

they inspire followers with their vision and 
create excitement through the use of symbol-
ism and imagery (Du et al., 2012). 

According to Hakimi, van Knippenberg and 
Giessner (2010), companies need to adapt 
themselves to the new economic market and 
therefore managers need to change their direc-
tive leadership style in a more motivational 
leadership style. Employees need to be stimu-
lated by their leaders in order to be able to 
solve complicated, unclear problems. Useful 
ideas by an employee or a group of employees, 
can fundamentally contribute to innovation, 
effectiveness, and existence of the company. 
Resulting from the research of Zhang and Bar-
tol (2010), they suggest using the theory of 
empowering leadership instead of the theory 
of transformational leadership. Seniority and 
professional expertise are highly valued in a 
law firm, or any professional service firm for 
that matter.  

According to Mintzberg’s (1979) five basic con-
figurations of organizations, the combination 
of the coordination mechanism, the environ-
ment and the design parameters determine 
the structure of an organization. Law firms can 
be categorized as professional organizations; 
however, according to Mintzberg (1979), pro-
fessional organizations are complex and have 
many rules, regulations and procedures, which 
make them also very bureaucratic, almost sim-
ilar to a machine bureaucracy. The disadvan-
tage of the professional structure is the lack of 
control that (senior) executives have due to 
the fact that authority is shared by the hierar-
chy (Mintzberg, 1979). 

Transactional leadership is “the process of a 
leader establishing reciprocal communication 
with their followers to accomplish a task”  
(Gokce, 2014, p. 1550).
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Therefore, it is reasonable to argue that law 
firms are often managed by the transaction 
type of leaders who are more effective at oper-
ating an existing system or structure; they set 
goals (define KPI's), and communicate explicit 
agreements regarding expectations and re-
wards while providing constructive feedback 
on the tasks. Motivation of group members is 
done primarily through contingent-rewards 
based on performance (Du et al., 2012). 

According to Redeker, de Vries, Rouckhout, 
Vermeren, and de Fruyt (2012), there is wide-
spread consensus among scholars that inter-
personal interaction between two persons is 
best summarized by two dimensions; commu-
nion (affiliate/love) and agency (control/dom-
inance), which is somewhat in line with the 
transformational and transactional model. To 
distinguish a broader spectrum of leadership 
styles, Redeker et al. (2012) created a model 
with eight different leadership behaviors. The 
leadership style that probably fits the contem-
porary law firms best is the directive leader-
ship style. Persons who practice this leader-
ship style are characterized as “…tend to try to 
reach success competitively, tend to actively 
monitor and correct subordinates, and to be-

have strictly towards subordinates” (Redeker 
et al., 2012, p. 7). Many professional service 
firms can probably be characterized by this 
type of leadership as expertise and experience 
is a key driver for success within the firm. Ac-
cording to Lander (2012), PSFs typically com-
bine competitive hiring processes with a high 
level of on-the-job training by senior profes-
sionals, and an up-or-out promotion system 

 that regulates admission to firm ownership. 
Looking closer at the career path of a lawyer at 
a large law firm, one aspect stands out; this 
path is exactly the same for everyone. The list 
of prerequisites for the large law firm lawyers 
in the Netherlands starts with a university de-
gree in law from a Dutch university with the 
‘civil effect’ achievement for access to the legal 
profession. Subsequently, the aspirant lawyers 
will become a ‘trainee’ for the period of three 
years at one of the 16 – internationally active – 
larger Dutch law firms. During this period, the 
trainee lawyers follow the mandatory cognitive 
courses offered by the Bar Association. After 
successful completion, they are admitted as a 
lawyer to the Netherlands Bar Association (the 
Bar), and if allowed to stay at the firm, the 
lawyers will become associates for the upcom-
ing three years. But this does not mean that 
they have full autonomy when executing their 
profession, as they are still under supervision 
of a senior lawyer. 

For legal professionals, being highly educated 
and fully licensed, the type of work they are 
performing and the degree of freedom they 
experience at the beginning of their career 
could be a disappointment if this does not 
match to what they were promised, what they 
expected of the job, the environment, organi-
zation or tasks on beforehand. The psychologi-
cal contract that the young legal professional 
has with the employer could therefore be 
breached. According to Clinton and Guest 
(2014), scholars have found empirical evi-
dence between psychological contract breach 
and turnover intentions. Because there is lim-
ited literature available that investigates the 
effects of the psychological contract on 
turnover intentions within a legal service firm, 
this research intends to contribute evidence of 
this. At this moment in time, a large diversity 

Expertise & Experience a 
Key Driver for Success
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of distinctive generations is represented in to-
day’s workplace. Each of these generations 
possesses unique characteristics that affect 
their work ethic and perception of organiza-
tional hierarchy (Glass, 2007). In literature 
many generations are described, but these are 
strongly linked to geographical bound events 
(Macky et al., 2008).  
In the Netherlands, the most commonly used 
generational distinction is summarized in the 
research of Bontekoning (2007), and divides 
the population into the following generations: 
Protest Generation (1940-1955), Generation X 
(1955-1970), Pragmatic Generation 
(1970-1985) and the Screenagers (1985-2000). 
Nevertheless, the more international oriented 
literature distinguishes four almost similar 
generations with strong characteristics, which 

are commonly referred to as Traditionalists 
(<1945), Baby Boomers (1945-1965), Genera-
tion X (1965-1985) and Generation Y 
(1985-2000), with more or less similar bound-
aries. At this moment, all of these four genera-
tions can be found in Dutch law firms, al-
though the majority of the active lawyers 
(56%) is of Generation X (NOvA, 2013). 

When the Baby Boomers leave the legal pro-
fession within the next decade, Generations X 
and Y – which are characterized by the fact 
that they change jobs more frequently – will 
dominate the sector. Because legal PSF’s rely 
on the high expertise and skills of their profes-
sionals; high turnover intentions can therefore 
be a destructive force for large legal firms. A 
change in leadership style that fits the younger 
professionals and their expectations regarding 

their job and job environment could be a posi-
tive influence whereby turnover intentions 
might be reduced in a professional service 
firm. This leads to the following central re-
search question: “To what extend does the 
(perceived) leadership style within law firms 
influence the psychological contract of legal 
professionals and subsequently their turnover 
intentions?” 

Procedure and sample 
Data was obtained with the use of a question-
naire and a set of analyses was conducted to 
determine if the collected data could be used, 
by extracting the underlying factors with an 
exploratory factor analysis and reliability 
checks on all the factored scales for each of the 
constructs. The total number of respondents 
was 84.  

After deletion of the incomplete question-
naires, 61 complete questionnaires remained 
and were used for further analysis. The popu-
lation of the 61 respondents represents 36 
women (59%) and 25 men (41%). Of the re-
spondents, 55,7% (34) are younger than 30 
years of age and therefore belong to Genera-
tion Y. 42,6% (26) belongs to Generation X 
(between 30 and 49 years of age), and 1 re-
spondent (1,6%) belongs to the Baby Boomer 
Generation (50 – 69 years of age). Approxi-
mately 59% of the population works at a law 
firm that employs between 100 and 199 legal 
professionals, almost 30% works at firms with 
less lawyers and nearly 12% work at firms with 
more than 200 lawyers and/or civil law no-
taries in the Netherlands. The area of expertise 
or practice area of the population was widely 
spread. The largest groups were experts in Lit-
igation and Dispute Resolution (15%), Em-
ployment, Benefits and Labor (13%) and Cor-
porate Mergers and Acquisitions (12%).
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Management Summary 
The core product of a law firm is legal knowl-
edge. Professionals working in a law firm are 
valued by their knowledge of Dutch legal rules 
and regulations including negotiation and liti-
gation skills, which is why they are the most 
valuable asset of the business. Because of the 
strategic importance of human capital in a 
professional service firm, it is important for 

the continuity of the firm that they will retain 
their legal professionals and inspire young as-
sociates to become future shareholders. Lead-
ership behaviour is addressed as a ‘pull-to-
stay’ force when it comes to turnover inten-
tions. Because senior lawyers are supervising 
less experienced colleagues, these junior as-
sociates learn the formal and informal proce-
dures and behaviours directly from their supe-
riors. This study investigated the effect of two 
relatively opposite types of leadership styles; 
directive leadership and empowering leader-
ship. Persons with a directive leadership style 
tend to try to reach success competitively, tend 
to actively monitor and correct subordinates, 
and to behave strictly towards subordinates. 
Persons with an empowering leadership style 
tend to implement conditions that enable 
sharing power with an employee. They do this 
by delineating the significance of the employ-
ee’s job, providing greater decision-making 
autonomy, expressing confidence in the em-
ployee’s capabilities, and removing hindrances 
to performance. The objective is to demon-
strate what type of leadership is perceived by 
junior associates in a Dutch law firm, and 
which leadership style has the least negative 

influence on turnover intentions. Besides 
leadership behaviour, the individual’s beliefs 
about mutual obligations, in the context of the 
relationship between employer and employee 
could also influence the professionals’ inten-
tions to voluntary leave the firm. Interpreta-
tions and promises made at the beginning and 
during the relationship between the legal pro-
fessional and the law firm can be described as 
a psychological contract. When the personal 
interpretations of the legal professional about, 
for example, the meaningfulness of the work 
or the autonomy of the job does not match 
with what was expected during recruitment, 
there may be a breach in this psychological 
contract that could lead to voluntary turnover.  

Expectations by legal employees towards their 
relationship with their employer and percep-
tion of good leadership behaviour are different 
for diverse generations. Men and women of 
each generation have deviating values and ex-
pectations regarding leadership style of their 
managers, and best practice regarding em-
ployability and engagement including motiva-
tion, working hours, opportunities for devel-
opment, autonomy, and the meaningfulness of 
the work they execute. The leadership style 
that is perceived by legal professionals, and 
the effect this has on their perception of a psy-

chological contract breach or intention to 
leave the law firm they are working for, could 
differ for each generation. The purpose of this 
study, besides adding relevant new insights to 
the literature, was to suggest practical recom-
mendations to law firms how to retain their 
valuable assets, especially with the entrance of 
a new generation legal professionals. 

How to retain their  
valuable assets

Inspire young associates to 
become  

future shareholders
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Five hypotheses were formulated to investi-
gate each relationship between the constructs 
in the model. The model was designed in such 
a way that, if an effect of perceived leadership 
style on turnover intentions was measured, 
the mediating psychological contract was the 
possible explanation of this effect. A validated 
questionnaire was constructed in order to be 
able to measure each construct and effect in 
the model. In the second stage of this thesis 
research assignment, there has been made a 
pre-selection of Dutch legal professional ser-
vice firms.  

Through (personal) contacts with boards, HR, 
and Marketing departments, the questionnaire 
was e-mailed to lawyers and (candidate) civil 
law notaries working for these pre-selected 
law firms. The empirical data of this study was 
gained between February 2015 and May 2015 
and eventually resulted in a response rate of 61 
fully completed surveys. Regrettably, due to 
the sample size, it was not possible to perform 
a multi-generational research. The size of the 
returned valid sample was most likely also the 
reason that it was not possible to measure an 
effect of directive leadership on psychological 
contract breach (H3) or a direct effect of direc-
tive leadership on turnover intentions (H1).  

After analysis of the data, the results indicate 
that empowering leadership is significantly 
related to psychological contract breach (H4) 
and also towards voluntary turnover inten-
tions of the lawyer (H2). Therefore, within the 
context of this study, there is a strong indica-

tion that when a high perception of empower-
ing leadership style is measured in a law firm, 
this significantly lowers the chance that a 
lawyer, legal tax advisor or (candidate) civil 
law notary decides to leave the employing law 
firm. The analysis furthermore reveals that in 
this research the construct of empowering 
leadership is composed in two dimensions.  

The first dimension that was extracted was 
measured with questions in the survey about 
the leaders’ ability to foster participation in 
decision making, the expression of confidence 
in high performance, and providing autonomy 
from bureaucratic constraints. The results in-
dicate that for this dimension, the relationship 
between empowering leadership and turnover 
intentions can be explained by the perception 
of a psychological contract breach (full media-
tion). The other factor that was measured cov-
ered the element of the empowering leaders’ 
ability to enhance the meaningfulness of the 
work. The analysis showed that the effect on 
turnover intention of this construct could not 
be explained by the breach in psychological 
contract (no mediation).  

Developing and enhancing empowering lead-
ership skills of senior legal professionals work-
ing for a law firm, can lower the early dropout 
of legal talents. This can be achieved by a 
training program for legal professionals. In 
some traditional “old school” law firms even a 
more profound measure is necessary to create 
empowering leaders. A full change manage-
ment program must be installed to create an 
open, stimulating, trustworthy environment 
where entrepreneurship, self-reflection, and 
creativity is very much appreciated and part of 
the organizational culture. Furthermore it is 
recommended to give more decision making 
authority to young legal professionals. 
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Legal professionals are most likely more risk-
adverse by nature than enormous risk takers. 
If their manager is constantly correcting them 
or their work, and is for example unwilling to 
let them have direct contact with clients, they 
will probably look for approval continuously 
before taking any decision. They will not feel 
responsible or appreciated for the work done. 
Giving responsibilities to the young profes-
sionals (without putting the whole firm in 
their hands or at risk) encourages them to be 
more proactive and makes them feel that they 
have more impact. It is furthermore important 
that senior lawyers understand that their sub-
ordinates want to know that their input is val-
ued and that they are acknowledged and re-
warded in the fact that they deliver valuable 
work which contributes to the firm. 

References 

• Advocatie (2014). Stand van de Advocatuur 2014. 
Retrieved from Advocatie website on 29 june 2015. 
http://www.advocatie.nl/svda2014-salarissen-eerste-
vierde-en-zevendejaars-advocaten-bij-de-top-50 

• Amit, R., & Schoemaker, P.J.H., 1993. Strategic Assets 
and Organizational Rent. Strategic Management 
Journal, 14, 33–46. 

• Anand, N., Gardner, H., & Morris, T. (2007). Knowl-
edge based innovation: Emergence and embedding of 
new practice areas in management consulting firms. 
Academy of Management Journal, 50, 406–428. 

• Brace, N., Kemp, R., & Snelgar, R. (2012). SPSS for 
Psychologists (5th ed., p. 470). Psychology Press. 

• Brown, S., Carter, B., Collins, M., Gallerson, C., Giffin, 
G., Greer, J., Griffith, R. & Bearfield, D. (2009). Gen-
eration Y in the Workplace. The George Bush School 
of Government and Public Service, the federal gov-
ernment and the Congressional Research Service 
(CRS). 

• Brown, M. (2012). Responses to work intensification: 
does generation matter? The International Journal of 
Human Resource Management, 23(17), 3578–3595. 
Carmeli, A., & Weisberg, J. (2006). Exploring 
turnover intentions among three different profession-

al groups of employees. Human Resource Develop-
ment International, 9(2), 191–206. 

• Clay, T. (2013). Law Firms in Transition; An Alman 
Weil Flash Survey. Altman Weil. 

• De Cuyper, N., Mauro, S., Kinnunen, U., Mäkikangas, 
A. (2010). The role of job resources in the relation be-
tween perceived employability and turnover intention: 
A prospective two-sample study. Journal of Vocation-
al Behavior, 78(2011), 253–263. 

• De Cuyper, N., Van der Heijden, I.J.M., & De Witte, 
H. (2011, April). Associations between perceived em-
ployability, employee well-being, and its contribution 
to organizational success: a matter of psychological 
contracts? The International Journal of Human Re-
source Management, 22(7), 1486–1503. 

• Du, S., Swaen, V., Lindgreen, A., & Sen, S. (2013). The 
Roles of Leadership Styles in Corporate Social Re-
sponsibility. Journal of Business Ethics, 114, 155–169. 

• Field, A. (2014). Discovering statistic in SPSS (4th 
ed.). London: SAGE Publications Ltd. 

• Gendron, Y., Suddaby, R., & Lam, H. (2006). An ex-
amination of the ethical commitment of professional 
accountants to auditor independence. Journal of 
Business Ethics, 64, 125–144. 

• Glass, A., (2007). Understanding generational differ-
ences for competitive success. Industrial and Com-
mercial Training, 39(2), 98–103. 

• Gokce, B., Guney, S., & Katrinli, A. (2014). Does Doc-
tors’ Perception of Hospital Leadership Style and Or-
ganizational Culture Influence Their Organizational 
Commitment? Social Behavior and Personality, 
42(9), 2012, 1549–1562. 

• Greenwood, R., Suddaby, R., & McDougald, M. 
(2006). Professional Service Firms. Research in the 
Sociology of Organizations, 24, 1–16. 

• Hakimi, N.A., van Knippenberg, D., & Giessner, S. 
(2010). Leader Empowering Behaviour: The Leader’s 
Perspective. British Journal of Management, 21, 701–
716. 

• Hernaus, T., & Vokic, N.P. (2014). Work design for 
different generational cohorts. Journal of Organiza-
tional Change Management, 27(4), 615–641. 

• Hitt, M.A., Bierman, L., Shimizu, K., & Kochhar, R. 
(2001). Direct and Moderating Effects of Human Cap-
ital on Strategy and Performance in Professional Ser-
vice Firms: A Resource Based Perspective. Academy 
of Management Journal, 44(1), 13–28. 

• Hogan, S.J., Soutar, G.N., McColl-Kennedy, J.R., & 
Sweeney, J.C (2011). Reconceptualizing professional 
service firm innovation capability: Scale development. 
Industrial Marketing Management, 40, 1264–1273. 

• Jones, D.A. (2010). Does serving the community also 
serve the company? Using organizational identifica-
tion and social exchange theories

 � • e-magazine • www.legalbusinessworld.com  32



• to understand employee responses to a volunteerism 
programme. Journal of Occupational and Organiza-
tional Psychology, 83, 857 – 878. 

• Kwakman, F. (2007, June 7). The Professional Service 
Firm of the Future, Management challenges for im-
proving firm performance in the new business land-
scape. Breukelen: Nyenrode Business University. 

• Lander, M. (2012). Profits or Professionalism. On de-
signing professional service firms. Doctoral Thesis, 
Rotterdam: Erasmus Universiteit Rotterdam. 

• Lub, X.D. (2013). Generations and their psychological 
contracts. Enschede: Ipskamp. 

• Lub, X.D., Blomme, R.J., & Bal, P.M (2011). Psycho-
logical contracts and organizational citizenship behav-
ior: a new deal for new generations? Advances in 
Hospitality and Leisure, 7, 109-130. 

• Lub, X.D., Nije Bijvank, M., Bal, P.M., Blomme, R.J. & 
Schalk, R., (2012). Different or alike? International 
Journal of Contemporary Hospitality Management, 
24(4), 553–573. 

• Macky, K., Gardner, D., & Forsyth, S., (2008). Gener-
ational differences at work: introduction and over-
view. Journal of Managerial Psychology, 23(8), 857–
861. 

• McDermott, A.M., Conway, E., Rousseau, D.M., & 
Flood, C. (2013). Promoting effective psychological 
contracts through leadership: The missing link be-
tween HR strategy and performance. Human Re-
source Management, 52(2), 289–310. 

• Mintzberg, H. (1979). The Structuring of Organiza-
tions: A Synthesis of the Research. Illinois: University 
of Illinois. 

• Pearce, C.L., Sims Jr, H.P., Cox, J.F., Ball, G., Schnell, 
E., Smith, K.A., & Trevino, L. (2003). Transactors, 
transformers and beyond: A multi-method develop-
ment of a theoretical typology of leadership. Journal 
of Management Development, 22(4), 273–307. 

• Preacher, K. J., & Kelley, K. (2011). Effect size mea-
sures for mediation models: Quantitative strategies 
for communicating indirect effects. Psychological 
Methods, 16, 93–115. 

• Rabobank Cijfers & Trends (2013). Branche-infor-
matie Advocaten Kantoren 2013. Retrieved from 
Rabobank website on 24 december 2014. https://
www.rabobankcijfersentrends.nl/index.cfm?
action=print.printPdf&id=402f6b04-6845-4106-8856
-595b335a6799 

• Redeker, M., de Vries, R.E., Rouckhout, D., Vermeren, 
P., & de Fruyt, F. (2012). Integrating leadership: The 
leadership circumplex. European Journal of Work 
and Organizational Psychology, 2012. 

• Robinson, S.L., & Morrison, E.W. (2000). The devel-
opment of psychological contract breach and viola-

tion: a longitudinal study. Journal of Organizational 
Behavior, 21, 525–546. 

• SamGnanakkan, S. (2010, April). Mediating Role of 
Organizational Commitment on HR Practices and 
Turnover Intention among ICT Professionals. Journal 
of Management Research, 10(1), 39–61. 

• Sang Long, C., Yean Thean, L., Wan Ismael, W.K., & 
Jusoh, A., (2012). Leadership Styles and Employees' 
Turnover Intention: Exploratory Study of Academic 
Staff in a Malaysian College. World Applied Sciences 
Journal, 19(4), 575–581. 

• Sawa, B., & Swift, S. (2013, April). Developing High-
Performing Organizations: Keys to Recruiting, Retain-
ing, and Developing People Who Make the Difference. 
Leadership and Management in Engineering, 2013, 
p. 96–100. 

• Thomas, K.W., & Velthouse, B.A. (1990). Cognitive 
Elements of Empowerment: An "Interpretive" Model 
of Intrinsic Task Motivation. Academy of Manage-
ment Review, 15(4). 666–681. 

• Tse, H., Huang, X., & Lam, W., (2013). Why does 
transformational leadership matter for employee 
turnover? A multi-foci social exchange perspective. 
The Leadership Quarterly, 24, 763–776. 

• Van der Smissen, S., Schalk, R., & Freese, C. (2013). 
Contemporary psychological contracts: How both em-
ployer and employee are changing the employment 
relationship. Management Revue, 24(4), 309–327. 

• Von Nordenflycht, A. (2010). What is a Professional 
Service Firm? Toward a Theory and Taxonomy of 
Knowledge-Intensive Firms. Academy of Manage-
ment Review, 35(1), 155–174. 

• Waldman, D.A., Carter, M.Z., & Hom, P.W. (2012, 
October). A Multilevel Investigation of Leadership and 
Turnover Behavior. Journal of Management, October 
2012. 

• Wells, J.E., & Welty Peachey, J. (2011). Turnover In-
tentions: Do leadership behavior and satisfaction with 
the leader matter? Team Performance Management, 
17(1/2), p. 23–30. 

• Welty Peachey, J., Burton, L.J., & Wells, J.E. (2014). 
Examining the influence of transformational leader-
ship, organizational commitment, job embeddedness, 
and job search behaviors on turnover intentions in 
intercollegiate athletics. Leadership & Organization 
Development Journal, 35(8), 740–755. 

• Willis, M.C., & Willis, M., (2008). Presentation. From 
Traditionalists to Gen Y: Addressing Generation Gaps 
in Today’s Law Firms. ILTA Conference 2008. 

• Wu, A.D., & Zumbo, B.D.. (2007, June). Understand-
ing and Using Mediators and Moderators. Social Indi-
cator Research, 87, 367–392. 

e-magazine  •  www.legalbusinessworld.com  •  �33



IC
T/

So
ftw

ar
e

 � • e-magazine • www.legalbusinessworld.com  34

H
RM

The 5-phase  
Flexibility  
Maturity Model  
for Professional 
Services 

By Marijn Rooymans, consultant at LawyerlinQ.

'Agile' is today's buzzword. Pressured by the 
market’s increasing dynamism, companies have 
apparently made agile the new norm for organi-
sational planning.  
But how does this affect law firms and legal de-
partments? These organisations primarily use 
human capital and years’ worth of accumulated 
knowledge. Vested in employment relations that 
you cannot simply switch on or off at a mo-
ment’s notice. What's more, the above organisa-
tions traditionally derive a large part of their 
identity and 'company pride' from the notion 
that their work can only be done by their very 
own permanent employees.
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Agility = flexibility + speed 
Due to their nature, professional service or-
ganisations can only increase their agility by 
becoming more flexible in the way their work 
is sourced and by learning how to quickly gear 
up and down. This requires more than just us-
ing their 'own people', and hiring the occa-
sional temp worker for a few months will not 
cut it either. Currently, several frontrunners in 
international consultancy and advocacy, in-
cluding PWC, Berwin Leighton Paisner and 
Allen & Overy, are showing that an alternative 
approach to sourcing contributes to their suc-
cess and market position. In the Netherlands, 
the firm of De Brauw Blackstone Westbroek 
sets a good example. These success stories 
have sparked a change in the way professional 
service firms think about staffing.  

Putting ‘Flex’ on the agenda 
As a result, 'flexibilisation' can be found on the 
agendas of numerous management teams and 

board meetings. The manager and staff organ-
isation are thus faced with increasing pressure 
to quickly come up with a tested, risk-free 
model that enables the organisation to more 
quickly and efficiently respond to changes and 
developments in the demand for staffing-
based capacity and knowledge.  

But where does one start? What is the best ap-
proach? Published best practices are still un-
available and the first initiatives therefore of-
ten proceed the hard way, ‘boiling the ocean’.  

The steps to be taken 
The Professional Services Flexibility Maturity 
Model offers a framework to evaluate how 
flexible you are as a professional service or-
ganisation.  
Moreover, it helps you determine follow-up 
steps that you could take to increase the agility 
of the knowledge and  human capital that you 
can have at your disposal.

https://talentexchange.pwc.com/
http://www.blplaw.com/lawyers-on-demand
https://www.dlapiper.com/en/nethe
http://www.peerpoint.com/
http://www.debrauw.com/solutions/flexpool/
http://www.debrauw.com/solutions/flexpool/
https://talentexchange.pwc.com/
http://www.blplaw.com/lawyers-on-demand
https://www.dlapiper.com/en/nethe
http://www.peerpoint.com/
http://www.debrauw.com/solutions/flexpool/
http://www.debrauw.com/solutions/flexpool/


Phase 1

“Oh dear, she’s starting her maternity 
leave already? How are we supposed to finish 
our work on time? I'll call an agency straight 
away. And let’s hope they have someone 
available to start first thing tomorrow! “  

The first phase is comprised of organisations 
that do not yet have a process for hiring flexi-
ble staff. Each time a professional is needed on 
a flexible basis, they are improvising. This cre-
ates a large dependence on the suppliers of 
contingent staff. 
Filling the FTEs is crucial and it governs how 
flexible staffing is perceived. The actual, un-
derlying demand for productivity is less de-
fined and plays a secondary role. The demand 
for contingent staffing is not identified until 
later on. It has not been budgeted for and with 
temp staffing decisions getting postponed a lot 
of hiring is done under pressure. 
In this situation, using flexible staff is seen as 
a necessary evil. To benchmark the costs, peo-
ple look at the gross salary of regular employ-
ees. External professionals are seen as 'expen-
sive personnel'. They are mostly deployed for 
capacity purposes, which fits the FTE ap-
proach.    

Phase 2  

“OK people, let's talk planning. What 
are we expecting work-wise in the coming pe-
riod? How is that open job position coming 

along? When is Simone due to have her baby? 
(...) OK, that’s clear. So we've got at least 1.8 
FTEs to fill. I'll call some people who've been 
here before, please also contact HR and have 
them delegate it to the agencies.”  

The second phase is marked by the realisation 
that deploying flexible staff is unavoidable. 
Organisations get used to it, and the first 
foundation of a central approach emerges due 
to repeated hiring experience. The use of flexi-
ble professionals is still limited and hiring de-
cisions still focus mostly on 'costs'.   

The starting point remains that all the work 
should be able to be done with employees un-
der (semi) permanent employment contracts. 
Deployment of flexible staff is limited to peak 
moments caused by seasonal work and (sick) 
leave.  

Managers begin to create their own database 
of flexible self-employed professionals who 
have performed satisfactorily and who will be 
approached first whenever there is a sudden 
increase in demand. A small portfolio of pro-
fessionals arises that the organisation calls 
upon. 

The organisation gets used to the fact that ex-
ternal professionals are hired every now and 
then. It becomes less of a novel thing. The 
threshold becomes lower and the total hiring 
costs increase. Occasionally, there are some 
negative experiences.  
In an attempt to take control of transaction 
costs and the quality of supply, the procure-
ment department will introduce the phe-
nomenon of 'preferred supplier'. HR is allocat-
ed a larger role when it comes to hiring and 
will act as a link between the 'hiring manager' 
and the external suppliers of flexible person-
nel.
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Phase 3 

Gosh, it's still busy. What should we 
do? Hire new people? (...) No, let's get some-
one from our flex pool to handle that project. 
I'll ask HR to give everyone a call.” 

With this phase, the deployment of external 
staff is now process-driven via the HR de-
partment. By now, hiring managers know that 
flexible professionals can be used outside of 
'peak times and sick-leave’ situations. A need 
thus arises to hire external professionals for 
knowledge and ad hoc issues and no longer 
expressly for temporary FTE capacity purpos-
es. This means that the hiring demand fits less 
and less within the process-based, FTE-driven 
approach of the HR department.  
The organisation’s portfolio, the database of 
reliable ‘gig-workers’ at the disposal of each 
hiring manager, gets merged and a better-
suited term is now a 'flex pool'. The use of 
staffing agencies declines. Preferred suppliers 
are now only activated if the hiring demand 
exceeds what is available to be sourced from 
the pool. If the hiring volume increases, an ex-
ternal party joins up for risk-management and 
the streamlining of administrative and finan-
cial processes. Organisations begin to pro-ac-
tively map out what kind of flexible profes-
sionals they need and when. Hiring managers 
begin to use external professionals for the de-
velopment of the department and the office. In 
the first instance, new positions and proposi-
tions are increasingly filled by trusted external 
professionals. The connection of the organisa-
tion with its external professionals changes 

from being transaction-driven to relation-dri-
ven. The company begins to invest in fostering 
and maintaining relations with ‘gig workers’, 
even when they are not being used. Enterprise 
social media applications are introduced for 
this purpose. Supply and demand sides of ex-
ternal capacity also meet on these closed on-
line platforms. In this phase, decision-making 
revolves around D.I.Y or partnering with oth-
ers.  

Phase 4 

“You sure got those contracts amended 
fast! Yeah, piece of cake. I posted it in the 
community this weekend and a couple of our 
known flex workers responded immediately. 
One of them was actually experienced with 
exactly these kinds of deals and he offered a 
very competitive fixed fee per contract.”  

The fourth phase mostly deals with the further 
rationalisation of the hiring process to achieve 
agility in all facets. A backbone is created that 
enables the organisation to respond more effi-
ciently to various hiring needs and it enhances 
control and the reporting of information. Ad-
ministrative and compliance processes are 
standardised in such a way that they are fitting 
at any level and for each type of flexible de-
ployment. 'Waste' is removed from all pro-
cesses and replaced with automation as much 
as possible. A well-weighted decision is made 
to reduce the 'fixed formation' in scale and in 
amount of expertise. What is left is a composi-
tion of employees that achieves optimal utili-
sation at all times. All of the capacity and



knowledge that is not part of the organisations 
core competences is sourced on-demand from 
a group of flexible professionals with whom 
the organisation fosters long-term relations. It 
is no longer required to over-exploit regular 
employees during peak times.  

Employees can instead receive a more focused 
deployment to areas where they have room to 
grow or excel. By now, a personal network of 
trusted flexible professionals is working on 
demand for the organisation.  

The online platform has developed into an in-
ternal marketplace where knowledge and ca-
pacity is sourced on a flexible basis. The sup-
ply and demand of professionals is met with-
out the involvement of HR.  

The support and managing of flexible sourc-
ing, as well as the relationships with the exter-
nal professionals in the network, has evolved 
into a discipline in its own right. 

Deployment is no longer based on fixed for-
mations or job descriptions, but instead on re-
quired productivity. The deployment of exter-
nal professionals will also primarily be paid 
for based on agreements about productivity. 
The organisation knows in advance how each 
deployment adds value and in each assign-
ment performance is reviewed.  
A constant improvement process is in place. 
The use of capacity and knowledge supplied by 
professionals on a on demand basis has be-
come a part of the organisation's value propo-
sition.  
The use of external professionals has changed 
from a cost item to a catalyst of profitability.  

Phase 5  

“Richard, you're managing this project. 
Take Anna with you for added support.  I'd 
leave the real estate part to Susanne from our 
network. That way the client can save some 
costs. The IP part in the Due Diligence is cru-
cial. We could use someone from our perma-
nent team, but we've got a specialised person 
in our network so let's use him instead. It's 
best to use our permanent people for project 
management, negotiations and drawing up 
the acquisition papers. After all, these kinds of 
transactions are our core business.”  

By now, the strategic choice of the last phase 
has led to a fully institutionalised approach of 
flexible knowledge and skill. Apart from the 
contractual basis, there is no longer a distinc-
tion between permanent and flexible employ-
ees. People are always deployed with their 
best-suited talents in mind and they are no 
longer required to do work that is beneath 
their level of expertise or training.  
Those who are required for the delivery of the 
organisations strategic core-competences are 
under permanent and exclusive contract. This 
also applies to those who are in training for 
these kinds of positions in the future. All other 
professionals are engaged and paid for on a 
more or less flexible basis, but they remain 
connected to the organisation even outside of 
their deployments.  
This enables the organisation to always swiftly 
set up the ideal combination for each project
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and all work assignments. The choice to de-
ploy professionals for certain tasks is deter-
mined fully by their suitability and expertise 
concerning the project at hand. The organisa-
tion maintains a full responsibility for the 
work conducted and overall performance, but 
client interest is now leading when it comes to 
sourcing decisions. It drives the composition 
of all teams. Without compromise, the best 
professionals are chosen regardless of their 
relation to the organisation. With permanent 
employee costs being relatively low, it be-

comes easier to influence the organisation's 
profitability. Changing market circumstances 
can now be met without requiring large-scale 
re-organisations and there is a swift response 
to market opportunities and customer needs. 

LawyerlinQ is a successful Dutch start-up 
that supplies legal departments and ambi-
tious law firms with their very own bespoke 
(alumni) lawyer flex pool ‘as a service’.

Interested in a domestic publishing licence for LegalBusiness-
World and join this fast growing  

Legal Business Community? 
For more information: jpeters@igrowthlegal.com or awinterink@igrowthlegal.com 

http://about.lawyerlinq.com/
http://about.lawyerlinq.com/
mailto:jpeters@igrowthlegal.com
mailto:awinterink@igrowthlegal.com
mailto:jpeters@igrowthlegal.com
mailto:awinterink@igrowthlegal.com


Thoughts, Questions & 
Reflections 
On Ron Friedmann's article: Bots, Big Data, Blockchain, and AI; 
Disruption or Incremental Change? 
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‘I hope my conclusions are wrong - that would please me’
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The legal media has lately had a mania for tech headlines. 
Many commentators claim that tech, especially artifi-
cial intelligence (AI), will do something to Big Law. I 
disagree. Tech more likely will do something in it: in-

cremental change. I start with the case against dis-
ruption, then look at four headline-grabbing tech-
nologies: AI, Bots, Big Data, and Blockchain. 

The Case Against Disruption 
By the late 1980s, a few law firms had most of 
their lawyers using PCs. The market did not re-

ward these early adopters. Nor did it punish 
late adopters. The same pattern played out for 

email, the Internet, and social media. Tech 
did disrupt legal secretaries. But that took 
an economic crisis and 15 years. Tech 

has enabled change – for example, the rise of 
boutiques and clients using alternative 

providers –  but that has not disrupted lawyers 
or law firms. An even bigger event than tech – 

the 2008-10 economic crisis – also failed to dis-
rupt Big Law, notwithstanding widespread lay-

offs and a few dissolutions. In the aftermath, Big 
Law faces price pressure and more competition but 

not disruption. Even with tech, with price pressure, and with clients 
bringing more work in-house, Big Law prospers as reported by recent 

Am Law 100 and Altman Weil surveys. With this history, I just don’t see
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Bots, Big Data, Blockchain, and AI 
Disruption or Incremental 
Change? 
By Ron Friedmann, Founder Prism Legal and Consultant at Fireman & Company
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how the new technologies today will be any 
different than the past. 

Artificial Intelligene (AI) 
AI screams loudest in Big Law. For example, 
the news in May of BakerHosteteler 
going public with using ROSS Intelligence 
(based on IBM Watson) generated many “Ro-
bot Lawyer” stories. Hyperbolic headlines 
notwithstanding, the impact of AI is limited to 
four fairly narrow realms. 
1. Machine learning improves contract ana-

lytics and powers predictive coding in 
eDiscovery. The latter says a lot about le-
gal. I saw long ago, from the document re-
view trenches, that machines usually per-
form better than big teams of humans. Per-
suading both lawyers and the courts of 
that, however, has been a decade-plus ef-
fort that continues. 

2. Expert systems deliver interactive legal ad-
vice for specific legal questions. Several 
large law firms have recently announced 
such systems. Building and maintaining 
them requires much expert lawyer time, 
which remains an economic disincentive. I 
worked for a legal expert system company 
in the late 1990s. It’s taken 15+ years for a 
few commercial systems to emerge. 

3. Machine learning for answering questions 
of legal classification. For more on this, see 
my prior post, Machine Learning (AI) to 
Answer to Legal Questions: Blue J Legal. It 
can answer legal questions but, like expert 
systems, building them seems a big in-
vestment. So the business model remains 
an open question. 

4. Watson benefits from IBM’s PR prowess. 
My Watson blog posts explain my skepti-
cism in detail. Even ROSS 
Intelligence talks more about augmenta-
tion than replacement. AI disruption pro-

ponents should read the scholarly and em-
pirically-based paper, Can Robots Be 
Lawyers?  (Remus and Levy, 30 Dec 2015, 
SSRN). It concludes the employment im-
pact of AI on lawyers will remain limited 
for the foreseeable future. 

In sum, the case of AI doing something to the 
legal market is hard to see. And even feeling 
its impact in via incremental change in legal is 
taking time, just as prior technologies did. 

Bots  
Bots have been in the news. They are automat-
ed systems that do tasks for consumers, often 
initiated by text messages. Bots may replace 
multiple apps on mobile devices. In China, 
many transactions already take place via bots. 
A recent TechCrunch headline, Facebook says 
10K+ developers are building chatbots…, sug-
gests the level of interest. In 
legal, Microsoft Assistant General Counsel 
Dennis Garcia recently wrote that bots 
could help law departments. (‘Chat Bots’ Pro-
vide Opportunity to the Legal 
Profession, Bloomberg Big Law Business, 28 
April 2016). I love the idea but legal bots de-
pend on AI to work. So they are hardly a 
basis to disrupt the legal market. 
Furthermore, The Humans Hiding Behind the 
Chatbots (Bloomberg Tech) points out that 
many bots are, in fact, powered more by peo-
ple than machines. Right now, it’s not clear 
when bots will even do anything in Big Law. 

Big Data and Data Science 
Big Data was hyped in 2014 and 2015. I be-
lieve it holds more immediate promise for 
lawyers than AI. Firms can use it to analyze 
costs, forecast potential matter cost over-runs, 
and spot clients or lawyers who may leave the 
firm. To date though, we hear more about Big 
Data from the vendor side (e.g., Lex Machina,
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Premonition, and FiscalNote). 
In Big Law, big data analytics is mainly used 
for eDiscovery. One large firm, however, has 
hired a data scientist who works with client 
data sets to solve a host of legal issues. That is 
the exception, not the rule. 

I can paint a case for Big Data doing some-
thing to the legal market. Clients would have 
to use it to avoid legal problems. If GCs 
took up prevention en masse, then we 
might see demand drop enough to really harm 
Big Law. This remains hypothetical. But until 
further notice, look for incremental change in 
legal. (My #DoLessLaw Tweets and similarly 
themed blog posts discuss prevention in more 
detail.) 

Blockchain 
Blockchain, also much in the press, 
powers Bitcoin but has potential far beyond 
cryptocurrencies. It is also the basis for self-
enforcing smart contracts. Some say 2016 is to 
the blockchain what 1994 was to the World 
Wide Web. The web transformed and disrupt-
ed many businesses; so too might the 
blockchain. 

The short term impact is likely to be incre-
mental change in Big Law, on the practice 
side. Many financial institutions are piloting 
blockchain transactions. Lawyer and regula-
tors are already involved. If pilots move 
to production, I imagine that will create work 
for lawyers. Several law firms (e.g. Holland & 
Knight, Kaye Scholer, and Reed Smith) al-
ready have lawyers doing blockchain work. 
Eventually, deal lawyers may have to learn a 
new body of law and tech. Though two Aus-
tralian law firms have run blockchain classes 
for lawyers, it is early days to say this tech will 
do anything to Big Law. 

Conclusion 
Many commentators who forecast (Big) Law 
disruption seldom explain just how and why it 
will occur. So I felt the need to bring some 
sober thinking to what’s actually likely. I hope 
my conclusions are wrong – that would please 
me. 
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“Many commentators claim that tech, espe-
cially Artificial Intelligence (AI), will do 
something to BigLaw. I disagree. It will more 
likely do something in it - incremental 
change…”   - Ron Friedmann. 

Media does seem to be all 
too hyped about emerging 
technologies, and their 
application in the legal 
industry. Just think, how 
many articles have you 
seen lately that included 
“AI” and “Law” in their 
headline? 
Moreover, those head-
lines usually predict the 
demise of law. According 
to those sources, the raw 
computational power and 
cold algorithmical precision will destroy every-
thing on its way to market domination. How-
ever, technology ALONE does not (yet) have 
the power to replace legal service profession-
als. I will elaborate below, but before that, let 
us see what disruption looks like in practice. 

How exactly will tech disrupt the legal 
industry? 
Ron argues (and provides some historical ex-
amples as well) that every piece of technology 
developed (and adopted) thus far ended as a 

support to service profes-
sionals. And I second his 
arguments. Also, I second 
Ron’s view that too many 
commentators are quick 
to foresee the disruption, 
yet, they provide no clari-
ty on the way, nor the dy-
namic in which this is go-
ing to happen. And dis-
ruption is not that diffi-
cult to portray.  

Especially since we have 
many past examples (e.g.  

the industrial revolutions) to analyze.  

Matthew Burgess recently described on the 
LegalTrek Blog what disruption looks like, and 
what steps it usually takes before gaining the 
full momentum.

Will AI and technology  
disrupt Law Firms? 
Thoughts and reflections on Ron Friedmann’s article by Ivan Rasic, CEO LegalTrek
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As you can see in that article: 
• Matthew correlated disruption with NewLaw 

players, NOT the technology ITSELF; and 
• Matthew illustrated a pathway that disrup-

tion takes, usually at the outskirts of the val-
ue chain. 

The disruption, contrary to the popular opin-
ion, does not happen overnight. It starts at the 
bottom and displaces the incumbents at the 
market margins. Disrupting companies (not 
technologies) feed of the bottom until they 
grow enough to start pursuing more valuable 
work. They shrink the pie piece by piece for 
the incumbents. Incumbents are slow to move 
due to their legacies (e.g. attitude, procedures, 
size), and, until they make radical moves, they 
are doomed to be taken out of the market.This 
is a process that can take decades. For exam-
ple, people talk about LegalZooms, and Rock-
etlawyers. How many do actually know that 
LegalZoom actually started around the late 
nineties?  
All that being said, I am not advocating that 
law firms should be in a standstill, since there 
is plenty of time. Quite the contrary - I urge 
law firms to move and transform their prac-
tices so they can be ready to meet the future. 
My goal here was simply to portray the dis-
ruption process in a nutshell. I do so here 
since I feel this is very frequently missed by 
all those articles that praised the AI, BigData, 
etc. as the sole destructors of the legal profes-
sion.  

Do law firms completely ignore tech-
nology? 
Again, this is one of the main tropes in all the 
“run for the hills, the end is nigh” articles. 
However, there are examples and (at least) 
anecdotal evidence that law firms are using 
alternative legal providers and algorithms to 

enhance the low-level work.  
For example, this article claims the lower-paid 
work handled by juniors is now almost entirely 
gone, and replaced by alternative service ven-
dors, in the Am Law 100. The partners, ar-
guably, focus mostly on the least price-sensi-
tive work. 

Further, Richard Burcher recently polled law 
firm partners during the latest Validatum Pric-
ing Forum. Richard asked the following ques-
tions: 

And,
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Though the sample is somewhat limited (the 
poll was held among the audience present at 
the event), it seems that it goes in line with 
Ron’s points of view. Law Firm partners are 
aware of what technology can do for them. 
And some of those are using the AI technology 
even now to restructure their operations.  
Yes, some of the legal professionals will be re-
placed. And the chart suggests law firm part-
ners believe so as well. But the displacement 
will focus on the low level work. 
As always, technology is moving the needle. It 
helps us do more with less critical resources 
(time, human touch). But it does not remove 
the need for human judgement and support. 

Will technology put lawyers out of busi-
ness? 
I believe my view is already clear enough from 
all the arguments and examples given above. 
And I have recently answered this same ques-
tion on Quora. No, technology, in its most nar-
row sense, WILL NOT replace lawyers, or put 
law firms out of the business. Algorithms still 
do not have the capacity to render the services, 
even if able to answer complex questions. 
These still need to be managed by people. 
People still need to make judgements, and 
provide a supporting role around the service 
itself (e.g. estimate budgets, manage projects, 
etc.). Technology will certainly transform the 
legal service delivery process itself, but not 
remove lawyers entirely. What is happening 
now is that lower level legal staff gets dis-
placed. This can easily be mitigated if only law 
schools recognize in time that lawyers nowa-
days need a broader perspective and skillset. 
Good news are that some schools do. 
However, Ron and me are not alone in this 
view. D. Casey Flaherty mentioned a few AI 
solutions during our recent Webinar: Is the 
Billable Hour Slowing Down Innovation, and  

he agrees those are still in the supporting role. 

If tech will not disrupt legal industry, 
then why so much panic? 
When talking about technology and disruption 
in legal, some people take LegalZoom as a 
clear example of how tech already disrupts le-
gal profession. But this argument is flawed, 
mostly because LegalZoom is not a piece of 
technology (nor it is really a technology com-
pany). Axiom Law, likewise, is not a tech com-
pany, and, arguably, are their use of tech is not 
on a high level at all. Axiom Law is a service 
company. Both Axiom and LegalZoom are 
what we today describe as Alternative Legal 
Service Providers, also know as the NewLaw. 
Now, the NewLaw has the potential AND the 
capacity to displace law firms, in a segment or 
even entirely. In fact, that is even happening 
right now as we speak (well, as you read, 
anyways). In my recent post Law Firms vs 
NewLaw: How to face the future of legal ser-
vices? I gave a breakdown of the competitive 
landscape to law firms (see the point #3 in the 
article). This is one of the data charts I refer to 
when it comes to the competition (this one is 
from the Altman Weil 2016 Report “Law Firms 
in Transition”:

 � • e-magazine • www.legalbusinessworld.com  46

https://www.quora.com/Will-technology-put-most-lawyers-out-of-business/answer/Ivan-Rasic?srid=3Jqu
https://legaltrek.com/blog/2016/06/legalte
https://www.linkedin.com/in/dcaseyflaherty
https://legaltrek.com/blo
https://www.quora.com/Will-technology-put-most-lawyers-out-of-business/answer/Ivan-Rasic?srid=3Jqu
https://legaltrek.com/blog/2016/06/legalte
https://www.linkedin.com/in/dcaseyflaherty
https://legaltrek.com/blo


And while NewLaw displaces the BigLaw 
(and even puts more pressure on smaller 
law firms as well) does that mean NewLaw 
will abolish the need for legal service pro-
fessionals? 
Absolutely not. Someone still needs to do 
the work. Right? 
What is actually going on nowadays is the 
TECTONIC shift in terms of the business 
model. The old Pyramid model is going 
away, while the new model, the Rocket, 
starts to flourish. 
Please note on the chart below that Rocket 
is augmented by technology AND still em-
ploys legal service professionals. 

What can you expect to happen? 
Finally, to conclude and to answer the start-
ing question here: 
I. No, technology (i.e. algorithms) 

will not remove the need for legal 
service professionals, nor put law 

firms out of business. In fact, it will 
assist their work and make them 
much more agile; 

II. the NewLaw certainly has the pow-
er to put law firms out of business, 
as it happens today, as illustrated 
above; 

III. the NewLaw will not remove the 
need for legal service professionals. 
Quite the contrary - it OUT-
SOURCES to lawyers and/or em-
ploys them, in order to be able to 
have the work and intellectual 
power. 

There is simply no reason to run for the 
hills just yet. Quite the contrary - law firm 
partners must remain with their feet firm 
on the ground, mind clear and open for the 
future. Examine the situation, understand 
what is coming, and find your spot in the 
new legal industry landscape.  
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 Q: In contrast with other industries where 
companies themselves are eager to innovate in 
order to increase their market share, innova-
tion in legal is mainly driven by the client-side 
of the industry. The traditional profit-model - 
more or less - prevents the eagerness to inno-
vate. Do you think that the traditional law firm 
profit-model plays an important role in the 
fact that none of the new technologies you 
mention are able to disrupt the legal market? 
  
A: I view the premise here - that clients inno-
vate more than law firms - as an empirical 
question, not a given. Many in-house depart-
ments seem to be less well-equipped with tech 
than are their outside counsel. And the law 
departments that do innovate appear to be the 
exception, not the rule. But of course we lack 
good metrics to know for sure. 
 I believe that the profit model of law firms is a 
contributing factor to what strikes me as slow 
uptake of tech - old and new - and seemingly 
slow innovation. The profit model of Big Law 
does face pressure but management moves to 
cut staff, reduce overhead, and de-equitize 
partners means that the remaining equity 
partners continue to prosper.  

 But perhaps more important than money is 
the lawyer mindset of wanting to focus on the 
substance of law much more than on their own 
processes. This, taken with no apparent com-
pelling economic reason to change, slows in-
novation. 
 What might change law firm behavior is if 
clients switched to more efficient and innova-
tive providers AND explains to the now for-
mer outside counsel why they have become 
"former." 
  
Q: You mention the economic crisis and the 
effect it had on the secretary-to-lawyer ration: 
a cost-cutting exercise so to say. Do you think 
that in fact AI will result in a similar exercise, 
but then amongst paralegals and professional 
support lawyers? Cost savings instead of true 
innovation and disruption? 
  
A: Great question. On paralegals, I am hard-
pressed to answer because they do so many 
different tasks. I've long been perplexed about 
how little survey data I see about paralegal 
and how few anecdotes I hear. I am cautious 
about any generalization because there is such 
a wide range. I suppose some doing rote work

Questions & Answers 
On Ron Friedmann’s article  
Thanx to Rob Ameerum and members of the LegalBusinessWorld Professionals Panel* 

*LegalBusinessWorld PP consists of Lawyers/GC/Judges/other Legal Professionals
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face risks from automation, AI or otherwise. 
But others with years of experience and excel-
lent judgment face no more risk of being au-
tomated out of work than lawyers do.  
As for PSL, by definition, they are very experi-
enced lawyers who exercise a high level of pro-
fessional judgment. They are the ones turning 
work product to precedents and monitoring 
legal updates and writing memos to explain 
what they mean. If that can be automated, 
then so too can much of law practice. I don't 
rule that out but can't see it happening in the 
next decade - or two. 
 And answering both questions brings me back 
to my article. I would love to proven wrong. 
Granted, my assertions are not fully backed by 
data but we can all see the limited change in 
the last few years in the legal market. Those 
who forecast disruption ought to describe in 
more detail exactly how, why, and when it will 
occur. 

Q: I think Ron is right about disruption actu-
ally being an incremental change. But then 
again is defining disruption nowadays not 
more a discussion about semantics around the 
definition of it. Meaning that a new product or 
process can be very disruptive for a depart-
ment or organisation? 

A: I agree there is a lot of semantics here. Let’s 
stipulate that disruption means a sudden or 
abrupt change that stems from a fundamental 
re-structuring in the means of production, dis-
tribution, or consumption. I think that is the 
sense that most mean when they use the word.  
With that definition, I don’t see a strong case 
for disruption even at the more granular level 
of department, practice, or organisation.  

Consider law firm staffing and functional de-
partments. The only rapid change I can re-
member in over two decades is the shrinking 
of the number of secretaries in large law firms. 
The legal market was moving in the direction 
of growing the ration of lawyers to secretaries 
for some time when the economic crisis hit. 
Between roughly 2008 and 2011, many large 
law firms let go many secretaries.  

I view that as a response to a crisis of falling 
profits, not disruption as defined above. Other 
departments such as marketing, finance, and 
IT have grown in many law firms. The func-
tions performed have changed but only gradu-
ally. (When law firms outsource a function, 
that can mean terminating many jobs. Func-
tionally, it simply transfers work, so is not dis-
ruptive. Of course, it can be terrible for the in-
dividuals affected.) 

Consider practice areas in law firms. As some 
practices such as immigration, municipal fi-
nance, or labor and employment face rate and 
profit pressure, lawyers often move firms and 
firms sometimes eject entire practices. Some 
lawyers may end up without a job or lower in-
come but the effect is mainly one of moving 
where the lawyers work. At the same time, 
other practices such as privacy or internet law 
may grow rapidly. I cannot point to a single 
practice in business-to-business law that has 
been disrupted. 

As for organizations, many law firms have 
been absorbed by other firms. That can occur 
as a result of distress or strategic advantage. It 
may affect individuals adversely it’s not dis-
ruptive.
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Q: Looking at the development of new Tech 
solutions, I think that most of the new offer-
ings are still based on the automation of old 
processes. One can argue that something new 
and innovative is going on, but most of the 
time we put ‘old wine in new bottles’. Our 
Rolodex, combined with our AS 400 client sys-
tem -and some other products- became a new 
solution we call CRM software. Our NDA and 
other models that were based on written doc-
uments became ‘automated decision trees’ we 
now call our Contract Tool.  
In other words, there is not a significant and 
disruptive Tech change going on, only au-
tomation and reshuffling of traditional pro-
cesses in to software and online Products. 
Thinking about real disruption, can you give 
an example (or a hypothetical example) of 
what you would think is a really disruptive in-
novation in this market?  

A: I can’t give an example – after all, I’m the 
guy who keeps saying “I’m not seeing it.”  
In my view, the Blockchain is the technology 
most likely to have shorter term impact on the 
economy and lawyers. Its ability to reduce fric-
tion in the financial system has led to massive 
investment in R&D. Rapid Blockchain com-
mercialization likely would change the legal 
work lawyers do. Longer term, it has the po-
tential to reduce legal demand but shorter 
term, it more likely will increase demand as 
markets grapple with novel questions. 

The biggest AI disruption potential I see in the 
next decade is the autonomous vehicle. Short 
term, that is already creating novel legal is-
sues, so lawyers will benefit. Perhaps long 
term, it will reduce tort litigation.  

Q: The amount of Software solutions for the 
Legal Market is growing rapidly. Also the use 
of tech-based products in the legal sector is 
becoming more and more accepted and for me 
as a Lawyer, a tech solution is part of a normal 
transition in aligning my business in the most 
profitable way.  
Thinking about disruption as Clayton Chris-
tensen described it, what is your opinion about 
the position of clients in this process? In the 
end it’s the client who decides what kind of 
service he accepts, don’t you think so? 

A: Yes, clients decide. And clients of large law 
firms, who are largely in-house lawyers, are no 
more adventurous than their outside counsel. 
If clients adopted and used properly all avail-
able technology, I have no doubt that efficien-
cy would dramatically improve. Just learning 
to use Word and Excel properly would do 
much!  
There is plenty of room with document au-
tomation and document analytics (based on 
machine learning) to improve efficiency – but 
those don’t disrupt. 

Looked at another way, if a client licensed 
every available AI system – whether machine 
learning, natural language processing, expert 
system, or other – it would only affect a small 
percent of the overall work.  

To be sure, clients have made changes, some 
driven by tech. For example, relative to docu-
ment volumes, we need fewer lawyers to re-
view them because of computer assisted re-
view. But so far, tech has not disrupted the 
business-to-business legal market. 

 � • e-magazine • www.legalbusinessworld.com  50



Q: All around the world tech based solution 
replace parts of legal work or even replace 
the use of legal specialists on certain levels. 
E.g. Dragon Law is a successful legal prod-
uct for Small and Medium Enterprises 
(SME) in Asia/Pacific. The proposition is 
actually competing with lawyers (those who 
their job consists of this work). Do you 
think that these initiatives finally will re-
place certain legal work and therefore 
lawyers (starting with Small Law but ex-
panding to Big Law)?     

A: When I look at my two-plus decades in 
the legal market, I do not see technology 
replacing lawyers generally. Rather, I see it 
enhancing what they do. I suppose one can 
create scenarios where a robust automated 

system, for example, document assembly 
for a certain type of agreement, eliminates 
some jobs. In the real world though, to the 
extent that we see that effect, lawyers typi-
cally are able to transition what they do. 
The one exception may be tools that auto-
mate document review in litigation. Such 
automations appear to have reduced the 
demand for contract lawyers, at least rela-
tive to document volumes. 

Read an interesting article; like 
to learn more about it, or still 
have questions after reading the 
article? Please let us know and we 
can help you to gain more in-
sights. send your email to 
info@legalbusinessworld.com

Click here and take a look
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