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Sector Benchmark Survey – Bright Insight. In
results of our proprietary COVID-19 survey and

Business Drivers

additional national and global survey statistics.

Financial Drivers

COVID-19 has been a global shock. At this time no
one can predict the full impact of COVID-19, the
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focus is on recovery, rebuilding, and adoption of
best practices to avoid a recurrence and to create

Issues Impacting Business
Competition

safe work environments. In that context, this
year’s Bright Insight takes a somewhat different

Remote Working

approach than past reports.
First and foremost, due to the dramatic impact of COVID-19, the 2020 Bright Insight

Workplace Changes

is being produced in electronic format only, allowing flexibility for the addition of
new information as it becomes available. While our annual survey of 608 law firm and
associate participants continues to provide the foundation of our analysis, the survey

Reentry: Readiness of
Personnel

preceded the arrival of the pandemic in the U.S. Since then, the workplace as we knew it
has completely changed. While some of these changes are temporary, we believe some

Reentry: The Workplace

will have long-term effects, some will be an acceleration of trends that were already
underway, while others will lead in new directions.

Telecommuting & Hoteling

Cushman & Wakefield is committed to providing you with up-to-the-minute information
to help guide your firm in evaluating the future of the legal sector during this
unprecedented time. Many say future changes are a long overdue legal sector market

Technology Centric

correction – some believe that things for the most part will return to the way they were.
Regardless of your firm’s position, the Bright Insight report delivers facts and figures
on potential trends and ideas on the effect on overall operations and business of law
in general. Whether your firm is an Am Law 100 firm or a one-off boutique, the results
of the survey are impactful and will provide you with pertinent information and a solid

Associate Legal Workforce
& Attorney Departures
Succession Planning

foundation for effective business decision making.
We would be honored to assist your firm in evaluating the many factors that will

Diversity

impact real estate decision making in the years ahead. If you would like to schedule a
complimentary call to discuss the Bright Insight findings and have an open dialogue with

Future Trends

Cushman & Wakefield experts, please reach out to us as we are happy to coordinate.
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B U S I N E S S D R IVE R S
Over the past decade, the legal sector

of continued growth and prosperity in

has experienced change at lightning

the legal sector as a whole. That came

speed. What used to take a decade to

to an abrupt halt mid-March when

change, began to take only a few years.

the shutdown in the U.S. occurred

With the current global pandemic and

and the economy went into a tailspin.

its economic impact, the legal sector

Given the financial stresses on the

has experienced sudden, forced change

legal sector and the continued need

on a scale we have never seen before.

for cash preservation, the legal sector,

national, regional, or one-off local

The business of law is experiencing,

like so many other sectors, has reacted

firm that was not on one of the

and will continue to experience, change

with pay cuts, layoffs, furloughs and

ranking lists. Respondents ranged

to a degree that many see as a sector

sabbaticals, to name a few. Since March,

from firms with under 20 attorneys

correction and, in some cases, one that

the legal sector’s growth expectations

to global mega firms. Unless noted

is long overdue. The biggest driver

have also been tempered with a shift

otherwise, all statistics and charts

is the acceptance that lawyers can

towards the maintenance of stability. In

in this report come from Cushman

service their clients working remotely.

Q1 2020, more than half of respondents

& Wakefield’s Legal Sector

This forced experiment will make many

of Cushman & Wakefield’s survey were

Advisory Group’s Benchmark and

firms more comfortable with flexible

looking towards firm growth through

Associate Surveys.

work arrangements (lawyers working

expansion to drive profitability, and

remotely) and will redefine the way

less than 1% of firms were expecting to

firms will be evaluating every aspect

downsize through careful attorney/staff

of their business strategy: how they

evaluation. As of Q2, however, only a

THE FINE PRINT
The 2020 National Legal
Sector Benchmark Survey was
confidential, with respondents
self-identifying if their firm held an
Am Law 100 or 200 or Global 100
ranking, or if respondents were a

operate, how they service clients, and
how lawyers and staff will interact in

considering downsizing as a business

We started 2020 with continuing

are focused on stability and building

positive signs after almost a decade

business from within.

strategy and the remaining two-thirds

60%
53%

44%

43%

42%

66%

51%

50%

growth through expansion, 11% are

the future.

Over the next 12 months, which of the
following strategies is your firm considering
in order to maintain or increase profits?
50%

fourth of firms are now looking towards

41%
37%

23%

11%
5%

2016
Growth through expansion

3%
2017

2%
2018

1%
2019

Remain stable and build business from within
Note: “Other” response option not shown in chart.
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0%
2020 - Q1

2020 - Q2

Downsize through careful attorney/staff evaluation

Total Number of Law Firms Merged / Acquired
Source: Altman Weil MergerLine

Global and U.S. law firm growth is also
anticipated to slow down, if not be placed
on hold. Over ten (10) cross-border
mergers occurred in each of the past four
years, peaking in 2019 at seventeen (17)
global mergers. In the first half of 2020,
there were only two global mergers
tracked by Altman Weil.
106

Most firms will be focused on
maintaining liquidity/cash flow and
stability during what is likely a rocky
next couple of quarters. According
to a June American Lawyer article,
the COVID-19 pandemic will have two

115

effects on law firm demand: a nearterm contraction due to a slowdown in

102

economic activity and a longer-term
91

88

structural shift away from outside
85

82

counsel. “The former will precipitate a Q1
to Q2 2020 drop in hours of 10 to 15%;
the latter will delay Big Law regaining

70

its pre-COVID level of demand until

60

60

60

2026; Mid Law may never fully recover.
Partners who believe the requisite

53

response to the ongoing recession is
simply to ride it out should reevaluate:

39

a new view of what it means to be a
partner at an elite firm is required.” 2
24

7

2

4

5

9

5

3

2007 2008 2009 2010 2011

8

9

11

15

14

Despite the broad economic slowdown,

17

there’s a perceptible flight among
2

clients to the highest quality firms,
which is benefiting firms with a strong

2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 YTD
Totals

reputation, deep bench and strength in
critical practice areas (i.e., healthcare,

Cross-Border

real estate, restructuring, etc.) that are
currently in high demand. The best
attorneys with solid practices are taking
this opportunity to move to stronger
Economic uncertainty and a focus on

was just 39 law firm mergers. Global

competitors or firms they believe will

stability may lead to a reversal of the

law firm growth is also anticipated to

be more beneficial to their personal

decade-long growth in legal sector

slow down if not be placed on hold.

practice in the years ahead. Firms

merger and acquisition activity. In

Over ten (10) cross-border mergers

with strength will look to expand their

2019, there were 115 U.S mergers, up

occurred in each of the past four

geographic and/or practice reach to

from 85 just three years earlier.1 There

years, peaking in 2019 at seventeen

meet client needs and grow market

were only 24 mergers in the first half

(17) global mergers. There were only

share. Some firms with less liquidity

of 2020, which is the lowest level

two global mergers in the first half of

may be forced into mergers to avoid

since 2010, when the full-year total

the year.

dissolution.
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FI NAN CIAL D R IVE R S
COMPETITION & FEE
STRUCTURES
The growth in mergers over the past
decade has created larger national
and international firms that are able
to provide clients with robust service
offerings across various geographies. In
2019, the biggest perceived competitors
were larger “Big Law” firms, as noted by
42% of respondents. Another 38% cited
same size firms with similar practices
as the greatest competition. In-house
counsel (8%), boutique firms (7%), and
fixed fee legal services (3%) continue to
maintain their position. Of course, Am
Law 100 firms also see Big Law as the

What is your firm doing to mitigate fixed fee
structure demands to maintain profitability?

55%

Evaluating Operations
and Streamlining Services

43%

Leveraging Associates and
“Non-legal” Timekeepers
Committee or Fee Coordinator
Closely Evaluating Fees
Terminating Low
Production Attorneys
Struggling with
How to Address
Other

3%

22%

15%

10%
Outsourcing Legal
Support and Timekeepers

greatest competition (54%). COVID-19
impact is anticipated to positively benefit
Big Law with increased revenue in select
practice groups areas (e.g., litigation,
bankruptcy, healthcare and biotech) as
well as expansion of a firm’s global reach.
As noted before, law firm merger activity
is likely to slow down. However, larger
law firms will be in the best position to
grow through mergers and acquisitions,
as well as through recruiting of laterals
and young talent. On the other hand, it is

The number one way
firms are looking to
maintain profitability is
through the evaluation
of operations and
the streamlining of
services.

firms that will merge for survival while
others may not be able to adapt to the
industry and client changes and will be
forced to dissolve.

Greatest competition in the
past 12 months
Same Size Firms

38% with Similar Practices
8% In-House Counsel
Larger Firms
42% (National/International)

6

Law firms continue to be under
pressure to maintain profitability with
fee compression and demands from

also anticipated that there will be some

7%
2%
3%
0%

42%

Boutique Firms
Other
Fixed-Fee
Legal Services
Alternative Legal
Services Providers
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clients rising. The top three strategies
for driving legal sector profitability
remain consistent with last year,
although each one ticked up slightly
in importance. The number one way
to mitigate fee demands is increasing
efficiency through evaluating
operations and streamlining of services.
Now that we have officially entered into
a recession, the focus on operations
and efficiency is only going to become
more acute to manage costs during a
difficult time. Leadership in the legal
sector across the country and globe
are challenging their firms daily to
review all aspects of the business
and operations of the firm. Outside
consultants from more progressive
industries are also being retained to
provide more forward-thinking ideas of
change and CFOs are running financial
scenarios of what various degrees of
change will mean to the firm’s bottom
line and to both the short- and longterm impacts on equity partners/
shareholders. We are confident that
both the operational and financial
metrics will drive innovation and
additional shifts in the overall business
structure of the legal sector.

I SS U E S I M PAC TI N G B U S I N E S S CO M P E TITIO N
Entering 2020, the challenges and
opportunities for the legal sector were

What are the greatest issues related to business competition
that your firm is currently experiencing?

in line with the last few years of the
economic expansion. The historically
tight labor market of 2019 made
finding and keeping high-quality talent
a primary challenge for professional
and business services firms across
all sectors. For the second year in a
row, recruitment and retention was
the most commonly cited business
competition issue for law firms. The
degree of concern was on the rise with
68% of respondents citing it as an issue,
up from 63% the year before.
There are several trends coalescing that
have kept law firms’ HR departments
busy. One is the size of the Baby
Boomer generation nearing retirement
age. Members of this large generation
have served as firm leaders and drivers
of business development, and they
have enormous amounts of experience

Debt

3%

Other

8%

Real Estate Issue

11%

Globalization

11%

Non-labor overhead
too high

For the second year
in a row, recruitment
and retention took the

12%

Internal Consensus

16%

Conflicts

16%

Labor Overhead
too High

#1 spot

22%
38%

IT Security
Competitive Fee
Structures

55%

Recruitment
& Retention

68%

and institutional knowledge that have
added value for their firms, associates
and clients.

IT Security
Growth

26%
2019

38%
2020

Another trend is the changing demands

number one issue prior to that. The

of younger lawyers who have different

area that saw the largest increase

expectations related to the workplace,

in 2020 was IT security, which went

opportunities for partnership and work-

from 26% last year to 38% in 2020.

life balance. An additional issue is the

This concern was growing prior to

draw for some lawyers to leave their

COVID-19 hitting the U.S. and pushing

firm for in-house counsel opportunities

most workers into a mandatory work-

or to leave the industry altogether –

from-home experiment. In the wake

both areas that have risen in the number

of COVID, nearly a third of law firms

of departures over the past few years

indicate technology spend will need

and may increase further as attorneys

to increase by 10% or more over the

consider retiring earlier than planned.

next two years to address the needs
of a more distributed workforce.

Recruiting and retaining attorneys is

This is supported by the June 2020

the single-largest business competition

International Bar Association (IBA) poll

issue for law firms of all sizes. Second

where firm leaders overwhelmingly

in importance is competitive fee

indicated that COVID-19 and future

structures. This has been a top-two

workplace shifts would cause

issue for the past two years, and the

technology spend to increase (97%). 3

The 2020 National Legal Sector Benchmark Survey Results
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R E M OTE WO R K
Technology has become the

After several months of shelter-in-

much space is needed for the long run.

cornerstone of business continuity and

place, almost all respondents (90%)

The short-term return to the workplace

remote work in the post-COVID world.

believe more than 10% of attorneys

for the legal sector will take place

Over the past 10 years, advancements

will work remotely on a regular basis.

through the end of 2020, at which time

in technology have dramatically shifted

The number expecting 31%+ of lawyers

law firms will have a much better sense

the way lawyers service clients, with

to consistently work remotely more

of who will be returning to the office full

technology costs rising annually not

than quintupled. The consensus,

time, who will be returning part time with

only for technology itself, but also for

however, is that work-from-home

increased virtual working, and who will

IT security , based on expanded client

will be one part of the work location

not return to the office at all (i.e., working

demands. The mandatory work-from-

equation. Lawyers may utilize home

100% virtually). Firms are looking closely

offices more frequently, but most will

at all levels of firm services and staff

also continue to be in the office on a

and will also be determining what staff

regular basis. Respondents to an IBA

and service groups, from accounting to

poll overwhelming expect law firm

marketing to HR and legal assistants,

employees to work flexibly between

truly need to be in the office full

home and office (88%), while only 4%

time. Firms are implementing regular

expect a “move to working from home

employee surveys to better understand

completely.”4

what their attorneys and staff are

home “experiment” has proven to
many organizations that distributed
workforces can be functional and
effective, at least in the short term. The
legal sector’s expectation of remote
work and the virtual office as a viable
and attractive option, has also changed
quickly. For example, for the past five
years, including Q1 2020, approximately

With this fundamental shift in

two-thirds of Bright Insight

workplace and the expansion of

respondents believed fewer than 10%

remote working, the key for law firms

of attorneys would work remotely more

in evaluating its real estate is balancing

than two days a week.

these shifts and determining just how

After several months of
shelter-in place, almost all
respondents (90%) believe
more than 10% of attorneys
will work remotely on a
regular basis.

8
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thinking and desiring for their future
working conditions.

By 2021, we also anticipate that firms

Outlined below is the Cushman &

will have a much better understanding

Wakefield survey response from our

of how their attorneys and staff will

first quarter 2020 survey which was

work in the future, enabling firms

taken again in the second quarter of

to make more long-term decisions,

2020. You will note a significant change

particularly with respect to real estate

in the response in just ninety (90) days.

and technology. As a result, in 2021

This statistic continues to support

and 2022, it is anticipated that a large

the level of comfort that lawyers have

number of early lease restructures

gained working remotely and how

and space givebacks will occur on

it may impact the future of remote

a widespread basis in the U.S. This

working for lawyers.

“right sizing” of the legal sector, that
currently occupies two to three times
the square footage per employee than
other industries, is a sector correction
that is long overdue. Our surveys
have consistently shown that firms
have begun to downsize and be more

Almost all respondents (90%) believe more than
10% of attorneys will work remotely on a regular
basis. The number expecting 31%+ of lawyers to
consistently work remotely more than quintupled.

efficient in their use of space, but
entrenched practices allowed firms to
be complacent and resistant to this
change. Technology advancement,

In two years, what percentage of your attorneys
will work remotely more than two days a week?

a shift to the younger generation's
gaining prominence in the workforce,
and COVID-19 changed those attitudes.
In 2025, it is anticipated that 56% of the
U.S. prime working aged employees will
be millennials. 5 This statistic has and
will continue to have significant impact
on the legal sector and its real estate
decision- making for the future.

65%

10%

Less than 10%

20%

11%-20%

33%

21%-30%

18%

31-40%

19%

More than 40%

Less than 10%

16%

11%-20%

12%

21%-30%

3%

31-40%

4%

More than 40%

Q1 2020

Q2 2020
The 2020 National Legal Sector Benchmark Survey Results
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R E M OTE WO R K
The question remains whether these

The trend to remote work is not new.

Long-term expectations are for most

changes/shifts are here to stay or if

Prior to the 2020 Spring’s work-from-

lawyers and staff to return to the office,

they are merely necessary responses

home “experiment” there had been a

but to work remotely on an expanded

to a short-term crisis. The answer likely

steady increase in firms’ expectations

basis compared to pre-COVID norms.

falls somewhere in between. Things

that attorneys would increase remote

It is anticipated that the future will

have changed. Firms have learned what

work in the future. In 2017, 62% of

consist of a minority of lawyers—and

it takes to function in a virtual work

respondents indicated that attorneys

likely certain staff as well—that will

environment and how effectively people

would work remotely more often in

conduct most of their work remotely.

can work remotely and how well their

five years. That number was 78% in

This could include working from home,

attorneys and staff can perform. But the

early 2020 and has now jumped up

in its most literal sense, or officing out

distributed workforce is not an equally

to 96% as of Q2 2020. The idea of

of an executive suite or satellite office

good fit for all people or firms. In April

implementing hoteling is also more

that serves as a “third office” closer to

of 2020, the vast majority of Managing

likely now given the effectiveness

their home.

Partner Forum (MPF) leaders indicated

of a distributed workforce and the

that there is “productivity loss” when

importance of cost containment and

people work from home.6 The primary

real estate space densification.

concerns were related to distractions,
along with a dearth of structure and
accountability. As the months have
passed, however, both lawyers and staff
are gaining productivity, so there will be
a balance for firms to determine what
is the right decision for their people

In 2017, 62% of respondents indicated that
attorneys would work remotely more often in five
years. That number was 78% in early 2020 and has
now jumped up to 96% as of Q2 2020.

to best support the firm’s culture,
client services and overall long-term
succession plans.
No, we do not anticipate our
attorneys will work remotely more
often in the next 5 years.

Yes, we anticipate our
attorneys will work remotely
more often in the next
5 years and we plan to
initiate hoteling plans.

10

49%
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4%

In the next 5 years, do you
anticipate attorneys working
remotely more? (Q2 2020)

48%

Yes, we anticipate our
attorneys will work remotely
more often in the next
5 years and they will retain
their personal offices.

WO R K P L ACE CHAN G E S
Changes in the law firm workplace have

Even before the 2020 global

been ongoing for the past decade as

pandemic and economic recession,

footprints have been shrinking and

law firms were enacting cost-saving

square footage occupied per lawyer

measures with their real estate

has decreased. New target ratios in

portfolios without sacrificing on the

2019 were under 600 square feet per

quality and location of office space.

attorney. Moving forward, target ratios

The total occupied square footage by

will continue to decrease with the shift

the legal sector has been declining

to more remote working of lawyers

over the past few years. In fact, law

and possible full remote working for

firms signing new leases or renewals

select staff. The average cost of real

in 2019 reduced their occupied square

estate as a percentage of revenue in

footage by an average of 10.6%.7

2018 was 5.9% (with the overall ranging
from 4% to in excess of 12%). In 2019,
the average cost of real estate as a

Law firms signing new
leases or renewals in
2019 reduced their
occupied square footage
by an average of

10.6%

What percentage of your firm’s gross annual
revenue was spent on real estate last year?

percentage of gross income was 6.2%.
The most recent economic expansion
saw strong rent growth and tight
vacancies in many of the submarkets
where there are a large number of law
firms densified in a general area (e.g.,
Hudson Yards in NYC). The costs of
office space had accelerated as the
demand for high-quality, amenitized

12%

More than 9% spent

14%

8-9% spent

30%

6-7% spent

34%

4-5% spent

10%

Less than 4% spent

buildings and neighborhoods had
become more in demand by knowledge
workers in all sectors. Accordingly, the
legal sector is dedicating more of their
occupancy budgets towards real estate
costs. Nearly two-thirds of respondents
are spending between 4% and 7% of
gross revenues on real estate. On the
high end, over 8% of gross revenues are
spent on real estate at 27% of law firms

What is your square
footage per attorney
ratio estimate at
your current attorney
headcount?

17%

18%

(up from 19% two years ago).

20%

801-900 sf

701-800 sf

18%

29%

701-800 sf

9011000 sf

15%

601-700 sf

10%

601-700 sf

19%

More than
1000 sf

17%

9011000 sf

14%

Less than
601 sf

2018

801-900 sf

10%

Less than
601 sf

13%

More than
1000 sf

Q1 2020

The 2020 National Legal Sector Benchmark Survey Results
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WO R K P L ACE CHAN G E S
Over the past four years, law firms

It may be too early to know for

have been reducing the average square

certain what the long-term impacts of

footage per attorney. Post-COVID

COVID-19 will be on the legal sector’s

reductions in office size and square

office footprint and the workplace.

footage per attorney will have to be

Two-thirds of firms indicate that as of

balanced with new protocols for traffic

Q2 2020, they are discussing a variety

patterns and social distancing. The

of ideas and options, but won’t make

Just how much space
can be reduced, how
much will it cost and
when can reductions be
achieved?

legal sector will find it easier than most

any decisions for a few months. Only

to meet the current return to office

13% of firms indicate they have an

The decline in space needs is

six feet guidelines due to the robust

aggressive plan to rethink their firm’s

number of private offices, limited

operations, how attorneys and staff

number of law firm employees in open

may work in the future, and how clients

space layouts and most existing legal

are serviced in the future.

assistant setups allotting more than six

Few firms expect to see office space

feet of distance between desks. The
question moving forward—for law firms
and other sectors—is just how much
space can be reduced, how much will
it cost and when can reductions be
achieved?

footprints increase. While about a third
of firms believe their portfolio will not
change, 61% of IBA poll respondents
expect their firm’s demand for office
space to decrease. 8 A majority of
MPF leaders expect their firm to need
“somewhat less” space (between 5%
and 25% less square footage) in the
future. 9 A similar percentage of Bright
Insight respondents indicate their

In response to
COVID-19, to what
degree do you expect
your firm’s real estate
portfolio square
footage to shrink?

firm’s real estate portfolio will decline
to some degree (between 1% and 30%)
while a third of firms expect no change.

2%

Over 50%

10%
31-40%

34%
No change

11%
1-10%

predicated on a reduction in space
per attorney, increased use of hoteling
for attorneys working remotely on
a regular basis (either part- or fulltime), and staff reductions. Staff
departments are likely to be downsized,
outsourced and/or moved to remote
centers. While most firms are not
currently considering any departments/
work groups permanently working
remotely, global and national firms
are more inclined to indicate they are
considering shifting departments to
more permanent remote work status.
Among those largest firms, over 40%
are evaluating each of the following
departments: IT (48%), accounting
(41%), and marketing (41%) and
whether these departments can work
remotely on a permanent basis. What
ultimately is determined will have a
direct correlation on square footage
decreases.
In terms of current real estate activity,
transaction activity in Q1 and Q2 2020
has been slower than normal. Overall,
U.S. markets and tenants are very much
in a wait-and-see mode; this is true
for occupiers and landlords, neither of
whom are clear on what pricing will be

21%
22%

21-30%

11-20%

in a couple of quarters. The reopening
of cities and states, along with positive
employment data in May, may begin
to increase confidence and open up
leasing activity as we move into the
third quarter. In the meantime, firms are
often renewing in-place with short-term
deals to give themselves time to get
beyond the current uncertainty.
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R E E NTRY: R E AD I N E SS O F P E R SO N N E L
Many surveys have asked: If a vaccine for COVID-19 is found, and all personnel are
vaccinated and tested negative within the firm, would lawyers and staff continue
to work exclusively from home and not return to the traditional bricks and mortar
office full time? Cushman & Wakefield’s most recent second quarter national survey
noted that only 16% of their attorneys would return to the office full time versus the
majority of the statistics supporting some percentage of remote working from 10%
to 20%. Shown below are the percentages for lawyers compared to staff. You will
note that it is anticipated that a higher percentage of staff will return to the office
full time (25%) compared to attorneys (16%).

Assuming a vaccine for COVID-19 is found, distributed,
and lawyers and staff are tested negative, what
percentage of employees do you anticipate continue
working exclusively from home and will not return to the
traditional bricks and mortar office full-time?

LAWYERS ONLY

16%

Everyone will be
returning to the office

34%

Under 10%

27%

Between 11% and 20%

6%

Between 21% and 30%

2%

Between 31% and 40%

3%

Between 41% and 50%

12%

Over 50%

STAFF ONLY

25%

Everyone will be
returning to the office

33%

Under 10%

20%

Between 11% and 20%

6%

Between 21% and 30%

1%

Between 31% and 40%

2%

Between 41% and 50%

14%

Over 50%

The 2020 National Legal Sector Benchmark Survey Results
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R E E NTRY: TH E WO R K P L ACE
The pressing operational issue for law firms is when and how to reenter the
workplace. As of July 1, 2020 all 50 states were “open” for business to some degree.
However, in many cases, office occupiers have been slow to fully reopen their
workplaces – the legal sector being one of the slowest sectors. As most firms have
transitioned to working effectively on a remote basis, they are feeling less pressure
to return to their physical offices, especially as COVID case counts have begun
to have a resurgence in some parts of the country. Reentering the workplace is a
process that requires substantial forethought, planning and communication, as
well as ongoing partnership with employees, landlords and civic authorities. Along
with the business considerations, there are also logistical challenges associated
with social distancing in the workspace, but also in the lobby, elevators and tenant
common areas. Vertical markets with high rise buildings and a dependency on public
transportation will be the slowest markets to return. Additionally, differing comfort

The office reentry will
be a staggered one.
Only 17% expect all
staff and only 10%
expect that all lawyers
will return once all
COVID-19 restrictions
are lifted and the office
reopens.

levels among attorneys and employees need to be measured by firm leadership.
As of late May, only 24% of firms10 had

What do you project for your firm’s future need for office space?

firms were still discussing it. These
statistics confirm that the legal sector

53%

Our firm will need somewhat less space
(between 5% and 25% less space)

an approved and ready-to-roll “return
to office” plan. Nearly two-thirds of

21%

Our firm will need about the
same amount of space

is in no rush to return to the workplace.
It is anticipated that the sector will
see phases of return. The first phase,

19%

Our firm will need substantially less
space (25%+ less space)

Not sure yet

11

which we anticipate will go through
the end of 2020, will enable firms to
determine who will be returning to the

7%

workplace (either by choice or by firm
decisions). Will such workers returning
come to the office every day or only a
few days a week? Once firms are able
to fully determine what the impact will

The number one
reason lawyers are
hesitant to return to
the workplace has to
do with health issues
or risk of the virus.

14
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be on attorneys and staff that have
historically come to the office every
day, will they be able to determine
the real estate, workplace and cost
impact? In the MPF survey noted
previously, the following responses to
the Future Needs of Office Space is
charted to the left.

What are the primary reasons
you believe your lawyers and
staff will be hesitant to return
to the workplace?

The number one reason lawyers are

For these reasons, several large

hesitant to return to the workplace

corporations have publicly noted that

has to do with health issues or risk of

their workers will not reenter the office

the virus. The second and third most

until late Q3 or into Q4 2020. Law

common concerns have nothing to do

firms seem slightly more optimistic

with the office itself but are extremely

(or determined). In late May, 56% of

important to individuals to whom they

Bright Insight respondents expected

apply: parents with children at home

at least some of their colleagues to

and workers who commute by public

be returning to the office by July 1st.

transportation.

Most others (41%) predicted the return
to the office would take place in Q3
2020. Only 1% saw the office being

Health issues/high
risk for virus

Current remote
work is adequate

1

5%

Safety
of space

6
6%
5
7% 4

Emotionally
not ready
Taking public
transportation

closed until 2021. However, the office
reentry will be a staggered one. Only

29%

17% expect all staff and only 10% expect
that all lawyers will return once all
COVID-19 restrictions are lifted and the
office reopens. A third of respondents
expect for 20% or more of lawyers to
continue working exclusively at home in

2

21%

3

26%

the early days of office re-openings.

Children won’t be
back in school

What percentage of lawyers and staff do you believe will continue
working exclusively from home and will not return to the traditional
bricks and mortar office once COVID-19 restrictions are lifted?
35% expect more than a fifth of
lawyers to continue to work remotely

10%

Lawyers

27%

17%

Staff

0%

27%

29%

20%

25%

40%

11%

60%

0% - Everyone will be returning to the office
Between 21% and 30%

8%

14%

Between 31% and 40%

6%

80%

Under 10%

8%

5%

6%

6%

100%

Between 11% and 20%

Between 41% and 50%

Over 50%

The 2020 National Legal Sector Benchmark Survey Results
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TE LECO M M UTI N G & H OTE LI N G

THE BENEFITS OF A
DISTRIBUTED WORKFORCE

flexibility comes the opportunity for

exploring hoteling in the future had

law firms to create dynamic workplace

jumped to 49%. When the dust settles,

Among the many changes that may

options such as hoteling.

not all of those firms will enact robust

come out of COVID-19, the one that is
likely to impact the office workforce
most is the acceleration of distributed

Historically, hoteling has not been
extremely common in the legal sector,

hoteling options, but it is a sign that so
many firms are now open to considering
different workplace strategies as a result

work. With constantly improving

but it’s been growing in popularity. Two

technology, workers can work from

years ago, only 7% of firms had lawyers

multiple locations in any given work

who were hoteling in any capacity. In

Increased flexibility to work in different

week, shifting between the office,

Q1 2020, prior to COVID, hoteling was

locations is attractive to lawyers.

working from home, and a potential

happening in 16% of firms and another

Working outside the office several days

“third office” in between the two

16% were planning to implement it in the

a week can save on commute time

(which may be a firm’s satellite office

future. When asked the same question

and enhance work/life balance, which

or a flexible work option). With this

in late May 2020, the number of firms

is ranked as personally important by

of sheltering in place.

Firms currently utilizing hoteling

68%

Q1 2020

68%

No

16%

No, but plan to in the future

13%

Yes, up to 10% hoteling

3%

No

16%

No, but plan to in the future

13%

Yes, up to 10% hoteling

3%

Yes, over 10% hoteling

Yes, over 10% hoteling

Q2 2020

38%

No

49%

No, but plan to in the future

12%

Yes, up to 10% hoteling

1%

16

Hoteling is a
reservation-based,
unassigned seating
model that works well
for lawyers who spend
less than 60% of their
time in the office,
providing ready-made
landing spots while
reducing overall real
estate requirements
and spend.

38%

No

49%

No, but plan to in the future

12%

Yes, up to 10% hoteling

1%

Yes, over 10% hoteling

Legal Sector Advisory Group | ADVISING FOR EXCELLENCE

Yes, over 10% hoteling

Associates were asked: How important are the
following to you personally?
(1 = Most Important; 9 = Least Important)

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

COMPENSATION

COLLEGIAL WORK ENVIRONMENT

Compensation & work
environment are most
important to associates
associates (behind only compensation
and collegial work environment).
Interestingly, having a private office was

WORK/LIFE BALANCE

ranked as the least important factor for
associates.
In addition to lawyer satisfaction,
hoteling can offer relief for firms’

MENTORING BY SENIOR ATTORNEYS

real estate costs. But in order to take
advantage of savings and create a
comfortable and effective environment,
the space and hoteling systems need to

EXPOSURE TO CLIENTS

be well-designed.
One of the surprising results of the stayat-home work policies was a marked

FLEXIBLE WORK SCHEDULE

change in the attitudes and capabilities
that enabled administrative staff to
work remotely too. Whereas past
policies required staff to be present in

BUSINESS DEVELOPMENT OPPORTUNITIES

the office to do their work, they too have
been given the tools to work remotely
and have demonstrated the ability to be
productive members of the team. This

POTENTIAL FOR PARTNERSHIP

shift has changed the dynamics between
attorneys and staff, which will likely have
lasting effects as well.

PRIVATE OFFICE

The 2020 National Legal Sector Benchmark Survey Results
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TECH N O LOGY CE NTR IC
TECHNOLOGY’S NEXT
FRONTIER

that other industries are, but its

The technology sector has been the

tech savvy and looking to leverage

dominant force of the global economy

technology to improve the quality and

for the past two decades. In 2019,

efficiency of their work. Nearly two-

technology companies accounted for

thirds of Bright Insight respondents

26.4% of major office leasing in the

recognize that younger attorneys

U.S.—roughly double the 14.3% of major

utilize technology far better than older

leases by financial services, the second

attorneys. This is not just an issue of

most active sector. And, increasingly,

personal preference, however. It has

every industry is a “technology”

implications for firm performance

industry. Much of the office-using job

as those same respondents believe

growth in traditional industries—such

attorneys utilizing technology

younger generation of lawyers is

as banking, consulting, real estate and
insurance—has been for tech-focused
positions. A survey of corporate real
estate executives12 representing circa
3.7 million employees worldwide
showed that 31% of financial services
and 20% of business services
employees are currently considered
“digital talent,” 13 and those proportions
are expected to increase by a third in
the near future.

effectively are able to do more in
less time. Despite the concern that
technology is replacing billable
hours, artificial intelligence, robotic
process automation and similar
advanced technologies are expected
by young associates, freeing their
time to focus on higher value work.
This is increasingly valuable as fixed
fee pressures grow and, in response,
55% of firms are closely evaluating

The legal sector is not insourcing

operations and how services rendered

technology talent to the same extent

can be streamlined.

What is the percentage of gross
revenue spent on technology last year?

51%

2%-4%

20%

22%

5%-7%

Less than 2%

6% Above 7%

18
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55%

of firms are closely
evaluating operations
and how services
rendered can be
streamlined

Technology’s growing importance is
evidenced by its growing share of law

What percentage growth do you anticipate your firm to spend
in technology costs in the coming two years? (2020 - Q2)

firm budgets. In the first quarter of
2020, a majority of law firms indicated

100%

their technology spend was between 2%

6%

and 4% of total annual gross revenues.
A fifth of respondents were spending
less, while 29% where spending 5% or
more. Fifty-nine percent of firms were
expecting technology spend to increase

80%

25%

this year. After the work-from-home
experience of COVID-19, law firms are
even more committed to technology
expense growth. In Q2 2020, only 11% of
firms indicate technology costs would
experience no change in the next two

60%

Increase of over 20%

years, while the rest expect the spend
to rise. The most common expectation

40%

(40%) is for technology spend to
increase 6% to 10%, while almost a

Increase of 6%-10%

third of respondents expect it to grow
by double-digits over the next two

Increase of 11%-20%

40%

Increase of 1%-5%

years. These perspectives are mirrored
by a May 2020 Managing Partner Forum

No change

survey where 76% of respondents
expected their firm’s technology
investment to increase over 5%. In the
coming years, the percentage of annual

20%

gross revenue spent on technology

19%

by the legal sector will increase, and it
may very well surpass real estate spend
as office densification reduces real

11%

estate costs and increases the need for
improved technology.

0%

2020 - Q2
Firms will be looking to reduce

The most common expectation (40%) is for
technology spend to increase 6% to 10%, while
almost a third of respondents expect it to grow by
double-digits over the next two years.

expenditures in other areas to offset
the increased requirements of
technology. Although firms have been
scaling back expenses for years, the
changes brought about by COVID-19
have revealed significant dislocations,
new priorities and opportunities for
significant reductions in many areas
including travel, partner retreats,
paper-based systems, staff and space.

The 2020 National Legal Sector Benchmark Survey Results
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A S SOCIATE LEGAL WO R K FO RCE & AT TO R N E Y D E PAR TU R E S
Prior to the onset of COVID-19 and the related economic recession, the largest
challenge for most employers—regardless of business sector—was attracting and
retaining talent. The legal sector was a perfect example of the increasing mismatch
between the supply of associates and the growing demand for strong talent. During
the heart of the most recent economic expansion, the number of U.S. law students
graduating each year decreased by 22% while estimated revenue for the U.S. legal
sector increased by 17%.14 In addition, many firms have revised their 2020 Summer
Associate programs from providing the programs remotely to delaying associates
joining the firm to canceling the 2020 program altogether. These actions will also
impact the long-term talent pool and may directly impact future recruiting for the
firms that cancelled their summer programs.

During the heart of the
most recent economic
expansion, the number
of U.S. law students
graduating each year
decreased by

22%

Number of law graduates in the U.S. (2014-2018)
Source: American Bar Association; Statista
45,000

43,832

0%
39,984

40,000

-1%

37,124

34,224

34,992

35,000

-2%

The recession has hit the job market
in a striking fashion, with 19.6 million
U.S. nonfarm jobs being lost between

30,000

-3%

25,000

-4%

20,000

-5%

15,000

-6%

10,000

-7%

5,000

-8%

disproportionately impacted by shelter-

-9

in-place actions (both those regulated

0

2014

2015
2016
# of Law Graduates

2017
YOY Change (%)

2018

67%

February and May.15 Office-using
occupations, which includes the legal
sector, have been impacted to a lesser
degree as the weight of job losses
have been borne by industries such as
retail and hospitality, which have been

by the government and those voluntarily
chosen by businesses and consumers).
That said, the legal sector has taken
significant actions since mid-March to

Percentages of Firms Tracked

54%

Most common steps taken by
largest law firms during COVID-19
downturn (2020 - Q2)

preserve cash, including reduced lawyer

Source: Cushman & Wakefield Research

term sabbaticals, to name a few. Firms

analysis of Law360 data.

are also closely evaluating all staff and

compensation and delayed distributions,
staff layoffs and furloughs, and short-

the potential opportunity in the future
to have more people work from home

24%

permanently versus coming to the
traditional office. In addition, per the

12%

MPF survey conducted the week of
May 25th, which included 150+ leaders
of U.S. law firms, respondents noted

Summer
Associated
Program Affected

Pay Cuts /
Distributions
Changes

that firms anticipate replacing 15 to
Furloughs

As of June 30, 2020
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Layoffs

30% of their staff permanently due to
COVID-19 and its long-term impact on
the legal sector.

In response to the economic

69%

recession caused by the onset of
COVID-19, law firms have had to
make difficult decisions to conserve

56%

cash flow. The most common, which

Does your firm anticipate additional lawyer and/or
staff layoffs in the coming months? (2020 - Q2)

pertains to the future of staffing, is
canceling or curtailing of summer
associate programs. Like so much
these days, many summer associate
programs have been moved to a

19%

virtual environment. Less than ideal,

19%
15%

14%

certainly, but this still allows firms to
get to know top talent and for them to

6%

expose current law school students to

2%

0%

their culture and work.
No, our firm
is stable

Yes, but under
5% of our total
headcount

1%

Yes, but between
Yes, more than
6% and 10% of
10% of our total
our total headcount
headcount

Lawyers

Not sure, too
difficult to decide
at this time

Staff

Almost as common are pay cuts and
changes to partner distributions. As
of the end of June, 54% of the largest

Firms anticipate reducing

15 to 30%

of their staff permanently
due to COVID-19

138 U.S. law firms had utilized this cost
saving measure to firm up liquidity
and mitigate cash flow concerns.16
Hopefully, the worst is over, both for
the broader economy and the legal
sector in particular. The May and
June jobs reports were positive, with
unemployment receding and 7.5 million
jobs added.17 Law firms’ confidence
levels have grown as well, with 69%
believing their firm is stable and will not
require additional lawyer layoffs.

The 2020 National Legal Sector Benchmark Survey Results
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A S SOCIATE LEGAL WO R K FO RCE & AT TO R N E Y D E PAR TU R E S
Law firms will continue to face

that attorneys will closely evaluate their

continue to be a distinct challenge

challenges when it comes to retaining

financial health, their firm’s market

for law firms given the median age of

top talent. Historically, the top reasons

position, and their long-term business

lawyers in the U.S. (47 years old) is five

for attorneys departing their firms have

and personal goals. In some cases,

been related to compensation and in-

it may trigger decisions to shift to a

house counsel opportunities. These have

new firm, to transition to an in-house

only been increasing in importance, with

counsel status (which has been growing

more than half of Q1 2020 Bright Insight
respondents indicating each of those
factors has been a primary reason for

in interest over the recent months) or

years older than the typical worker, and
over 14% of lawyers are over 64 years
old.18 This clear and present concern
led to growth in succession planning

to possibly spin-off their own boutique

in 2019. However, this appears to have

firm or make a career change altogether.

stalled out over the past year. Less than
a fourth of respondents indicate their

attorneys to leave. These percentages

The only other factor to increase in

are up 1,958 and 1,752 basis points (bps),

frequency by at least 1,000 bps since

respectively, since 2016. Both of these

2016 was retirement. Over a third

factors are likely to be exacerbated

of respondents in Q1 2020 (36%)

by the current economic and health

indicated that retirement was a primary

scenario for law firms but has been

climate. Through the balance of 2020,

reason for attorney departures, up

growing the past two years, from 12% in

many inside the industry anticipate

from 23% just two years ago. This will

2018 to 16% in 2020.

firm has a formal succession plan while
another third has a non-formal plan.
Not having a plan at all is the least likely

What is the primary reason(s) that attorneys have departed your firm?
Respondents chose multiple options

22

6%

Other

12%

Conflicts

13%

BD

14%

Culture

17%

Non-legal career change

21%

Better platform elsewhere

23%

Billable hour expectations

25%

Termination

27%

Relocated away from the area

28%

Desire for greater work / life balance

36%

Retirement

50%

Compensation

54%

In-house counsel opportunity
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The top reasons for
attorneys departing their
firms have been related to
compensation and in-house
counsel opportunities.

Over the past few
years the percentage
of firms that have
formal succession
plans has risen.

S U CCE S S I O N P L AN N I N G
PASSING THE BATON
SUCCESSFULLY

What has been an interesting

In addition to the national statistics,

percentage of firms that have formal

the long term COVID-19 and global

succession plans that are closely

economic impact these factors will

monitored. Over the past few years the

have on the legal sector and attorneys

percentage of firms that have formal

retiring will be interesting. Will some

plans has risen from 15% in 2016 to 23%

retire early – or will some work longer

in 2020.

than planned due to personal financial

statistic to track over the years is the

15% 23%
2016

2020

It is vital that law firms have a plan

with younger attorneys as part of the

current health and economic climates

for onboarding and training young

succession planning process. Thirty-

will impact retirement decisions, it

associates, both of which are being

five percent of firms fully engage

is not unreasonable to expect that

challenged by the circumstances of

younger generation attorneys, which is

the stresses will lead some lawyers

COVID-19 shelter-in-place policies. It

in line with last year. Only 26% of firms

to retire sooner than under different

is equally important that firms have

do not engage them at all, which is

circumstances. Regardless, the legal

clear and well-conceived strategies

down from 34% a year ago. It is smart

sector will be looking closely at short-

for managing client relationships,

business practice to have succession

and long-term solutions to recruit and

executing on work, and maintaining

plans in place to engage the younger

retain the best talent, while rethinking

strong internal leadership as the more

generation in the transition of

operations, client service and attorney/

senior lawyers exit firms. Law firms

business to the next generation for the

staff interactions.

continue to improve engagement

long-term legacy of the firm’s success.

losses? While it is not clear how the

Does your firm currently have
a succession plan in place for
retiring attorneys?

24%

Somewhat, we are
working on it

23%

Yes, we have a
formal plan that is
closely coordinated

16%

No, we do not
have a plan

2%
Other

35%

Yes, but the plan is not
formal or mandated at
this time

The 2020 National Legal Sector Benchmark Survey Results
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D IVE R S IT Y
DIVERSITY, FEMALE
ATTORNEYS & INCLUSION
INITIATIVES

Many law firms continue to take active

Additionally, the most commonly cited

steps to improve diversity in their firm.

change in how firms interview associate

For the second year in a row, more

candidates is related to improving

In 2019, the percentage of female

than half of all firms have implemented

diversity. With 52% of firms expanding

partners, associates and summer

each of the following four initiatives in

their diversity initiatives, it far outpaces

order to improve diversity: creation of

any of the other interview changes.

Women made up more than half (53%)

firm-wide diversity mission statement,

None of the other modifications to the

of the summer associate pool for the

creation of mentorship program,

process were implemented by more

second year in a row, while 35% of

creation of employee resource groups

than 36% of firms. And, if the firms

summer associates were people of color.

and active participation in national

that made no changes at all (34%) are

Among partners, 24% are women and

diversity organizations. Looking to the

excluded, nearly four-fifths of firms who

10% are people of color. Gains have been

future, 79% of firms have a mandate

did actually make an adjustment(s) to

made in the sector, but firms remain

to improve diversity in the next five

the interview process expanded their

focused on continuing to improve.

years. Only 14% of firms indicated there

diversity initiatives.

associates each hit all-time highs.

19

is no such mandate, which is down
When asked to assess their own firm’s

considerably from just a year ago (23%).

current diversity, 5% consider their firm
to be “very diverse” while 10% note their
firm is “not diverse at all.” Last year a

10%

third of respondents rated their firm as
one of the two lowest diversity scores,
but this year that proportion dropped

1

5%

to 27%. See the chart (“How diverse
is your firm?”) for the full percentages
for each answer option. As the pipeline
of partners grows more diverse—via
associates, summer associates and law

19%

school students—these numbers should
continue to improve.

4

5

17%

2

How diverse is your firm?
(considering race, gender, sexual
orientation, and religion)

48%

1
Not diverse
at all

24
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2

3
3

Somewhat diverse

4

5
Very diverse

Certainly, many industries have not

How is your firm recruiting associate candidates
differently than in past years?

proven as aggressive as necessary
in tackling disparities in diversity.

Respondents chose multiple options

The legal sector would fall into this

Expanding diversity initiatives

52%

category. The steps forward involve

More flexible to support work / life balance

36%

associates, the inclusivity of the culture

No changes

34%

and development provided to promote

More transparent about business and operations

32%

Clearly define expectations

29%

leaders, which will hopefully accelerate

Ask priorities and goals in joining a firm

25%

it, and firms will be stronger as clients

Value a well-rounded candidate more than before

24%

strong teams to manage their needs.

“Diversity in U.S. law
firms remains a story
of geography, with law
firms in some cities
reporting far higher
rates of diversity than
others, with Seattle
and San Francisco
firms reporting the
highest percent of
women partners, and
Miami far outstripping
all other cities in
reporting partners who
are people of color…”

how and where firms attract summer
maintained, and the training, mentoring
a diverse talent pool. In this moment,
there is more conversation among firm
changes. The sector will be better for
demand law firms provide diverse,

Initiatives implemented to improve diversity
Respondents chose multiple options

24%

Other

Hiring of Chief Diversity
Officer or similar position

30%

Active participation in
national diversity organizations
Creation of affinity/employee resource groups
within the firm

Creation of mentorship program

Creation of firm-wide diversity
mission statement

51%
55%
56%
57%

– NALP 2019 REPORT
ON DIVERSITY IN
U.S. LAW FIRMS
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F UTU R E TR E N DS
The future of the legal sector, both in

Millennials, Gen Z & The Law Firm

the U.S. and throughout the globe,

The oldest members of the millennial

is in greater flux than ever before.

generation are now entering their 40s

As the world looks to rebound from

and have by now had broad impact

the current global health pandemic

on how law firms operate—both as

and economic impacts, there is great

associates and as young partners. As

uncertainty around the near-term

they continue to rise in the ranks and

health outcomes (i.e., if / when a

lead their firms, the younger generation

vaccine will be available). In addition,

will exert even more influence. Over

there are changes afoot for many

two-thirds (70%) are adapting the

sectors in how people work, what the

firm’s business plan to integrate

office looks like and where to focus for

millennial attorneys and staff in the

business growth. Additionally, the legal

growth of the organization.

Engaging
millennials is
now the norm.

sector is transitioning to a new model
that is more in line with corporate
America versus the more traditional
law firm partnership models. Evaluating
individual partner profit and losses -

What areas will most impact the future of the legal industry?
Respondents chose multiple options

including line item cost analysis per
partner that includes line item expenses
for real estate and technology costs –

78%

Fixed-fee/compression

is allowing firms to closely scrutinize
partner, client and practice group

74%

Shift in client demands

accountability. With better metrics and
information, firms are now able to be
more strategic in their decision making,

61%

Attorneys
(young and old)
leaving the industry

shifting the legal sector business model
to a more progressive and businessdriven environment. No doubt this will

29%

In-house counsel
departures

influence change across the board in
the sector, as well as impact attorney

26%

Global competition

movement, law firm movement (i.e.,
mergers) and streamlining client
services to decrease operating

21%

Boutique firm growth

expenses and increase profit margins.
In fact, in five of the last six years,
fixed fees/fee compression has been
the number one issue that will most
impact the future of the legal industry.

Other

Most recently, however, survey results
have shown a change in the next two

Global governments

issues impacting the future of the legal
industry – “shift in client demands” and
“attorneys young and old leaving the
industry” being numbers two and three
respectively.
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16%

US Government
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9%
8%

#1
FIXED FEES/FEE
COMPRESSION
has been the number
one issue that will
impact the future of the
legal industry (six years
in a row)

Engaging millennials is now the norm.
Just in time for the next generation—

How is your firm planning for the integration of millennials
growth in the legal sector as both attorneys and staff?

currently known as Gen Z—to begin

59%

entering the legal sector. The oldest
members of Gen Z are now in their
early 20s and entering the workforce
or in law school. It is too early to

We welcome millennial
growth, and are adapting
our firm’s business plan
but on a modest basis

know exactly how this cohort will
interact with and ultimately change the
workplace, however, there are a few

28%

known characteristics about them that

We welcome millennial
growth but are not
planning to adapt our
firm’s business plan

may come into play for law firms as
they enter the workforce:
• Due to 9/11, the Great Financial Crisis,

10%

We welcome millennial
growth and are adapting
our entire firm’s business plan
on the millennials and
younger generation

and now COVID-19, the backdrop
for Generation Z’s childhood is most
in line with that of the cohort that
preceded Baby Boomers (the Silent

2%

Other

Generation, born between 1928 and
1945), a generation known for its
frugality and desire for stability.
• Raised by realistic (and often cynical)
Generation X parents, growing up in
the shadow of the Great Recession
and being natives to the current,
fast-changing world has led to
Generation Z being driven and more
competitive than their millennial
peers. This attitude will make young
workers an excellent addition and

Will numerous firms implement a 100% virtual office?

Q1 2020

• The first generation to live their

No

30%

3%

entire lives in a digital world. Having

enter the workplace with a “phigital

17%

No

they work.

media, these young graduates will

Yes

12%

expectations of the firms for which

eCommerce, smart phones and social

4%

Yes

will also lead them to have high

grown up surrounded by the internet,

3%

Possibly

Yes

55%
No, not in the
12%

4%

Q2 2020

Yes

47%
No, not in the
17%

next
No 10 years

next
No 10 years

30%

lens”—the experience that all of life

33%

Possibly

is both physical and digital. 20

55%

No, not in the
next 10 years

33%

Possibly

Possibly

47%

No, not in the
next 10 years
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F UTU R E TR E N DS
The Virtual Workplace

Other Changes to Real Estate Strategy

As we have noted in this report, the

Ninety percent of respondents

COVID-19 experience has led to an

expect that firms will implement

acceleration in firms exploring how

single-size offices in the next decade.

to implement remote work and a

This percentage is up from 82% last

distributed workforce. In many ways

year and just 70% four years ago.

it has been a success, marked by an

However, the perceptions of shared

almost seamless transition in the midst

offices remain almost identical from

of a health and business crisis. The

a year ago. When asked, “Will a firm

number of lawyers who work remotely

implement shared offices by two or

on a regular basis is going to increase

more associates?” the breakdown is

from pre- to post-COVID. The benefits

still approximately one-fourth who say

of hoteling will also be realized in more

“yes,” one-fourth who say “no” and

firms. However, the movement to a

the remaining half who are unsure (i.e.,

100% virtual office is not more likely

“maybe”), though this may change in

today than it was a year ago.

the post-COVID environment.

The office layout may change
drastically and portfolio sizes may
drop, but lawyers want to be able to
access offices for work, mentorship and
connectivity to colleagues. In fact, the
number of firms indicating that “no,
firms will not go to 100% virtual office
ever” increased from 12% in Q1 2020 to
17% in Q2 2020.

As the months have passed, however,
both lawyers and staff are gaining
productivity, so there will be a
balance for firms to determine what
is the right decision for their people
to best support the firm’s culture,
client services and overall long-term
succession plans.

Timekeeper-to-Support Ratios
The balance of timekeepers and
support staff continues to widen as
firms look to lower overhead costs and
increase efficiency. A year ago, the

How do you anticipate
timekeeper to support staff
ratio will change?

expected future timekeeper-to-support
ratio was 8:1 or higher for 23% of firms.
In 2020, those higher ratios were more
common with 30% of firms at 8:1 or
higher. The proportion of firms with a
4:1 or 5:1 ratio dropped precipitously, as
well, from 43% in 2019 to 32% this year.
Slightly fewer (30%) expect this tighter
ratio in the future.
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32%

4-5:1

38%

6-7:1

21%

8-9:1

8%

10-11:1

1%

More than 11:1
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Implement single size offices
for partners and associates
on a firm-wide basis

90%
YES

10%

Single-size
Offices

NO

The office may change
drastically and portfolio
sizes may drop, but
lawyers want to be able
to access offices for
work, mentorship and
connectivity to colleagues.
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16 Source: Cushman & Wakefield Research analysis of
Law360 data.
17 Mitchell, Josh, “U.S. Unemployment Rate Fell to
13.3% in May.” Wall Street Journal, accessed June
5, 2020.
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IN CLOSING
At the time of this writing, we are still in the midst of the global health pandemic and financial crisis, with offices around the world
in early stages of reopening. While it is too early to know the long-term effects of COVID-19 on the workplace, a few observations
are clear. The pace of change has accelerated and new directions that were not feasible in the past, are now very likely to
happen (e.g., working from anywhere, hoteling, reduced office footprint).
Firm strategies in the future will incorporate a more holistic approach to what the law firm is, its areas of practice, client
relationships, geography, talent base, diversity and inclusion, culture, technology, operations and, real estate. This
will lead to a broader range of strategies and innovation as firms better articulate what they are and who they serve,
positioning themselves for future success. While some are likely to gravitate back to the office as the primary
workplace and center of collaboration, mentorship and connectivity, others will continue to operate with remote
working as a more regular and significant part of their operations. Technology continues to be a game changer in
enabling seamless working across the platform, as firms navigate and innovate the best solutions.
In the near-term, the pandemic has forced intense focus on the present, continuation of work, maintaining
financial stability, and attending to the welfare of all personnel. As the focus shifts to returning to the
workplace in 2021 and beyond, firms are taking this opportunity to make significant systemic changes.
In the coming months, we will update this report with new information, facts and figures, and thought
leadership to help guide your firm into the new legal sector age of change. We would be honored to
assist your firm in evaluating the many factors that will impact real estate decision making in the
years ahead.
If you would like to schedule a complimentary call to discuss the findings of this Bright Insight
report and have an open dialogue with Cushman & Wakefield experts, please reach out to us
as we are happy to coordinate.
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