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General counsel are reasonably happy with the 
quality and responsiveness of their law �rms. 
They also like the level of commercial advice they 
receive from external lawyers and appreciate the 
friendly and attentive attitude from partners. This 
is good news at a time when many law �rms are 
still feeling shell-shocked after one of the worst 
economic periods they have ever witnessed. 

Law �rms have experienced a sudden drop 
off in corporate, �nance and real estate work, 
with limited restructuring work to replace it. This 
drop in work has translated into a corresponding 
25% drop in average legal spend at respondent 
companies compared to last year. 

This year also seems to be the beginning of a 
new era for the way law �rms bill their clients. 
When asked how they would most like to be 
billed, only 14% of in-house counsel said they 
would choose billable hours � despite this being 
the industry standard for decades. Instead, an 
enormous 67% now say they want �xed fees 
� a major cultural change in the law �rm/client 
relationship.

What general counsel no longer want is open-
ended billing agreements where hours add up 
in a way that feels out of control. As more than 
one general counsel stressed: they want to pay 
for value, not time. They also said that right now 
they feel cost is about as important as a law 
�rm�s general reputation for quality when it came 
to choosing them for work, although they added 
that they were still happy to pay well for quality.

The combination of these factors places 
law �rms in a tight spot at a time when they 
are desperate to boost weakened pro�ts. 
Commercial �rms in the UK have been wedded 
to the billable hour for decades. Moving to 
�xed fees, which clients report most �rms are 
agreeing to do when asked � perhaps because 
they have little choice at the moment, means 
restructuring their �nancial planning.  

The real issue here is whether general counsel 
will be able to keep up the pressure on external 
law �rms once the market picks up again. 
However, if this really is a long-term change in 
the relationship between law �rms and general 
counsel, then law �rms will have to adapt. 
And so far, it appears that most are adapting 
� although perhaps grudgingly. 

While the debate over how to bill heats up, 
an older issue, that of convergence, rumbles on. 
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General counsel report they are looking to use 
one-third fewer law �rms in 2010 than previously. 
Added to this, around 40% of companies that 
carry out panel reviews say they have thrown 
�rms off for failing on performance issues. 

This assertiveness is reinforced by continued 
demands for law �rms to provide training and 
secondees � at a time when some law �rms are 
short of spare capacity after energetic sacking 
sprees in 2008 and 2009 in a bid to bolster 
equity partner pro�ts. On this point few will feel 
much sympathy for the law �rms. 

While some companies, especially in the 
FTSE 100, have been laying off in-house 
lawyers, the general trend is either to keep large 
departments or increase them despite the drop in 
transactional work across the economy. 

Some UK clients are also increasing the 
number of lawyers they employ in-house. On 
average, around 20% of the companies surveyed 
planned to increase their headcount in legal. This 
will further reduce the amount of work they will 
send out in future. 

The two trends here, smaller numbers of law 
�rms on panels and more lawyers in-house, 
points again to more pressure on external law 
�rms both to maintain client relationships and 
higher hurdles to generating revenues from the 
UK market. 

Service has become a big selling point at 
many �rms, but in some ways partners have 
put themselves in a corner: as �rms have 
battled to out-do each other, their clients have 
become spoilt by all the attention. Now clients 
are looking at what else they can in�uence. As 
one general counsel says of the law �rms they 
use: �They�re all thirsty, so that�s maybe a slight 
change in the relationship.� 

It is clear from this year�s survey that law �rms� 
battle to differentiate themselves has not slowed 
down for a moment. In fact, the recent crisis has 
made it more extreme, as the clients themselves 
feel more under �nancial pressure and seek �rms 
that appear to be helping them in new ways. 
The moaning about billing methods, that would 
have been ignored by in-demand partners in the 
mid-2000s, is now being viewed as �reasonable 
requests� that many of the smarter law �rms 
have responded to. 

Des Cahill, Legal Week Intelligence
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Accreditation
The accreditation of Best 
Legal Adviser is awarded 
to the top-performing firms 
in each section which have 
participated fully in the 
research process. They have 
use of the logo as marketing 
collateral for 12 months 
and the evidence from  the 
report will have fed into 
the British Legal Awards in 
December. 
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LEGAL WEEK INTELLIGENCE SPECIAL: CLIENT SATISFACTION REPORT

BEST LEGAL ADVISERS: INTERNATIONAL

Jones Day has had a very good year, competing with the magic circle on 
quality of legal advice with a score of 9.3 and an overall average of 8.3. In 
terms of costs and billing practice, it is far in advance of the international 
firm average of 6.7 with a rating of 7.5. On attitude to alternative billing, 
clients rate them 5.0 set against an international average of 4.7 and all 
firm average slightly higher at 5.4.

Service delivery and responsiveness are also above average with a score 
of 8.8, compared to the international firm average score of 8.3. Most of 
the firm’s other scores are in the 8s except for use of IT on 7.3, but even 
this is still comfortably ahead of the law firm averages. 

Jones Day gets a very high score for partner attention and personal 
relationships with a 9.3, the second highest in the survey behind 
Stephenson Harwood on 9.5. In advice terms, clients see Jones Day as top 
class. As well as an excellent score for legal advice, Jones Day also scores 
above the international average for commercial advice.

Average Score:
8.3 

Ranking – Overall:
4

Ranking – International:
2

Best for: 
Quality of legal 
advice: 9.3

 

“Very responsive and 
great knowledge and 
understanding of our 

business”

Lovells has had an outstanding year in client satisfaction terms. It gets 
an 8.6 rating overall, well ahead of international firms on average (7.9) 
and law firms in general (7.5). It has pushed up its service delivery rating 
from 7.7 to 8.9, and is seen as offering significantly better legal and 
commercial advice.

Even on cost, Lovells comes out well. Its rating of 7.9 on traditional cost 
issues is well above the average for international firms (6.7) and law firms 
in general (7).  Its rating on alternative billing and predictability of costs is 
strong – 6.3, which compares well to international firms (4.7) and all law 
firms (5.4). Its personal and partner relationships are seen as top rate – 9 
(compared to 8.3 for international firms and 8.0 for all firms).  

The quality of legal advice is seen as going up from 8.5 to 9.4, placing 
it ahead of international firms (8.9) and law firms in general (8.4). On 
commercial advice, Lovells has gone up from 8.3 to 8.9. 

 
Average Score:
8.6

Ranking – Overall:
1

Ranking – International:
1

Best for: 
Quality of legal 
advice: 9.4

“Awareness of our 
business, partner 

involvement, teamwork”

Reed Smith has had a very encouraging set of results topped off with a 
pair of 9.2 scores for both legal and commercial advice. The overall bright 
picture dimmed a bit in respect to its score for cost and billing practice, but 
since it scores well for alternative billing with a 5.7 (international average 
was 4.7), perhaps the problem is more in administration than cost.

In the advice section of the survey, clients gave it the highest score for 
commercial advice with 9.2. When this score is combined with its score for 
legal advice of 9.2, the average is the best of all the firms in the survey. 
Both scores increased by 0.8 over 12 months.

The firm has also seen big lifts in its scores from 2008 for service 
delivery and responsiveness (up 1.3 to 8.3) and use of IT and knowledge 
management (up 2.0 to 7.3). These are big improvements over a 12-month 
period. Reed Smith’s score for use of IT this year is 7.3, which compares 
very favourably with the international average of 6.9 and the all firm 
average of 6.5.

 
Average Score:
8.3

Ranking – Overall:
7

Ranking – International:
4

Best for: 
Quality of legal 
advice: 9.2

 

“Legal knowledge, 
understanding of 

business and commercial 
reality all excellent”
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RESEARCH: STANDOUT ADVISERS

BEST LEGAL ADVISERS: NATIONAL

SJ Berwin had a pretty good year all round with particularly high scores 
in service delivery and quality of legal advice, only really falling short in use 
of IT and knowledge management.

In cost and billing practice, SJ Berwin has come to the fore. In the 
standard cost and billing structure section, it scores 8.0, the leading score 
among both international and City firms. The international average is just 
6.7 and the national average is only 7.3.

On its approach to alternative billing, clients also give SJ Berwin a vote 
of confidence, scoring it 6.7, the joint top score with Hammonds. The 
international average here is just 4.7 and the all firm average 5.4.

SJ Berwin’s score for service delivery and responsiveness is the joint-
top score with Slaughter and May at 9.2, way ahead of the international 
average of 8.3 and the all firm average of just 8.0. In terms of the advice 
being offered, clients give them top marks for legal advice at 9.2.

 
Average Score:
8.3

Ranking – Overall:
6

Ranking – International:
3

Best for: 
Service and 
responsiveness: 9.2

 

“Legal excellence 
and service delivery 

standards”

Slaughter and May is the only magic circle firm to qualify for the Best 
Legal Advisers accreditation. Although not scoring highly on cost/billing 
issues (5.5), this is balanced by 9.8 on the quality of legal advice and 9.2 
on service delivery. Its average across all categories is 8.2 (compared to 
the international firm average of 7.9).

A firm which gets 9.2 on its service delivery/responsiveness rating is 
clearly addressing both the main and peripheral issues of client service and 
is exceeding client expectations. International firms get an average of 8.3 in 
this category, putting Slaughter and May is 0.9 ahead of its rivals. Its partners 
are doing well as partner/personal relations are rated at 8.8 (above the 
international firm average of 8.3). 

One can only compliment the firm for its 9.8 rating on the quality of its 
legal advice, up from 9.4 last year. As one commentator put it, “No-one ever 
got sacked for using them”. Its rating on commercial advice is also impressive 
– an 8.5, compared to an 8.1 average for international firms. 

Average Score:
8.2 

Ranking – Overall:
9

Ranking – International:
5

Best for: 
Quality of legal 
advice: 9.8

“They are the best in 
terms of their legal and 

commercial advice”

Cobbetts has had a great response from clients who seem particularly 
pleased with its attitude to alternative billing, where it was the clear 
winner with a top score of 7.3. 

Clients also gave the firm very good marks in relation to its cost and 
billing practice with a survey high score of 8.1. This compares to the 
average score for national firms of 7.3 and a much lower one of 6.7 for 
international firms.

Clients rate the quality of legal advice from Cobbetts’ lawyers as a 
good 8.4, which is around the average for national firms of 8.5. For 
commercial advice, Cobbetts’ clients rate their commercial awareness as 
8.1, compared with the national firm average of 7.9. 

Cobbetts also get a good mark of 8.2 for the personal relationship 
aspects of client service and client liaison. The national average mark 
for this is 8.0. In terms of their marks for use of IT and knowledge 
management, clients rate the Cobbetts’ offering as worth 7.2.

 
Average Score:
8.1

Ranking – Overall:
14

Ranking – National:
3

Best for: 
Service 
delivery: 8.6

“They give great, 
straight-forward 

commercial advice”
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Wragge & Co  is the leading national firm in the survey, after ranking 
third last year. It has the twin virtues of strong showings in both service 
delivery and quality of legal advice. 

In terms of quality of legal advice, it has increased its rating by 0.8 
to a very good score of 9.4. Only Slaughter and May gets a higher 
mark. The firm has also increased its service delivery score by the same 
margin. Although its score for use of IT and knowledge management has 
dropped 0.4 points, the score of 7.3 is still very good compared with the 
international and national average score of 6.9. 

Wragge & Co also performs well in the personal relationship and 
partner liaison section with a score of 8.9, a very strong mark in a 
competitive section. The firm does well in the traditional cost and billing 
practice areas with a score of 7.4 compared to the all firm average of 7.0. 

 
Average Score:
8.4 

Ranking – Overall:
2

Ranking – National:
1

Best for: 
Quality of legal 
advice: 9.4

“Willingness to be 
different and engage on 

value-based billing” 

“It’s never about the 
firm, it’s always about 

the people”

Hammonds seems to have discovered the holy grail of top quality advice 
at a reasonable cost. Its quality of legal advice is judged to be as high 
as the best firms in the survey with a score of 9.4, but it also gets the 
highest score in the survey for cost and billing practice with an 8.1. It also 
performs well in clients’ perception of its approach to alternative billing 
with a score of 6.7.

The firm sees a small increase of 0.2 in the score for service delivery, 
bringing it a score of 8.7 and placing it in the top 10 in the category. This 
compares well with the average score for national firms of 8.3. 

In terms of the quality of advice scores, both have risen substantially 
over the 12-month period. In the case of legal advice, the score of 
9.4 represents an impressive increase of 0.9 over 12 months. In the 
commercial advice section, 8.9 is an increase of 0.7 over the 2008 score.

The only backward step was in use of IT and knowledge management, 
in which it scores 0.9 less than in the previous year with 7.0. 

 
Average Score:
8.2

Ranking – Overall:
8

Ranking – National:
2

Best for: 
Service and 
responsiveness: 9.4

 

“They don’t get lost in 
legal jargon – they just 

get to the point and deal 
with the issues”

Shoosmiths has a helpful attitude to cost combined with a commendable 
effort on service delivery. On the value for money side Shoosmiths gets a 
very good mark of 7.4 on cost and billing practice and a good score on its 
approach to alternative billing of 5.7. For national firms the average score for 
cost and billing was 7.3 and on alternative billing 5.3. 

Its score for service delivery of 8.4 is ahead of the average for national 
firms of 8.3 and the average for all firms of 8.0. This may be helped by its 
score in use of IT and knowledge management where it attains a score of 
7.1, ahead of the national and international average of 6.9.

In terms of the quality of advice, Shoosmiths has fallen back a little over 
12 months but the score of 8.3 is very respectable and just behind the all 
firm average of 8.4. For commercial advice it scores 7.7, just behind the 
national and all firm average of 7.8. In the area of personal relationship and 
partner/client liaison the firm scores 7.9, just behind the national law firms 
average of 8.0.

Average Score:
7.8 

Ranking – Overall:
22

Ranking – National:
5

Best for: 
Service 
delivery: 8.4

 
“When I ask them to do 
something, they just do 

it, no ifs or buts”
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BEST LEGAL ADVISERS: CITY

RESEARCH: STANDOUT ADVISERS

Reynolds Porter Chamberlain (RPC) has had a good year and, 
despite a couple of small drops in a few of its scores, has managed to 
keep clients happy during a difficult economic time. In terms of cost and 
billing practice, it scores well above the City average with 7.4 compared to 
6.9. The average for City firms for their approach to alternative billing was 
just 4.9 and RPC scores 5.4. 

Clients appreciate both the legal and commercial parts of the advice 
package, giving the firm a mark of 8.9 for the technical side and 8.6 
for the business side. The averages for the City firms are 8.5 and 7.9 
respectively. 

Its score for service delivery and responsiveness is 8.1, just above the 
City average of 8.0. In terms of use of IT and knowledge management, 
RPC is ahead of the game with a score of 7.6, comparing favourably to the 
City average of 6.7. Only a few firms in the survey achieve a higher score.

Average Score:
8.1

Ranking – Overall:
12

Ranking –London:
3

Best for: 
Quality of legal 
advice: 8.9

 
“They get our culture and 
are very pragmatic. They 
don’t point score against 
other firms and without 

exception everyone I have 
ever used has been good”

Macfarlanes’ clients appreciate the technical knowledge of its lawyers 
and while it outperforms the City average for cost and billing practice 
(scoring 7.1 compared to 6.9), there is scope for a more flexible approach to 
alternative billing where it scores 3.8 compared to a City average of 4.9.

In terms of advice, Macfarlanes has seen an improvement of 0.4 in the 
legal element, giving it an excellent score of 9.0. For commercial advice 
it also improved on 2008’s score, moving up by 0.7 to a score of 8.7. The 
City averages for these two elements are 8.5 and 7.9 respectively.

For service delivery and responsiveness, Macfarlanes scores 8.3, 
comfortably above the City average of 8.0. The international average 
is 8.3. It gets a mark of 6.8 for use of IT and knowledge management, 
slightly ahead of the City average of 6.7. 

Clients appreciate the personal relationship and the partner liaison 
aspects of the Macfarlanes model, giving this area a score of 8.7, way 
ahead of the City average of 8.1. 

Average Score:
8.1 

Ranking – Overall:
12

Ranking – London:
4

Best for: 
Quality of legal 
advice: 9.0

“Their technical legal 
knowledge”

“Accessibility of the 
partner”

Berwin Leighton Paisner (BLP) is doing markedly better than rivals 
on cost and billing. Its 7.5 rating for traditional cost/billing practices puts it 
ahead of the average City firm (6.9) and the average law firm (7.0).  And it 
is seen as progressive in its commitment to alternative billing practices and 
predictable in its costs, where it gets 5.9. This may sound a mediocre mark 
in absolute terms, but in relative terms it is strong. City firms get just 4.9 
on average and all firms get 5.4 on average. 

The firm stands out for the quality of its personal and partner 
relationships where it gets 8.4, compared to 8.1 for City firms on average 
and 8.0 for all firms. On service delivery overall, BLP is 0.1 ahead of the 
average City firm. As some comments indicate, clients are impressed with 
the firm’s responsiveness.

The firm’s overall rating is 7.9, ahead of rival City firms (on 7.7) and law 
firms value in general (on 7.5). 

 
Average Score:
7.9

Ranking – Overall:
18

Ranking – London:
5

Best for: 
Quality of legal 
advice: 8.7

“Practical, useful, 
straight-forward advice”  
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The Client Satisfaction Report 2009 is the � fth version of the annual survey compiled by Legal Week Intelligence, the research arm of Legal 
Week. The heads of legal, general counsel, managing directors, � nancial directors and company secretaries at 683 UK companies, including 
60% of the FTSE 100, responded to the survey in September and October this year. The research was conducted through online and telephone 
interviews by Incisive Strategy and Consulting in accordance with MRS guidelines. 

The questionnaire covered a range of market information relating to trends in legal service providers including detailed buying behaviour of 
legal service purchasers and their views on the top of the agenda issues for 2010. In particular this year the survey collected the perceptions of 
clients on any alternative billing options being provided as well as speci� c benchmarking information for 43 law � rms, including 22 of the top 
25 by revenue.

In-house legal counsel were asked to rate the four external advisers they had used most frequently over the last 12 months. All marks are out 
of 10, with � rms rated on: cost and billing practices; service delivery and responsiveness; use of IT and knowledge management; personal and 
partner relationships; quality of legal advice; and quality of commercial advice.

METHODOLOGY AND ENGAGEMENT

Stephenson Harwood has had a good year winning clients but it also 
seems to be keeping its existing ones fairly happy as well. 

In clients’ eyes Stephenson Harwood is a compelling proposition. It 
offers good value for money in standard cost and billing terms with a 
score of 7.0, slightly above the City average of 6.9. Added to that a score 
of 6.0 for its approach to alternative billing, it seems to be getting the 
product pricing in the right area.

This does not seem to be at the expense of the quality of advice 
where it scores 8.8 for quality of legal advice and a very impressive 9.0 
for commercial advice – one of the highest scores in the survey. Service 
delivery scores a 8.5, which is comfortably above the City average of 8.0 
and the international average of 8.3. 

Where Stephenson Harwood seems to be winning clients, however, is 
with its personal partner relationships, where it scores a survey high of 
9.5; The City and international averages for this section is just 8.1 and 8.3.

Average Score:
8.3

Ranking – Overall:
5

Ranking – London:
2

Best for: 
Personal/partner 
relationship: 9.5

“Attention to detail 
and personal service, 
and understanding of 
the mechanics of our 

business”

Having pushed up the quality of its legal and commercial advice in the last 
year, Travers Smith also has a strong overall satisfaction score making 
it the leading City firm in the survey. It rates 8.4, compared to a City firm 
average of 7.7 and an all firm average of 7.5.

The firm comes out positively on cost issues – with a 7.3 score 
(higher than the 6.9 City firm average, and the 7.0 all firm average). On 
alternative billing and predictability of costs it gets 5.1 and beats the City 
firm average (4.9) but falls behind the all firm average (5.4).

On service delivery the firm has pulled up from 8 to 8.8 over the year. 
Ratings on both legal and commercial advice have gone up in the last year. 
On legal advice it has gone up from 9 to 9.4, and is well ahead of the City 
firm average of 8.5 and the all firm average of 8.4. On commercial advice, 
it has gone up from 7.7 to 8.9, again well above the City firm average of 7.9 
and the all firm average of 7.8.

“Partner involvement, 
strength in depth, deep 
industry knowledge and 

commercially savvy”

Average Score:
8.4

Ranking – Overall:
3

Ranking – London:
1

Best for: 
Quality of legal 
advice: 9.4


