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Being the editor of Legal Week sometimes
makes you feel like a peacemaker caught
between two warring factions. The martial
relationship, of course, is that between partners
and assistants. So important is this relationship
to the law rm model it has its own metric
(leverage). Yet, even though partnership remains
a bizarrely communistic form of capitalism

in which the owners attempt to groom a fair
chunk of the workers to become the owners,
the relationship remains fraught with tension,
misunderstanding and resentment.

These thoughts come to mind reading the
2009 Employee Satisfaction Report (ESR), which
is now established as the most comprehensive
portrait of the morale, attitudes and frustrations
of young solicitors at major UK law rms.

The value of feeling valued

Looking at the ndings from the 4,020 UK-based

solicitors who took part this year, it is clear the

extent to which the management of law rms and

partners in general still nd it hard to understand

and react to the priorities of lawyers under 30.
That has been a message coming through

Consider this fact: out of 37 criteria assistants
are asked to judge their rm on, the factor
that has consistently been rated as the most
important to junior lawyers is feeling valued as
an employee (see box).

Looking at this year s results, and reading
the comments of assistants interviewed for the
ESR, it is hard to overstate how fundamental
this single factor is to assistants. Firms that get
this right are forgiven a multitude of sins. Firms
that get this wrong get far less margin for error
elsewhere as far as their staff are concerned.
And those that do well in this regard and rate
well on criteria usually considered hard or
aspirational such as salary or quality of work
have a material competitive advantage over
their peer group. That is not theoretical having
read the report in previous years, rms that
have managed that combination of hard and
soft values generally go on to be above-average
performers on all levels, including nancially.

You can extend this further. There is a strong
case to make that some of the other important
soft factors like work/life balance , the second
most important criteria according to assistants,

With so few jobs in the market, the seriously disenfranchised assistants will stay put for the tim

since our independent research arm Legal
Week Intelligence rst conducted this research
in 2005; for all the cockiness of youth and the
self-assurance that comes with a top-notch
education, junior lawyers are, on the whole,

a sensitive group who want recognition and
af rmation at regular intervals.

Law doesn t attract risk-takers who expect
hard-knocks and the vagaries of chance to de ne
their careers. Once junior lawyers have sweated
to achieve their education and strived to secure
that elusive training contract, they want to be
appreciated and praised.

They also have an almost touching faith in the
importance of fair treatment, which a cynic might

nd at odds with the ercely competitive City law
rms many have joined.

This was evident during the previous reports
conducted during the boom years and is even
more stark this year (the core of the research
was conducted in April and May by which
time a stream of major law rms had made
redundancies).
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and hard factors like salary are actually
expressions of the desire to be valued.

Often, work/life balance becomes more of
an issue because long hours make assistants
feel taken for granted and are doubly resented
when staff feel disengaged from their employer.
However, the ESR research clearly suggests that
working long hours is far less of an issue when
assistants generally feel valued. Likewise, pay
matters to a considerable extent because it is
taken as a sign of the value the employer has for
their staff.

That redundancy issue
Feeling valued brings us to the issue that
dominates this year s report  the impact of a
sweeping round of redundancies at major law
rms over the last 12 months. Unsurprisingly,
job cuts have badly damaged the extent to
which remaining junior lawyers feel valued and
engaged with their employer. But it is not quite
as simple as that. In many law rms that have
made job cuts, the ESR shows that staff accept it
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as a regrettable but understandable fact of life.
In a considerable number of cases redundancy
programmes have been viewed as cack-handed
and mean-spirited and have gone down badly.

Firms in this camp have not heard the last of this.

Conversely, a few rms have managed to
improve their reputation, either because they
have avoided redundancies or are seen to
have handled job cuts in a proportionate and
reasonable manner. There are some rms that
have undergone job cuts where assistants even
speak of improved morale, a blitz spirit.

There is another point. To partners, assistants
may often seem annoyingly demanding but what
they are not is stupid or lacking information.

The results of the ESR show that assistants

are aware of where substantial redundancy
programmes have been undertaken by rms that
have still managed robust performance, and they
don t like it. That is not a deal-breaker as far as
engagement with junior lawyers go and rms
like Linklaters and Allen & Overy, where heavy
redundancy programmes were not popular, have
still managed overall solid satisfaction rankings.
But rms who fall into this category and this

This suggests that partnership as a career
motivator for women is rapidly losing traction,
which has major implications for how law rms
interact with more than half of junior lawyers.

As a related aim, the popularity of partner
alternatives continues to grow, especially among
women. Fifteen percent now see such a role as
their main aim, up from 13% last year. This gure
rises to 21% for female respondents, but only
7% for male.

Potentially, this offers the opportunity for law

rms to tap a large and under-utilised talent
pool. Conversely, if law rms are unwilling to
meet the demand for such roles it is likely they
will further disenfranchise a generation of young
lawyers. Set against this, with equity seen as
increasingly distant, even for men, partnership
could be a less powerful tool to incentivise junior
lawyers in future.

Getting it right

Putting aside the softer issues for a moment, the
question is which law rms are, from a business
perspective, getting it right. As someone who
has been observing law rms for a good while, |

high-achievers and those outperforming on
staff engagement. Firms outside the largest
commercial practices to also excel include
Charles Russell, Holman Fenwick Willan, Ince &
Co and Weightmans.

Linklaters and Fresh elds Bruckhaus
Deringer also score well, especially on the key
aspirational factors, though they both look like
they could do better on the personal metrics. At
some point that will have to be addressed.

The rms with the most to worry about are
generally drawn from national and regional
origins, among them DLA Piper and Halliwells.
My reading of that is that it comes down, once
again, to feeling valued.

These rms were supposed to have the
stronger lifestyle/culture sell. When in some
cases assistants feel they have fallen short
they are bitterly disappointed. Exceptions to
that rule from the City are Clifford Chance and
Macfarlanes, who will want to do better in the
coming years. But then who wouldn t want to
do better? It s good for business.

Alex Novarese, editor, Legal Week

time being but, having grown to bitterly resent their firms, plan to leave as soon as the market rebounds

goes double if severance terms were anything
other than gold-plated  will have to work extra
hard to win around the troops when the market
recovers.

There is an impression that some rms have
set off a time-bomb under their own business.
With so few jobs in the market, the seriously
disenfranchised assistants will stay put for the
time being but, having grown to bitterly resent
their rms, plan to leave as soon as the market
rebounds. Addressing that will be expensive.

Partnership - out of reach, out of mind
Perhaps one reason why partners nd it dif cult
to communicate and interact with assistants is
because the partnership model of law rms is

evolving, as this year s ESR once again underlines.

Just 45% of respondents said that partnership
with their own rm was their primary career aim,
down from 50% last year. Once again there is
a strong gender divide. Barely a third (35%) of
female assistants are targeting partnership with
their current  rm, against 58% for males.
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don t see much point in having satis ed staff for
its own sake. Who cares if the crew is happy
if the ship is going nowhere?

The magic formula comes when law rms
combine the key soft issues with the right
aspirational ones. Looking at the ESR, it is clear
that law rms on the whole do very well at
ful lling the professional aspirations of their
staff (a fundamental issue that doesn t get
enough attention, probably because it gets
taken for granted).

Law rms that combine high satisfaction
scores on the core aspirational criteria like
quality of work and prestige with the most
important personal factors, like making staff feel
valued, treatment by partners and culture are in
a strong position.

Firms obviously in that camp include Weil
Gotshal & Manges, Slaughter and May, Berwin
Leighton Paisner, Norton Rose, CMS Cameron
McKenna, Allen & Overy, Pinsent Masons
and Bird & Bird, even if the balance among
those rms differs between the aspirational

WHAT ASSISTANTS WANT

The following 11 criteria were identi ed
as the most important issues by the
4,020 assistants responding to the ESR.

RANK ISSUE IMPORTANCE

OUT OF 10
1 Valued as employees 8.9
2 Work/life balance 8.8
3 Culture 8.7
4= Salary 8.5
4= Quality of work 8.5
6 Client interaction 8.0
7 Open career communication 7.6
8 Billable hours expectations 7.4
9 Prestige 7.2
10 Bonus scheme 7.1
11 Partnership prospects 6.8

Source: Legal Week Intelligence
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LAW FIRMS: STANDOUT EMPLOYERS
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ABOUT THE FIRM

KEY FACTS:

Turnover: £215m

Lawyers: 507

Address:
10 Queen Street Place,
London EC4R 1BE

Website: www.sjberwin.com

HR Director: Karen Chalmers

Back in 2006, SJ Berwin trailed in near the bottom of the table. After
a two-year absence from the research, the firm has delivered a vastly
improved performance. An LWI Index score of 1939 sees it leap 26 places
to come 25th overall and 10th among international firms.

Fee-earners at the firm are most satisfied when it comes to the scope
for client interaction (8.3 out of 10) and quality of work (8.1). However,
where SJ Berwin performs well relative to other outfits is in lawyers’
partnership prospects (a score of 6.7 is more than a point higher than the
average) and in the openness of its communications on career prospects.

There are lower scores in two areas that employees consider most
important — the reality of their work/life balance (6.6) and the firm’s
culture (7.2). SJ Berwin’s reputation as one of the harder-driven and more
entrepreneurial firms in the City endures.

Satisfaction levels at SJ Berwin have risen sharply over the last four years.
The key will be to sustain and build on this over the next 12 months.

INTRODUCTION:

Established in 1982, SJ Berwin is an international law rm with of ces in Berlin, Brussels, Dubai, Frankfurt, Hong
Kong, London, Madrid, Milan, Munich, Paris and Turin. With over 175 partners and 400 lawyers, SJ Berwin is a full-
service rm that not only offers a breadth of services, it also brings teams together from across the legal disciplines
to form industry-focused groups such as pharmaceutical, TMT, retail and leisure, private funds and many others.

KEY CONTACTS AND PRINCIPAL AREAS OF WORK:

Managing partner: Ralph Cohen Real Estate: Jon Vivian
Senior partner: Jonathan Blake Finance: Jeremy Cross
Corporate Finance: Steven Davis

Litigation: Craig Pollack Simon Hughes

STATISTICS
(2009 SCORES)

Respondents:
&5

LWI Score:
1939

Ranking — Overall:
25

Ranking — International:
10

EU & Competition: Stephen Kon,

Best for:
Client interaction:
8.3

Linklaters
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ABOUT THE FIRM

KEY FACTS:
Turnover: £1.3bn

Lawyers: 2,200

Address:
1 Silk Street,
London EC2Y 8HQ

Website: www.linklaters.com

HR Director: Jill King

Second overall in 2008, Linklaters has suffered a moderate reversal in
fortune this year. An LWI Index score of 2039 sees the firm take 11th spot in
the survey. The reason is not hard to pinpoint. Instituting cuts to staffing
levels, as the firm did this year, will always be hard.

Amid such upheaval, it is no surprise to see that employee satisfaction
levels for feeling valued by the organisation have suffered. A score of just
5.5 out of 10 is below the average of 6.6. Nevertheless, the percentage of
the firm’s lawyers looking for another job now is not materially worse than

for the survey as a whole. The score (6.6) is below average but not by much.

There are also many positives Linklaters can draw from the survey. It
remains highly ranked among international firms, coming fifth out of 20, and
the firm was the top-rated practice on the professional criteria.

Employees continue to rate the quality of the work and its prestige in
particular. Remuneration — both in terms of basic salary and bonuses — is
another area where it scores well.

INTRODUCTION:

Linklaters is a law  rm which specialises in advising the world s leading companies, nancial institutions and
governments on their most important and challenging transactions and assignments. With of ces in major
business and nancial centres, the rm delivers an outstanding service to our clients anywhere in the world. The

rm believes that the strength and depth of our practices and our client relationships, our sector approach, the
quality of our people and our global platform give Linklaters a signi cant competitive advantage.

PRINCIPAL AREAS OF WORK: KEY CONTACTS:

Corporate Managing Partner: Simon Davies
Finance & Projects Senior Partner: David Cheyne
Commercial Corporate/M&A: David Barnes

Commercial: John Turnbull

Finance & Projects: John Tucker

STATISTICS
(2009 SCORES)

Respondents:
123

LWI Score:
2039

Ranking — Overall:
11

Ranking — International:
5

Best for:
Quality of work:
9.4

v
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berwin leighton paisner

LWI SCORE

2133
2047

1868 1879

After three years of respectable but hardly stellar results, Berwin
Leighton Paisner (BLP) has upped its game. An LWI Index score
of 2133 is comfortably its highest so far, and enough to take fifth spot
overall. The firm also secured second place among the 17 London
practices covered by the research, with only Charles Russell doing better.

The firm, meanwhile, performs exceptionally well in two important
areas — the extent to which employees feel valued (at 8.4) and the
strength of the firm’s culture (8.7).

BLP’s management is praised for its handling of redundancies. Some
48% of respondents believe its approach has increased its reputation.

In terms of career aims, 88% would like to stay with the firm, whether
as a partner (52%), an assistant (10%) or in another senior role (25%).

They are also real champions of the firm. In answer to the question
‘How likely are you to recommend your firm to a friend’, the firm achieved
an average score of 9.2 out of 10.

STATISTICS
(2009 SCORES)

Respondents:
64

LWI Score:
2133

Ranking — Overall:
5

Ranking — London:
2

Best for:
Recommend to a
friend: 9.2

Bird & Bird recorded its lowest ever position in the rankings this year,
but remains a solid performer, especially on the criteria assistants say are
most important. An LWI Index score of 1922 saw it come in 31st overall
and 10th out of 16 London firms. In 2008 Bird & Bird scored 2041 and
came 7th in London and 17th overall.

The firm records higher than average levels of satisfaction in almost
every important category including prestige (8.5) and the extent to which
employees feel valued (7.5). Unlike many of its peers, the firm also delivers
a decent work-life balance (7.3) and its fee-earners are also comfortable
with the expectations placed on them when it comes to billing.

Their main concerns relate to remuneration and partnership prospects.
In particular, the mark for salaries (6.8) is below the norm. The firm’s
bonus scheme (5.1) also fails to match up to expectations. Bird & Bird
employees are also real champions of the firm. Asked if they would
recommend the firm to a friend, they registered a score of 9.2 out of 10.

STATISTICS
(2009 SCORES)
Respondents:

31

LWI Score:
1922

Ranking — Overall:
31

Ranking — London:
10

Best for:
Reputation of
team: 8.6

2006 2007 2008 2009
BIRD & BIRD
LWI SCORE

2041
1964
1922
1818
1 1 1
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cobbetts
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Cobbetts has endured a difficult year with three rounds of redundancies
and a 16% decrease in revenue. But their assistants gave consistently
good marks in some of the most important areas contributing to a LWI
score of 1909 and an overall position of 33rd and 9th for National firms.
Only just over 14% are currently looking for another job.
Cobbetts lawyers gave high score of 8.2 for culture and an 8.3 for
treatment by partners. Cobbetts people also get a lot of satisfaction
from their location and the immediate physical environment posting
scores of 8.6 and 8.4. Satisfaction levels with salary are just below the
law firm average but the bonus scheme only gets a mark of 4.0. Some
of the communications issues also score a little low — with open career
communications only scoring 5.8. The same as partnership prospects.
Although there have been redundancies, most respondents are clearly happy
with the way the firm has handled the process — 17% believe the reputation of
the firm has been increased, while none believe it has been decreased.

STATISTICS
(2009 SCORES)

Respondents:
30

LWI Score:
1909

Ranking — Overall:
88

Ranking — National:
9

Best for:
Culture: 8.2
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LAW FIRMS: STANDOUT EMPLOYERS
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Denton Wilde Sapte has jumped 25 places to 17th overall in 2009. An
LWI Index score of 1980 also makes it seventh out of 21 international rms.

Dentons scores well above average in three out of the rm's four most

important factors: the reality of associates work/life balance (7.6); the
rm s culture (7.8); and salaries (7.6).

Employees, meanwhile, appear happier than most about their pay.
As well as recording a high level of satisfaction with their salary, they
also award a better than average mark for its bonus scheme.

Where Dentons falls down noticeably is in its perceived prestige.
Respondents hand it an average rating of 6.7 for this category, almost a
full point below the average.

The vast majority of employees are enthusiastic about the firm.
Asked to say whether they would recommend Dentons to a friend,
respondents awarded 8.1 out of 10 compared to the survey average
of 7.6.

STATISTICS
(2009 SCORES)

Respondents:
73

LWI Score:
1980

Ranking — Overall:
17

Ranking — International:
7

Best for:
Work/life reality:
7.6

FRESHFIELDS BRUCKHAUS DERINGER

LWI SCORE

2064

1942 1952
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Fresh elds Bruckhaus Deringer has gone up and down the
rankings in the four years of this research, coming fourth, 46th, 13th
and now 22nd. An LWI Index score of 1952 for 2009 also puts it in ninth
position among the 21 international rms.

Assistants record very high levels of satisfaction for the quality of the
work and the rms prestige (both 9.3 out of 10). They also think highly of
the salaries and bonus scheme on offer.

The responses are more muted though when it comes to two of the
criteria to which Fresh elds employees assign the greatest importance

the extent to which they feel valued (6.4) and the rm's culture (7.0).

To the rms credit, however, the decision not to implement deep
cuts to its headcount, unlike its more highly leveraged rivals, appears to
have been reasonably well received by employees. Some 30% say this
approach will have increased its reputation, 18% more than the average
for the survey as a whole.

STATISTICS
(2009 SCORES)
Respondents:

102

LWI Score:
1952

Ranking — Overall:
22

Ranking — International:
9

Best for:
Prestige 9.3

2006 2007 2008 2009
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Hill Dickinson had a very good year after merging with Middleton Potts
and posting an increase in revenue, albeit with a reduction in PEP. Hill
Dickinson s assistants gave consistently good marks across the board for a
LWI score of 1912 and an overall position of 32nd and 8th for national rms.
Hill Dickinson respondents gave above average scores for most of the

management section, including a 7.9 for co-operation and teamwork and
a 7.6 for their immediate management. Lawyers also seemed very happy
with the location of their of ces (8.3) and the physical environment in

which they worked (7.6) as well as the strategic direction of the m (7.3).

There are a few low scores with the bonus scheme (3.0) coming in for
particular criticism. Some of the communications issues also score a little
low with open career communications and performance feedback both
scoring around 6. Although there have been a few redundancies, most
respondents are clearly happy with the way the rm has handled the
process 17% believe the reputation of the rm has been increased.

STATISTICS
(2009 SCORES)

Respondents:
60

LWI Score:
1912

Ranking — Overall:
32

Ranking — National:
8

Best for:
Client interaction:
8.6
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