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We at Orellium Advisory Services are proud of our nerdy
roots. Reflecting on wisdom from Batman Begins, Ra's al
Ghul advises Bruce Wayne to "always mind his
surroundings." This guidance is particularly relevant for law
firms today as they face multifaceted changes within and
beyond the business environment. By being acutely aware
of their surroundings, firms can better anticipate and adapt
to the shifts impacting them.

Continuous evolution is evident within the legal sector.
Methods, technologies, and workflows are constantly
being refined. Embracing these internal changes is
essential. Fostering a culture of continuous improvement
enhances operational efficiency and empowers teams to
deliver exceptional service. Proactive adoption of new
tools and approaches means staying ahead in a rapidly
evolving business environment.

Externally, the market environment presents its own set of
challenges and opportunities. Regulatory shifts, economic
fluctuations, and competitive pressures demand constant
vigilance and adaptability. By staying attuned to these
changes, firms can anticipate trends and adjust strategies
accordingly. Understanding market dynamics enables the
provision of relevant and forward-thinking business
solutions, positioning firms as trusted advisors in an ever-
changing landscape.

Changes from beyond the market—social, technological,
and environmental forces—reshape the world in profound
ways. Advancements in artificial intelligence and societal
shifts towards sustainability impact operations significantly.
By broadening awareness and embracing these influences,
firms enhance adaptability and contribute to a more
holistic understanding of the clients and sectors they
serve.

By "minding their surroundings," firms can ensure they are
prepared for whatever the future holds.

From
The
Exec
Team

Chief Executive Officer

Robert Otty
Jonathan 
Chief Strategy Officer
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Key Components of the Non-Market

Institutions encompass the formal and informal
rules governing non-market activities. They
include laws, regulations, norms, and cultural
practices. 

Firms need to align their strategies with
institutional frameworks to influence outcomes
and ensure compliance, thereby turning
institutional knowledge into a strategic asset.

Institutions

Central elements in non-market strategy, are
often beyond firm control. These include
events and developments that a firm's strategy
can influence but not dictate. They are
typically contested areas where resolution is
shaped by competing strategies of various
stakeholders. The influence of a well executed
NMS cannot change the issue but rather, can
shape its resolution and mitigate risk.

Issues

Key stakeholders in non-market strategy are
identified by their economic or ideological
stake in issues. Organised groups often have
more influence than unorganised ones. The
strength of relationship between issues and
actors can direct NMS initiatives

Actors

Understanding what motivates actors is
crucial. This involves identifying their goals, the
importance of the issue to them, and any
internal divergences within groups. This
knowledge helps in mapping potential allies
and adversaries.

Interests

In non-market environments information acts as
currency, including knowledge about policy
impacts, political dynamics, and stakeholder
preferences and capabilities. Effective use of
information varies by context and is crucial for
persuasion and strategic advantage.

Information

Beyond information, other assets are crucial in
non-market strategy. These include a firm’s
reputation, trustworthiness, and detailed
procedural knowledge. Networking and coalition-
building skills are key. Associations with
controversial entities can be a liability.

Understanding and using these assets is
essential for proactive non-market management,
allowing a firm to influence issues in a way that
aligns with its business interests.

Assets



360° Strategy: Bringing the non-market into the mainstream

Ignoring the non-market environment is a gamble that law firms simply cannot afford. Unlike market
strategies that, if poorly executed, might lead to missed financial opportunities, mishandling non-market
strategies can have catastrophic reputational and financial consequences. These risks can be so severe that
they threaten the very existence of the firm.

Firms operate not only within their market space but also in a unique non-market space. This non-market
environment includes a variety of social, political, and economic factors that lie outside the realm of direct
market transactions yet have a profound influence on strategic decisions and operations. Unfortunately,
leadership often overlook these crucial elements, or see them as somehow less important than market
strategies. 

Firms may perceive themselves as immune to these non-market risks, but this is a dangerous misconception.
Non-market developments present significant threats that can impact firms both directly, through
regulations, and indirectly, through social pressures and brand perception. Effective navigation of the non-
market environment is critical not only for serving clients but also for maintaining the firm’s operational
integrity.

In short, law firms must recognise and address their role within the non-market environment. Failure to do so
can lead to dire consequences. This is exemplified by the paradox of mental health in top law firms, as
highlighted on page 15 of this publication. The immense strain on mental health due to gruelling work
schedules and high-pressure environments not only affects individual wellbeing but also impacts firms'
reputational and operational standing. Addressing mental health is not just a market issue but a crucial non-
market consideration that intersects with areas such as compliance, social media, and public forums.

Additionally, a recent article published in the Sunday Times - on city firms' 'wokewashing' on gay rights -  
underscores the importance of aligning public declarations with internal practices. Firms promoting socially
progressive initiatives at home while maintaining operations in regions with poor human rights records face
severe reputational risks. This inconsistency can lead to significant public backlash and undermine the
credibility of their commitments to social responsibility.

By integrating advanced AI platforms and large language models, law firms can enhance compliance,
improve decision-making, and support a healthier work environment. These technologies play a significant
role in managing non-market risks by providing tools to navigate complex regulatory landscapes and
enhance transparency and accountability.
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https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/city-firms-wokewashing-on-gay-rights-pjphcstqk
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The Erosion of the Cab-Rank Rule:
The Traditional Cab-Rank Rule

Historically, the legal profession has operated
under the "cab-rank rule," which asserts that, much
like a black cab driver must accept any paying fare,
lawyers have an ethical obligation to provide legal
representation to all clients who seek it, regardless
of the client's actions or reputation. This principle is
rooted in the belief that everyone is entitled to legal
representation and that a robust legal system
depends on lawyers advocating for all individuals,
ensuring fair trials and justice for all.

Increasing Public Scrutiny and Erosion of Trust

In recent years, however, this principle has come
under significant scrutiny. High-profile cases have
highlighted instances where firms are perceived to
have facilitated unethical practices by their clients,
ranging from corporate malfeasance to human
rights abuses. Public outcry has grown as media
coverage and social media platforms expose firms
that appear to help clients evade legal and ethical
responsibilities.

High-Profile Cases and Public Outcry

Several high-profile cases have intensified this
scrutiny. For instance, in the United States, law firms
involved in the Enron scandal were heavily criticised
for their roles in facilitating corporate fraud. In
Canada, the SNC-Lavalin affair saw public and
governmental backlash against legal
representatives accused of unethical dealings to
cover up corporate misconduct. In Australia, law
firms representing clients in the Royal Commission
into Misconduct in the Banking, Superannuation and
Financial Services Industry faced severe public
criticism for enabling financial institutions' unethical
behaviour.

Moreover, the Panama Papers scandal, which
implicated numerous firms in aiding clients with tax
evasion and money laundering, sparked global
outrage. Similarly, firms representing powerful
individuals or corporations accused of
environmental damage, sexual harassment, or other
unethical behaviours have faced backlash. In the
UK, increased scrutiny has surrounded all parties
involved with the infected blood scandal, as well as
the widely publicised Post Office scandal. These
instances have sparked debates about the role of
firms in potentially enabling harmful activities.

Impact on Law Firms: The New Frontier of Risk

Non-market developments pose both direct and
indirect challenges to law firms, with public
opinion increasingly becoming a critical factor.
Driven and fuelled by multiple sources, the
court of public opinion, particularly on social
media, can have rapid devastating effects if
ignored or mismanaged. For instance, ignoring
or mismanaging negative campaigns, such as
those highlighting a firm's mishandling of
employee mental health, can quickly damage
reputation, lead to client loss, decrease trust,
and cause financial disruption.

Political instability can disrupt business
operations, such as sudden changes in
government policy that affect ongoing cases or
business dealings. Regulatory changes can
impose new compliance requirements,
necessitating ongoing vigilance and adaptation
to maintain legal and ethical standards.

The possibility of resulting economic
fluctuations can significantly impact financial
health, necessitating robust strategic
planning to navigate these uncertainties
effectively. 

Advancements in technology and the growing
threat of cyber-attacks require continuous
investment in cybersecurity. Protecting client
data is paramount, and any breach can have
severe legal and reputational consequences. 

Environmental factors, such as climate change
and natural disaster, demand contingency
planning to ensure that operations remain
resilient in the face of such disruptions.

Additionally, global trade policies and regional
cultural norms require firms to tailor their
strategies to diverse and dynamic
environments. For instance, international law
firms must navigate different legal systems and
cultural expectations, which can vary
significantly from one region to another.

The non-market environment, particularly the realm
of public opinion shaped by social media, must be
actively managed. Law firms need to recognise and
adapt to these influences to safeguard their
reputation and maintain operational integrity.
Developing proactive communication strategies,
engaging with social issues responsibly, and
investing in compliance and risk management
frameworks are essential steps to thrive in this
complex landscape.
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Impact on Law Firm Reputation and Client Selection

As a result, the once broad protection afforded by
the cab-rank rule is eroding. Law firms are
increasingly held accountable, even if only in the
court of public opinion, not just for their legal work
but also for the moral implications of their client
relationships. This shift is driving firms to be more
selective in their client engagements, balancing the
traditional duty to provide representation with the
potential reputational risks of being associated with
controversial clients.

Challenges in Implementation and Overcoming
Them

While strategies in the non-market space are
crucial, firms may face several challenges in
implementation. One significant challenge is
aligning market and non-market strategies.
Integrating these strategies can be complex due to
differing objectives and metrics. To address this,
firms should use: 

Integrated Strategic Planning: Firms should
develop strategic plans that encompass both
market and non-market considerations. This
involves ensuring that business goals, such as
expanding client bases or entering new
markets, are informed by a thorough
understanding of non-market risks and factors.
Cross-Functional Teams: Creating cross-
functional teams that include members from
legal, compliance, risk management, and
strategic planning can help integrate market and
non-market strategies. These teams can work
together to identify potential risks and
opportunities, ensuring that both aspects are
considered in decision-making processes.
Stakeholder Engagement: Engaging with a
broad range of stakeholders, including clients,
policymakers, and community leaders, allows
firms to gain diverse perspectives on non-
market issues. This engagement helps firms
understand the broader implications of their
market activities and align their strategies
accordingly.
Continuous Learning and Adaptation: Firms
must commit to continuous learning and
adaptation, regularly updating their strategies
based on new information and changing
circumstances. This includes staying informed
about geopolitical developments, technological
advancements, and societal trends that could
impact both market and non-market
environments.

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) and
ESG: Balancing ESG and business objectives
can be challenging due to the resources
required. Effective resource management is
essential to ensure ESG efforts are well-
funded and integrated without compromising
business performance. Publicly stated CSR
and ESG policies pose non-market risks if not
genuine or if the firm fails to comply with them,
leading to reputational damage and loss of
trust, especially among key fee earners.
Participating in sustainability, diversity, and
ethical practices enhances reputation and
aligns market activities with societal values.
Authenticity and genuine commitment are
crucial to avoid backlash and preserve the
firm's credibility and market position.

Building relationships in unstable environments
presents another challenge. In regions with fragile
institutional settings or fluctuating governments,
building and maintaining relationships with
policymakers and community leaders can be
difficult and may prove costly in the long run. To
overcome this, firms should adopt a consistent
and ethical approach, remain adaptable to
changes, and prioritise long-term relationship-
building efforts. Continuous monitoring of the
local political and social landscape is essential to
anticipate and respond to changes proactively,
thereby aligning these efforts with the firm's
overall strategic goals.

Balancing ESG initiatives with business objectives
can be challenging, especially when resources
are limited. The solution lies in integrating ESG
into the core business strategy, ensuring it aligns
with overall business goals. Firms should leverage
partnerships and collaborations to amplify impact
without overextending resources. This integration
can enhance the firm's reputation, create long-
term value, and meet the increasing expectations
of clients and stakeholders regarding
environmental sustainability, social responsibility,
and ethical governance.
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Engaging with industry associations and networks
can provide valuable insights and facilitate
collaboration on addressing common non-market
challenges. Participation in these groups allows
firms to share best practices, stay informed about
industry-wide issues, and collectively advocate for
favourable regulatory changes.

Developing a comprehensive crisis management
plan is vital for responding effectively to unforeseen
non-market events. This plan should include clear
communication strategies, designated response
teams, and predefined protocols for various
scenarios. Regular drills and simulations ensure that
all team members are prepared to act swiftly and
efficiently during a crisis.

Furthermore, adopting a proactive approach to
stakeholder engagement by conducting regular
stakeholder mapping and analysis can help build
trust and foster stronger relationships with clients,
regulators, and the broader community.

Accountability at the Top: Leadership
Responsibility 

These measures should be driven and overseen by
the Managing Partner (MP) and the management
committee, not delegated as "soft issues" or
merely "comms issues." Accountability to protect
the firm against non-market risks and their
consequences firmly rests with the leadership
team. It is imperative that the MP and management
committee prioritize these strategies and ensure
their thorough implementation across the firm.

By proactively addressing non-market risks and
aligning their market and non-market strategies,
firms can safeguard their operations, enhance their
reputation, and ensure long-term success. The
dynamic nature of the non-market environment
demands continuous vigilance and strategic
adaptation, making it imperative for firms to stay
ahead of the curve. Adopting a structured approach
to non-market risk management, as outlined in the
(IA)³ Framework, enables firms to navigate these
complexities effectively and maintain their
competitive edge in an increasingly uncertain world.

Practical Steps for Law Firms

Law firms can enhance their non-market awareness
by investing in resources and technology to monitor
developments continuously. Leveraging an
advanced AI platform allows for real-time data
analysis and predictive analytics, facilitating better
decision-making and operational efficiency. 

Engaging in strategic planning exercises helps firms
anticipate potential non-market changes and
prepare for various contingencies, reducing
uncertainty and enhancing business continuity.

Maintaining open lines of communication within the
firm about non-market risks and their potential
implications ensures that all stakeholders are well-
informed and can make strategic decisions
accordingly. Building relationships with
policymakers and understanding regulatory
environments provide valuable insights that help
firms anticipate and influence legal changes.
However, it is crucial to navigate these relationships
carefully, particularly in jurisdictions with weaker
institutional frameworks, to ensure compliance with
anti-corruption laws and uphold the firm's ethical
standards.

Establishing clear thresholds regarding legal,
ethical, and operational standards is essential for
guiding decision-making. These thresholds help
firms uphold their values and compliance
requirements even in challenging non-market
contexts, such as avoiding engagement in
jurisdictions with severe human rights violations or
refusing to participate in corrupt practices.

Firms should also focus on building a culture of
continuous learning and adaptability. This involves
regularly updating training programs to include the
latest developments in non-market risk
management, geopolitical trends, and regulatory
changes. Encouraging employees to participate in
industry forums, workshops, and continuing
education can enhance their understanding of the
non-market environment and improve the firm's
overall resilience.

Implementing robust data governance and privacy
policies is another crucial step. As law firms handle
sensitive client information, ensuring compliance
with data protection regulations and investing in
cybersecurity measures is essential to protect
against data breaches and cyber-attacks. Regular
audits and updates to cybersecurity protocols help
maintain high standards of data security.
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Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) for Non-Market
Strategies:

Reputation Index, tracking changes in public
perception. Reputation and brand are two of the
most important differentiators for a law firm.
Ignoring NMS or treating it as a “grudge
purchase” is to miss an opportunity.
Regulatory Impact Score, to assesses the firm’s
effectiveness in shaping or responding to
legislative and regulatory changes. This
measurement can double as a market strategy
impact score.
Community Engagement Metrics, quantifying the
reach and impact of CSR initiatives. Metrics could
include the number of community projects
undertaken, the amount of pro bono work, or the
tangible outcomes of these initiatives, such as
reduced litigation in specific areas due to
proactive community engagement. It is important
that these measurements be conducted without
bias. As such, it is often suggested to contact
external reviewers.
Client Satisfaction and Retention Rates, indicating
how well the firm’s non-market activities align
with client values and expectations, particularly in
sectors where ethical and social responsibility
are increasingly valued by clients.
Ethical Compliance Rate, possibly assessed
through internal audits, peer reviews, and the
frequency of ethical breaches or complaints.

Framework for Monitoring and Addressing Risks

To effectively manage non-market risks, firms can
utilise the (IA)³ Framework, which involves several
key steps. The first step, Identifying Issues, entails
regularly monitoring geopolitical trends and
prioritising those most relevant to the firm. This
continuous process can be enhanced through the
use of artificial intelligence platforms (AIPs) that
facilitate real-time data analysis and issue
prioritisation.

Next, in Analysing Impact, firms must assess the
potential risks and opportunities associated with
these identified issues. This involves conducting
thorough risk assessments and stakeholder
analyses to understand the perspectives of all
affected parties. By focusing on a limited set of
critical issues, firms can develop targeted
strategies to address these challenges.

The third step, Taking Actions, requires the
development and implementation of strategies to
mitigate risks and leverage opportunities. This might
include formulating proactive measures to address
regulatory changes or investing in new
technologies to enhance cybersecurity. Law firms
must also develop robust business continuity plans
to address environmental risks and ensure
compliance with varying regional standards.

Finally, in Assessing Outcomes, firms must
continuously monitor the effectiveness of their
strategies and make necessary adjustments based
on feedback and changing circumstances. This
iterative process ensures that firms remain agile
and responsive to the evolving non-market
landscape.

Hypothetical Example of the (IA)³ Framework in Practice

Context: A mid-sized international law firm, “Global Legal Solutions” (GLS), traditionally focused on corporate
law, faces increased scrutiny due to associations with clients involved in controversial activities, such as
environmental violations and data privacy breaches. To address these challenges and enhance its strategic
positioning, GLS implements the (IA)³ Framework to manage non-market risks effectively.
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Detailed IA³ Framework Breakdown for GLS

Actors

Government Agencies: European Data
Protection Board (EDPB), Saudi Ministry of
Commerce, local regulatory bodies.
Corporate Clients: Multinational corporations,
local businesses concerned with compliance
and sustainability.
Privacy Advocacy Groups: Local data privacy
groups. 
Competitors: Other international law firms
operating in Europe and the Middle East.
Media: Business news outlets, legal journals,
and social media influencers focused on law
and corporate governance and ethics.

Interests

Government Agencies: Ensure compliance,
protect consumers, attract investment.
Corporate Clients: Minimise regulatory burden,
avoid fines, protect data.
Privacy Advocacy Groups: Advocate for
stronger regulations, transparency, and
accountability.
Competitors: Gain market share, attract high-
profile clients, maintain compliance.
Media: Inform the public, highlight issues,
provide analysis insight and commentary. 

Information

Legal Precedents: Case law, judicial opinions.
Legislation: Updates on new and existing
regulations.
Client Feedback: Surveys, reviews, focus
groups.
Competitor Analysis: Strategies, case
outcomes, client base.
Media Coverage: News articles, press releases,
social media trends.

Assets

Legal Expertise: Experienced attorneys
specialized in data privacy, cybersecurity, and
commercial law.
Financial Resources: Capital for compliance,
marketing, technology, and expansion.
Technological Infrastructure: Research tools,
cybersecurity measures, case management
software.
Reputation: Strong track record, client
testimonials, industry awards.
Network: Relationships with firms, organisations,
and regulatory bodies.

Regulatory Bodies Courts Broader Industry Media and Social Trends Public Forum

D
is

ta
nc

e 
to

 fi
rm

Perceived Impact to firm

Arenas:
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Process Breakdown

Step 1: Identifying Issues
Scenario: GLS’s management team conducts regular monitoring of geopolitical trends, regulatory changes,
and social movements using an Advanced Information Platform (AIP) that provides real-time data and insights.

Identified Issues:
New data protection regulations in the EU (e.g., GDPR updates).1.
Rising public concern over environmental sustainability.2.
Increased cyber threats targeting law firms.3.
Growing social movements advocating for diversity and inclusion in the workplace.4.

Step 2: Analysing Impact
Scenario: GLS assesses the potential risks and opportunities associated with the identified issues through
thorough risk assessments and stakeholder analyses.

Impact Analysis:
Data Protection Regulations:

Non-compliance could lead to hefty fines and loss of client trust.
Demonstrating compliance could attract new clients concerned about data security.
Compliance costs for firms have been increasing significantly, with many firms facing substantial
operational challenges.

Environmental Sustainability:
Failure to address environmental concerns could damage GLS’s reputation, especially among eco-
conscious clients and stakeholders.
In 2023, 67% of firms reported significant ESG-related organisational changes.

Cyber Threats:
Cyber attacks could compromise sensitive client information, leading to significant legal and financial
repercussions.
About 82% of compliance professionals cite data and cybersecurity as top priorities.

Diversity and Inclusion:
Embracing these movements could improve employee morale and attract a broader client base.
Failure to do so could result in public backlash and talent retention issues.
The geographies in which GLS operates provide a potential conflict of brand values and regional norms.

Step 3: Taking Actions
Scenario: Based on the impact analysis, GLS develops and implements targeted strategies to address each
issue.

Action Plan:
Data Protection:

Hire a Chief Data Protection Officer (CDPO) to oversee compliance with data protection regulations.
Implement advanced cybersecurity measures and conduct regular audits.
Leverage an advanced AIP to ensure continuous monitoring and enable quick decision-making.

Environmental Sustainability:
Launch a sustainability initiative, including measures to reduce the firm’s carbon footprint and support
environmental causes.
Publish an annual sustainability report to demonstrate transparency and commitment.

Cybersecurity:
Invest in state-of-the-art cybersecurity technologies.
Conduct regular cybersecurity training for employees and establish a rapid response team for potential
breaches.
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Diversity and Inclusion:
Create thresholds and draw redlines regarding regional norms versus corporate values. This may allow
firms to reconfigure internal brand values to protect against conflicts or consider withdrawal from
specific geographies. 

For example, in regions where local norms may conflict with the firm's commitment to diversity and
inclusion, the firm must decide whether to adapt its internal practices or withdraw from the market
to maintain its ethical standards. This balancing act is crucial to uphold the firm's integrity while
respecting regional differences.

Step 4: Assessing Outcomes

Scenario: GLS continuously monitors the effectiveness of their strategies and makes necessary adjustments
based on feedback and evolving circumstances.

Assessment:
Data Protection:

Regularly review compliance with data protection regulations and adjust policies as needed.
Measure client satisfaction regarding data security practices.

Environmental Sustainability:
Track progress against sustainability goals and update the public on achievements through reports and
social media.
Solicit feedback from stakeholders and adjust initiatives based on their input.

Cybersecurity:
Perform regular security audits and simulations to test readiness.
Monitor incident response times and improve protocols as needed.

Diversity and Inclusion:
Conduct employee surveys to gauge the effectiveness of diversity initiatives.
Review client feedback and adjust engagement strategies accordingly.

Outcome: 

By proactively managing non-market risks through the (IA)³ Framework, GLS successfully navigates the
complexities of the non-market environment, enhancing its reputation, operational resilience, and overall
strategic positioning. After a year of implementing the (IA)³ Framework, GLS notices several positive outcomes:
Enhanced client trust and an increase in new client engagements due to improved data protection measures.
Positive media coverage and public recognition for their sustainability efforts. No major cybersecurity incidents,
demonstrating the effectiveness of their proactive measures. Improved employee morale and retention, as
well as positive feedback from clients regarding the firm’s commitment to diversity and inclusion.
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The Absurdity of Current Practices

The current approach of law firms is not only
detrimental to mental health but also fundamentally
flawed from a business perspective. Senior
partners themselves acknowledge the incongruity
of paying massive salaries to newly qualified
lawyers who, by their own admission, are not yet
adding equivalent value. As one former senior
partner candidly remarked, "They’re of bugger-all
use to anybody at first so it’s crazy money, really.
You can only really give them grunt work to do."

This candid admission reveals two critical issues:

Passing Costs to Clients: Despite recognising
that newly qualified lawyers are not yet worth
their hefty salaries, firms continue to offer these
inflated pay packages, presumably confident
that they can pass these costs on to their
clients. This practice reflects a short-sighted
approach, focusing more on immediate
competitiveness rather than long-term value
creation.

1.

Peer Pressure Over Pragmatism: The decision
to hike salaries is driven more by fear of falling
behind peers than by sound commercial
reasoning. As noted by a senior partner,
Freshfields often initiates the salary race due to
its significant US practice, forcing others to
follow suit despite their reservations. This herd
mentality underscores a lack of strategic
foresight and commercial acumen.

2.

The Hollow Promises of Mental Health Initiatives

Amid the growing awareness of mental health
issues, many law firms publicly commit to
protecting their employees' well-being. Many, if not
most, large law firms, including the “magic circle”
are rightly proud to be members of the Mindful
Business Charter, the MindForward Alliance UK, or
similar bodies, all of which have as their stated aim
the protection of employee mental health and a
desire to see long hours and stress become the
“exception rather than the rule”.

The Paradox of Mental Health in Top Law Firms

The legal profession is often glamorised for its high
salaries and prestigious career paths. Recently,
headlines have highlighted the eye-watering pay
packages awarded to newly qualified lawyers in top
London and US firms. Recently a first-year
associate at Linklaters, saw his salary jump from
£55,000 to £150,000 upon his promotion. Such
figures catapult young lawyers into the upper
echelons of income earners in the UK, rivalling even
those in the finance sector. But behind these
staggering numbers lies a troubling paradox: the
immense strain on mental health that accompanies
such lucrative positions. 

For example see this Sunday Times article.

The Faustian Pact

The allure of astronomical salaries comes with a
steep price. Junior lawyers at elite firms, like those
in London’s prestigious “magic circle”, face
gruelling work schedules, often clocking in 18-hour
days, especially during critical deals. These firms
feel compelled to match the pay rises initiated by
their peers to remain competitive, particularly
against higher-paying US firms. However, the trade-
off for these pay hikes is severe. Lawyers are
subjected to relentless workloads, with many firms
equipping their offices with showers and beds to
accommodate the punishing hours.

Alex Gerbi, co-managing partner at Quinn Emanuel's
London office, explains this reality thus: “We do
complex and high-stakes work... The reality is that
these cases do not switch off at 5 pm, or because
it’s August.” The demanding nature of this work
culture creates an environment where personal
time and mental health are severely compromised. 

One does have to ask whether the explained reality
is a valid explanation for a model that even partners
are starting to question.

From the CEO’s Desk
A live impact of non-market
issues

https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/200k-salaries-for-new-lawyers-before-the-summer-is-out-c3jfgv09c


16

However, these declarations can ring hollow when
juxtaposed with the working conditions these firms
enforce. If firms were genuinely committed to
safeguarding mental health, they would
fundamentally rethink their operational models. 

As referenced in the main section of this
publication, law firms should also be careful that
the disconnect between their publicly declared
positions on the topic and their internal practices
does not expose them to severe reputational
repercussions if they are found to be “stress
masking”. 

The Very Real Commercial upside to Healthy
People

Rather than simply rush to pay people more as part
of a “Faustian Pact”, as if a salary somehow
provides a balm against emotional and mental
strain, law firms should remember that it makes
good business sense to invest in employee health
and well-being. A high salary is not such an
investment but can rather act as an additional
stressor since it often involves feelings of guilt and
creates a perverse form of peer pressure to
conform to the “expected long hours” rather than
focus on efficiency. Long hours, rather than
efficiency, becomes the badge of honour to be
celebrated over late night curries delivered to the
office.

McKinsey & Company estimate that improving
global employee health and well-being could
create up to $11.7 trillion in economic value. Not
only does productivity improve, but so too does a
firm's ability to attract and retain the best talent.
After all, employees facing mental-health and well-
being challenges are four times more likely than
others to want to leave their organisations.

A Better Way Forward

To truly prioritise mental health while maintaining
profitability and client satisfaction, law firms need to
adopt modern approaches:

Redistribution of Workload: Rather than
overburdening single associates with excessive
hours, firms could hire additional associates,
effectively splitting the massive salaries and
distributing the workload more evenly. This
approach would not only alleviate individual
stress but also foster a more sustainable work
environment and provide much needed back-up
and succession planning to protect clients. 

1.

Leveraging AI and Technology: Implementing
advanced AI platforms (AIP) and large language
models (LLMs) can significantly augment the
capabilities of lawyers. These technologies can
handle routine tasks, document review, and
even initial drafting of legal documents, thereby
reducing the time commitment required from
human lawyers. By integrating these tools, firms
can enhance efficiency and allow lawyers to
focus on more complex, value-adding activities.

2.

Flexible Work Arrangements: Adopting more
flexible work schedules and remote working
options can help lawyers manage their personal
and professional lives better. Flexibility in work
hours can lead to improved job satisfaction and
mental health, ultimately benefiting both
employees and the firm.

3.

The current system, which prioritises exorbitant
salaries at the expense of mental health, is
unsustainable and contradictory to the well-being
initiatives professed by law firms. By redistributing
workloads, embracing technology, and promoting
flexible work arrangements, firms can create a
more balanced and humane work environment.
These changes would not only protect the mental
health of their employees but also ensure long-term
profitability and client satisfaction, presenting a win-
win scenario for all stakeholders involved.

Robert Otty

https://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/people-and-organizational-performance/our-insights/the-state-of-organizations-2023
https://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/people-and-organizational-performance/our-insights/the-state-of-organizations-2023
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About 71% of nearly 3,000 lawyers surveyed reported
anxiety—a 5% rise from 2022. 

Over 70% attribute issues they face with their
workplace. 

1

2 LawCare reported a 24% increase in the number of
individuals contacting their services. 

3 15% of surveyed lawyers work over 60 hours a week,
with 27% working 51 to 60 hours weekly.

SIDEBAR
Mental Health: The Statistics

4 A survey by Law.com on lawyers’ mental health found
the top stressors are billable hour pressures (68%)
and inability to disconnect (67%).

5 Nearly 70% of those surveyed report to feeling
exhausted.

https://www.law.com/americanlawyer/2023/05/18/mental-health-by-the-numbers-an-infographic-mapping-the-legal-industrys-wellbeing/
https://www.lawcare.org.uk/latest-news/world-mental-health-day-10-october-2023/
https://www.law.com/americanlawyer/2023/05/18/mental-health-by-the-numbers-an-infographic-mapping-the-legal-industrys-wellbeing/
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