
Law firms are facing what corporate America 
has been experiencing for years—finding that 
to successfully compete, they have to change.
The 2008 global recession was a tipping point, 
bringing unprecedented market pressures and 
forcing firms to reconsider business models and 
practices that haven’t changed for years. But the 
changes firms are grappling with go far beyond 
the economy, and the opportunities available 
to those willing to change are far more than 
cost-cutting. As firms look to the future, how can 
they convert business models steeped in years 
of tradition and precedent to embrace a future 
for which the rules have yet to be written?

To begin this discussion, Gensler held a high-
level roundtable discussion with law firm 

leaders from across the globe to explore the 
challenges facing the legal industry and to 
help firms leverage the power of their work 
environments as solutions to these new 
challenges. We see profound and lasting 
changes taking hold of the legal industry 
and believe new approaches to designing 
the legal workplace can help firms transition 
away from the old ways of doing business and 
create a sustainable model for the future.

—Marilyn Archer, Barbara Dunn, and 
Steve Martin, Global Practice Area Leaders, 
Professional Services Firms

SUBSTANCE OVER STATUS: 
JUSTIFYING CHANGE 

Fried Frank 
Washington, DC 
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Six Key Roundtable Findings
Economic pressures may have been the impetus for 
change, but roundtable participants outlined disruptions 
in the industry in response to more than simply tighter 
budgets. A shift in thinking and a new approach to 
space and talent is required for the legal workplace to 
remain nimble and respond to an uncertain future.

Cost is still an issue.
Clients continue to distinguish high value 
legal work that requires the counsel of 
experienced attorneys from commodity 
work, and refuse to pay as much for 
work that less experienced attorneys 
can handle. Some are even requiring 
law firms bid on work by responding to 
comprehensive requests-for-proposals, 
a regular practice in corporate America 
but new to the legal profession. In 
response, law firms are developing leaner 
business models —from employing 
contract attorneys to making fewer 
equity partners—to maintain profit 
margins. Since real estate costs are a 
law firm’s highest expense after salaries, 
it comes as no surprise that firms 
continue to look to their workplaces 
for increased efficiency and savings. 

Legal teams are replacing individual stars.
Evolving business models and work 
processes are changing the relationship 
of individual attorneys to their firm’s 
practice. The cult of the individual 
traditionally associated with the 
legal profession is slowly but surely 
disappearing. Individual partners used to 
own client relationships. It was typical to 
hear a partner use the term “my client” 
as opposed to “the firm’s client.” Clients 
now judge law firms by the quality of the 
legal team they provide rather than an 
individual lawyer. As a result, law firms 
are under increased pressure to foster 
teamwork among attorneys who are often 
spread out across several locations.

Quality of life concerns are creating 
multiple attorney tracks.
Participants report that fewer young 
lawyers will aspire to or have the “partner 
track” available to them. In its place 
is a range of developing professional 
tracks that introduce a renewed focus 
on quality of life concerns. These factors 
are changing the recruitment process. 
New hires want to know they will 
have engaging assignments, access to 
senior partners, the best technology, 
the flexibility to work from different 
locations, and the ability to balance 
professional and personal life. 
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Firms are looking to peers and 
other industries for innovative 
workplace strategies, and firms 
outside the U.S. are seen as a source 
of innovation and new ideas.

Firms are spreading out geographically.
As firms re-think their businesses, they are 
leveraging advancements in information 
and networking technologies to operate 
more efficiently across wider geographies, 
connecting the best of their resources 
to uniquely service clients. Some firms 
are moving accounting, information 
technology, library and document services, 
and even attorneys to remote locations 
with greater access to new sources of 
talent, lower real estate costs, and lower 
salary costs. While initial moves are largely 
cost-driven, firms also see opportunities 
to take advantage of strategies such 
as mobile work, flexible schedules and 
virtual teaming, and leverage secondary 
locations that offer quality of life benefits 
for non-partner-track attorneys.

Firms are actively seeking 
workplace innovation.
Even as firms look to cut real estate costs, 
there is an increasing recognition that 
the workplace can be used as a tool for 
engagement, recruitment, and brand 
equity. Executive Directors and Senior 
Operations Officers are open to change, 
but see a challenge bringing along the 
partners. Firms are looking to peers and 
other industries for innovative workplace 
strategies, and firms outside the U.S. 
are seen as a source of innovation and 
new ideas. Roundtable participants 
from Wragge & Co discussed recently 
completed offices in the U.K. in which all 
attorneys are working in an open-plan 
environment and using mobility programs, 
generating significant discussion around 
the possibilities for the U.S. market.

In the U.S., the private office isn’t 
going anywhere...at least for now.
Cost pressures have put the private 
office in danger, but while international 
firms and peers from other industries 
are experimenting with moving their 
staff to open office environments, 
roundtable participants saw few 
prospects for top U.S. firms giving up 
their individual offices, citing a need for 
confidentiality and its importance in the 
recruitment and retention process.
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New models in the wings.
WPI data also tell us that while attorneys 
may not be giving up their desks and 
offices, they are increasingly asked 
and asking to work from anywhere. A 
recent client WPI showed 66 percent 
of survey participants currently had 
the ability to work from home, and 
working from home ranked highest in 
terms of impacts to productivity. The 
next highest was the ability to work in 
a variety of off-site places. The airport, 
the cab, a partner office, or a client’s 
office–networked firms in a global world 
will have to give their employees the 
support they need to work from wherever 
their lives, and work, take them.

Gensler’s Activity Analysis offers a 
parallel but distinct set of insights into 
the changing legal workplace that also 
informs these findings. Recent Activity 
Analysis data–observational studies in 
which groups of researchers observe the 
way in which space is used at intervals 
throughout the day–showed that on 
average almost 70 percent of meetings 

had at least one virtual participant, and 
the trend is increasing. An increase in 
virtual meetings and collaboration has 
a distinct impact on the workplace. 
Even with an increased focus on the 
importance of teamwork, spaces that 
support virtual teaming and seamless 
work between multiple offices may be as 
important as sites traditionally associated 
with collaboration. Recent WPI data 
supports this conclusion, showing that 
the tools attorneys see as most critical to 
productivity are phones, teleconferencing 
equipment, and wireless connectivity.

Technology: the ultimate enabler.
The increasingly networked nature of 
the law firm supports many of the shifts 
roundtable participants identified, 
and much of Gensler’s research data. 
But while the technology exists, many 
firms are still in the process of adopting 
the IT and work strategies necessary 
to move from possibility to reality. 
According to a recent International 
Legal Technology Association survey, 

SharePoint usage and the ability to 
access networks remotely is approaching 
50 percent, and two-thirds of firm 
offer web access to e-mail. As these 
numbers approach 100 percent, firms 
will be able to leverage the possibilities 
of a truly networked workforce.

The spread of technology is also 
supporting the widening spread of office 
locations. Many law firms are already 
locating support services outside major 
urban centers in an effort to centralize 
and consolidate staff, cut real estate 
costs, and address security and business 
continuity issues. As firms look to the 
future, these are also seen as possible 
locations for non-partner track or lower 
profile attorneys–and the move may well 
be by choice. Antonin Scalia recently 
advised law students at the University 
of Chicago to focus on quality of life as 
they consider their careers: “Try to find 
a practice that enables you to maintain 
a human existence…you should look for 
a place like that.” He added that to find 
this “maybe you have to go to Cleveland.” 

What We’ve Learned
Gensler’s Workplace Performance Index (WPI™) is 
a proprietary tool that delivers in-depth knowledge 
on the effectiveness of the workplace as reported 
by a firm’s employees and staff. Gensler’s WPI 
database includes 1,200+ respondents from AMLaw 
100 firms and the analysis underlies the continuing 
importance of the private office to the U.S. law firm. 
For many attorneys, the private office is the prime 
reported location for both focus and collaboration, 
serving as a site for individual work and small team 
meetings that deliver on the team-focused legal 
culture that roundtable participants stressed.

Antonin Scalia recently 
advised law students at the 
University of Chicago, as 
reported on abovethelaw.com, 
to focus on quality of life.
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Adapt and survive, innovate to thrive.
As all of these issues come to bear on 
the 21st century law firm, Gensler is 
working with law firm clients to find the 
“win-win” scenarios that can increase 
value and performance by helping firms 
adapt to a new and evolving marketplace. 
Private offices will likely continue to 
be a staple of law firm offices in the 
U.S., but everything from where the 
offices are located to the way they are 
furnished is changing. Firms will continue 
to focus on fostering collaboration, 
but with a new approach that better 
reflects evolving work processes. 
And the impacts and possibilities of 
technology on the workplace are only 
beginning to be realized. Gensler is 
formulating  progressive approaches to 
space utilization to move firms towards 
new models that embrace change 
and achieve a competitive edge.

The airport, the cab, a 
partner office, or a client’s 
office–networked firms in 
a global world will have to 
give their employees the 
support they need to work 
from wherever their lives, 
and work, take them.
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The New Private Office
For the near term, the private office isn’t going 
anywhere, but that doesn’t mean it has to be the 
same private office of the past. With pressures 
to reduce space and costs and a need for 
integration and adaptation for technology, where 
does that leave the attorney private office?

Universal office sizes with 
flexible furniture.
U.S. firms have graduated to two standard 
size offices–partners at about 200 square 
feet and as low as 120 square feet for 
associates. The emerging trend is towards 
a universal office size for both partners 
and associates distinguished by flexible 
furniture solutions. Some firms are even 
using demountable solutions that allow 
them to reconfigure space themselves 
overnight. Universal office sizes and 
furnishing standards save money and 
real estate, allowing firms to quickly 
and cheaply adapt their workspaces to 
changing demands and ratios. Universal 
office sizes also stress functionality and 
collegiality over hierarchy–a nod to a 
more communal culture. 

A place for all work modes.
Going forward, the design of attorney 
offices will need to incorporate 
different furniture settings and tools 
to accommodate multiple diverse 
work processes from focused work 
that may require a closed door, to 
a collaborative team environment 
that offers advanced technological 
capabilities. With the increase in virtual 
collaboration, attorneys increasingly 
want the technology to come to them 
rather than going to dedicated video 
conference rooms. This means offices will 
incorporate more personal and small-
group video technology, whether multiple 
screens or shared media walls. This is 
particularly critical for young associates, 
for which recent WPI data showed the 
majority of meetings involve 2-4 people, 
an ideal size for in-office collaboration.

Latham & Watkins LLP 
London UK
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Off the perimeter, but 
letting the daylight in.
While the door may be closed, glass 
fronted offices are now common in new 
law firm build outs. The use of glass (in 
some cases completely transparent) 
signals accessibility to partners, a focus 
on teamwork, transparency in firm 
management, and sustainable practices 
that provide access to natural light 
for all employees. As firms convert 
internal space historically occupied by 
secretaries and files to house billable 
staff, interior office solutions will gain 
prominence to make more efficient 
uses of real estate. For these spaces, 
glass walls are a critical component 
to ensuring attorneys and associates 
continue to have access to daylight.

With the increase in 
virtual collaboration, 
attorneys increasingly 
want the technology to 
come to them rather than 
going to dedicated video 
conference rooms.

Seyfarth Shaw LLP, 
New York, NY 
Photo: David Joseph
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A Purposeful Approach to Collaboration
Attorney collaboration remains a focus for firms selling 
teams and promoting collegiality among an increasingly 
dispersed staff. But informal collaboration spaces 
are often under-used, plagued by the stigma that 
you aren’t productive unless you are at your desk or 
around a conference table, and some things just can’t 
be discussed out in the open. As attorneys are looking 
to break down the walls–physical and metaphorical–
between practice areas and groups in an effort to build 
firm culture, what spaces truly support collaboration?  

Reed Smith LLP, 
London, UK 
Photo: Owen Raggett
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As firms look to build their 
culture, network their attorneys, 
and lend a sense of community 
to dispersed or mobile workers, 
spaces that deliberately support 
casual interaction will become 
increasingly important.

One size doesn’t fit all.
Attorneys perform a wide range of 
collaborative activities, and these require 
a nuanced approach to providing a 
variety of spaces tailored to a variety 
of activities. Some collaboration is 
planned and purposeful–meetings, work 
sessions, conference calls–while some 
is impromptu–casual, social encounters. 
Both bring value and should be supported 
in complementary and deliberate ways. 
In large groups, purposeful collaboration 
will continue to be supported by 
conference facilities that incorporate 
the networking technology required to 
connect with clients and other offices. 
For smaller groups, the flexible office 
discussed above will continue to be a site 
for collaborative work that increasingly 
requires the support of technology. 

Casual collaboration space.
As firms look to build their culture, 
network their attorneys, and lend a 
sense of community to dispersed or 
mobile workers, spaces that deliberately 
support casual interaction will become 
increasingly important. These spaces 
support activities that build relationships 
and inter-firm networks that are 
necessary for long-term innovation 
and success. While casual in nature, 
the design of these spaces must be 
carefully tailored to encourage active 
use. They are most successful when they 
integrate food and beverages; are open 
and located along primary circulation 
paths; and most importantly, are 
endorsed and used by senior partners. 

Modular spaces.
Finding the right balance between 
personal and collaborative space is 
paramount, but as firms evolve with 
changing times this is often a moving 
target. Furniture solutions that allow 
for reconfiguration and demountable 
walls that can change space from 
open to closed and back to open are 
one step. Another important step is a 
focus on modularity and an approach 
to planning that stresses flexibility. 
Spaces designed as interior offices 
can be easily reconfigured as team 
rooms or work rooms–the best may 
not even require physical changes. If 
they support multiple uses, people will 
make them what they need to be.
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Showcase offices.
With a real estate network comprised 
of multiple locations in urban and 
suburban locations globally, firms will 
increasingly identify particular offices 
in which to target investments. These 
offices will largely remain in prime global 
cities (the New York and London offices 
aren’t going anywhere), and will have 
higher budgets for client-facing spaces 
and top-billing, high-profile attorneys. 
These offices may also serve as sites to 
train and socialize attorneys with their 
peers, and for out-of-town attorneys to 
hold client meetings or attend events. 
In response, these spaces will not 
only continue to focus on high-profile 
and public impact but will provide an 
increasing amount and variety of space 
to accommodate meeting and visitors.

Working offices.
The design of these offices, located in 
secondary markets or suburban locations, 
will focus more on functionality than 
grandeur but will need to continue to 
provide spaces that reflect the firm’s 
brand and values. These locations will 
continue to house much of the firm’s 
support staff and also non-partner 
track attorneys for whom quality of life 
concerns may outweigh the pull of the 
showcased office and hub location.

Inter-office mobility and technology.
The increasingly networked nature of 
the law firm is what will make these 
strategies possible. As firms continue 
to adopt networking technology across 
their portfolios, attorneys with plug-
and-play access to networks and files 
will benefit from a more seamless 
transition between sites. When at 
their primary locations, they will 
leverage collaboration technology to 
work in the cross-office teams that are 
the reality of the networked firm.

Increasing Hierarchy of Investment
Some activities are moving overseas; others are moving to suburban or back-
office locations. As firms pursue new location strategies–whether in an effort to 
cut costs, attract or retain talent, or serve new markets–how do satellite offices 
tie in with the functions and brand of the main offices and firms as a whole?

Gibson Dunn 
Irvine, CA 

Photo: Toshi Yoshimi
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More options for where to work.
As attorneys continue to hold onto the 
private office as an ideal workspace, 
mobile strategies will focus more on 
providing a variety of work spaces within 
the office and less on pushing employees 
out the door. The same plug-and-play 
access that will support visitors, will 
support attorneys seeking variety in 
their work settings and the ability to 
tailor their settings to the task at hand.

Always connected.
As attorneys are increasingly asked to 
be able to work from anywhere and 
everywhere, firms will continue to use 
technology to provide the access they 
need to stay productive. Home access 
kits can replicate office technology 
and connectivity from home, and an 
IT professional can even install it. 
As files move from paper to virtual, 
drive access becomes more important 
than physical access. To clients and 
colleagues, there will increasingly be no 
way to tell where someone is working.

Office hotelling.
Increasingly mobile attorneys with a 
variety of available work settings means 
empty offices– Gensler’s observational 
research has shown that offices are 
typically empty a large portion of day, 
and these numbers are likely to increase. 
With furniture and storage solutions 
that secure belongings and confidential 
material, firms can leverage empty 
offices for hoteling and team rooms 
while attorneys are away from their 
desks. Smart technology solutions like 
web-based reservation systems can 
reduce the stress of trying to find a 
place or being kicked out prematurely. 
Some attorneys may no longer even 
ask for an assigned office as long as 
one is available when they need it.

How Mobile?
From “hot desking” and “hoteling” to more ubiquitous strategies like wireless 
connectivity, firms should consider what level of mobility is appropriate for their 
attorneys. While these strategies offer benefits from space reduction to flexibility, 
there are downsides too–mentorship, engagement and impromptu collaboration 
are harder to foster without proximity, and confidentiality issues still require 
individual space and doors. If most attorneys will continue to have dedicated 
work spaces, what mobility strategies have a place in the future law office?

Terminal 2 
San Francisco International Airport 
San Francisco, CA 
Photo: Bruce Damonte Photography



Methodology

The insights documented in this paper are the result of a 
year-long research project conducted by Gensler’s practice 
area leaders in legal and professional services workplace 
design. Part of an ongoing series of research investigations, 
the goal of the project was to gather knowledge and 
information to better understand the current and future 
trajectory of the legal workplace. The project began with 
a high-level roundtable of 10 senior members of AM law 
top 100 firms, conducted in New York in October 2011. 
These findings then formed the basis for a series of Gensler 
charettes with our top thought leaders to identify concepts 
and opportunities to align the future of the legal workplace 
with the issues identified by roundtable participants.
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Conclusion

The opportunities outlined here seek to leverage the legal 
workplace as a tool to deliver the employee experience and 
performance that will help firms look to the future of their 
practices. Firms will continue to look to the bottom line, 
investing more heavily in client-facing spaces and pursuing 
real estate strategies that leverage cheaper rent and talent 
costs and offer a variety of mobility and quality of life options. 
But cost is just one motive–technology and new quality of life 
expectations will drive a work-anywhere attitude while keeping 
teams connected wherever they are physically located. 

Focus and privacy remain key considerations for attorneys. 
Work will still largely happen in private offices, but these 
offices will evolve to be more nimble and more virtually 
connected. As offices become more flexible and multi-purpose, 
public spaces will become more purposeful in an effort to 
bring dispersed groups together and foster the impromptu 
collaboration needed alongside traditional group work. 

Getting the work spaces and tools right will provide a 
suite of competitive advantages for law firms that look to 
the future. The new networked, nimble law office will be 
a robust platform to respond to change and adapt to new 
conditions and realities. Flexible enough to change with the 
market, but always focused on providing an environment 
where smart people want to be and can work effectively.

In a profession focused on precedent, few want to be the 
first to embrace a new office strategy for fear of losing top 
talent or falling behind the competition. It is becoming 
increasingly clear, however, that age-old strategies no longer 
match new-world challenges, and firm leadership is asking for 
solutions. The firms willing to take a leap and try something 
new are finding that a break with tradition often pays off.
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