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Law in London
CBRE Legal 100
The CBRE Legal 100 is a list of the largest law firms in Central London based on the 
total space occupied by each firm. These firms occupy 10.4m sq ft of office space in 
Central London. The CBRE Legal 100 data is categorised by employing the following 
groupings ranked by nationality and total occupancy:

• US / International
• UK Top 10: Top 10 UK law firms by space occupied
• UK 11-25: UK law firms by space occupied ranked 11-25 
• UK 26-50: UK law firms by space occupied ranked 26-50 
• UK >50: UK law firms by space occupied ranked >50

A map showing the location of the London headquarters for each CBRE Legal 100 occupier is 
provided at the end of this report.

Category Number of
 Firms

Number of Buildings
Occupied

Total Area Occupied 
 (m sq ft) 

Number of Central London 
Fee Earners

US / International 40 45 2.7      4,400 

 UK Top 10 10 21 3.8      6,800 

UK 11-25 15 25 2.2      5,000 

UK 26-50 25 35 1.5      4,200 

UK >50 10 12 0.3        900 

Total 100 138 10.4 21,200

Source: CBRE Research

Note: Figures subject to rounding. 
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Executive Summary 
It has been a tough year for the legal 
sector. Business is improving, but clients 
are demanding value and more for less 
cost. In this, our third edition of CBRE’s 
Law in London report, we analyse how 
the largest 100 London law firms by size 
of space occupied have and intend to 
respond to these pressures.

 
Increasing 
Headcount
The recovery in the global economy has 
stimulated demand for legal services, supporting 
revenue growth. In response, many law firms 
have increased the number of fee earners, 
with the CBRE Legal 100 benchmark analysis 
showing an uplift of 2% in London since 2012 
to 21,200. This trend will continue with 69% of 
respondents to our Law in London survey stating 
that their firm intended to increase headcount 
over the next three years. 

Further  
Consolidation 
Expected

Competition has increased, following the 
introduction of new entrants from overseas 
and, to a much lesser extent, new entrants from 
other sectors, facilitated by alternative business 
structures (ABS) created by the Legal Services 
Act 2007. This has resulted in mergers between 
firms seeking scale and also entry into new 
markets. While ABS is considered less of a threat 
to law firms than in 2012, 60% of respondents 
to our survey confirmed their expectations for 
significant consolidation in the sector.

Keen Focus on 
Cost Control 

Despite rising revenues, law firms remain 
focused on reducing overheads as margins are 
squeezed both by increasing competition from 
new entrants and client demands for lower fees. 
Law firms have continued to explore cost saving 
strategies including moving back office functions 
to regional locations in the UK and abroad, 
where both staff and property costs are lower 
than in London; disposing of surplus space and 
utilising their existing space more efficiently.

The CBRE Legal 100 benchmark analysis reveals 
that the total volume of space occupied has 
fallen by 3% over the past three years, despite 
the increase in headcount. The average area 
occupied reduced by 5% to 490 sq ft per 
fee earner. However, realising significant cost 
savings has been difficult; the increase in rental 
levels across Central London has resulted in 
the annual rent rising marginally since 2012 to 
£22,400 per annum per fee earner. The 
exception has been the UK 11-25 category, or 
the ‘squeezed middle’, which has been most 
active in reducing its occupational footprint with 
a 17% reduction in size occupied per fee earner. 

The Open-plan  
Debate Continues
More than 60% of respondents to our survey 
said that their firms were considering alternative 
modes of occupation and use of space. 
However, opinion is divided as to the best 
strategy to achieve greater efficiencies whilst 
maintaining productivity, respecting the need for 
confidentiality, “quiet time” and having regard to 
the firm’s culture and values. In short, open-plan 
is not going to work for everyone.

Top tier UK and US / International law firms 
remain wedded to a traditional cellular layout, 
citing the need for private workspaces and 
proximity to senior lawyers for more junior 
members of staff. However, there is evidence 
in London of US / International law firms 
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adopting UK cellular standards, i.e. dual 
occupancy uniform offices. In contrast, there 
is less resistance among lower tier UK firms to 
adopting open-plan working. That said, the 
cost and potential disruption in implementing 
a change to open-plan working means that 
the shift is most likely to be triggered by a 
relocation, rather than changes in situ, as a 
move is considered an ideal time to review 
a company’s workplace strategy and to 
implement change management. Recent 
examples include CMS Cameron McKenna, 
FieldFisher and DWF.

Those law firms within the CBRE Legal 100 
occupying in open-plan assign, on average, 
340 sq ft per fee earner, compared with 
510 sq ft per fee earner for their cellular 
counterparts. 

Future Demand for 
Space Driven by 
Lease Events

Economic growth has boosted occupier 
confidence and we have seen a moderate 
pick-up in take-up levels since the first edition 
of the Law in London report in 2012. Legal 
sector take-up in 2014 tailed off slightly with 
736,300 sq ft acquired, 8% down from 2013. 
Whilst this marks an improvement from 2011 
and 2012, leasing activity remains below the 
10-year average of 878,100 sq ft. 

Growth prospects for the legal sector are 
strengthening, but our expectation for future 
take-up is that it will continue below trend as 
law firms continue to focus on rationalising 
property costs and seeking efficiencies in 
servicing client demands. We anticipate 
future demand will be driven by lease events; 
however rising rental levels, combined with 
the need to cut costs, may cause an obstacle 
to relocation. This may ultimately result in 
more lease restructures, unless there is a clear 
business case that will help clear this hurdle, 
such as bringing firms together post-merger. 

LAW IN LONDON 3
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Introduction
The UK has the second-largest legal 
services sector in the world, accounting 
for 7% of the global market in terms of 
fee revenue.1  Legal services contributed 
£22.7bn to the UK economy in 2012, 
1.5% of total GDP, and employed 265,100 
people, including around 90,000 in 
London2 (of which 24% are fee earners in 
the CBRE Legal 100).

London is an important centre for the legal 
sector; 77% of the AM Law 100 and 90% of 
The Lawyer UK 100 are either headquartered or 
have an office in Central London. Legal services 
occupiers account for around a tenth of the 
capital’s office space. 

The legal sector is undergoing a period of 
unprecedented change. Growing competition 
within the legal sector has increased pressure 
on fees and contributed to consolidation among 
firms. The market for legal services has made 
a strong recovery in 2014, but clients continue 
to demand that firms deliver more for less, 
maintaining pressure on margins. Across the 
sector, firms are reducing their overheads, with 
many firms disposing of surplus office space and 
exploring strategies to occupy their space more 
efficiently. 

In this third edition of the Law in London 
report, CBRE provides: 

• An overview of the main issues and factors 
influencing the legal sector, including the key 
findings from our Law in London survey. 

• An analysis of how these factors are 
impacting on the way law firms are  
occupying their space, including a review of 
workplace trends in the sector based on a 
quantitative survey and interviews with senior 
decision-makers from a range of law firms.

• An examination of leasing trends in the 
sector, including key deals and upcoming 
lease events, together with an assessment of 
the prospects for future demand.

All of the above is underpinned and supported by 
our benchmark analysis of the CBRE Legal 100.

LAW IN LONDON 5

1 TheCityUK
2 TheCityUK, Office for National Statistics



© 2015, CBRE Ltd.

LAW IN LONDON6

Legal Sector Trends
The legal sector has turned a corner, 
with improving business confidence and 
rising revenues, assisted by the economic 
recovery. However, there is widespread 
recognition that there will be no return 
to pre-2008 fee income and spending 
levels. Firms will continue to cut their 
overheads in order to respond to client 
demand for leaner, better-value legal 
services. Increasing competition from 
new entrants from overseas and from 
other professional services sectors will 
compound this pressure on income and 
costs.

 
Revenue and Profit 
An increase in transactional work has bolstered 
law firms’ revenues. The annual law firm survey 
by Legal Business recorded a 9% increase in 
revenues of the 100 largest law firms in the UK, 
to reach £20.8bn in the latest financial year. 
Profits for the UK 100 firms also increased by 
9% to £6.3bn. 

Strong performances from Europe and Asia 
drove revenues at the top tier law firms. High-
value mergers and advice given to the banking 
sector on a series of scandals also helped to 
boost income for the year. 

Legal Business
Demand for legal services is returning. Cash-
rich companies are showing greater confidence 
in market stability and in using their reserves 
to make strategic acquisitions. The value of 
worldwide M&A totalled $1.8 trillion in the first 
half of 2014, recording the strongest first-half 
percentage gain since 1998 at 73% year-on-
year. European M&A activity more than doubled 
to reach $509bn for the same period.3  The 
return of this sector of legal activity has helped 
to provide increased work and income for 
lawyers.

Competition 
The UK continues to be an attractive and easy-
to-enter market for overseas firms. There are 
more than 200 foreign law firms with offices in 
London and the UK; around half of these are 
from the US with the rest mainly from Europe, 
Australia and Canada. 

US tech specialist Cooley has opened its first 
office in the City, with plans to grow into a 
50-lawyer office within its first six months. 
Other West Coast firms already in London have 
performed well as confidence has returned. 
Law firms who have recently opened offices 
in London or are rumoured to be opening an 
office include Foley Hoag, Finnegan, Bracewell 
& Giuliani, Andrews Kurth, Sullivan & Worcester 
and Locke Lord.

In the past, new entrants focused mainly on 
lateral hires. As more foreign firms, particularly 
those from the US, gain market share they 
are launching trainee schemes in London, 
underscoring their commitment to organic 
growth here. This will exacerbate competition 
within the sector to attract and retain the best 
talent with a resulting pressure on costs.

London’s status as a leading litigation centre for 
dispute resolution is facing a growing challenge 
from Singapore. The UK and the US have 
traditionally dominated international commercial 
law, with these countries involved in 40% 
and 20% of international cases respectively. 
However, competition is increasing. Singapore’s 
arbitration venue, SIAC, has quadrupled its 
caseload over the past decade. 

Despite initial concerns that the alternative 
business structures (ABS), introduced in 2011, 
would pose a competitive threat to law firms, the 
current consensus is that the risk is considerably 
lower. In our survey of senior decision-makers 
for this report, only one third of respondents 
were concerned about the threat of new entrants 
to the profession compared with 45% in our 
2012 survey. The expectation is that the majority 
of firms using ABS will target high-volume, low-
value, easily commoditised areas of law such 
as residential conveyancing, family, wills and 
probate and personal injury claims. 

3 Thomson Reuters
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Consolidation 
Pressure on margins and a desire to compete 
globally has driven consolidation in the legal 
sector. Accountancy firm Wilkins Kennedy has 
reported a notable increase in UK legal sector 
mergers, with 385 occurring in 2013 compared 
with 234 in 2012.
 
Dundas and Wilson were absorbed by CMS and 
Wragge & Co took over Lawrence Graham to 
benefit from scale and a stronger London base. 
Charles Russell and Speechly Bircham merged 
as pressure increased on the mid-tier firms. 
DLA Piper, Norton Rose Fulbright, King Wood 
Mallesons and Herbert Smith Freehills have 
made international mergers. 

Mergers have also been rife within US law firms 
but not always with the desired result for London. 
The merger between Bingham McCutchen and 
Morgan Lewis resulted in the mass exodus of 
the Bingham London business to Akin Gump. A 
similar outcome is expected with the Locke Lord 
and Edwards Wildman merger, where Cooley 
took the majority of the Edwards Wildman 
London partners to launch its practice. Predatory 
behaviour is also evidenced amongst UK law 
firms snapping up struggling law firms, to bolster 
size and scale, for instance the acquisition of 
Manches out of pre-pack by Penningtons.

Unsurprisingly, a majority of respondents to our 
survey also expected further consolidation, with 
60% predicting that this would be considerable 
or significant, compared with 52% in 2012. 

2014

Considerable or Significant

To what extent do you 
think there will be 
consolidation through 
M&A?

Source: CBRE Research
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Legal Services  
Centres
Property, people and IT are the most significant 
costs for law firms. It therefore makes sense to 
ensure that they are utilised at their optimum 
cost efficiency. One response to client demand 
for improved service at a lower cost is the 
increasing development of legal services centres. 
These are located to capitalise on lower property 
costs, cheaper salaries and to make greater use 
of technology for processes such as document 
review. Use of this strategy has and will result in 
moving, relocating and establishing functions 
such as legal support, secretarial, accounts,  
IT and HR outside of London and even outside 
of the UK. An increasing volume of specific 
types of client work and legal processes will be 
undertaken by these centres.

This response and trend is supported by our Law 
in London survey. 59% of respondents stated 
that outsourcing or moving certain functions to 
global locations was either planned or in place 
within their firms. Interestingly, this compared 
with 76% of respondents in 2012, indicating 
that many firms have already outsourced  
non-core functions.

In August, Baker & McKenzie announced 
plans to open a second global services 
centre in Belfast. Initially, it will comprise 120 
professionals, rising to 250 after three years. 
Belfast is also home to similar centres set up 
by Allen & Overy, Axiom and Herbert Smith 
Freehills, whose presence has driven up local 
rents for Grade A space. Hogan Lovells is setting 
up a legal services centre in Birmingham. This is 
intended to be an extension of the London office 
and to build its own business by carrying out 
low-margin high-volume work for clients either 
on a standalone basis or as part of a larger 
transaction. The firm has taken premises with the 
capacity to accommodate around 40 qualified 
lawyers and 20 paralegals. 

The original idea of sending lower-value, 
process-driven and support work to locations 
outside of the UK has been tempered by 
a shift homeward, with the introduction of 
paralegals, associates and more recently 
partners to UK regional offices and legal 
services centres. Recent examples of back-office 
services moves include Trowers & Hamlins’ new 
document production hub in Birmingham and 
Berwin Leighton Paisner opening an office in 
Manchester for disaggregated work. 

39%
Human resources

61%
Secretarial

50%
Legal support

22%
Client work

39%
Other

44%
Accounts

Is outsourcing or a global 
workplace strategy in 
place / planned in your 
firm? 

What services are being outsourced? 

Source: CBRE Research

Source: CBRE Research
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Law Firms Planning  
to Expand  
Headcount
The CBRE Legal 100 benchmarking shows that 
headcount has remained broadly stable for the 
past three years. However, some headcount 
growth in London may have been offset by near 
shoring some work to regional legal services 
centres. Revenues are growing and sentiment is 
improving. Our survey reveals that the market 
has turned a corner and there is an expectation 
that recruitment will increase. 69% of 
respondents expected to see growth in London 
headcount over the next three years, driven by 
business growth and M&A activity. 

GROWING

STABLE

FALLING

(3% drop from 2013)

2014
21,200

2013
21,9002012

20,800

39%
Human resources

61%
Secretarial

50%
Legal support

22%
Client work

39%
Other

44%
Accounts

Total London fee earners

How do you expect headcount in London 
to change over the next three years? 

Source: CBRE Research

Source: CBRE Research



LAW IN LONDON10

© 2015, CBRE Ltd.

Legal Workplace Trends
Total Space 
Occupied 
Continues to Fall
Clients continue to challenge traditional legal 
remuneration and charging models. They 
demand greater transparency and high quality 
work but require these to be delivered at a lower 
cost, often through fixed or contingency-based 
fee arrangements. Increasing competition from 
new entrants from both outside the legal sector 
and overseas is exacerbating pressure to reduce 
margins and overheads, particularly in high-cost 
locations such as London. Property is the largest 
cost to a legal practice after salaries, with the 
consequence that real estate spending remains 
under close scrutiny. 83% of respondents stated 
that their firm was considering strategies to reduce 
property overheads – up from 76% in 2012. 

Many law firms have responded by disposing 
of surplus space. This is supported by our 
benchmark analysis of the CBRE Legal 100, 
which shows that the amount of space 
occupied has reduced by 3% during the 
past three years to 10.4m sq ft. 

• The greatest reduction during the last three 
years was among the UK 11-25 category, in 
which the average quantum of space per firm 
fell by 10% to 143,900 sq ft.

• The UK Top 10 category also actively 
disposed of surplus space, cutting their 
average footprint by 6% to 377,300 sq ft 
over the same period.

• The exception to rule was the US / 
International category which increased its 
office space by 6% to 67,200 sq ft, reflecting 
an element of the sector that is still in growth 
mode. 

In 2014, the strategy of cutting costs continues 
as the disposal of surplus space remains high 
on law firms’ agendas with 57% of respondents 
stating that it was either being pursued or was 
under consideration. Our analysis shows 
that 32% of firms in the CBRE Legal 100 
have, or are attempting to, dispose of 
surplus space, amounting to a total of 
1.6m sq ft.

Is your firm considering strategies 
to reduce property overheads? 

CBRE Legal 100: average area and 
rent per fee earner

“It’s less about 
reducing space and 
more about good 
sound financial 
management. 
There’s no value in 
holding space that 
we don’t need or 
occupy.”

Stephen Harrison, Director of Office Services, 
Hogan Lovells Source: CBRE Research

Source: CBRE Research 490 sq ft

£22,400per annum
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Legal Workplace Trends
“Some practices 
are growing 
exponentially, 
and others aren’t 
shrinking, so 
we need to work 
smarter to fit 
everyone into 
the existing 
floorplate.”

Partner, top tier law firm

Intensification  
of Space 
A newer trend in the quest to reduce costs is the 
intensification of the use of both existing and 
new space. Law firms are seeking more from 
less, with 64% of respondents reporting the use 
of alternative space strategies. These include 
home / mobile working, switching to open-plan 
or intensifying the occupation of existing cellular 
space. 

The use of such strategies is reflected in our 
benchmarking analysis of the CBRE Legal 100 
which shows that the average area per fee 
earner has fallen since 2012 by 5% to 490 sq ft 
in 2014. We expect this trend to be maintained 
or increased next year as firms continue to 
rationalise their London premises.

The most notable change was again in the UK 
11-25 category in which the average area per 
fee earner reduced by 17% to 430 sq ft. An 
exponent of this was CMS Cameron McKenna, 
taking c. 30,000 sq ft less space when the firm 
moved to Cannon Place.  

Cost Savings Yet 
to be Realised for 
Most Firms
The pursuit of alternative space strategies should 
result in cost savings in the medium to long 
term; however, this has yet to be realised. Since 
2012 average rents have risen by 8% to £45 
per sq ft in 2014, as a result of rental growth 
increases across Central London. This also 
reflects the increased cost of holding surplus 
space, in some instances receiving sub-lease 
income below the passing rent.

The most significant rental uplift was in the  
UK >50 category, which recorded average 
rental increases of over 23% to £45 per sq ft. 

For the majority of law firms, the average rental 
cost per fee earner has increased since 2012 
with an overall rise of 2% to £22,400 per 
annum in 2014. During the past three years 
the increase for law firms within the UK 26-50 
category has been 12% to £15,400 per annum. 
However, for law firms in the UK 11-25 category 
the cost per fee earner has fallen by 9% to 
£19,600 per annum. This demonstrates that for 
some firms, costs saving strategies are already 
starting to take effect.

Which strategies are being pursued or considered?
HOME WORKING/MOBILE WORKING

ALTERNATIVE MODES OF OCCUPATION (E.G. OPEN-PLAN)
DISPOSAL OF SURPLUS SPACE

NON-ASSIGNED SEATING/SHARED DESKS
NEAR-SHORING/OFF-SHORING NON-ESSENTIAL SERVICES

71%

64%

57% 43%
39%

Source: CBRE Research



LAW IN LONDON12

© 2015, CBRE Ltd.

Cellular or 
Open-Plan Debate 
Continues
The legal sector has been actively debating 
the relative merits of cellular and open-plan 
spaces for at least a decade. Moving from a 
cellular to an open-plan space has become an 
unavoidable discussion in any property strategy 
review. More than 60% of respondents said that 
their firms were considering alternative modes of 
occupation and use of space. 

Opinion now seems to be divided. The top tier 
UK firms, by revenue, have piloted open-plan 
working and mostly decided to remain cellular. 
In contrast, the majority of other UK law firms 
consider a migration to open-plan in the future 
as increasingly acceptable. 

Although there are commercial pressures for 
changes in working practices and workplace 
strategies these are not easy to achieve. Lawyers 

10%

0

Current occupation (n=29) Expectation future occupation (n=35)% of respondents

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

Open-plan Cellular - dual
occupancy

Cellular - single
occupancy

Open-plan with partition 
privacy screens

How do you currently occupy your office space and how will this change in future? 

“I don’t think we’d 
ever go open plan 
– there would be 
rebellion in the 
streets.”

 “Once you move 
to open-plan, you 
start operating in 
a slightly different 
way and it changes 
quite quickly. 
I think it will 
become the norm 
in five years’ time.”

Partner, top tier law firm 

Douglas Peniston, Operations Director, 
FieldFisher

remain very conservative compared with other 
professional services and even among the most 
progressive or open-minded firms, there are 
pockets of fierce resistance to change.

Lawyers say that the confidential nature of their 
work and the concentration it requires make it 
difficult for them to work in open-plan layouts. 
A further reason given is that trainees within 
a firm benefit from the exposure and close 
association with senior lawyers that a cellular 
layout achieves. 

A response to a lease event remains the most 
likely opportunity to implement a successful 
change management programme. That said we 
are aware of firms who have or who are piloting 
workspace strategies within their existing space 
as a response to pressure to cut costs further.

Even in an unprecedented period of challenges 
for the legal sector, change is likely to be 
gradual, especially where there is no immediate 
financial imperative, merger or lease event to 
which to respond. 

Source: CBRE Research
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Higher Density in 
Cellular Spaces
Where firms have no plans to abandon their 
cellular offices, there is still a drive to fit more 
fee earners on existing floorplates, principally 
to accommodate growth. Where partners may 
have enjoyed larger offices than associates, 
these are being standardised, or the larger 
offices used to accommodate three associates 
rather than one partner. Secretary-to-fee-earner 
ratios are reducing, freeing up internal space, 
and meeting or project rooms may be moved 
internally to release perimeter space for fee 
earners, or space utilisation analysis may be 
used to reduce the total number of these spaces.

In recent years, firms have focused investment 
on analysing legal processes and disaggregating 
elements that do not need to be carried out 
by lawyers. Where these functions remain in 
London offices, there will be greater areas of 
open-plan seating occupied by paralegals or 
other support staff, even where fee earners 
remain in cellular offices. But a growing number 
of firms are relocating these functions out 
of London completely, freeing up their most 
expensive London space for higher numbers of 
fee earners. 

Is Open-Plan  
More Efficient?
The jury is still out on how much space  
open-plan layouts actually save. Devotees of 
cellular spaces claim that standardised  
double-occupancy offices can be just as efficient 
because there is no need to provide additional 
quiet rooms and meeting areas – there is little 
real saving beyond the width of the partitions, 
they say. 

Others argue that space planners tend to 
overestimate the additional spaces required 
in an open-plan layout, and that in reality, 
a comfortable working environment can be 
achieved with less. There are also examples 
of considerable space savings where firms 
have taken down the partitions. FieldFisher has 
consolidated two London premises totalling 
130,000 sq ft in to just over 80,000 sq ft in 
Riverbank House, partly through adopting an 
open-plan layout. Meanwhile, Olswang is 
currently piloting open-plan for its real-estate 
team and expect the whole of the 40-strong 
group to be working in this way by early 2015. 
This will yield space savings of around 20%, 
which will be used to accommodate more fee 
earners as the group grows. 

The CBRE Legal 100 research shows clear 
differences in the space usage between  
open-plan and cellular configurations. Law  
firms occupying in open-plan use on average 
380 sq ft per fee earner compared with  
510 sq ft per fee earner overall for their 
cellular counterparts (comprising 470 sq ft for 
UK cellular and 610 sq ft for US / International). 

Legal occupational densities: cellular vs. open-plan

 “We are looking 
at introducing a 
central repository 
for documents that 
will offer lawyers 
delivery of a box to 
the desk, freeing 
up project rooms 
for other uses.”

Stephen Harrison, Director of Office Services, 
Hogan Lovells

Source: CBRE Research

UK open-plan: 
380 sq ft per fee earner

UK cellular: 
470 sq ft per fee earner

Average cellular: 
510 sq ft per fee earner

US cellular: 
610 sq ft per fee earner
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“Some of our teams may spend 
weeks on end out of the office and 
at the moment their desk sits empty 
while they’re not there. In the future, 
perhaps a team of ten might have six 
desks between them.”

Jesper Christensen, Managing Partner, 
Bircham Dyson Bell

© 2015, CBRE Ltd.
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Could Lawyers  
Ever Hotdesk? 
While some firms remain firmly wedded to 
traditional layouts and ways of working, others 
are increasingly prepared to contemplate 
quite radical changes. The rapid integration 
of technology into modern working practices – 
with quasi-remote working becoming almost a 
default with the proliferation of web and email-
enabled mobile devices – is leading many to 
question how greater flexibility could support the 
drive for more efficient business practices and 
potentially a lower-cost footprint. 

Many of the large consultancies or accountancy 
firms have implemented hotdesking for most 
staff across their premises, characterised by a 
lack of permanent individual desks, fewer desks 
than employees, a variety of individual, project 
or break-out spaces to work and a high-level of 
technology enabling seamless remote or mobile 
working. 

While legal firms may have adopted some of the 
technologies that underpin this way of working 
– such as voice over IP internet telephony – this 
is seen as a complement to traditional working 
practices enabling lawyers to provide a more 
responsive service to clients, rather than a 
gateway to radically different ones. 

Some firms do already use elements of 
hotdesking – for example, at Wragge 
Lawrence Graham & Co, lawyers based at 
the Birmingham office may utilise its London 
premises. Others are actively considering 
lowering desk ratios for support staff. Our survey 
found that 43% of respondents stated that their 
firm was considering introducing non-assigned 
seating / shared desks as part of their property 
strategy. But none has yet embraced wholesale 
implementation of hotdesking or reduced 
desk ratios for lawyers themselves. There is a 
widespread belief that this model would not be 
appropriate in the legal sector because law firms 
are more heavily reliant on paper than other 
types of consultant. Lawyers also spend more 
time in the office, which means the potential 
savings are relatively slight. 

However, others are beginning to openly 
question whether some teams really need one 
desk per person – for example, government and 
infrastructure specialists may spend weeks at 
a time out of the office on planning enquiries, 
and some even suggest that once open-plan 
becomes the norm, it is a relatively small step to 
hotdesking. 

“We considered 
everything but I 
think hotdesking 
is a step too far for 
a legal practice. 
Compared to the 
big accountancy 
practices, our 
lawyers spend 
more time in the 
office than out 
with clients so 
there just isn’t the 
same incentive to 
have fewer desks 
than people.” “People may be 

working from 
home more in the 
future but that 
doesn’t necessarily 
free up space. If 
you’ve got two 
people in the office 
for three days a 
week, there’s a 
good chance they 
will overlap, so 
you’ve still got to 
provide two desks. 
In this situation, 
it is difficult to 
gain the same 
space flexibility 
and benefits that a 
mobile workforce 
can give you.”

Douglas Peniston, Operations Director, 
FieldFisher

Stephen Harrison, Director of Office Services, 
Hogan Lovells

Which strategies are being 
pursued or considered?

Non-assigned seating / 
shared desks

Source: CBRE Research
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Lease Events as 
a Catalyst for 
Business Change
Lease events are often viewed as a chance to 
start a much wider conversation about how a 
firm should work – and even what kind of firm it 
should be. 

For example, FieldFisher used its recent lease 
event as an opportunity to establish a  
far-reaching transformation programme, which 
included changing not only the office layout but 
its IT systems and the name of the firm itself. 

Discussions may begin four or five years ahead 
of any lease event, with the broadest possible 
consultation among the firm’s partners and 
lawyers and almost everything up for grabs – 
even if the eventual solution is not so far from 
the status quo.

Significant changes are almost always carried 
out as part of an office move – making any 
alterations to existing layouts in occupation is 
regarded as near-impossible, not only because 
of cultural resistance but because the business 
case for refitting an existing space is a very 
difficult one to make. 

Flexibility 
Paramount for  
a Sector in Flux
The legal sector is undergoing an 
unprecedented period of change, which is set 
to continue for the foreseeable future. In this 
environment, firms are struggling to predict 
their long-term real estate requirements with 
any certainty. Where legal headcounts might 
once have been relatively stable throughout the 
economic cycle, more recently they have tended 
to rise and fall with the wider economy, adding 
to the challenge of formulating a robust real 
estate strategy. There is also the widespread 
expectation of further consolidation within the 
sector.

Flexibility for the future is therefore a key priority 
in any real estate decision. For some firms, 
this means seeking shorter leases of as little as 
10 years, albeit with a right of renewal, or at 
least midway break clauses and the ability to 
sublet. On the other hand, some see traditional 
longer leases as a way of providing certainty 
in a changing world, fixing overheads at a 
predictable level and protecting the firm from 
the upheaval of a move.

“We went for 
a big bang 
approach. Moving 
building is a 
great opportunity 
to rethink and 
reinvigorate the 
way people work 
and what they do.”

Douglas Peniston, Operations Director, 
FieldFisher 

 “The business 
case for changing 
what we have 
without a major 
real estate event 
really isn’t there.”

John Neville, Head of Facilities, 
Herbert Smith Freehills

Key lease event driven relocations in 2014

DWF, 20 Fenchurch Street, 43,500 sq ftMishcon de Reya, Africa House, 116,400 sq ft

Ropes & Gray’s, One New Ludgate, 45,000 sq ftHowardKennedyFsi, 1 London Bridge, 54,600 sq ft
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Spaces that Support 
Collaboration
Flexibility extends to working spaces themselves. 
In a mature and highly competitive legal market, 
firms must run just to maintain their market 
share. Cross-selling and developing more 
innovative service offerings is now seen as vital 
to firms’ success, even survival. 

Encouraging collaboration and facilitating new 
ways of working has become an important 
driver in the development of a real estate 
strategy. An office move can be an opportunity 
to unite disparate teams spread over multiple 
floors across different buildings, where firms 
have built up a fragmented portfolio by taking 
overflow space as needed or through mergers 
or acquisitions. With further corporate activity 
expected to significantly reduce the number 
of firms, this will continue to be a driver for 
property rationalisation. A good example of this 
was the outcome of the merger between Charles 
Russell and Speechly Bircham, which has 
resulted in a requirement for 150,000 sq ft.

“You may be 
one firm in one 
location, but 
because you’re 
on three or four 
floors, it can 
sometimes feel like 
there’s not enough 
communication 
within the firm. I 
think if we moved, 
an ideal solution 
for us would be to 
have everyone in 
one space.”

Jesper Christensen, Managing Partner, 
Bircham Dyson Bell

“When you bring 
together two lots 
of people who 
have been in 
individual firms, 
you do need to get 
everyone talking 
to each other. 
That’s how you get 
the benefits of a 
merger.”

Stephen Stephens, Partner, 
Wragge Lawrence Graham & Co

Improving communication between teams is 
often one of the main motivations for adopting 
an open-plan layout, or including a greater 
variety of breakout or cafe areas. Firms may also 
seek to spend their investment more wisely by 
introducing greater differentiation between the 
finishes in client and internal areas. 

Whatever the chosen layout of the space, the 
desire to encourage collaboration tends to 
favour buildings with larger floorplates, which 
can fit more teams working side by side. 

Client-facing spaces have always been 
important within the legal sector, but these are 
taking on an even greater priority as competition 
increases. Firms moving into new premises often 
seek to increase their offering to clients – with 
larger meeting room areas where they can host 
external events or high-spec video conferencing 
facilities, for example. 
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Impact of 
Technology 
Technology has already changed the way 
lawyers work – and perhaps more importantly, 
client expectations on response times and how 
services are delivered. 

Over 80% of respondents to our survey 
anticipated that technology would continue to 
have a major impact on how legal business 
is conducted in future. When asked which 
changes in technology would have the greatest 
impact on the legal sector, most respondents 
identified the growing use of mobile devices and 
ability to access documents outside the office. 
Some also cited the potential of document and 
knowledge management software to improve 
processes within firms, and looking further to 
the future, greater automation for commoditised 
documents and services. 

“Technology won’t affect our occupation 
requirements for lawyers. They will use it to 
supplement what they already do, whereas 
functions such as IT are now seriously considering 
whether they need as much space as they currently 
have if they can work more remotely.”

“Technology may help us to work smarter but I 
don’t think it’s ever going to change the need for 
a London headquarters building. You can’t be a 
trainee at home and you can’t really be a principal 
for a trainee if you’re not there to show them what 
they’re doing wrong and how to do it better.”

John Neville, Head of Facilities, 
Herbert Smith Freehills

Partner, top tier law firm
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CBRE Legal 100 Central London headquarters

There are also two law firms in Canary Wharf, five in Southbank and four in the West End. DAC Beachcroft 
occupy two London headquarters, reflected in the map above.
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“We are trying to make our 
space as pleasant and as 
liveable as possible, given the 
long hours that our lawyers 
and staff work. We want to 
improve the ambience in our 
offices and providing more 
natural light is very impor-
tant to the partners.”

Director, international law firm with London premises

LOCATION

WORKPLACE
INTERIOR DESIGN

FACILITIES
(e.g gym, canteen)

STYLE

TECHNOLOGY

74%

41%

36%

18%

18%

What aspects of your 
workplace do you think 
help to attract and  
retain talent? 
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The Importance 
of Location in 
Attracting Talent 
As the market returns to growth and firms are 
busy once again, attracting talent is returning to 
the top of firms’ priority lists. This is a concern at 
all levels and in all markets. The war for talent 
is set to become even fiercer with increased 
competition from new entrants to the legal 
sector and the lure of other industries, such as 
creative companies. 

Respondents to our survey identified location as 
the most important aspect of a firm’s workplace 
for attracting and retaining talent. This explains 
why the majority of law firms remain committed 
to the City and Midtown environs, despite rising 
occupational costs in these areas. Other sectors, 
such as creative industries, place significant 
emphasis on locating in areas that offer a range 
of amenities that appeal to their workforce. This 
will become increasingly important in the battle 
for talent going forward.

Factors such as natural light and fresh air 
are growing in prominence, partly driven by 
environmental rating standards that include 
health and wellbeing as a key criteria. Where 
central areas of legal offices may have been 
relatively gloomy, provision of natural light in all 
areas is becoming more important. Indeed, most 
law firms are now abandoning the traditional 
heavy wood partitioned offices in favour of 
full height glass partitions to assist with the 
penetration of natural light across the floor.



© 2015, CBRE Ltd.

LAW IN LONDON20

Sustainability 
as Good Asset 
Management 
Reducing energy consumption has risen up 
the legal sector’s agenda as part of corporate 
social responsibility, but it is also a way for firms 
to reduce overheads associated with property 
even where they cannot or do not wish to move 
to more efficient premises or make significant 
changes to their workplace strategy. As energy 
prices have soared, keeping a close eye on 
electricity consumption becomes increasingly 
important. 

For example, Herbert Smith Freehills’ lease runs 
until 2030. Though the firm occupies ageing 
buildings, by replacing building systems such 
as lifts and generators, it has succeeded in 
cutting its annual electricity consumption by 25% 
between 2009 and 2013, offsetting the rise in 
energy prices to reduce its annual bill by 10%. 

Since 2008, more than 300 organisations have 
joined the Legal Sector Alliance, committing to 
take action on climate change by reducing their 
carbon footprint and adopting environmentally 
sustainable practices. The Alliance now 
represents approximately 1 in 20 UK law firms. 
According to its 2014 annual report, of the 
47 firms who measured their carbon footprint, 
carbon emissions per capita decreased by 8% 
over the previous 12 months. 
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“We’re working harder with our landlord to 
keep the occupational costs that we can  
control as flat as possible – it becomes about 
good management of what we have rather 
than overarching change in our real estate  
strategy. Energy management is obviously 
important from an environmental  
perspective, but it’s also good business.”

John Neville, Head of Facilities, 
Herbert Smith Freehills

© 2015, CBRE Ltd.
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Legal Leasing 
Market Trends
Sector Overview
The legal sector is an important driver of Central 
London occupier demand. Law firms acquired, 
on average, 878,100 sq ft per annum during 
the last decade. This accounted for 7% of the 
total take-up of office space.

The impact of the financial crisis, with weak 
economic growth and a reduction in demand 
for transaction led services, caused take-up to 
fall below trend to an average of 590,800 sq ft 
between 2009 and 2012.

This changed significantly in 2013 with take-up 
reaching 798,500 sq ft, driven by a marked 
upturn in deals over 50,000 sq ft, comprising 
four deals over this threshold compared with 
only one in each of the previous two years. This 
is explained both by a significant improvement in 
occupier confidence, driven by robust economic 
growth, and demand emanating from lease 
events. 

Momentum slowed in 2014, with 736,300 sq 
ft let during the year. In the largest legal deal 
of the year, Mishcon De Reya consolidated its 
London operation at Africa House, acquiring 
116,400 sq ft. 

Other significant transactions this year include: 
• HowardKennedyFsi’s 54,600 sq ft letting  

at 1 London Bridge.
• Ropes & Gray’s 45,000 sq ft pre-let at  

One New Ludgate. 
• DWF’s 43,000 sq ft acquisition at  

20 Fenchurch Street. 

A further trend evidenced this year is of 
the migration east of West End law firms 
escaping the escalating rent and high 
business rates charges. Examples include the 
HowardKennedyFsi deal mentioned above, 
Boodle Hatfield taking 23,000 sq ft at 240 
Blackfriars, and Radcliffe’s le Brasseur acquiring 
29,000 sq ft at the former Fulbright Jaworski 
space at 85 Fleet Street. 

Central London legal take-up by size
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Outlook
The recovery in the UK economy and pick-up 
in global capital flows has helped stimulate 
demand for legal services. However, the 
legal sector remains in a period of transition 
with many law firms placing greater focus on 
cutting costs rather than expansion. This is a 
fundamental reason why take-up has yet to 
return to pre-crisis levels and why we forecast 
that these imperatives will continue into the 
medium-term. 

We expect that law firms without lease events will 
focus on maximising the performance of their 
existing space. Where improved or intensified 
use is possible and where landlords are 
prepared to invest or co-invest, some law firms 
will favour renewing their existing leases. Recent 
examples are Simpson Thatcher & Bartlett, 
Dechert, Watson Farley & Williams, and Kirkland 
& Ellis. 

For other firms, a lease event offers the 
opportunity to downsize and / or pursue a 
different mode of occupation, supporting 
the relocation business case. In addition, we 
anticipate further consolidation within the legal 
sector through M&A, with such events driving 
change management and possibly relocation. 

There is currently 4.9m sq ft of legal space 
that is subject to either a break or lease expiry 
between 2015 and 2021, with the majority of 
lease events involving larger space occupation 
occurring towards the end of this period. This 
suggests that take-up in the short to medium-
term will be driven by smaller, sub-50,000 sq ft, 
requirements. We are currently monitoring 24 
active legal requirements over 10,000 sq ft, of 
which only six are over 50,000 sq ft. 

The recovery in the UK economy has, 
unsurprisingly, stimulated wider occupier 
demand, with above-trend take-up absorbing 
available stock in the main legal markets of the 
City, Midtown and Southbank. A lack of supply 
and increasing demand has already led to rental 
growth across Central London, with further 
growth forecast over the next three years. 

Reducing supply and a shift in market dynamics 
in favour of landlords has prompted some 
law firms to activate searches for space well in 
advance of their lease event. DLA Piper is one 
such law firm that is currently under offer on a 
150,000 sq ft pre-let, well in advance of its key 
lease expiry date in 2019. Withers and Ashurst 
have also activated searches this year with lease 
events in 2018 and 2019 respectively. 

Central London legal sector lease events by size

Key legal sector requirements
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2016 2018 2019 2021

24
Active requirements 
(over 10,000 sq ft)

Active demand
(over 10,000 sq ft)

1.2m sq ft

CLEARLY GOTTLIEB 60,000 SQ FT

WITHERS 80,000 SQ FT CHARLES RUSSELL SPEECHLYS 150,000 SQ FT

DLA PIPER 150,000 SQ FT ASHURST 200,000 SQ FT
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CBRE Legal 100  
Benchmark Analysis

Average firm total area

Overall

Comparing 2014 with 2012

Average area per fee earner

Source: CBRE Research

US / International UK Top 10 UK 11-25 UK 26-50 UK >50 Average

67,200 sq ft 377,300 sq ft 143,900 sq ft 60,100 sq ft 27,100 sq ft 103,900 sq ft

p q q q q q

Source: CBRE Research

US / International UK Top 10 UK 11-25 UK 26-50 UK >50 Average

610 sq ft 560 sq ft 430 sq ft 360 sq ft 320 sq ft 490 sq ft

q q q p q q

© 2015, CBRE Ltd.
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Conclusion
Demand for legal services is increasing, 
driven by robust economic growth. 
However, law firms remain under 
pressure to deliver more for less, 
as clients seek lower cost and more 
flexible services with greater certainty 
on fees. Some law firms have adapted 
by managing growth and enhancing 
economies of scale by merging. Our 
survey results show that this trend is 
expected to continue, with deregulation 
in the sector remaining a key driver for 
further M&A activity.

Despite a return to growth, there remains a 
rigorous control of overheads. Property is a 
significant cost for a legal practice and portfolios 
are under scrutiny, even where there is no 
impending lease event. In last year’s report, we 
noted many disposals of surplus space among 
legal occupiers and our analysis this year shows 
that 32% of firms in the CBRE Legal 100 have, 
or are attempting to, dispose of surplus space. 
Furthermore, the total space occupied reduced 
by 3% since 2012, to 10.4m sq ft, despite a 2% 
increase in the number of London-based fee 
earners. As a result, the average area per fee 
earner has fallen by 5% over the past three years 
to 490 sq ft per fee earner. The ongoing 
focus on cost control has meant that even as 
rents per sq ft have risen by an average of 8%, 
legal occupiers’ average annual bills per fee 
earner have increased by just 2% since 2012 to 
£22,400 per fee earner.

The debate to find more efficient ways of 
working continues, with signs that a two-tier 
model is emerging. US / International firms 
and the top tier UK practices still occupy 
on a cellular basis and will continue to do 
so. Our benchmarking data shows that US 
/ International and the UK Top 10 firms 
provide 610 sq ft and 560 sq ft per fee earner 
respectively, compared to 430 sq ft among the 
UK 11-25 firms. Outside of these elite, however, 
open-plan is becoming more acceptable.  

Our benchmarking analysis shows that fee 
earners in open-plan occupy 380 sq ft per 
fee earner compared with 510 sq ft per fee 
earner for those in cellular offices. That said, 
a move to open-plan working is not just about 

saving space; it is usually accompanied by 
a desire to effect or reflect a cultural change 
– creating spaces to support more flexible 
services, collaboration and greater transparency. 
Flexibility is perhaps the greatest driver for law 
firms’ property strategies as they face the future. 
Many have found that relatively long-term real 
estate decisions taken during the boom are 
now hampering their ability to respond to fast-
changing market conditions, impacting their 
profitability. In this context, lease events are an 
opportunity to begin a far-reaching discussion 
about how a firm should work, now and in the 
years to come. 

Technology is also playing an increasingly 
important role in service delivery, allowing 
firms to offer clients more efficient services 
with faster response times. Lawyers themselves 
remain tied to their own desks, using mobile 
devices to supplement office-based work rather 
than to replace it. Nevertheless, business 
support services within firms are following the 
wider trend for more flexible and home-based 
working, and firms are beginning to take the 
opportunity to reduce the space devoted to these 
functions in their London offices. 

In 2014 there was a continuation of recent 
trends, with leasing activity driven by lease 
events and occupiers searching for value and 
greater efficiency. Robust economic growth 
will underpin occupier demand, but a desire 
to curb occupational costs will remain a key 
driver. There is therefore a potential disconnect 
between an overriding objective to reduce costs 
set against an environment where rents are 
forecast to increase strongly. As a result, we 
anticipate lease re-gears / restructures will be 
seriously considered in response to forthcoming 
lease events unless a relocation represents an 
opportunity to reduce costs by way of occupying 
more efficiently, to bring two firms together 
under one roof following a merger or to effect 
business change. Whatever happens, the legal 
sector continues to evolve and we will continue 
to monitor this with interest! 

© 2015, CBRE Ltd.
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Company Category

– 1 (1) Clifford Chance UK Top 10

– 2 (2) Allen & Overy UK Top 10

– 3 (3) Linklaters UK Top 10

– 4 (4) Freshfields Bruckhaus Deringer UK Top 10

– 5 (5) Herbert Smith Freehills UK Top 10

– 6 (6) Hogan Lovells UK Top 10

 7 (8) Slaughter and May UK Top 10

 8 (9) Berwin Leighton Paisner UK Top 10

 9 (7) Norton Rose Fulbright UK Top 10

– 10 (10) Clyde & Co UK Top 10

– 11 (11) Ashurst UK 11-25

 12 (14) Simmons & Simmons UK 11-25

 13 (12) King & Wood Mallesons US / International

 14 (16) DLA Piper UK 11-25

 15 (18) Baker & McKenzie US / International

 16 (15) Reed Smith US / International

 17 (20) Mayer Brown US / International

 18 (17) Pinsent Masons UK 11-25

– 19 (19) Stephenson Harwood UK 11-25

 20 (21) Addleshaw Goddard UK 11-25

 21 (22) Dentons US / International

 22 (13) CMS Cameron McKenna UK 11-25

 23 (41) Charles Russell Speechleys UK 11-25

 24 (23) Nabarro UK 11-25

– 25 (25) Taylor Wessing UK 11-25

 26 (38) Wragge Lawrence Graham & Co UK 11-25

 27 (26) Olswang UK 11-25

 28 (27) Latham & Watkins US / International

 29 (45) Mishcon de Reya UK 11-25

 30 (29) Eversheds UK 11-25

 31 (32) Macfarlanes UK 11-25

 32 (31) Kirkland & Ellis US / International

 33 (30) Shearman & Sterling US / International

 34 (28) K&L Gates US / International

Company Category

 35 (33) Bird & Bird UK 26-50

 36 (54) Travers Smith UK 26-50

 37 (34) White & Case US / International

 38 (35) Jones Day US / International

 39 (36)
Skadden, Arps, Slate, Meagher 
& Flom

US / International

 40 (37) Reynolds Porter Chamberlain UK 26-50

 41 (39) DAC Beachcroft UK 26-50

 42 (24) FieldFisher UK 26-50

 43 (40) Kennedys UK 26-50

 44 (43) Trowers & Hamlins UK 26-50

 45 (44) Sidley Austin US / International

– 46 (46) Weil, Gotshal & Manges US / International

 47 (48) Squire Patton Boggs US / International

 48 (49) Withers UK 26-50

 49 (52) Sullivan & Cromwell US / International

– 50 (50) Watson, Farley & Williams UK 26-50

– 51 (51) Holman Fenwick Willan UK 26-50

 52 (57) Farrer & Co UK 26-50

– 53 (53) Dechert US / International

 54 (47) Lewis Silkin UK 26-50

– 55 (55) Cleary Gottlieb Steen & Hamilton US / International

 56 (59) HowardKennedyFsi UK 26-50

 57 (58) Ince & Co UK 26-50

 58 (60) Debevoise & Plimpton US / International

 59 (79) Gibson Dunn US / International

 60 (61) Simpson Thacher & Bartlett US / International

 61 (65) Irwin Mitchell UK 26-50

 62 (66) Stewarts Law UK 26-50

 63 (62) WilmerHale US / International

 64 (67) DWF UK 26-50

 65 (69) Orrick, Herrington & Sutcliffe US / International

 66 (70) Morrison & Foerster US / International

 67 (76) Bristows UK 26-50

– 68 (68) Slater & Gordon US / International

Company Category

 69 (71) Harbottle & Lewis UK 26-50

 70 (64) Bircham Dyson Bell UK 26-50

 71 (72) Fladgate UK 26-50

 72 (73) Hill Dickinson UK 26-50

 73 (75) Covington & Burling US / International

 74 (77) Winckworth Sherwood UK 26-50

 75 (74) Milbank, Tweed, Hadley & McCloy US / International

 76 (80) Plexus Law UK 26-50

 77 (81) Morgan, Lewis & Bockius US / International

 78 (82) Osborne Clarke UK 26-50

 79 (83)
Fried, Frank, Harris, Shriver & 
Jacobson

US / International

 80 (63) BLM (Berrymans Lace Mawer) UK >50

 81 (84) Bryan Cave US / International

 82 (56) Penningtons Manches UK >50

 83 (86) Bingham McCutchen US / International

 84 (88) McDermott Will & Emery US / International

 85 (89) Arnold & Porter US / International

 86 (91) Kingsley Napley UK >50

N   87 King & Spalding US / International

 88 (92) Wedlake Bell UK >50

N   89 RadcliffesLeBrasseur UK >50

   90 (93) O'Melveny & Myers US / International

   91 (94) Edwards Wildman US / International

   92 (96) Cravath, Swaine & Moore US / International

   93 (97) Sackers & Partners UK >50

   94 (98) Akin Gump Strauss Hauer & Feld US / International

      95 (99) TLT UK >50

  96 (100) Fasken Martineau US / International

N   97 Vinson & Elkins US / International

N   98 Boodle Hatfield UK >50

N   99 Collyer Bristow UK >50

N   100 DMH Stallard UK >50

CBRE Legal 100 

Source: CBRE Research

N = New entry
( ) = Relative position in 2013
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