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The Bellwether Report 2013

The legal landscape has changed: uncovering the 
concerns and expectations of  independent lawyers 
and sole practitioners on the front line.

Survive or Thrive?
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The challenges
�š��Too much paperwork. Changes 
in compliance, such as the 
requirement to appoint a COLP 
and COFA, could not have come 
at a worse time. 70% spend more 
time on administration than before 
– while trying to cope with the 
demands of these lean �nancial 
times. 
�š��Compliance is a major issue for 
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LexisNexis’s report Survive or 
Thrive? takes the temperature 
of independent lawyers, sole 
practitioners and owner/lawyers 
in smaller law �rms, to see how 
they are dealing with the current 
�nancial, regulatory and legal 
climate. We commissioned this 
research because we wanted to 
gain a thorough understanding 
of the challenges lawyers in this 
sector face and to identify what 
can be done to ensure they do not 
merely survive but thrive.
It is heartening to discover that 
despite all the dif�culties the 
�rms face, these lawyers still wish 
to continue running their own 
businesses and do what they do 
best: practising the law. 

We expected that securing new 
business and dealing with the 
economic downturn would be 
some of the toughest challenges 
for this sector. What is more 
disturbing is that something the 
government can control is getting 
in the way of a healthy legal sector. 
Regulation is the one thing that 
policymakers can do something 
about. As one solicitor told us, 
‘we don’t have a problem in doing 
the work; we have a problem in 
recording what we do’.  

Independent lawyers, sole 
practitioners and owner/lawyers in 
smaller �rms are an important part 
of the legal landscape. Inevitably 
change means that high street law 
won’t look like it did ten years ago. 
Sadly, some �rms will not continue. 
Dealing with over burdensome 
regulation should not be one of the 
reasons they don’t. 

A clear message 
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The report is divided in to �ve 
main sections:

1.	 Business challenges: what 
are the biggest challenges 
faced by the sole practitioner, 
independent lawyer and 
smaller law �rm?

2.	 Job satisfaction and mindsets: 
how are these pressures 
affecting attitudes towards 
work?

3.	 Business health and 
con�dence: how con�dent are 
this group about their future?

4.	 Adapting to thrive: what needs 
to change?

5.	 Management summary: how to 
stay on top.

Methodology

The �ndings are based on a study conducted in November 2012, 
comprising 100 telephone interviews and 6 in depth interviews 
amongst sole practitioners, independent lawyers and smaller law 
�rms drawn from the LexisNexis database.  The survey was carried 
out by Linda Jones & Partners, an independent research specialist, in 
conjunction with �eldwork agency QRS.  Full details of the sample can 
be found in the Appendix to this report. 

Introduction
This report is the latest in a series commissioned by LexisNexis into the changing legal 
services landscape. The focus here is on independent lawyers, sole practitioners  
and smaller law �rms, and the particular challenges they face at this time of signi�cant  
regulatory and economic change.

Interviews with this key group were conducted to discover how they are responding to  
such regulatory and economic pressures. The research aims to present a snapshot of  
their current working life and to explore their needs moving forward.  
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Business challenges

“	I think the marketplace for solicitors has been made 					   
	 unnecessarily tough. There is too much bureaucracy and  
	 too much regulation. We are regulated in much more harsh  
	 terms than others are. Firms feel isolated.” 
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Much has already been written 
about the impending threat of 
ABS’s and the reduction in legal aid 
funding. Though these de�nitely 
feature on the radar of those 
surveyed, they are not their most 
pressing concerns.

Not surprisingly, many key 
challenges are rooted in economic 
factors and the continuing 
economic uncertainty. However, 
changes in compliance regulations 
could not have come at a worse 
time for this sector.  Not only are 
they battling with recessionary 
issues, but they have also had 
to personally shoulder COLP/
COFA responsibilities on top of an 
already demanding workload.  

‘It’s like trying to push 
an elephant upstairs’ 
was how one solicitor 
described it, and he is 
not alone judging by the 
70% agreement with 
‘more time being spent 
on administration these 
days’.  

Contents  Cover 	1A b s t r a c t 	 2E x e c u t i v e  s u m m a r y 	 3F o r e w o r d 	 4I n t r o d u c t i o n 	 5B u s i n e s s  c h a l l e n g e s 	 6 	 7	 8	 9	 1 0	 1 1J o b  s a t i s f a c t i o n  a n d  m i n d s e t s 	 1 2	 1 3	 1 4B u s i n e s s  h e a l t h  a n d   c o n � d e n c e 	 1 5	 1 6	 1 7	 1 8A d a p t i n g  t o  t h r i v e 	 1 9	 2 0	 2 1	 2 2	 2 3	 24M a n a g e m e n t  s u m m a r y 	 2 5	 2 6A p p e n d i x 	 2 7A b o u t  L e x i s N e x i s 	 2 8B a c k  c o v e r 	 2 9

w w w . l e x i s w e b . c o . u k / b l o g / b u s i n e s s o � a w / B R



8

Keeping working practices/systems up to date

Attracting new business

Demands of new compliance regulations

Keeping up to date with industry changes

Continuing economic uncertainty

Changes in legislation affecting my niche

Less work available due to economy

Making time for networking/adapting new practices

Retaining clients/less client loyalty

Increased competition from ABS

Identifying new areas for diversi�cation

Being able to retire when you’d planned to

Being retained on mortgage lender panels etc.

Bad debts

Reduction in public funding/legal aid

41%			           47%

52%		          		       33%

45%			                  38%

36%			   45%

32%		               47%

40%		      	        28%

29%		           38%

20%	               41%

28%		         28%

20%	               33%

16%	        31%

14%	     31%

22%	                  14%

        26%	

7%     8%		 41%

At all

88%

85%

83%

81%

79%

68%

67%

61%

56%

53%

47%

45%

36%

30%

15%

Agree strongly

Agree slightly

Business challenges
How signi�cant are each of these challenges and threats to your current business?
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Still get a real buzz out of practicing law

Small �rms constantly need to evolve

Much harder to make a good living out of law

Spent much more time on admin than in the past

Small �rms need to up their game to survive

As a  sole practitioner we have to specialise to survive
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The main perceived challenges cut 
across all aspects of the business:

The most signi�cant is arguably 
securing new business (85%). 
There is simply less business 
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This is just a snapshot of the 
tactical day-to-day challenges 
and pressures.  In addition to 
this, there is the need to �nd the 
time to plan strategically for the 
future; especially as anticipated 
retirement dates may be being 
pushed further into the future. 
Time is needed to analyse whether 
their business is future proofed, 
or whether a change in direction is 
necessary.  Just fewer than 50% of 
the group surveyed view identifying 
new areas for diversi�cation as a 
major challenge. It is one that can 
all too easily get put on the back 
burner, however, until confronting 
the issue becomes inevitable. 

– ‘You are running to keep the 
money coming in and the machine 
running. It needs time to sit back 
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Job satisfaction and mindsets

“	I like the freedom I have got and the autonomy over my own 			 
	 career. It is as much freedom as you can get from being someone 	
	 who needs money to pay a mortgage. I have partners to whom 
	 I am accountable to; I work with them rather than against them...
	 I know friends who work for larger companies and they have no 		
	 autonomy whatsoever.” 
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This all begs the question of how 
these pressures are affecting 
the mindsets and con�dence of 
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Business health and con�dence

“	Tough. That is the overwhelming feeling of solicitors in small �rms. 	
	Times are tough. It was ok until the crash. When the crash came, 		
	markets disappeared.”
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The prevailing mood is more 
optimistic than may have been 
expected.  

It is clearly hard to stay very 
positive given the current 
economic backdrop, but many of 
our smaller companies feel that 
they have already weathered a 
signi�cant storm.
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Compared to a few years ago, 
when the downturn was initially 
felt, the majority ( just over 80%) 
describe the state of their business 
as either static (44%) or growing 
(39%). 

‘Not booming but not about to 
crash and burn’ is the underlying 
refrain we heard from our sample.  
However it’s signi�cant, though 
perhaps not surprising, that the 
proportion of �rms in decline 
is most marked amongst sole 
practitioners, where it accounts  
for 1 in 5.  

Con�dence in the future 
performance of their practice is 
inevitably boosted by the fact that 
they have successfully weathered 
the storm so far. 

As such, we see similar levels (i.e. 
4 out of 5) describing themselves 
as either very or quite con�dent 
about the future.  

Con�dence level looking forward
How would you describe your con�dence looking forward?

	 Very	 Quite	 Not very	 Not at all

14%

69%

-13%

17%

83%
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If we take a closer look at the 

pattern of ratings however, this 

so-called con�dence emerges 

as cautious rather than bullish –.

only 14% describe themselves as 

very con�dent, less than half the 

equivalent �gure recorded in the 

29 19survey amongst larger legal 

�rms. So the mood of this smaller 

sector is one of quiet and realistic.

optimism, in�uenced by past 

achievements, and can in no way 

be seen as gung-ho bravado.Their forward business projections 

appear to be founded on both 

their past performance and the 

appreciation that signi�cant 

changes will be needed to deliver 

against this expectation.  As such, 

almost 60% hope to grow across 

the next �ve years, with a fur ther  

1 in 3 settling for stability. “ंWe are aiming for growth and better ways of undertaking the work ंंthat we do. Making sure you convert what enquiries there are into ंंंfee paying work. And then retaining those clients. Clients have less ंंloyalty now than they used to have.”

5 year planThinking ahead 5 years, is the plan for the practice 

to grow, to continue to trade at a similar level, or to 

downsize?Growth58%Stability34%Decreas e6%Don’t know2%
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Adapting to thrive

“	I do enjoy what I do. If you get a good result in court, it is a 
	 buzz. But it is more dif�cult every year - and I can’t see it getting 			 
	 any easier.”
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Whatever their level of optimism 
looking forward, there seems to be 
a consensus that this will only be 
achieved with radical change. 

A reluctance to adapt is surely 
a recipe for failure, and those 
working for more traditional �rms 
seem frustrated at this refusal 
to move with the times. As one 
younger solicitor told us,

‘My colleagues are lovely but they 
need to up their game and make 
the business more streamlined.  
I think they are wasting money, 
they could do more but they are  
set in their ways’.

www.lexisweb.co.uk/blog/businessoflaw/BR
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Two thirds believe not only in the 
need for smaller �rms to ‘up their 
game’, but also in the imperative 
to specialise, especially as a sole 
practitioner. As one solicitor 
explained: ‘If you are alone the 
more specialised you are the 
better. You are your name and your 
goodwill. You become synonymous 
with the stuff you do. That is 
important.’

www.lexisweb.co.uk/blog/businessoflaw/BR
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This more progressive outlook 
is characterised by open-
mindedness about implementing 
change, in order to service this new 
legal landscape. These planned 
changes cut across many aspects 
of the business, but can be broadly 
grouped into three themes: the 
marketing of the business, more 
effective ways of dealing with 
cases, and staf�ng/servicing levels.

In marketing terms there is a 
widespread recognition of the 
need to invest further in web 
development (60%) as this is often 
an under-utilised resource. Just 
fewer than 70% also appreciate 
the need for greater networking in 
this new landscape, and this was a 

recurring theme across the depth 
interviews we conducted. ‘We as 
a �rm tend to be a bit insular and 
haven’t embraced these sorts of 
things’ was a typical observation, 
and it was recognised that this 
was a state of play which could 
not continue: ‘As a �rm we are 
not very connected and it is one 
of the things we have to improve. 
We accept we have to be part 
of things. We have never done 
seminars either or conferences. 
We will need to’. Unfortunately 
many, by their own admission, are 
still somewhat reticent in putting 
themselves more centre stage. 

Around 45% of �rms are also 
considering increasing their 

marketing budget, as most can no 
longer expect business to come in 
of its own accord. 

Changes in working practices 
are also on the cards to improve 
ef�ciency. Just over half are 
considering greater investment 
in processes and technology and 
62% are planning a review of their 
information sources, given the 
developments in services and 
platforms now available.

Staf�ng changes, albeit a 
lower priority, are also under 
consideration, given the onerous 
workload outlined earlier. Though 
employing in-house is the more 
common solution, almost 1 in 4 
is considering outsourcing as an 

approach. Anecdotally, those 
who had already gone down this 
route recognised the bene�ts of 
employing specialists and felt that 
their decision had already paid 
off. ‘We are buying in technology, 
we are recruiting the right people 
and we are investing in marketing 
through a guy we have taken as a 
part time marketing consultant. 
We are setting up a blog’.

Merging may also be a good 
strategic option, and is under 
consideration for around 1 in 4. 
Such a move can help with the 
sharing of responsibilities, and 
could also complement spheres 
of activity, as a form of staged or 
controlled diversi�cation.
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Ongoing compliance and SRA regulation

Accessing legal information cost-effectively

www.lexisweb.co.uk/blog/businessoflaw/BR
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Management summary 

Browbeaten but not downtrodden, this sector feels they bear the 
brunt of legislative and regulatory changes. Despite this, we found 
that a cautious optimism still prevails, alongside a continuing belief 
in their chosen career path.
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