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Survey methodology
Our national survey was carried out online and through telephone research in September 
and October 2021. 113 law firms in Ireland took part in the survey this year. The survey 
seeks to review current attitudes and enquire about key issues and market sentiment in 
the legal sector. Typical respondents are managing partners or a senior partner.

 
 

Total number of firms surveyed:  113

Survey in numbers

Top 20 firms   15

Mid-tier firms   62

Small firms   36

Interviewees

Managing Partner   73%

Senior Partner   11%

Functional Head   12%

 

 

By necessity, this briefing can only provide a short overview and it is essential to 
seek professional advice before applying the contents of this survey and report. 
No responsibility can be taken for any loss arising from action taken or refrained 
from on the basis of this publication.

Dublin firms 

64%
Regional firms 

36%
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L ittle did we know when 
we started this project 

back in 2012, in the period 
following the financial crash 
of 2008, that we would be 
writing our 10th edition as 
we emerge from a one in  
100-year event — the global 
COVID-19 pandemic.

Much has changed over the 10-
year period and as we look back. 
We can say that despite the 
financial crisis, new regulatory 
frameworks, Brexit, no Brexit, 
Brexit again and a global 
pandemic, we find law firms in 
Ireland well placed to survive 
and thrive. The profession has 
grown and the Top 30 firms have 
come through a period of scaling, 
increased specialisation and the 
arrival of UK and International 
firms through acquisition, lateral 
hiring and green field set ups.

The profession has time and 
again demonstrated its ability 
to weather major events and 
unforeseen disruption. The 
insights in this report reveal the 
challenges and opportunities 
for the legal sector as we move 
out of the global pandemic to a 
world of work hardly imagined 
before 2020. The pandemic 
brought challenges for every 
firm operating in professional 
practice and this continued 
through most of 2021. Our 10th 
annual survey reveals that legal 
firms have adapted, and in 
2021 are looking forward with 
increased confidence.

Smith & Williamson’s commitment 
to the Irish market as a top 10 
accounting, tax and financial 
services firm remains steadfast. 
I’m delighted to lead our 
professional practices team, 
which has been working closely 
over the last 12 months with 
many legal practices as they plan 
for their future. We have also 
recently worked on and delivered 
a report on ”The Future Way We 
Work” with the Young Members 
Committee of the Law Society 
of Ireland.

Smith & Williamson Ireland 
continues its role as European 
Hub for the Tilney Smith & 
Williamson Group enabling our 
firm to build on a sixty plus year 
heritage in Ireland.

Our professional practices team 
provides specialist accounting, 
tax, advisory, mergers and 
acquisition and succession 
planning services to Irish legal 
firms and professionals. The 
annual Smith & Williamson Survey 
of Law Firms In Ireland is a core 
part of our commitment to the 
legal sector in Ireland. We aim to 
build understanding and facilitate 
best practice.

The survey delivers key insights 
into the sector’s outlook and 
attitudes, performance and 
opportunities, talent and reward. 
I want to thank the partners and 
contributors who gave generously 
of their time to participate in 
the survey. I also thank Amárach 
Research for its independent work 
in conducting the research on 
our behalf. n

Foreword
10 Year Anniversary of the Survey of Law Firms in Ireland

Paul Wyse 
Managing Director, Professional Services

+353 (0)1 495 9553 
paul.wyse@smithandwilliamson.com
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"The annual Smith & Williamson Survey of 
Law Firms in Ireland is a core part of our 
commitment to the legal sector in Ireland."
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2021 has seen the return 
of some optimism and 

confidence in the sector and 
the start of the transition to a 
new normal.

The COVID-19 pandemic has 
driven employees out of offices 
to work from home. The return 
to the workplace is a chance 
to create a new more effective 
operating model that works 
for businesses and people 
navigating a world of increasing 
uncertainty, but as it stands there 
is a disconnect between how 
employers and their employees 
see the future. 

Business leaders have had to 
navigate a difficult and disruptive 
year with renewed lockdowns and 
surges in Covid cases. 

The one constant throughout 
this turbulent time is the need 
to learn, adapt and change. The 
COVID-19 crisis and subsequent 
move to hybrid working models 
accelerated the need for 
interpersonal and empathy skills, 
alongside effective leadership and 
project management.

The velocity of change is 
generating new forms of financial 
and operational risk as companies 
grapple with inflation, capacity 
constraints, and supply-chain 
disruptions.

The COVID-19 pandemic has 
changed attitudes to office work. 

Outlook 
In last year’s 
survey most firms 
(73%) viewed the 
outlook for 2021 

with some trepidation predicting 
a deterioration for the sector. 
It is pleasing to report however 
that most firms have seen an 
improvement for the sector over 
the last twelve months (43%) and 
31% seeing no change. Most firms 
(63%) are also anticipating an 
improvement in the outlook for 
the sector in 2022. 

Last year the economy was 
viewed as a key issue for the 
legal sector with concerns as to 
how the country could continue 
to afford the necessary but 
expensive Covid supports put in 
place by the Irish Government. 
This year has seen a significant 
reduction in firms (from 94% of 
firms to 35% of firms) expressing 
concerns about the economy 
with data better than expected. 
Instead, recruitment and 
retention of staff is the key 
concern, identified by all top 
20 firms and 70% of all firms 
in Dublin. 

Maintaining profitability continues 
to be a key concern for the 
sector as identified by almost 
one in two of all firms. Cyber-
risk is an increasing concern for 
one in three firms in the sector 
and almost one in two regional 
practises in the last year. 

Firm 
performance 
Almost half of all 
respondent firms 

reported an improved outlook for 
their firms over the last twelve 
months (47%) or that things 
remained the same (43%). This 
was a significant improvement on 
the 49% of firms that had stated 
they had suffered a deterioration 
in the last twelve months 
reported in our 2020 survey. Most 
firms now look forward to an 
improved outlook for their firms 
over the next twelve months 
(61%). Covid continues to impact 
negatively on the legal sector, 
according to 72% of all firms. 

Most firms continue to report that 
Covid has impacted negatively 
on their turnover, with 67% of all 
firms reporting turnover levels 
below pre-Covid levels and 58% 
reporting profits are still below 
pre-Covid levels. 

On a more positive note, 39% of 
all firms (53% of top 20 firms) 
reported an increase in their 
turnover over the last 12 months 
and 37% of all firms (53% of top 
20 firms) reported an increase 
in their profits over the last 12 
months. More than half of all 
firms that reported increases in 
revenues were showing increases 
in excess of 10%. 

Executive summary
Optimism returns as we head to a new normal 

“39% of all firms (53% of top 20 firms) reported an 
increase in their turnover over the last 12 month.”
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People, pay 
and reward 
Attracting and 
retaining talented 

professionals has re-emerged 
as a significant challenge for 
the top 20 firms and most firms 
based in Dublin. The pandemic 
had a significant impact on pay, 
with many firms implementing 
pay cuts. We asked firms that 
had imposed wage reductions 
in 2020 whether they had 
subsequently reinstated pay. Only 
3% of firms overall report they 
have not reinstated wage cuts 
implemented in 2020.

This year only 3% of firms (0% of 
top 20 firms) reported salary cuts 
compared to 34% of firms (60% of 
top 20) that implemented salary 
cuts in 2020. 

Firms have started to expand 
staff numbers once again over the 
last 12 months. Confidence has 
not returned to the levels seen 
over the pre-pandemic years, 
but there are signs of recovery 
with 35% of firms growing staff 
numbers over the last 12 months 
as against 22% of firms in 2020.

This year has seen a return to 
pay increases being awarded in 
almost half of all firms, while 
most of the remainder kept pay 
at the same levels. Most top 20 
firms (80%) reported increases 
in pay awards. The levels of pay 
increase amounted to more than 
6% in 57% of all firms where they 
paid and increase.

As economies reopen many 
companies plan to combine 
remote work with time in the 
office to get the best mix of 
productivity and collaboration. 
However, with employees feeling 
anxious and burned out, getting 
the balance right is critical. After 
a year of the COVID-19 pandemic 
people are re-examining and re-
evaluating their work lives.

Most top 20 firms are preparing to 
facilitate remote working going 
forward. Approximately one in 
three regional firms and one in 
five smaller Dublin firms state 
that they are unlikely to do so. 
We note that there has been an 
increasing focus by law firms on 
the well-being of their staff as 
reported in this year’s survey with 
50% of all firms seeing the need to 
invest more in the well-being of 
their staff (80% of top 20 firms). 

Mergers and 
acquisitions
There continues 
to be a consistent 

but low level of merger and 
acquisition discussions taking 
place in the Irish marketplace. 
Only one in five firms said they 
had initiated an approach to 
other firms with a view to a 
merger or acquisition in the last 
twelve months, while 34% of 
firms had received an approach. 
Most of these approaches were 
from local firms. Our own sense 
of the market is that there has 
being a significant uptick in 
this activity since mid 2021, as 
people reassess their priorities 
post-Covid.

More firms continue to adopt the 
LLP structure with 340 firms now 
having received approval from 
the Regulator including many top 
20 firms. 

Most top 20 Firms continue to 
use lateral hires as part of their 
growth strategies. 

Technology
The May 2021 
attack on 
Ireland’s public 

healthcare systems made it clear 
that no company is safe from 
Cyber-threat. There has been 
widespread media reporting on 
the increase in Cyber-attacks. 
Agile working has given rise 
to significant concern among 
employers, including law firms, 
as they have seen themselves 
as targets of increased activity. 
There have been reported 
incidences of attacks on transfers 
of monies from client accounts 
in law firms, causing financial 
loss to firms. Increased training 
and testing of staff have become 
vital tools in the battle with 
cyber criminals operating on a 
global basis. 

Cyber-risk is now seen as one 
of the biggest challenges facing 
firms over the next three years, 
as reported by 27 % of all firms 
(up from 7% in 2020). Most top 
20 firms (60%) are reporting 
cyber-attacks on their systems in 
2021. It is noteworthy that 62% of 
smaller firms in Dublin and 74% of 
regional firms are not reporting 
any such activity. 

“Confidence has not returned to the levels seen over the  
pre-pandemic years, but there are signs of recovery.”
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The majority of firms responded 
positively and proactively to agile 
working (73% and 93% of top 20), 
providing laptops or PC’s to their 
teams. Screens and computer 
accessories were provided by 
more than half of firms. Overall 
top 20 firms provided more 
resources to their teams. 28% 
of regional firms did not provide 
any equipment. A minority 
of firms provided additional 
internet capacity to staff working 
from home.

Our work with the Law Society 
of Ireland of “The Future Way 
We Work” survey indicates that 
82% of respondents were satisfied 
their employer had put in place 
the technology and tools required 
for remote working, with those 
working in large organisations 
more likely to have seen this 
(92%) than those in small firms 
(70%). Additionally, 90% of 
respondents indicated that they 
have adapted successfully to the 
technologies required to work 
remotely. 

COVID-19 
pandemic
The impact of 
Covid on the 
legal sector has 

continued to be largely negative 
over the last 12 months, as 
reported by 72% of all firms (94% 
in 2020), though it has had less 
of an impact than feared. This 
negative impact is diminishing 
and should reduce over the 
next 12 months with 41% of 
firms expecting a significant or 
moderately negative impact and 
42% of firms expecting no impact 
for the next 12 months. 

Most firms continue to report that 
Covid has impacted negatively on 
their turnover: 67% of all firms 
report turnover levels still below 
pre-Covid levels and 58% report 
profits below pre-Covid levels.

A reduced but still significant 
number of law firms have 
continued to use Covid related 
government support during 2021:

• 48% of all firms continued to 
use the Government’s wage 
subsidy schemes (regional 
firms 54%) down from 70% in 
2020.

• 29% of firms used tax 
warehousing and deferral of 
tax payments, down from 43% 
in 2020.

• More than one in three 
regional firms (36%) have 
stated that staff continued 
to use the pandemic 
unemployment payment in 
the last year, down from 50% 
in 2020. 

• Regional law firms are 
more likely to have used 
government restart supports 
(28%) compared to Dublin 
law firms, albeit the number 
of regional firms using these 
supports is significantly down 
from 63% in 2020.

There has been a noticeable 
reduction in the number of top 20 
firms using government support 
this year (47%) down from 60% 
in 2020. 

There has been a continued 
reduction of partner drawings in 
42% of firms. The deferral of pay 
reviews and appraisals continues 
to be widely used, while 36% of 
all firms continued to reduce 
their discretionary overhead 
spend (53% of top 20 firms). Those 
seeing a long term reduction in 
office space has reduced from 37% 
of all firms in 2020 to 19% of all 
firms in 2021. n

“The impact of Covid on the legal sector has continued to be largely 
negative over the last 12 months, as reported by 72% of all firms 
(94% in 2020), though it has had less of an impact than feared.”
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“More than one in three regional firms 
(36%) have stated that staff continued 
to use the pandemic unemployment 
payment in the last year, down from 
50% in 2020.”
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Survey highlights

Outlook
• Sector confidence has returned

 – More than 2 in 5 reported an improved outlook over the last twelve months 
(1 in 3 regional firms, 2 in 3 of the top 20 )

 – 1 in 3 regional firms saw the outlook deteriorating in the last 12 months

 – 2 in 3 firms see an improved outlook for the next twelve months (1 in 2 
regional firms, 9 in 10 of the top 20)

• Top challenges for the sector 

 – All firms — maintaining profitability 

 – Top 20 — recruitment and retention of talent

 – Smaller Dublin firms — pressure on fees

• 1 in 3 see Cyber-risk as a key issue (1 in 2 regional firms)

Firm performance
• Some recovery in firm performance

 – 39% experienced revenues recovering and increase in the last 
twelve months 

 – 37% experienced profits recovering and increase in the last twelve months

• Continued challenges for some firms

 – 29% experienced revenues decrease (2 in 3 in 2020)

 – 25% experienced profits decreasing last year (53% in 2020)

• For 2 in 3 turnover and profits are still below pre-Covid levels

• Levels of WIP and debtor Lock up have returned to more normal levels

People, pay and reward
• Most firms reinstated any Covid related salary cuts to pre-Covid levels 

• 1 in 2 firms increased pay levels during 2021 (80% of the top 20)

• 1 in 3 firms increased staff numbers (23% reduced staff number) 

• Top 5 firms grew solicitor numbers by 8%, the rest of the top 20 reduced 
numbers overall

• The “new normal” working arrangements are a key issue with most firms 
becoming more flexible

• There is a disconnect between how employers and employers see the 
workplace in the future
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Mergers and acquisitions
• Continued low level of M&A activity in the last 12 months 

• Succession looms large for smaller firms with equity partners seeking 
opportunities to access their capital 

• Top 20 firms continue to see lateral hiring as their best opportunity for growth 

• 1 in 3 top 20 firms see M&A as a potential strategy for future growth

• Significant uptake in LLP structure including top 20 firms

Technology
• 2 in 3 top 20 firms reported cyber-attacks with no significant impact

• 1 in 20 firms surveyed reported significant impacts from cyber-attacks

• Cybersecurity, is the top IT investment priority for 3 in 4 firms (100% of the 
top 20) 

COVID-19 pandemic
• The Covid pandemic continues to adversely impact law firms. 

 – Nearly 1 in 2 firms continued to avail of government supports in 2021

 – 29% of all respondent firms availed of tax warehousing/deferral of tax 
payments (43% in 2020)

 – 40% of top 20 firms availed of government supports in the last year down 
from 63% reported in 2020

 – More than 1 in 3 regional firms continued to avail of PUP 
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17

When summarising last 
year’s Covid impacted 

survey responses I finished 
on an optimistic note stating 
that if vaccines helped to 
limit the pandemic’s economic 
impact, and if a last minute 
Brexit trade deal was agreed, 
perhaps in hindsight the very 
negative sentiment expressed 
in the 2020 survey would 
prove to be overly pessimistic 
and there would be a rebound 
in confidence in 2021. 
Positively this has turned out 
to be the case.

The economy
The opening sentence of the 
latest Central Bank of Ireland 
(CBI) Quarterly Bulletin makes 
welcome reading. It succinctly 
outlines the economic outlook as 
follows, “as the easing of public 
health restrictions continues, the 
rebound in the Irish economy in 
recent months is expected to be 
followed by a sustained period of 
robust growth.” What a difference 
a year makes with the prior year 
CBI commentary referring to 
“a sudden and unprecedented 
contraction in economic activity”. 
A similar, understandable, 
pessimism was expressed by the 
legal community in our survey 
results in 2020.

Shortly after last year’s survey 
two key events occurred either 
side of Christmas, which were 
pivotal in providing a foundation 
for the recovery of the economy. 
Firstly, on Christmas Eve the 
British Government reached 
agreement with the EU in 
relation to their future trading 
relationship thereby avoiding a 
potentially damaging WTO Brexit. 
Secondly, and of even greater 
significance, five days later on 
29 December the first person in 
Ireland was vaccinated, paving 
the way for an eventual gradual 
reopening of the economy as the 
vaccine programme was rolled 
out across the population. To 
some extent it is easy now to 
take both events for granted, 
but had the EU and UK failed to 
reach agreement, and if effective 
vaccines remained elusive, the 
economic landscape could have 
looked quite different.

Although much uncertainty 
remains, and of course there has 
been a significant variance across 
different sectors of the economy, 
to date Ireland has weathered 
the Covid-related economic 
impact remarkably well. The 
understandable pessimism of last 
year, pre-vaccine roll out and UK/
EU agreement, has largely proved 
unwarranted and this is reflected 
in both the survey results and 
the economic forecasts for the 
Irish economy, albeit a number of 
downside risks still persist.

Outlook

Stephen Scott 
Director, Restructuring  
and Recovery
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Outlook

Forecast GDP growth of 15.3% for 
2021 (5.9% in 2020), compared 
to a possible contraction of the 
economy outlined in several 
previous downside forecasts, 
reflects this turnaround. 
Furthermore, the pace of 
recovery is demonstrated by the 
fact that the updated forecast 
for 2021 is almost double the 
8.3% predicted in the previous 
Quarter’s Bulletin. GDP growth is 
expected to moderate to 7.2% in 
2022 and 5.3% in 2023.

Given the shortcomings of GDP 
in an Irish context, Modified 
Domestic Demand (which strips 
out the significant distorting 
elements of multinational 
activity) is seen as a much 
better measure of the underlying 
domestic economy. After a 
contraction in 2020 of 4.9%, 
growth of 5.5% is forecast for 
2021 and 7.1% for 2022 before 
moderating back to 4.1% as 
economic conditions normalise. 
Consequently — and surprisingly 
given what the country and 
economy have been through — 
the CBI forecast that domestic 
activity will be back to pre-
pandemic levels by the end of 
2021. Personal consumption has 
been the primary driver of this 
growth following the easing of 
Government restrictions.

In line with other positive 
economic data, the labour market 
is continuing to recover, with 
those in receipt of Government 
support significantly declining and 
the CBI forecasting that 160,000 
jobs will be created by the end 
of 2023. The unemployment rate 
is forecast at 7.3% for 2021 and 
7.2% for 2022 before dropping 
back to 5.9% in 2023. Labour 
market dynamics will vary from 
sector to sector and will continue 
to be influenced by Covid fallout 
for some time.

Also as a result of Covid 
disruption the spectre of inflation 
has returned, driven primarily by 
a post pandemic surge in demand 
for goods, significant supply 
constraints (both product and 
labour) and energy price rises. 
The key question is whether such 
issues are temporary or will prove 
to be more persistent leading 
to the risk of a dangerous wage 
demand driven inflationary cycle. 
The CBI and the ECB both appear 
to remain sanguine at present, 
viewing the issue as temporary, 
with supply/demand imbalances 
resolving themselves and energy 
prices normalising, thus avoiding 
the need for interest rate rises. 
Inflation as calculated using the 
Harmonised Index of Consumer 
Prices (HICP) is forecast at 2.1% 
for 2021 increasing to 2.9% for 
2022 before falling back to 1.9% 
in 2023.

“Although much 
uncertainty remains, 
and of course there 
has been a significant 
variance across 
different sectors 
of the economy, 
to date Ireland 
has weathered 
the Covid related 
economic impact 
remarkably well.”
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• COVID-19 — The worst appears to be behind us but the recent elevated case 
numbers, and the consequent Government delay in fully relaxing restrictions, is a 
reminder that we are not fully out of the woods yet. After a faltering start Ireland 
now has in excess of 90% of the adult population vaccinated with boosters hopefully 
countering the risk of new variants. After the winter cold and flu season there will 
be optimism that we will see a full return to normality and the risk of any future 
full or partial lockdowns will recede. However, even if there is no further tightening 
of Government restrictions, the impact of Covid will still be felt in the short, 
medium and long term. Supply chain issues are yet to be resolved, the Government 
finances will take time to recover and a full unwinding of Government business 
supports and tax warehousing is still to take place. Additionally, the knock-on effect 
on various sectors of the economy (e.g. commercial property and travel) to changed 
consumer behavior and working patterns is still uncertain.

• Brexit — Despite the original referendum dating back to June 2016, we still don’t 
have any degree of certainty over the lasting impact of Brexit on UK/Irish trade. 
Following the triggering of Article 50 in March 2017, and the tortuous negotiations 
and approval process through the UK parliament, it was only following the signing 
of EU-UK Trade and Co-operation Agreement on 24th December 2020 that the 
transition period ended and the majority of the UK left the single market and 
customs union on 31 December 2020. While that avoided the UK crashing out on 
WTO rules many questions remain unanswered. Will the Northern Ireland Protocol 
issues be resolved? Could the UK trigger Article 16? Will Northern Ireland face 
further political instability? Could the whole agreement unravel? Additionally, 
notwithstanding the NI issues, with the impact of the pandemic delaying any proper 
assessment of the post Brexit trading world, it may be some time yet before the 
impact of Brexit can be properly assessed.

• Tax harmonisation — Despite long resistance, Ireland eventually succumbed to 
international pressure to agree to give up its much protected and treasured red 
line 12.5% Corporate Tax rate. The OECD brokered deal sets a minimum corporation 
tax rate of 15% for multinationals with revenues in excess of €750m. Although 
Ireland secured the removal of the words “at least” 15% the risk is that this will be 
the thin end of the wedge particularly as the EU continues to push for further tax 
harmonisation beyond the headline rate. The implementation plan for the OECD 
agreement will take some time to implement but it is predicted that it could come 
into force at some point in 2023. The mantra that Ireland offers much more to 
multinationals than a low tax rate will be put to the test.

Although the outlook is positive, noting the tumultuous events of recent years there remains a higher than normal 
level of uncertainty, with a number of active variables in both the short and medium term that could affect the 
future performance of the Irish economy. These factors include:
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• Climate change — The ascent of environmental issues up the political and 
economic agenda is set to continue. The recent COP26 UN summit has firmly put 
environmental issues on the front pages in recent weeks and the move from talks 
and promises (or “blah blah blah” as Greta Thunberg would maintain) to binding 
agreements with consequences will increasingly have a direct and immediate 
economic impact. In line with the EU’s “European Green Deal” and the Paris 
Agreement, Ireland’s Climate Action and Low Carbon Development (Amendment) 
Act 2021 was passed into law in July 2021. The Act maps Ireland’s transition to 
a climate-neutral economy no later than 2050 with strict new rules, five year 
carbon budgets and Minister accountability. Difficult decisions lie ahead but 
opportunities too.

• Global economy — The latest IMF World Economic Outlook projects growth in the 
global economy of 5.9% in 2021 and 4.9% in 2022. This is a slight downward (0.1%) 
revision from its previous forecast as a result of supply disruptions in advanced 
economies and worsening pandemic dynamics in low income developing countries. 
Beyond 2022 global growth is projected to moderate to about 3.3% over the 
medium term. 

• Political uncertainty — Although the next general election is likely to be some time 
away (on or before 20 February 2025), with Sinn Fein currently riding high in the 
polls the shape of the next government and the consequent direction of economic 
policy will be subject to much speculation and uncertainty in the interim. 

• Public finances — The CBI notes that Covid-related spending, as well as a planned 
fiscal expansion in other areas (e.g. addressing the housing crisis and investment 
linked to the aforementioned climate plan), will bring ongoing risks to the public 
finances. Although recent exchequer returns have been strong it will be some time 
until the Covid-related damage to the Government balance sheet has been fully 
repaired. Additionally, the Government will closely monitor the impact of the OECD 
minimum tax rate when it comes into effect.

• Interest rates — Despite potential inflationary pressures, ECB interest rates are 
expected to remain around their present historically low levels for some time 
so long as the current price pressures prove to be temporary. However, should 
monetary intervention be required earlier and to a greater extent than currently 
expected, Irish borrowers may have to re-adjust their household budgets and there 
would be significant wider implications for the Irish economy. 
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The last 12 months
Last year I finished on an optimistic note stating that 
if vaccines helped to limit the pandemic’s economic 
impact, and if a last-minute Brexit trade deal was 
agreed, perhaps in hindsight the very negative 
sentiment expressed in the 2020 survey would prove 
to be overly pessimistic and there would be a rebound 
in confidence in 2021. Pleasingly and positively, this 
has turned out to be the case.

Last year, due to the unprecedented nature of the 
COVID-19 crisis, for the first time since the inception 
of the survey no respondents thought that the 
outlook had “improved” over the last 12 months. 
This year there has been a significant bounce back 
in confidence with 43% of respondents stating that 
the position had “improved”. There was also a 
commensurate reduction in those who felt the outlook 
had “deteriorated” (from 80% in 2020 to 26% in 2021) 
and those who felt sentiment “remained stable” 
increased from 20% to 31%. The view outside Dublin 
is slightly more negative with 33% of firms responding 
that the position had “improved” as opposed to 49% in 
the Capital. 

Given the low benchmark set last year an increase in 
positive outlook was almost inevitable. However, the 
success of the vaccine roll out and the resilience of 
the Irish economy have undoubtedly contributed to 
the scale of the turnaround. Looking over the five-
year timescale there is a clear pattern of relative 
stability from 2016 to 2018 before the last three 
years rollercoaster precipitated by Brexit and Covid-
related volatility.

The top 20 firms’ responses show a similar return 
to positivity in relation to the last 12 months, 
indeed with an even more pronounced upside. 67% 
of the larger firms who responded felt the outlook 
“improved”, following two years of very negative 
responses (7% in 2019 and 27% in 2020). Those top 20 
firms believing the year “remained stable” was similar 
to the previous year at one in four, and firms who 
thought the last 12 months had seen a deterioration 
decreased from 73% last year to only 7% in 2021.

When asked specifically about the impact of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, 18% of all firms believed Covid 
had a “significantly negative” impact (56% in 2020) 
and 54% a “moderately negative” impact (38% in 2020) 
indicating the declining concern around Covid impact 
on the economy as the Government restrictions were 
gradually relaxed and worst case scenarios failed 
to materialise. 

The next 12 months
Looking forward to the next 12 months, responses 
to the survey show a similar pattern to that outlined 
above with the negativity of last year giving way to 
a more positive forward outlook as we look ahead to 
full post-pandemic normality — albeit a new normal in 
many respects.

The has been a significant increase in those firms 
believing the next 12 months will improve (9% in 2020 
to 63% in 2021). As a result, there is a very significant 
decrease in those who believe the outlook will 
“deteriorate” over the next year (from 73% in 2020 to 
12% in 2021) and a sizable cohort believe the sector 
will “remain stable” increasing from 18% in 2020 to 
25% in 2021. Again, the outlook outside Dublin for the 
next twelve months is slightly more negative with 
51% of firms expecting the position to “improve” as 
opposed to 69% of Dublin based practices. 

There is a radical shift in sentiment in the top 20 
firms in relation to the next twelve months with 87% 
of firms expecting the sector to improve, compared 
to only 13% in 2020, Those top 20 firms who feel the 
sector will “deteriorate” went from over half in 2020 
to a position where none of the larger firms expect 
the position to get worse.

On balance, the respondents believe the impact of 
COVID-19 will diminish further in the next twelve 
months: 41% percent of firms believe it will continue 
to have a negative impact compared to 96% last year. 
Interestingly, and perhaps prematurely, 42% of firms 
believe it will have “no impact” going forward, an 
increase of 39% from last year. 

Outlook
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Top three key issues facing the legal sector over the next 3 years

When asked to identify the top three issues facing 
the legal sector over the next three years, it is clear 
that legal firms are not immune from resurgent labour 
market issues in the wider economy. Recruitment 
& retention of staff is the top issue, highlighted 
by 57% of firms, up five places from last year when 
it was an issue for only 14% of firms. Supply and 
demand challenges, flexibility working, geographical 
relocation, new entrants in the market — along with 
the so called “great resignation” are key elements in 
this context as employees reassess their career plans 
post pandemic.

Maintaining profitability (47%,60% in 2020) and 
pressure on fees (43%, 42% in 2020) perennially 
feature in the top issues for legal firms and this year’s 
findings are consistent. Although the economy is 
still flagged by 35% of respondents, this represents a 
significant fall from last year when it was an issue for 
94% of respondents at the height of pre-vaccine Covid. 
Also of note is that Cyber-risk moves up four places, 
from only 2% to 35%, perhaps representing both the 
increasing dependence on IT with staff working from 
home and the greater frequency and sophistication of 
cyber-attacks. 

Movement 
from 2020

All firms Top 20 All firms 
Dublin

Ex-Dublin

(1) Recruitment & retention of staff  5 57% 100% 70% 31%

(2) Maintaining profitability  47% 47% 45% 51%

(3) Pressure on fees  1 43% 27% 49% 33%

(4) Economy  3 35% 47% 35% 36%

(5) Cyber-risk  4 35% 33% 28% 46%

(6) Managing cash flow  3 32% 7% 30% 36%

(7) Adopting new technologies  19% 20% 15% 26%

(8) New forms of competition  12% 20% 11% 15%

(9) Other  11% 0% 9% 13%
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There is a significant divergence in the view of top 
20 firms compared to the sector in general. For these 
firms, recruitment and retention of staff appears 
to be the most acute issue, a concern for 100% of 
the top 20 firms (57% for all firms). Other issues of 
materially greater concern for the larger firms include 
the economy (47% compared to 35%) and new forms 
of competition (20% compared to 12%). In contrast, 
reported key issues for all firms are materially higher 
in relation to managing cash (25% higher at 32%) and 
pressure on fees (16% higher at 43%). 

Finally, in relation to firms in Dublin and those 
elsewhere in the country, the most significant 
difference relates to recruitment, where 70% of Dublin 
firms believe this is a key issue and 31% of the regional 
firms see this as a key concern. Interestingly Dublin 
firms feel greater competitive pressure with 49% of 
Dublin firms highlighting pressure on fees as opposed 
to 33% of firms outside the capital. Conversely, cyber-
risk is seen as a more acute concern outside Dublin at 
46% as opposed to 28% in the capital. Finally, 26% of 
firms outside of Dublin list adopting new technology as 
opposed to 15% of firms based in Dublin. n

“...it is clear that legal 
firms are not immune 
from resurgent labour 
market issues in the 
wider economy.”

Outlook
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Firm performance

2 020 was a significant shock 
to the Irish economy. The 

legal sector faced the same 
significant challenges faced 
by most businesses during 
the pandemic. It is clear that 
the legal sector’s fortunes 
have recovered markedly 
over the last twelve months 
but our survey suggests some 
challenges remain.

Outlook 
A year on from our last survey, 
the outlook for firms has changed 
dramatically. Last year 49% of all 
firms’ believed the outlook had 
deteriorated and only 8% saw an 
improved outlook for the previous 
12 months. These results are 
almost flipped for 2021 with a 
significant change in sentiment: 
47% noted an improved outlook 
and just 10% believing it 
deteriorated. It is heartening to 
see that a stronger outlook for 
firms with the pessimism we saw 
12 months ago easing. 

When examining the recent 
trend, the improved outlook 
had been decreasing year on 
year from a high of 70% in 2015 
to 46% in 2019. This decreased 
dramatically as a result of the 
pandemic in 2020 to 8% and we 
are pleased to report that there 
has been a significant rebound 
in 2021 as sentiment returns to 
more normal levels. Those who 
see a deteriorating outlook has 
reduced dramatically, while those 
seeing the outlook as stable has 
remained on trend at more than 
four in 10 firms. 

As firms look forward to the next 
12 months, sentiment has become 
much more positive. Overall, 61% 
of firms surveyed see an improved 
outlook for the next 12 months, 
coming from a record low of 15% 
in 2020.

Harman Murtagh 
Senior manager, Restructuring  
and Recovery
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The top 20 firms have recovered more quickly than most firms with 67% of 
them reporting an improved outlook for the last twelve months versus 47% of 
all firms. The top 20 firms are much more confident on the 12 months ahead 
with 87% suggesting that they will see better times ahead. Dublin-based firms 
seem to be more optimistic than regional firms when looking to the next 
twelve months.
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“Dublin-based firms 
seem to be more 
optimistic than 
regional firms when 
looking to the next 
twelve months.”
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Firm’s revenues
Most firms (63%) saw a significant 
reduction in turnover in 2020. 
The results of this year’s survey 
suggest that there has been some 
stabilisation, with two in three 
of all firms reporting either an 
increased (39%) or a steady (29%) 
top line figure when compared to 
2020. However, two in three firms 
report that their turnover levels 
are still behind pre-Covid levels. 

Of the firms reporting an increase 
in revenue, the majority (57%) 
have reported increases of 
over 10% this year. While this is 
positive, it may be that these 
firms are simply reporting a 
return to more normal trading 
patterns . While one in four of 
the top 20 firms are reporting 
increases in turnover of 10% or 
more, 73% are still reporting 
turnover levels below pre-
pandemic levels. Where firms 
have reported turnover decreases 
(29% of firms) this year they are 
often significant (greater than 
10%). Where firms reported an 
increase in turnover this year 
(39%), more than one in two 
are seeing an increase in excess 
of 10%. 

Profitability
When considering profitability, 
many firms have seen a reduction 
in overheads as a result of 
reduced spending on items 
such as travel, marketing and 
business development. Many firms 
have also relied on government 
supports. This had reduced the 
impact of lower turnover, with 
only one in two firms reporting 
decreases in profitability in 2020. 
This has reduced to one in four 
firms this year. 

Two in three of firms reporting 
decreasing profits this year have 
stated that these decreases 
are in excess of 10%. Most firms 
reported an increase (37%) 
or stabilisation (35%) of their 
profits in the current year. Two in 
three firms reporting increasing 
profits this year are stating 
that profitability is up by more 
than 10%. Most firms (58%) are 
reporting that their profits are 
still below pre-Covid levels. 

It is clear that there are still real 
challenges for law firms. Almost 
two out of three firms (61%) 
cited maintaining profitability as 
one of the three biggest issues 

Firm revenues in the past 12 months

All firms Top 20 firms

2019 2020 2021 2019 2020 2021

Increased 65% 16% 39% 87% 20% 53%

Remained the same 23% 21% 29% 13% 33% 27%

Decreased 10% 63% 29% 0% 47% 20%

Don't know 2% 0% 3% 0% 0% 0%

Firm profits in the past 12 months

All firms Top 20 firms

2019 2020 2021 2019 2020 2021

Increased 53% 21% 37% 67% 27% 53%

Remained the same 33% 23% 35% 20% 27% 40%

Decreased 12% 53% 25% 7% 40% 7%

Don't know 2% 3% 3% 6% 6% 0

facing their firm in the medium 
term. Unsurprisingly Covid 
remains a key factor impacting 
performance, but its impact 
has decreased with only 42% of 
firms identifying it as a key issue 
for their firm in the last twelve 
months (2020: 71%). 

Actions taken by firms to 
improve performance
72% of firms took advantage of 
the Temporary Wage Subsidy 
Scheme during 2020. Almost one 
in two firms continued to rely on 
these subsidies during 2021.One 
in three regional firms continued 
to rely on the pandemic 
unemployment payments during 
2021. 

While more than one in two firms 
(58%) reported that they had 
availed of government supports 
during 2021, that support was 
relied on to a greater extent by 
regional firms (67%) and less so by 
top 20 firms (47%).

Many firms continued to look at 
ways of improving their bottom 
line during the year with 42% 
of firms (60% of top 20 firms) 
continuing to benefit from 

Annual Survey of Law Firms in Ireland 2021/2022
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For top 20 firms, lateral hires 
continue to be seen as the major 
opportunity for their firms (80%). 
73% of these firms also see a 
focus on specialist sectors as 
a key opportunity. These two 
opportunities dominate. While 
mergers & acquisitions were 
certainly off the agenda for top 20 
firms in 2020 (7%), it is now seen as 
a strategic option for one in three 
of these firms.

Action taken to help firm performance

2020 2021

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

Re
du

ce
d o

pe
ra

tin
g c

os
ts

En
ga

ge
d p

ro
fe

ssi
on

al 
ad

vis
or

s/

th
ird

 pa
rty

 su
pp

or
t

Ta
rg

et
ed

 ne
w m

ar
ke

ts

Ch
an

ge
d b

us
ine

ss 
pr

oc
es

s(e
s) 

to
 be

 m
or

e e
ffi

cie
nt

Out
so

ur
ce

d a
dm

ini
str

at
ion

/
fin

an
ce

Use
 of

 go
ve

rn
men

t s
up

po
rts

Inc
re

as
ed

 fe
es

Inc
re

as
ed

 sa
les

/

mar
ke

tin
g e

ffo
rts

Di
sc

ou
nt

ed
/r

ed
uc

ed
 fe

es
/

ag
re

ed
 to

 m
or

e f
ixe

d f
ee

s

Int
ro

du
ce

d n
ew

 se
rv

ice
s

All firms 2020 All firms 2021 Top 20  2020 Top 20  2021

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Investment in 
technology 

firms

Focus on 
specialist 
sectors

Investment in 
business 

development 
and marketing

Expansion of 
service 
offering

Merger or 
acquisition of 

other law 
firms

Lateral 
Hires

Outsourcing 
business 
functions

Main areas of opportunity over the next three years

reducing/reduced operating costs 
in the last twelve months. Two 
in three of all firms surveyed 
changed business processes to be 
more efficient. 

Business opportunities
The majority of firms see focusing 
on specialist sectors as a key 
strategic opportunity for them in 
the next two to three years. It 
is the top area (59% (2020: 69%)) 
identified as an opportunity. 
Almost one in two firms identified 
investing in business development 
and marketing as a key 
opportunity for their firm. This 
ranked as the highest opportunity 
by 56% of regional firms. Almost 
one in two firms (44%) recognised 
investment in technology as a key 
opportunity for their firms going 
forward. 

Many firms continue to see 
expanding their service offering 
as a key tenet of their strategy to 
retain client work (42%). 

“Many firms continue 
to see expanding 
their service offering 
as a key tenet of 
their strategy to 
retain client work.”

Firm performance



Key issues 
Last year, Ireland’s economic 
performance was seen as the key 
issue for most firms. This concern 
has decreased significantly, with 
20% (2020: 66%) of respondents 
seeing the economy as a key 
concern for their firms in 2021. 
Maintaining profitability is the most 
significant challenge firms see for 
themselves over the next two to 
three years (61%). 

Recruitment and retention of 
staff has become an increasing 
concern, cited by 51% of firms in 
2021, up from 20% in 2020. One of 
the consequences of the pandemic 
has been individuals reassessing 
their professional lives. ‘The Great 
Resignation’ has caused firms to 
be worried. This is particularly 
evident among top 20 Firms, where 
80% reference recruitment and 
retention of staff as their biggest 
concern. One in three top 20 firms 
have identified new competition 
from international and UK Law 
firms, plus the Big 4 accounting 
firms as a key issue for them for 
the future.

Downward pressure on fees (42%) 
is a key concern for non top 20 
firms in Dublin and regional firms. 
Managing succession (26%) has been 
referenced as a key challenge for 
these firms also.

Cyber-risk (27%) has become a 
greater concern as staff continue 
to work remotely and attacks 
on solicitor practices become 
more targeted. 

Key issues facing all firms

Maintaining
profitability

Downward 
Pressure 
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and retention 
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"Cyber-risk (27%) has 
become a greater 
concern as staff 
continue to work 
remotely..."
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Lock-up
Last year, lock-up deteriorated 
across the sector compared to 
2019. This year’s survey suggests 
a return to more normal levels of 
debtors and WIP. This has been 
assisted by client businesses 
recovering and more remote 
court hearings taking place to 
progress matters in the last 
twelve months. Last year, over 
a quarter of all firm’s recorded 
debtors’ days greater than 90. 
This has decreased to 14% in 
2021 back to the levels reported 
in 2019. In 2019, WIP aged over 
90 days accounted for 50%. This 
increased to 59% in 2020 but 
has rebounded to 52% in 2021. 
It shows that the actions taken 
by firms from the onset of Covid 
have been successful in staving 
off cashflow issues. 

The top 20 Firms’ lock up position 
is slightly different. Debtor 
days have not recovered to 
pre-pandemic levels with 20% 
remaining static year-on-year 
from 2020 to 2021. There has 
been a decrease in aged WIP 
over 90 days from a high of 59% 
in 2020. This decreased to 40% 
in 2021. n

All firms

Debtors Work in progress

2019 2020 2021 2019 2020 2021

Up to 30 days 21% 15% 19% 3% 5% 5%

31-60 days 31% 24% 28% 13% 7% 12%

61-90 days 30% 32% 30% 28% 23% 22%

91-120 days 8% 13% 7% 14% 18% 23%

121+ days 6% 13% 7% 36% 41% 29%

Don’t know 4% 3% 9% 6% 6% 9%

Top 20

Debtors Work in progress

2019 2020 2021 2019 2020 2021

Up to 30 days 0% 7% 0% 0% 0% 0%

31-60 days 13% 7% 20% 0% 7% 7%

61-90 days 74% 66% 60% 40% 27% 53%

91-120 days 13% 13% 13% 27% 32% 27%

121+ days 0% 7% 7% 20% 27% 13%

Don’t know 0% 0% 0% 13% 7% 0%

Our view:
After a very difficult 2020, this year has seen a moderate recovery by 
many firms in the sector. However, it is clear that the sector has not 
fully recovered to the levels reported in 2019. Since our last report 
and after a slow start, the Irish government has been successful 
in its roll out of the COVID-19 vaccine. As a consequence, society 
has gradually reopened and the economy is performing better than 
expected. Government support has been critical for many firms during 
the last 18 months and has enabled the sector to recover somewhat 
from the shocks of 2020 

The swift actions taken by firms last year to address the immediate 
cashflow difficulties have seen many of them weather the storm and 
recover. Actions such as reducing employee costs, partner drawings 
and Government support have helped them do so. Having done the 
hard work, retention of key staff has once again become a priority for 
managing partners. Firms will have to show flexibility.

Firm performance
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People, pay and reward

M ost law firms in Ireland are 
small operations with 91% 

having five or fewer solicitors 
in the practice. Indeed, 44% of 
practices are a single solicitor 
operation according to the 
Law Society of Ireland Annual 
Report 2020. The sector has 
significant opportunities for 
consolidation, helped by the 
advent of Limited Liability 
Partnerships, which bring the 
advantages of specialisation, 
efficiencies, better management 
of regulatory issues and 
longer-term succession and 
retirement planning.

There are only 30 law firms in 
Ireland employing more than 20 
solicitors and the top 20 firms 
account for 2,873 solicitors or 24% 
of all solicitors. Indeed, the Top 
five firms (by number of solicitors) 
have grown by 8% on average in 
the numbers of solicitors in the 
last year compared to less than 2% 
among the rest of the Top 30 firms. 
This suggests a growing share of the 
market by the Top five firms.

Preferences around 
remote working 
In our technology section we 
examine how firms’ investment 
in technology is enabling the 
transformation of working 
arrangements with law firms. 
However, technology is an enabler 
and law firms rely on their people 
to deliver services to clients. In 
our 2020 report, law firms reported 
being able to move successfully 
to remote working arrangements 
by necessity. This year we have 
the opportunity to see just how 
sticky these work practices have 
become and whether they are 
likely to be the start of more far-
reaching changes.

Our survey this year reveals that 
a reducing number of firms — 24%, 
as compared to 32% in 2020 — 
are unlikely to facilitate remote 
working going forward. Most 
firms have a progressive attitude 
to remote working, a position 
highly unlikely pre-pandemic. It 
is notable that the top 20 firms 
are likely to be more flexible 
than smaller firms with 86% “very 
likely” or “definitely” facilitating 
remote working. Firms outside 
Dublin are more conservative, 
with a third unlikely to facilitate 
remote working.

Marc Lowry 
Head of Business Development
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In our survey carried out for 
the Law Society Young Members 
Committee “The Future Way 
We Work” we found that 
qualified solicitors have various 
preferences for remote working 
arrangements -82% expressed 
a preference for working from 
home, frequently or sometimes. 
Only 5% wanted full time at home 
and 13% infrequently or never. 

There remains some disconnect 
between the management teams 
at law firms and their qualified 
solicitors. Firms will need to 
address this through well thought-
out strategies and policies. The 
survey of qualified solicitors also 
found that, “almost two thirds 
(64%) of respondents stated that 
the provision of remote working 
arrangements would influence 
whether they will remain with 
their firm/employer. This figure 
was higher among women (69%) 
than men (55%).” 

It is likely that those firms 
that provide flexible working 
arrangements will be able to 
attract and retain key staff and 
gain competitive advantage in the 
war for talent. 

Staff numbers
Most firms (78%) reported in last 
year’s survey that they had reduced 
or maintained staff numbers. It is 
pleasing to report that there has 
been a return of confidence in the 
sector and some recovery in hiring 
over the last 12 months. It is still 
not at the confidence levels seen 
in the pre-pandemic years, but 
there are signs of recovery with 
35% of firms growing staff numbers 
over the last 12 months, as against 
22% of firms in 2020. Those firms 
where there were decreasing 
staff numbers is well above the 
10% trend line pre- pandemic at 
23% of firms, but this is a sharp 
improvement on the 34% reported 
last year. Among the top 20 firms, 
40% reported increasing staff 
numbers this year with a third 
decreasing staff numbers and 27% 
remaining the same.

Overall, 12% of firms (29% in 2020) 
expect reduced headcount to 
last for the foreseeable future. 
Looking forward to the next 12 
months, confidence is certainly 
evident with many firms indicating 
they will increase staff numbers 
over the next 12 months. Most 
top 20 firms (80%) are expecting 
to increase their staff numbers in 
the next twelve months with the 
remainder expecting no change in 
staff numbers. Nearly six in 10 firms 
expect to increase staff numbers 
in the next 12 months. Dublin firms 
are slightly more optimistic about 
growth than regional firms.

Will your firm increase staff numbers in the next 12 months?

2021 Top 20 Dublin Ex-Dublin

Increase 59% 80% 62% 54%

Decrease 2% 0 3% 0

Remain the same 36% 20% 34% 41%

Don't know 3% 0 1% 5%

Staff number trend analysis
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“Dublin firms are 
slightly more 
optimistic about 
growth than 
regional firms.”

People, pay and reward
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Trainees
Most firms (73%) reported taking on the same number of trainees this 
year as last with 23% reporting increased trainee numbers, compared 
to 21% last year and 29% in 2019. The top 20 firms are back on track in 
terms of appetite for trainees with increases in headcount in over half 
of these firms (20% in 2020 and 53% in 2019). Few firms report reducing 
trainee numbers. 

All firms Top 20 Dublin Ex-Dublin

Increase 23% 53% 28% 13%

Remained the same 73% 40% 68% 85%

Decreased 4% 7% 4% 2%

Looking ahead, the appetite of firms for taking on trainees is positive over 
the next 12 months with just over a quarter of firms indicating increases 
and two thirds indicating they will take on the same number of trainees. 
Top 20 firms remain confident, with 93% indicating they will increase 
or maintain trainee numbers. The sector has been constrained by the 
relatively small number of graduates coming through the university system 
in recent years. It appears that firms will face a more challenging and 
competitive environment for graduate talent in the coming 12 months.

Expected change in the number of trainees taken on in the next 12 months

All firms Top 20 Dublin Ex-Dublin

Increase 27% 47% 27% 26%

Decrease 7% 6% 11% 0%

Remain the same 66% 47% 62% 74%

Vacancies
Unsurprisingly last year we 
reported that there were fewer 
vacancies in the sector. Vacancy 
levels reported by firms had 
dipped marginally with nearly six 
in ten firms indicating they had 
no vacancies. Vacancy levels have 
recovered significantly with fewer 
firms (46%) indicating no vacancies 
in 2021 and 54% of firms reporting 
vacancies. There is particularly 
strong demand in the capital and 
among all of the top 20 firms, 
with 54% reporting they have five 
or more vacancies. Regional firms 
are clearly in recovery mode, 
with nearly two in five reporting 
vacancies compared to 13% this 
time last year.
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“Looking ahead, the 
appetite of firms for 
taking on trainees 
is positive over the 
next 12 months with 
just over a quarter 
of firms indicating 
increases and two 
thirds indicating they 
will take on the same 
number of trainees.”
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Executive summary

Recruitment and 
retention
The war for talent is back on 
after the shock of the pandemic, 
which saw only 14% of firms 
report the recruitment and 
retention of staff as a key issue 
facing the legal sector. Looking 
into 2022, this is now the number 
one issue identified by firms 
for the sector in the medium 
term. This figure is significantly 
higher than in 2018 (46%) and 
2019 (42%). All of the top 20 
firms see this as the key issue, 
putting it significantly above all 
other issues. 

Outside the top 20 firms, the main 
issue identified by firms continues 
to be maintaining profitability.

Pay and reward
Non-partner pay in the legal 
sector dramatically changed 
course in 2020 with 74% (80% top 
20) of firms reporting that staff 
salaries were either static or fell 
in 2020. In 2021 salaries revived, 
with 47% of firms reporting pay 
increases. Notably, four in five 
of the top 20 increased salaries. 
Most regional firms reported no 
change in pay rates during 2021. 

It also appears that where 
increases were awarded they 
were well above reported 
inflation, a reflection of 
higher vacancy levels and 
the importance given to the 
recruitment and retention of 
staff. Of the 47% of firms that 
increased pay in 2021, nearly 
nine in ten of those firms paid 
increases of 4% or higher. It is 
noteworthy that all regional firms 
who awarded pay increases paid 
4% or higher. We would strike a 
note of caution: these figures 
may well be inflated by some 
firms reinstating pay to pre-
pandemic levels.

This year only 3% of firms 
reported salary cuts as normal 
operations resumed -34% of firms 
(60% of top 20) had implemented 
salary cuts in 2020. Only 3% 
of firms overall report they 
have not reinstated wage cuts 
implemented in 2020.

Significant non-partner pay 
increases have been a factor for 
firms for some years and this 
year’s survey results show that 
salary pressures have well and 
truly returned as an issue for law 
firm management teams.

Partner reward
As lateral hiring and employee 
mobility have resumed, it has 
forced firms to raise pay to retain 
talent. Adding remote working 
into the mix opens a pool of 
talent with fewer constraints 
on location. 

A third of all firms deferred 
partner distributions in 2020 
and more than half reduced 
drawings. In a small number of 
cases there was a call on partners 
for additional capital. In 2021, 
all firms report that they are not 

deferring partner distributions. 
However, 42% (33% top 20) have 
continued with reduced partner 
drawings in 2021. 

Diversity
The results of our survey shows 
that 65% (61% in 2020) of firms 
have a diversity and inclusion 
policy in place — and 100% of 
the top 20 firms. This represents 
a significant improvement over 
2019, where only 43% of firms had 
this type of policy in place (93% 
of top 20 firms in 2019). n
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Mergers and acquisitions 

L LP take up continues to 
increase and we expect 

M&A activity in the legal 
sector to increase.

Limited Liability 
Partnerships (“LLP’s”)
There has been a noticeable 
increase in the number of firms 
that have registered and been 
approved by the Legal Services 
Regulatory Authority as LLPs in 
the last 12 months. The numbers 
of firms approved has increased 
from 226 as referenced in last 
year’s report to 340 firms at 
the time of writing this year’s 
report (31st October 2021) with a 
noticeable increase in the number 
of top 20 firms now approved. 

It is also noteworthy that in this 
year’s survey the number of LLP 
respondent firms has increased to 
41% of the total firms surveyed. 
Excluding sole practitioners 
who are ineligible to practice 
as LLPs, it means that for the 
first time the majority of the 
firms who responded to this 
year’s survey are LLPs (58%). This 
includes 60% of the top 20 firms 
that responded. 

Nearly 60% of firms structured 
as general partnerships that 
responded to our survey 
confirmed that they are in 
the process of seeking to be 
authorised as an LLP by the 
Regulator. 

Merger and acquisition 
activity levels
There continues to be a low 
level of M&A activity in the Irish 
marketplace. This year’s survey 
confirms that there has been a 
reduction in the level of merger 
and acquisition activity and 
discussions during the pandemic. 

Covid has no doubt impacted on 
the level of engagement between 
firms regarding mergers with 
obvious restrictions on physical 
meetings taking place. As a 
result, the number of firms that 
reported making approaches 
to other firms reduced slightly 
to 20% this year from 25% pre-
Covid. A similar reduction in firms 
receiving an approach from other 
firms (34%) was also reported, 
which is down from the Pre-Covid 
levels reported by firms — at 50% 
in 2019.

Denise Kinsella 
Senior manager, Advisory

Respondents practice structure
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International firms and 
UK firms entering the 
Irish marketplace
Over recent years we have seen 
a significant increase in the 
number of large international 
and UK firms entering the 
Irish Marketplace, especially 
in the pre-Brexit era. These 
international and larger UK 
firms are seen as more of a 
competitive threat by the top 
20 firms. Many top 20 firms had 
received approaches pre-Covid 
and Brexit from these firms. The 
only significant merger completed 
was the Fieldfisher merger with 
McDowell Purcell. Clarkhill 
also completed acquisitions 
of the O’Grady’s and Galligan 
Johnson practices.

The reduction in the number of 
this type of new entrant looking 
to establish operations in Ireland 
has continued this year. The 
number of UK firms approaching 
Irish firms to consider linkups 
or mergers has declined from 
25% of all approaches made in 
2020 to 15% of approaches in the 
last year. There is no doubt but 
that Covid has impacted on this 
activity as has the fact that Brexit 
is now a reality (albeit not fully 
operational). 

Big four accountancy firm 
EY recently announced their 
establishment of a legal practice 
EY Law in Ireland in October 
this year. 
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“Covid has no doubt 
impacted on the 
level of engagement 
between firms 
regarding mergers 
with obvious 
restrictions on 
physical meetings 
taking place.”

Mergers and acquisitions
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Succession planning 
In our experience of the Irish 
marketplace, we see a significant 
increase in the number of smaller 
firms now seriously considering 
their succession plans, particularly 
smaller firms in Dublin. More than 
one in four firms identified this as 
an issue this year. Covid has brought 
a reality check for many managing 
partners and sole practitioners, 
who are now contemplating what 
to do with their firms. Many smaller 
practices have found that there 
are no people in their organisation 
willing to take on the risks and 
rewards of running the firm. Many 
qualified solicitors have seen the 
principals work long hours for 
inadequate reward and do not see 
equity partnership as an attractive 
career option. 

During Covid we have found that 
many business owners have taken 
stock of the way they are working, 
the return for what they are doing 
and the hours and effort they are 
putting in. They are considering 
their worklife balance, the time 
they spend with their families 
and whether they can tick some 
activities off their bucket lists while 
they continue to enjoy good health 
and sound minds! 

More than one in three law firms 
now see a merger or acquisition as 
an opportunity for their firm over 
the next three years, particularly 
among top 20 firms. Most of the 
top 20 firms (80%) continue to see 
lateral hires as a key opportunity for 
their firms. 

As more firms adopt and trade as 
LLPs we expect that there will be 
an increase in M&A activity in the 
profession especially as more senior 
partners in smaller firms reach 
retirement age. 

Annual Survey of Law Firms in Ireland 2021/2022
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Lateral hires
Covid prompted a reduction in 
the number of lateral hires by the 
top 20 firms with most continuing 
to hire but on a reduced scale. 
2021 has seen a continuation of 
the levels reported in 2020. 

We would expect a return to pre-
Covid activity levels in 2022. Most 
top 20 firms continue to see this 
as an opportunity for their firm. 
There has been an increase in the 
numbers returning to work in the 
office and more physical meetings 
are taking place as we get to the 
end of 2021. 

It is also noteworthy that lateral 
hiring has now started to gather 
more momentum in smaller 
Dublin firms and regional firms as 
they try to fill the gaps in their 
teams and or try to increase the 
services they offer to existing 
clients with a view to retaining 
as much activity from their client 
base as possible. We also believe 
this is a result of people moving 
closer to home, changing jobs 
and seeking opportunities where 
they can work remotely and do 
less commuting. n
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“It is also noteworthy that lateral hiring has 
now started to gather more momentum in 
smaller Dublin firms and regional firms as 
they try to fill the gaps in their teams...”

Mergers and acquisitions
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Technology 
Investment and priorities

The nature and size of 
investment in technology 

needed, including technology 
security, will be key strategic 
considerations for firms over 
the short to medium term.

Overview 
Irish law firms have traditionally 
been conservative when investing 
in technology and the profession 
is not known for making 
disruptive transformational 
change. In many ways the 
profession was seen as behind the 
curve of technological adoption 
until the shock of the pandemic 
and the need to resource, adjust 
and implement remote working 
forced change overnight. Firms 
pivoted, showing huge flexibility 
to adapt,with technology and 
good remote working practices 
providing the key ingredients 
for success.

As law firms emerge into a post 
pandemic environment, the 
question now is how the future 
looks for work practices given the 
preferences of the professionals 
working in it, the management 
teams vision of the future, and 
whether technology can provide 
the tools and framework to make 
that happen.

The changes wrought by the 
pandemic have both immediate 
and long-term implications for 
work practices, office facilities, 
technology investment and firm 
management. Some view the 
changes as a road to the new way 
of working, the “new normal”, 
while others would far rather 
return to ‘business as usual’. 

In a survey we carried out on 
behalf of the Law Society Younger 
Members Committee1, with over 
1200 respondents, we identified 
two key things that firms need to 
bear in mind;

• Work-life balance and flexible 
working are of paramount 
importance to the majority 
working in the profession and;

• Two-thirds stated that the 
provision of remote working 
arrangements would influence 
whether they would remain 
with their employer.

Against this backdrop, careful 
consideration of how the world 
of work might look in future is 
critical. Having a strategy, a 
vision and bringing the team on 
the journey will be vital. The 
nature and size of investment 
in technology needed, including 
technology security, will be key 
strategic considerations for firms 
over the short to medium term. 

From a management perspective, 
data and informed decision-
making are critical in an 
environment where colleagues 
are not necessarily to hand. 
Investments in technology tools 
to enable better, more informed, 
decision-making is high on the 
agenda for many firms. Business 
intelligence software such as 
Katchr and Microsoft’s PowerBI 
can be part of the management 
toolkit. Equally, driving change 
and more streamlined business 
processes will continue to be a 
focus of progressive firms. Smaller 
firms will need to be nimble 
using off the shelf solutions and 
adopting a wait-and-see approach 
before diving into significant tech 
investment. Larger firms have 
and will continue to outspend 
the rest.1 “The Future Way We Work” Report September 2021  

https://www.lawsociety.ie/News/News/Stories/what-will-the-future-of-work-look-like

Marc Lowry 
Head of Business Development

Annual Survey of Law Firms in Ireland 2021/2022
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Change and adaptation
We reported in 2019 that many 
firms in the sector may be 
vulnerable to external shocks 
from unforeseen events. At 
the time it seemed Brexit may 
be just such an event. In the 
end, this pandemic proved to 
be this once in a lifetime event 
and, as we reported in our 2020 
report, the profession adapted 
successfully to working remotely. 
As the crisis lingered on through 
its various lockdown phases, 
the question became whether 
the systems were sufficiently 
robust to sustain them through 
a much longer timeframe and 
whether these changes would 
have permanent implications. 
Client confidentiality, cyber-risk 
and GDPR issues became far 
bigger issues overnight as people 
worked from home without 
proper separation from other 
household members, suitable 
workstations or equipment and 
some relying on more open /
public internet access. 

Not only did the profession 
survive, but was able to maintain 
client service and employee 
productivity. Challenges 
remained, in terms of remote 
digital file access and hard 
copy files. Additionally, and 
outside of firm control, access 
to remote court hearings was a 
frustration to case progression 
and finalisation.

Insiders and outsiders
Adopting new technologies 
remains low on the agenda for 
much of the legal sector, playing 
second fiddle to people issues, 
finance, fees and cyber-risk. 
There is an uptick, however, with 
two in ten firms identifying it 
in their top three issues for the 
sector over the next three years.

Firms in Dublin see adopting 
new technologies as less of 
an opportunity (15%), perhaps 
because their investment levels 
have been higher historically. 
Around a quarter of firms outside 
Dublin (26%) and one in five top 
20 firms still see it as one of their 
top three opportunities.

We asked firms to rank their 
biggest challenges over the next 
three years. For top 20 firms 
and Dublin based firms, adopting 
new technologies is not seen as 
a midterm challenge. However, 
for nearly a quarter of firms 
outside Dublin this is considered 
a key challenge ranking 5th 
overall. Firms outside Dublin 
have reported lower investment 
and priority around technology 
in our surveys over the years. We 
have highlighted the implications 
of being a technology outsider 
and the associated risks. It will 
be critical for these firms to use 
the pandemic opportunity to 
make the step change required in 
technology and work practices to 
deliver efficiencies and enhanced 
client service.

Investment in technology as an opportunity over the next three years
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Priorities
At a firm level, investment in 
technology remains a priority, 
ranking in the top three 
opportunities for over four in ten 
firms, a picture that has remained 
consistent despite the pandemic. 
Interestingly there is little 
between the top 20 firms at 40% 
and all firms at 44% while more 
firms outside Dublin see it as a 
key opportunity (49%)

Permanent fixture?
Like them or loath them, video 
meetings are here to stay. 
Webinars, MS Teams, Zoom, 
Google Meet and What’s App have 
become a necessary staple in our 
working lives. When asked which 
pandemic changes, respondents 
expected to endure, 90% (up from 
84% in 2020) indicated increased 
use of video conferencing would 
remain. It ranks as the top 
expected business legacy from 
the pandemic.

The “Future Way We Work” survey 
carried out for the Law Society 
indicates that in general, firms’ 
technology was sufficiently robust 
for the shift to remote working. 
82% of respondents indicated that 
they felt their firm had put in 
place the technologies and tools 
required to facilitate remote 
working. Additionally, 90% of 
respondents indicated that they 
had adapted successfully to the 
technologies required to work 
from home.

Technology
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Making it happen
Working remotely required 
significant and immediate changes 
and the requisite equipment to 
make that happen. Three in four 
firms provide their employees 
with laptops or PCs to enable 
them to work remotely, with 
just over half of firms providing 
monitors and other accessories. 
Office furniture was provided 
by a third of firms with nearly 
a quarter providing additional 
internet capacity. Over one in five 
firms did not provide additional 
equipment to employees.

The findings from the “Future 
Way We Work” survey carried 
out for the Law Society agree 
with these numbers. Small firms 
and firms outside the major 
cities were less likely to provide 
colleagues with equipment -92% 
for large organisations versus 70% 
for small firms.

731 respondents in that survey 
indicated they had bought 
equipment at their own expense 
with a median cost of €300. This 
was primarily on office furniture, 
computer accessories, printers 
and monitors.

In the same survey we found that 
85% of the profession are in favour 
of their firm bearing the cost of 
providing additional equipment and 
maintaining it.

The top 20 firms provided 
significantly more resources in 
terms of equipment across the 
categories - notably around the 
provision of office furniture for 
remote workers (100%) laptops and 
screens (93%) and other accessories 
(87%). In addition, they were more 
likely to provide additional internet 

capacity (40% as compared to 23% 
of all firms) compared to their small 
and medium firm counterparts. 

This is despite top 20 firms being 
based in major cities, particularly 
Dublin. This may indicate that their 
workforce migrated to areas outside 
the cities and rural family homes 
for the duration of the pandemic, 
where internet connectivity may 
not be as robust.

Equipment provided to employees — All firms

Laptop/PC

Other Accessories 
(keyboard/Dictaphone etc)

Monitors/screens

Office furniture (desk/chair)

Additional internet
capacity/connectivity

No additional equipment 22%
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33%

50%

52%

73%

Annual Survey of Law Firms in Ireland 2021/2022
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Cybersecurity
There has been a substantial 
increase in the reported 
number of cyberattacks in the 
past year. Interpol has warned 
that cybercriminals are taking 
advantage of the increased 
number of people working from 
home. The Law Society has 
continued to receive reports of 
successful cyberattacks resulting 
in a financial loss to client bank 
accounts. The majority of these 
attacks involved compromised 
email systems and payment 
redirection frauds (Law Society 
Gazette Jan/Feb 2021). 

In September 2020 the Solicitors 
Regulation Authority in the 
UK published a Cyber Security 
Thematic Review with stark 
findings.2 75% of the 40 firms 
visited reported they had been 
targeted by a cyber-attack. In 23 
of these 30 cases (77%) the report 
states there was financial loss 
for clients totalling more than 
£4m, most of which was insured. 
However, £400,000 had to be paid 
from the firms’ own resources. 
One firm it is reported lost around 
£150,000 in billable hours.

The lessons are stark and as we 
look to our own survey findings 
the lessons are clear. Firms are 
prioritising cyber-risk and rank 
it fifth in terms of the top issues 
facing the sector in the medium 
term. This is a significant change 
from our survey conducted in 
September /October 2020 where 
only 2% ranked it as an issue.
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For firms themselves, cyber-risk ranks 
in fourth place, behind financial and 
people issues in term of medium-
term challenges up from 7% of firms 
in 2020 to 27% of firms in 2021.

In terms of reported attacks, a 
third of firms overall and two thirds 
of top 20 firms indicated they 
were subject to cyber-attack over 
the last 12 months. Of those who 
reported an attack 17% (17% in 2020) 
reported significant impact on their 
operations. It is notable that no top 
20 firm suffered significant impact. 
14% of firms and 22% of the top 20 
firms reported moderate impact and 
two-thirds of firms reported little 

or no impact. A greater number of 
firms outside Dublin (33%) reported 
moderate impact. The number 
of firms reporting very significant 
impact doubled year on year — from 
7% in 2020 to 14% in 2021.

In contrast, legal firms advising 
clients have found that they are 
dealing with an increased number of 
cyber-attacks on clients. Four in ten 
firms reported that they have dealt 
with an increase in client cyber-
attacks in the last 12 months. This 
rises to 60% of top 20 firms. n

2 https://www.sra.org.uk/sra/how-we-work/reports/cyber-security/

Levels of concern around cyber-risk

“Four in ten firms reported that they 
have dealt with an increase in client 
cyber-attacks in the last 12 months.”

Technology



38

COVID-19 pandemic

We applaud the Covid 
vaccination programme 

implemented so effectively 
and efficiently by the 
Irish Government over the 
last nine months and the 
significant uptake by the Irish 
population. There is, however, 
continuing trepidation about 
the potential disruption 
from further outbreaks and 
variants. By 2025, COVID-19 
will, it is estimated, have cost 
the world between $16 trillion 
and $35 trillion.

Business leaders had to deal with 
the pandemic in 2020, which 
was a difficult and disruptive 
year for many of them. They had 
hoped that this would be a short 
term issue but it has turned out 
to be a more mid/longer term 
issue as disruptions to normal 
life continued throughout 2021. 
The one constant throughout this 
turbulent period is the need to 
learn, adapt and change.

In 2020 the Covid pandemic 
drove employees out of offices 
to work from home, creating the 
opportunity to rethink working 
life. The return to the workplace 
is a chance to create a new, more 
effective, operating model that 
works for businesses and people 
navigating a world of increasing 
uncertainty. Nevertheless, 
employers need to confront the 
broadening disconnect between 
how they and their employees see 
the future. 

Employees have been through a 
lot in the past 18 months. After a 
year of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
people are re-examining and 
relooking at every part of their 
lives, particularly their work 
life. The experience was not all 
negative: many rediscovered a 
connection to their home and 
family and gave them a sense 
of perspective on the work/life 
balance they want going forward. 
This is driving employees to re-
evaluate their relationships with 
work, and, by extension, their 
employers. Today, this process 
of re-evaluation is surfacing in 
different views on returning to 
the office. 

In October 2020 the NUI Galway 
Whitaker Institute and the 
Western Development Commission 
published its phase 11 report on 
“Remote Working during COVID-19 
Ireland’s National Survey” (“The 
NUIG Study”). The Government’s 
Remote Work strategy was 
published on 15th January 2021, 
which addressed making remote 
working a permanent option 
for life after the pandemic. 
The Government’s strategy 
paper drew extensively on the 
NUIG study.

Paul Wyse 
Managing Director  
Professional Services

Annual Survey of Law Firms in Ireland 2021/2022
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The key findings of the 
study were:

Just under half of the 5639 
respondents (49%) had never 
worked remotely before 
COVID-19. Most respondents 
indicated that they would like to 
work remotely several times a 
week after the crisis. 

The top three challenges of 
working remotely identified by 
respondents were: 

• Loneliness/isolation

• Staying motivated

• Physical workspace

The top three advantages of 
working remotely identified were:

• No traffic and no commute

• Greater flexibility as to how to 
manage the working day

• Reduced costs of going to work 
and commuting

In the more recent survey carried 
out by Smith & Williamson with 
the Younger Members Committee 
of the Law Society “The Future 
Way We Work” survey (September 
2021), which had 1202 qualified 
solicitors participating, only 
38% of respondents indicated 
they were working completely 
remotely since the outbreak of 
Covid with 61% working a mix 
of remotely and on site. This 
survey found that firms offering 
remote and flexible working to 
staff should attract more people 
with most qualified solicitors 
preferring a hybrid approach. 
They said this would influence 
future career decisions. Most 
solicitors that responded to 
this survey (70%) also said they 
were more productive when 
working remotely.

Firms risk alienating their 
employees — and even losing 
them — if they refuse to 
acknowledge the disconnect 
between how employers and their 
employees see the future. Firms 
will have to offer more than a 
sterile open plan workspace and 
lukewarm coffee to lure people 
back to the office environment 
full time. 

For employers the risks are high: 
Recent surveys found that 40% of 
workers globally are considering 
leaving their current employers 
by the end of the year. Companies 
need to acknowledge working out 
the right hybrid working model 
will be a long-term project and 
require a significant period of 
testing and learning.

The agile workforce will need 
new skills. One of the biggest 
changes that companies have 
prioritised in terms of reskilling is 
interpersonal and empathy skills, 
and project management skills.

As economies reopen, many 
companies plan to combine 
remote work with time in the 
office to get the best mix of 
productivity and collaboration. 
But with employees feeling 
anxious and burned out, getting 
the balance of the new hybrid 
model is critical. Remote work 
has made it harder to give 
employees opportunities for 
development and mentoring, 
while isolation and loneliness 
create mental health risks. There 
is also a risk that a divide will 
grow between remote workers 
and those who are primarily 
office based. 

Employees and employers will 
need to show some flexibility and 
adaptability as future working 
patterns are established.

COVID-19 pandemic
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Impact on the 
Legal Sector
The impact of Covid on the legal 
sector has continued to be largely 
negative over the last 12 months 
as reported by 72% of all firms 
(2020 94%). While most firms were 
concerned about there being a 
continuing negative impact on 
the sector in 2021, it has had 
less of an impact than feared 
just 12 months ago. The negative 
impact appears to be diminishing 
and will reduce further over 
the next 12 months with 38% of 

firms expecting a moderately 
negative impact and 42% of firms 
expecting no impact for the next 
12 months. Only 3% expect a 
significant negative impact and 
an ambitious 17% believe the 
impact will be moderately or 
significantly positive.

Most firms continue to report that 
Covid has impacted negatively on 
turnover with two in three firms 
reporting turnover levels are still 
below pre-Covid levels and three 
in five reporting that profits are 
below pre-Covid levels.

Pandemic impact on turnover
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“The negative 
impact appears to 
be diminishing and 
will reduce further 
over the next 
12 months...”

Annual Survey of Law Firms in Ireland 2021/2022
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The pandemic had a significant 
impact on pay and as we reported 
in our 2020 survey many firms 
implemented pay cuts. We asked 
firms this year that if they had 
imposed wage reductions in 2020 
and if they had reinstated these 
since then. Most firms confirmed 
that they had reinstated 2020 
pay cuts with very few firms 
stating they had not reinstated 
pay levels.

The leadership teams in law 
firms have had to engage in new 
ways of working to ensure their 
firms continue to perform and 
employees remain motivated and 
productive. Most professional 
services firms had not previously 
facilitated remote working on 
such a grand scale but were able 
to adjust quickly and successfully 
to the new working environment. 
Continuity of service to clients 
has not been impacted and 
meetings by video rather 
than in person have become 
commonplace.

Most firms reported that they 
have been able to successfully 
continue their operations without 
significant impact from remote 
working and that the firm’s 
technology platforms have held 
up well during the pandemic. 
Longer term, there may be risks 
that those in training contracts 
have missed out on mentoring and 
development.

Government support
A reduced but still significant 
number of law firms have 
continued to use Covid-related 
government support during 2021:

• 48% of all firms continued to 
use the Government’s wage 
subsidy schemes (regional 
firms 54%), down from 70% of 
all firms surveyed in 2020.

• 29% of firms used tax 
warehousing and deferral of 
tax payments, down from 43% 
in the prior year.

• More than one in three 
regional firms (36%) have 
stated that staff continued 
to use the pandemic 
unemployment payment over 
the past year, down from 50% 
in 2020. 

Regional law firms are more likely 
to have used government restart 
supports (28%) than Dublin law 
firms. The number of regional 
firms using these support schemes 
is significantly lower than the 63% 
reported in 2020.

There has been a noticeable 
decrease in the number of top 20 
firms using government support 
this year (40%), down from 67% 
in 2020. This is also the case 
for regional firms. All regional 
firms surveyed said they used 
government support schemes last 
year, while 31% reported not using 
any support this year. More than 
half (59%) of all Dublin firms used 
government support this year, 
down from 68% in the prior year. 

Have your firm reinstated wage reductions imposed in 2020?
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“There has been a 
noticeable decrease 
in the number of 
top 20 firms using 
government support 
this year (40%), down 
from 67% in 2020.”

COVID-19 pandemic
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Other measures taken by 
firms continued in 2021
42% of firms continued to reduce 
partner drawings in 2021. Wage 
reductions have significantly 
reduced from the levels in the 
previous year and are now running 
at 19% as against 47% of all firms 
in 2020. 

The deferral of pay reviews 
and appraisals continues to be 
widely used, with 36% of all 
firms reducing their discretionary 
overhead spend (53% of top 
20 firms). 

More than one in three firms 
stated that they had not taken 
any other measures in 2021. 

While most firms see agile 
working and video conferencing 
continuing, those believing they 
will reduce office space have 
decreased substantially from 37% 
of all firms in 2020 to 19% of all 
firms in 2021.
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Our view:
Most firms continued to trade reasonably well during the pandemic 
albeit below pre-pandemic levels of performance and by relying on 
government support schemes during 2020 and 2021. We know the 
COVID-19 pandemic has changed attitudes towards office work but 
the longer term shape of the working environment is still under 
consideration.

Many organisations are grappling with learning and adapting to new 
best practises and testing solutions. It will take some time to get to 
the right operating model for the future.

COVID-19 pandemic



44

Annual Survey of Law Firms in Ireland 2021/2022

UK perspective and market 
developments 

T he last 18 months have 
seen two extremes for 

UK firms. In March 2020 
most firms were fearing for 
their survival as the UK went 
into lock down, previously 
untested IT infrastructure 
was required to operate to its 
limits and the uncertainty of 
the subsequent months meant 
that a significant proportion 
of firms took advantage of the 
financial supports available 
from the UK Government. 

Fast forward a year or so and 
law firms are seeing remarkable 
and, in a number of cases, record 
financial performance. After 
the initial shock of lockdown, 
most firms reported that income 
levels had stabilised and had 
started to rise. At the same 
time, investment decisions were 
postponed and discretionary 
spend (business development, 
marketing, training, travel) 
didn’t happen. Coupled with 
financial support from the UK 
Government, the majority of 
UK firms found themselves 
reporting record profits and 
awash with cash by the summer 
of 2021. In some cases, this 
has caused embarrassment and 
funds have been returned to 
the Government.

Quick decisions
The initial shock aside, decision-
making for Managing Partners in 
the early part of the pandemic 
was straightforward. Partners 
accepted that management had 
to make quick decisions and 
therefore the often lengthy 
consultation periods just didn’t 
occur. Managing Partners got on 
with making decisions, which in 
most case were a simple “no” as 
investment and other expansive 
ideas were deferred or cancelled. 
The result — record levels of 
profit and cash flow.

The war for talent 
continues
However, as the UK recovers from 
the pandemic and competition 
returns, the old challenges for 
law firms have returned, but in 
some cases in a more extreme 
way. The war for talent had led 
some of the Magic Circle and US 
firms to offer even more eye-
watering salaries. This approach 
is filtering down to the mid-
tier, which is assessing how it 
responds. Partly this depends 
on whether firms believe the 
spike in resource requirements 
is a short term catch up for the 
last 18 months or whether this 
is the start of a long, prosperous 
period. Either way, recruiting 
and retaining talent is a crucial 
strategic challenge. Simply 
throwing more money at the issue 
may not be the right approach.

Giles Murphy 
Head of Professional  
Practices (UK)

“After the initial shock of lockdown, most firms reported 
that income levels had stabilised and had started to rise.”
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UK Perspective and Market Developments

Funding models
In addition, UK firms are 
considering their future funding 
models, accepting that the 
current cash position is artificially 
inflated and they may need to 
make significant investments 
from here. In addition, proposed 
UK tax changes which are likely 
to be implemented in the next 
few years will be a further 
drain. Succession in some firms 
is a challenge, not least as the 
capital investment demands on 
partners seem to be increasing. 
This has prompted some questions 
on whether the UK version 
of the LLP model is the most 
appropriate structure to meet 
these challenges.

Growth
International growth for UK 
law firms has been paused 
during the pandemic. Some 
firms are reconsidering their 
strategy, asking whether they 
need lawyers on the ground if 
remote working satisfies local 
jurisdictional requirements. To 
date the pandemic has been 
a shield from the impact of 
Brexit, but most firms in the UK 
would say the impact of the UK’s 
departure from the EU has had a 
greater impact on supply chains 
(e.g. the ability to acquire IT 
hardware) than on demand for 
their services.

Agility
The most obvious change from 
the pandemic has been the 
adoption of agile working and 
the many benefits this brings, 
particularly in larger cities such 
as London where a daily commute 
into the office of over an hour is 
commonplace. While this may be 
seen as positive for employees, 
how does the employer build 
a firm-wide culture that binds 
people together and helps with 
retention and growth?

Ultimately, much of this boils 
down to the question of how law 
firms in the UK can differentiate 
themselves from the competition. 
Being distinct from others and 
being able to demonstrate clear 
benefits will not only assist in 
growing the revenues of the firm, 
but also in retaining key talent to 
deliver top-quality work. 

“The most obvious change from the pandemic has been the 
adoption of agile working and the many benefits this brings...”
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Helping you manage your
practice effectively
Delivering growth and profitability in the 
legal sector.

Our approach
Every firm has different needs and our legal practice service team tailors 
its approach to your unique circumstances and requirements. We focus 
on your unique needs bringing our insight and sector benchmarks. Our 
expertise comes from direct experience working with an extensive client 
portfolio of professional and legal firms.

Dedicated professional 
services team
We have built a dedicated team 
centred on providing a quality 
service to our legal firm clients.

Based in Dublin, our professional 
practice team delivers tailored 
solutions focused on your 
individual firm’s needs.

Our suite of services for legal firms and their partners

Mergers and  
acquisitions

Succession 
planning

Bank finance/
refinancing

Finance 
management 
consultancy

Profitability 
analysis

Practice financial 
policies, controls 
and procedures

Lock-up and 
working capital

Business and 
personal tax

Preparation of 
legal firm annual 

acccounts

Independent 
accountants report 
for Law Society/

regulator
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Executive summary

Managing Partner,  
Dublin Office

t: +353 (0)1 495 9553 
e: paul.wyse@smithandwilliamson.com

Paul Wyse

Director,  
Investment Management

t: +353 (0)1 500 6528 
e: frank.brennan@smithandwilliamson.com

Frank Brennan*

Associate Director, 
Tax

t: +353 1 495 9560 
e: Stephen,griffin@smithandwilliamson.com

Stephen Griffin

CEO, Smith & Williamson Investment 
(Europe) Ltd.

t: +353 (0)1 500 6523 
e: cedric.cruesscallaghan@smithandwilliamson.com

Cedric Cruess Callaghan*

Head of Business  
Development

t: +353 (0)1 495 9200 
e: marc.lowry@smithandwilliamson.com

Marc Lowry

Director, Assurance and  
Business Services

t: +353 (0)1 500 6526 
e: grainne.stewart@smithandwilliamson.com

Grainne Stewart

Director,  
Personal Financial Planning

t: +353 (0)1 500 6527 
e: derek.ryan@smithandwilliamson.com

Derek Ryan*

Director,  
Advisory

t: +353 (0)1 495 9245 
e: con.casey@smithandwilliamson.com

Con Casey

Director,  
Head of Tax

t: +353 (0)1 495 9523 
e: michael.mcgivern@smithandwilliamson.com

Michael McGivern

Director,  
Investment Management

t: +353 (0)1 500 6521 
e: david.morrissey@smithandwilliamson.com

David Morrissey*

Director, Restructuring  
and Recovery

t: +353 (0)1 495 9568 
e: stephen.scott@smithandwilliamson.com

Stephen Scott

Senior manager,  
Restructuring & Recovery

t: +353 (0)1 495 9200 
e: harman.Murtagh@smithandwilliamson.com

Harman Murtagh

Senior manager,  
Advisory

t: +353 (0)1 495 9200 
e: denise.Kinsella@smithandwilliamson.com

Denise Kinsella

Head of Professional  
Practices (UK)

t: +44 (0) 20 7131 4369 
e: giles.murphy@smithandwilliamson.com

Giles Murphy**

* Denotes Employees of Smith & Williamson Investment Management (Europe) Limited 
** Denotes employees of Smith & WIlliamson LLP



48

Annual Survey of Law Firms in Ireland 2021/2022

Smith & Williamson is a member of Nexia International,  
a worldwide network of independent accounting and consulting firms.
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