
Why This GC of a $25B Company Has Migrated 
Work Away From the Largest, Most Elite Firms

As one of the GCs who signed last year’s open letter to 
the legal community, I would like to provide my thoughts 
on a recent finding coming out of this project, relating to 
the performance of the most influential and branded law 
firms. As the authors from AdvanceLaw note:

We write today with what may become the most 
controversial finding of the GC Thought Leaders 
Experiment. Based on in-house evaluations of over 
1,400 legal matters, the largest and most established law 
firms lag the rest of the Am Law 200 in delivering high 
quality client service. There are exceptions, but this 
overall finding holds, and it is statistically significant.

Here is the whole article, which I know has been getting 
a lot of buzz in both in-house and law firm circles—it’s cer-
tainly a powerful statement to be making.

I’ll start with the caveat that this is about average per-
formance, and that there are exceptions. That’s consistent 
with my own experience too: some firms and lawyers, 
regardless of size or pedigree, perform better than others. 
(And this is part of AdvanceLaw’s attraction to us GCs—
we work with the A-Teams.)

That said, this finding is truly remarkable. We’re in a mar-
ket where the law firms that are the most lauded and receive 
the lion’s share of important work, perform—on average—
worse than competitor firms on everything that clients care 
about. What is going on here?

For context, during my first 15 years out of 20 as a GC, 
I subscribed to the conventional wisdom that the most 
esteemed, branded firms were the place to go for top ser-
vice—to receive what the authors of the above article 
call “white-glove treatment.” I disproportionately hired 
these firms. But over the last five or so years, I’ve started 

migrating work, in part because I was witnessing more 
service missteps than before. At the high prices we were 
paying, this felt inexcusable. I’m referring, for example, 
to times my relationship partner didn’t have our back, 
and didn’t (or couldn’t) address problems created by other 
partners at the firm. And this is for large clients—DXC 
Technology, for example, is a $25 billion global company 
with more than its fair share of legal work.

My view isn’t that the top lawyers at these firms aren’t 
knowledgeable or that they don’t understand how to serve 
clients. It’s that they’re stretched thin, and can’t be as 
attentive to my (or any single GC’s) work as they used to 
be. This is the case because many of these firms achieved 
high partner profitability through increased staffing lever-
age. We’re essentially paying for more junior lawyers, and 
when we get senior partners on the phone, they’re often a 
step removed from the facts.
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We can see in the article’s “spider graph”—included 
below—how the Am Law 20 provide lower responsiveness, 
solutions focus, quality of work, efficiency, expertise, and 
the like, as compared to other firms in the Am Law 200 
(most of which charge a lot less).

These results may also be a function of reduced client 
leverage: if a law firm is bringing in $3 billion a year, they 
can afford to risk losing a client. Overall, the firms at the 
top are running a different kind of firm than in the past, 
and it’s led to real pain for clients.

I don’t blame the firms (at least not much)—they are 
simply maximizing profits. The root of the problem is that 
we clients go to the well with certain firms because we’re 
making buying decisions based on the firm’s reputation for 
service quality 15 or 20 years ago; and we’re willing to toler-
ate inefficiency or occasional service lapses. Sure, we may 
complain, but not much else happens, and law firms know 
this. It’s hard for us to sever personal connections, and we 
don’t know what a new firm will deliver.

In fact, when forced to replace one of these firms, we 
GCs often choose a different highly esteemed firm; so these 
firms know they’ll get their fair share of new work, even if 
occasionally replaced. This is the case because no one sec-
ond guesses our choosing an “elite” firm when something 
goes wrong.

So over the past five years I’ve been retaining more firms 
outside the Am Law 20 and Magic Circle for high-stakes 
legal work, and I’m getting better service quality than I 
expected. I had expected less because I hadn’t appreciated 
how much the law firm model had changed, and I assumed 

service quality must be worse than at the firms on the top. 
I think a lot of us are assuming that, and collectively we’re 
rewarding firms that are set up in a way that is likely to 
disappoint.

Two years ago, we took an even more significant step, 
stacking the deck in favor of law firms in the Am Law 50 
to 200, and Silver Circle firms rather than Magic Circle 
firms. We parted ways with several incumbents and cre-
ated a panel of eager, more innovative law firms. And we 
put in place protocols to drive new matters to these firms, 
knowing that otherwise we’d never overcome the default 
of retaining the biggest and most esteemed firms for impor-
tant work. (In case this is of interest, the details are in this 
Modern Counsel article.)

The results so far have been great.  These new firms have 
been impressing us on quality, expertise, efficiency, and all 
the things we’re measuring, on major work. (Most impor-
tant to me, by the way—and consistent with the article I’ve 
been referencing—is a focus on solutions.) I believe the dif-
ference I’m noticing comes down to two things: how these 
firms are structured (I get more senior partner attention, 
and they’re affordable); and the fact that a lot of top legal 
talent has migrated across firms over the years. And there 
is the client leverage issue: the largest firms don’t need to 
be as eager.

I think to make the legal industry work—and it sounds 
obvious putting it this way—clients need to send work to 
firms that can deliver what we actually want. At the end of 
the day, it’s about supply and demand, and right now the sup-
ply side is sending the wrong signals. I understand why this 
happens, but I think it’s time for us to evolve our thinking 
and change our collective approach. I hope this data helps 
us re-think our counsel selection decisions and not presume 
that what was true 15 years ago is still the case today.

To echo something I’ve heard Firoz Dattu (AdvanceLaw’s 
founder) say, if clients make decisions based on actual 
performance, the entire industry is better off, law firms 
included. We’ll eliminate complacency, as no firm will 
have a lock on our work based on historical legacy, unless 
the performance is there. And it’s not about hurting elite 
firms—they will adapt and get better too; the whole of the 
market will improve. And that’s a vision I can get behind.
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