11/11/24, 11:30 AM Keeping best talent motivates firms to add non-equity partners | IFLR

IFLR

Corporate > M&A

Keeping best talent motivates firms to
add non-equity partners

By Ralph Cunningham November 07, 2024

What partnership means in international law firms continues to
evolve and the growth in non-equity versions shows no sign of
stopping

its structure, as firms continue to break with the traditional set-up where senior lawyers become

equity partners after a certain number of years of service, entitling them to share in the firm’s profits
and take part in its decision-making.
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Talent contest

Recruitment consultants and other observers of the legal market have told IFLR that amid fierce

retaining a firm’s best up-and-coming lawyers, while giving them a higher status within the firm and
with clients, with a view to developing them to become equity partners. It also provides some clarity
for those lawyers coming up for partner consideration about what they need to do.

“Recent trends indicate that firms may be becoming even more selective in granting equity,” says

Business boost

The recent change in law firm partnership structures has not happened for one particular reason,

from talent retention, there are business development and client benefits, and financial advantages,
too.

“By making someone a partner in name, although not in equity, there are obviously business
development advantages given,” he says. “The name and title hold more sway and will grant lawyers
access to firms and contacts they simply cannot get as an associate.”

The financial advantages come from more profit for the firm from being able to charge higher rates

used as the yard stick of success in a law firm, and with the title of partner, the lawyer can justify
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Lifting status

Hoar agrees there is, what he calls, a title element to non-equity partners that helps firms and clients.

“It's a stratum in the firm which evidently been being very successful, to use Kirkland as an example,
in marketing lawyers as partners able to potentially charge out higher rates,” Hoar says.
“Consequently, you've got a relatively sort of meaty layer of highly competent lawyers who are
charged out at higher rates with a partner title. So, it will be a benefit to the clients, and to the firm.”

But it is not just a question of charging out non-equity partners at a higher rate and watching the

“Probably the number one thing, as far as I can see, is the management of the relationship with the
client about what they are going to get, because the non-equity partner will be charged out at a higher
rate, but is not a full equity partner,” he says.

“Obviously there's a great deal of scrutiny around costs and clients are going to be very, very diligent
around the quality of the lawyer that they're getting,” Hoar adds.

Structural change

Along with the change in what partnership means, the structures around how lawyers work together
are also changing, with the growth of practitioners working independently but signed up to a network
or platform that provides a typical firm’s infrastructure such as marketing, business development and
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