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The days of the highly leveraged partner-associate pyramid model 
appear to be coming to a close. Although this may surprise many 
industry insiders (it surprised us), traditional associate leverage–
!"#$"!%&'%&%'()*+"%,&-(.%./%&''.0(&-"'%-.%*&,-$",'1*"&2"!%$"&,+3%
a quarter century ago. See Figure 1. Since 2008, there are fewer 
&''.0(&-"'%4.,2($5%($%6&-(.$&+%7&4%8.9,$&+%:678;%<=>%+&4%#,)'%
than partners.

?"-@%-A"%9*-(02%($%-A"%*,.*.,-(.$%./%*&,-$",'%('%*,()&,(+3%&%/9$0-(.$%
./%&%B,.&!",%)&,2"-%).C")"$-% -.4&,!%).,"%'"$(.,% +"C",&5"D% E$%
-A"%"&,+3%FGG>'@%/"4",%-A&$%.$"%.9-%./%<>%+&43",'%($%-A"%678%<=>%
were non-equity partners. By 2012, this proportion increased to 
.$"%($%'(H%:FIJ;D%K""%L(59,"%<D%E'%-A('%0A&$5"%-A"%,"'9+-%./%&%!"-
liberate, long-term strategy to reduce the number of associates, or 
($'-"&!%-A"%09)9+&-(C"%,"'9+-%./%-4.%!"0&!"'%./%)&$&5($5%-A"%#,)%
/.,%-A"%09,,"$-%#'0&+%3"&,M%N"%'9'*"0-%(-%('%-A"%+&--",D
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Equity Partners !"#$%&'()*+,-.)#/.0 Other Attorneys Associates

L.,%!"0&!"'@% -A"%0.$C"$-(.$&+%4('!.)%A"+!% -A&-%5,.4($5%*,.#-'%
4","%*,()&,(+3%-A"%,"'9+-%./%A(5A",%&''.0(&-"%+"C",&5"D%T9,($5%-A"%
2008-09 recession, industry insiders suggested that the binge on 
associate leverage was over and that the “diamond” would eventu-
ally replace the traditional associate-partner pyramid model.

?"-@%&'%4"%$.4%2$.4@%-A"%!"0+($"%($%&''.0(&-"%+"C",&5"%('%*&,-%./%&%
+&,5",%'-,90-9,&+%'A(/-D%U")&,2&B+3@%!9,($5%-A"%FGG>'%&$!%"&,+3%-.%
)(!S<>>>'@%4A"$%+&,5"%+&4%#,)'%4","%/,"$"-(0&++3%A(,($5%"$-,3S+"C-
"+%&''.0(&-"'%&$!%($0,"&'($5%'&+&,("'%/,.)%VG=@>>>%-.%VF<=@>>>%-.%
VFI>@>>>@%-A"%,"+&-(C"%()*.,-&$0"%./%+&4%#,)%&''.0(&-"'%4&'%&0-9-
&++3%5.($5%!.4$D%P%).,"%'(5$(#0&$-%/&0-.,%($%W(57&4%5,.4-A%4&'%
the retention of mid-career lawyers—those with 10-plus years of 
"H*",("$0"X4(-A.9-%)&2($5%-A")%.4$",'D

NA3%!."'%(-%-&2"%'.%+.$5%-.%,"0.5$(Y"%-A"'"%B,.&!",%'-,90-9,&+%/.,0-
"'%-A&-%&,"%,"'A&*($5%-A"%)&,2"-%/.,%0.,*.,&-"%+"5&+%'",C(0"'M

O&,-% ./% -A('% *",0"*-(.$%5&*% ('% &--,(B9-&B+"% -.% +&02%./%!&-&X+"5&+%
sector data, such as this industry report, are relatively recent in-
novations.

P$.-A",%,"&'.$%('%-A"%*.4",/9+%)"$-&+%).!"+'%4"%&++%9'"%-.%)&2"%
'"$'"% ./% 0.)*+"H% .,5&$(Y&-(.$'% '90A% &'% +&4% #,)'D% ZA"% *3,&)(!%
structure is a simple, familiar, and useful way to communicate the 
B9'($"''%+.5(0%./%-A"%+&,5"%+&4%#,)D%?"-@%B"0&9'"%./%'+.4@%5,&!9&+%
0A&$5"%4(-A($%-A"%)&,2"-@%-A"%*3,&)(!%).!"+%('%$.%+.$5",%&$%&0-
curate description of reality. The data are telling us that we have 
moved on to something else.
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L(59,"% [D% Z4.% \.!"+'% ./% 7&4%
L(,)%T").5,&*A(0'
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E/%.9,%0.)).$%*",0"*-(.$'%./%-A"%0.,*.,&-"%+"5&+%)&,2"-%&,"%($&0-
09,&-"@%('%(-%*.''(B+"%-A&-%.9,%0.)).$%'-,&-"5("'%&,"%.//%-A"%)&,2%
&'%4"++M

The Diamond Law Firm

P%#,)%4(-A%&%!(&).$!%'-,90-9,"%A&'%&%,"+&-(C"+3%')&++%$9)B",%./%
entry-level associates, a growing bulge in the non-equity and coun-
'"+%,&$2'@%&%'(Y&B+"%B9-%+&,5"+3%($C('(B+"%5,.9*%./%*",)&$"$-%'-&//%
attorneys, and a proportionately smaller equity class of partners 
who grow and control valuable client relationships. See Figure 3.

ZA"%).'-%()*.,-&$-%]9"'-(.$%4"%0&$%&'2%('%4A"-A",%-A"%!(&).$!%
).!"+%('%&%$"4@%'9'-&($&B+"%).!"+%-A&-%('%,"*+&0($5%-A"%+&4%#,)%
pyramid, or alternatively, whether it is the shape of the pyramid 
&'%(-%9$,&C"+'M

N"%-A($2%-A"%&$'4",%-.%-A('%]9"'-(.$%('%+(2"+3%-A"%+&--",%,&-A",%-A&$%
the former. This unraveling is occurring because of two broader 
)&,2"-%!"C"+.*)"$-'D

L(,'-@% ($% -A"% +&'-%[=%3"&,'@% -A"%$&-(.$^'%<=>% +&,5"% +&4%#,)'%A&C"%
5,.4$%B3%&%/&0-.,%./%#C"@%5,.4($5%/,.)%&$%&C",&5"%./%F><%&--.,-
$"3'%($%FGRR%-.%&%A(5AS4&-",%)&,2%./%=<G%($%<>>_%:-A"%&C",&5"%($%
<>F<%4&'%=F>%+&43",';D%P'%&%,"'9+-@%/.,%-A"%#,'-%-()"%($%-A"%).!",$%
era, there is a surplus of legal technicians who have the requisite 
'2(++'%&$!%"H*",("$0"%-.%)""-%-A"%$""!'%./%+&,5"%.,5&$(Y&-(.$&+%0+(-
ents.

K"0.$!@%-A"%0.)*+"H(-3%./%-A"(,%+"5&+%4.,2%($%-A"%<F'-%0"$-9,3%('%($-
creasing much faster than corporate revenues. For the last several 
!"0&!"'@%-A('%0.)*+"H(-3%A&'%B""$%&%B..$%-.%-A"%$&-(.$^'%+&,5"%+&4%
#,)'@%4A.%!"&+-%4(-A%-A('%*,.B+")%B3%&!!($5%0&*&0(-3D%E$%-A"%'A.,-%
-.%)"!(9)% -",)@% -A('% 0.++"0-(C"%)&,2"-% ,"'*.$'"%B"$"#-"!% +&,5"%
+&4%#,)'XA"$0"%-A"%'-"&!3%&$!%'(5$(#0&$-%,"&+%5,.4-A%($%*,.#-'%
*",%*&,-$",%/,.)%-A"%FGR>'%-.%-A"%*,"'"$-D

Yet, in the longer run—the period we are now entering—the re-
lentless increase in the complexity of business and regulation has 
caused many clients to strain under the weight of a traditional 
time-and-materials billing model. This pressure is fueling the ur-
5"$03%/.,%&+-",$&-(C"%B(++($5%&,,&$5")"$-'%-A&-%4.9+!%($0"$-(C(Y"%
"/#0("$03%&$!% ($$.C&-(.$D% E-% ('% &+'.%.*"$($5% -A"%!..,% -.%C&,(.9'%
types of legal vendors who use process, technology, and labor ar-
B(-,&5"%-.%*",/.,)%&%4(!"%&,,&3%./%+"5&+%4.,2%/.,)",+3%A&$!+"!%B3%
`9$(.,%+&43",'%($%+&4%#,)'D

Because complexity will only increase in the future, the traditional 
&''.0(&-"S*&,-$",% *3,&)(!% ).!"+% ('% +(2"+3% -.% /9,-A",% 9$,&C"+D% P'%
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This trend was documented in 
a 2006 empirical study pub-
lished by Harvard Business 
K0A..+%O,./"''.,%a".,5"%W&2",D%
K""%a".,5"%OD%W&2",%b%U&0A"+%
O&,2($@%The Changing Structure 

of the Legal Services Industry 

and the Careers of Lawyers, 84 
6.,-A% c&,.+($&% 7&4% U"C("4%
FI[=%:<>>I;D

shown in Figures 1 and 2, the decline in associate-level employ-
ment is not a phenomenon of the 2008-09 recession. Rather, it is 
the extension of a much longer industry trend line.

P00.,!($5% -.% !&-&% 0.++"0-"!% B3% -A"% 6&-(.$&+% P''.0(&-(.$% ./% 7&4%
O+&0")"$-% :6P7O;@% &).$5% -A"% $"&,+3% I>>% #,)'% -A&-% *&,-(0(*&-"%
in the on-campus-interview process, the number of summer asso-
0(&-"'%!"0+($"!%/,.)%FF@[><%($%<>><%-.%=@=_d%($%<>F<X&%!"0+($"%
./%).,"%-A&$%=>JD%\.,".C",@%&''.0(&-"%A(,($5%('%B"0.)($5%).,"%
0.$0"$-,&-"!D%E$%<>><@%IGJ%./%'9))",%&''.0(&-"'%4","%")*+.3"!%
B3%P)7&4%<>>%+&4%#,)'D%Z"$%3"&,'%+&-",@%-A"%*",0"$-&5"%A&!%($-
0,"&'"!%-.%_GJD%ZA('%'9,5"%($%-A"%*",0"$-&5"%./%+&,5"%+&4%#,)'%('%
+(2"+3%&--,(B9-&B+"%-.%-A"%'+.4%B9-%,"+"$-+"''%0.$'.+(!&-(.$%./%+&4%
#,)'%'",C($5%+&,5"%0.,*.,&-"%0+("$-'D

What Does the Future Hold?

7&,5"%eDKD%+&4%#,)'%&**"&,%-.%B"%($%9$0A&,-"!%4&-",'@%&'%-A"%!3-
namics that produced several decades of growth—the shortage of 
'*"0(&+(Y"!% +&43",'% ($%&% +"''% 0.)*+"H%4.,+!X&,"%9$+(2"+3% -.% ,"-
turn.

P+-A.95A%-A"%)&,2"-%A&'%5,&!9&++3%)(5,&-"!%-.%&%!(&).$!%).!"+@%
(-'%")",5"$0"%('%+(2"+3%+"''%&%*,.!90-%./%0&,"/9+%'-,&-"53%!"+(B",&-
tions than a series of short-term, ad hoc responses designed to deal 
4(-A%A&,'A%&$!%9$/&)(+(&,%)&,2"-%0.$!(-(.$'D%ZA"%B(55"'-%,('2%./%
$.-%A&C($5%&$%&009,&-"@%0.A","$-%C("4%./%-A"%+"5&+%)&,2"-%('%-A&-%&%
#,)%('%+(2"+3%-.%5,&C(-&-"%-.4&,!%4A&-%/""+'%5..!%($%-A"%'A.,-S-",)%
and be largely unaware of hidden costs that will have to be paid 
in the future.

N"%-A($2%-A&-%C",3%,('2%('%$.4%*+&3($5%(-'"+/%.9-%4(-A($%)&$3%+&,5"%
+&4%#,)'D%ZA('%('%.009,,($5%B"0&9'"%.$"%./%-A"%*,()&,3%&--,&0-(.$'%
./% -A"% !(&).$!% ).!"+X&+B"(-% .$"% -A&-% ('% +(2"+3% +()(-"!% -.% -A"%
short- to medium-term—is that it can result in higher revenues per 
+&43",%&$!%A"$0"%A(5A",%+&4%#,)%*,.#-'D

L(59,"%d%'A.4'%-4.%-,"$!%+($"'%/.,%#,)'%($%-A"%P)7&4%<>>D%ZA"%
B+9"%+($"%,"f"0-'%.C",&++%,"C"$9"'%*",%+&43",%/.,%-A"%P)7&4%<>>%
!9,($5%-A"%FGG_%-.%<>F<%-()"%*",(.!D%E)*+(0(-+3@%-A('%($0+9!"'%-A"%
B"$"#-%./%'A(/-($5%+&4%#,)%!").5,&*A(0'%-.4&,!%&%+&,5",%*,.*.,-
tion of mid-career and senior lawyers, who command a higher bill-
($5%,&-"D% E$%0.$-,&'-@% -A"%.,&$5"% +($"%9'"'%)9+-(C&,(&-"%'-&-('-(0&+%
&$&+3'('%-.%"'-()&-"%-A"%UO7%($%-A"%P)7&4%<>>%(/%-A"%*,.*.,-(.$%./%
associates and partners had remained constant at the 1998 level 
throughout the entire period.
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ZA"%!(//","$-(&+%('%&**,.H()&-"+3%VF=@>>>%*",%+&43",@%4A(0A%-,&$'-
+&-"'% ($-.% ,.95A+3% VI>@>>>% ($% A(5A",% *,.#-'% *",% "]9(-3% *&,-$",D%
Our models also suggest that the greater reliance on non-equity 
*&,-$",'%A&'% ($0,"&'"!% +&4%#,)'^%&C",&5"%UO7%B3%&**,.H()&-"+3%
$20,000 per lawyer.

Arguably, over the short to medium term, the economics of more 
'"$(.,%+"C",&5"%A&C"%B""$%A&,!%/.,%).'-%+&,5"%#,)'%-.%,"'('-D%?"-@%
.C",%-A"%+.$5",%-",)@%('%-A"%!(&).$!%).!"+%&%C(&B+"%'-,&-"53M

g$% -A"%.$"%A&$!@% (-%)&2"'% '"$'"% -.%2""*% ($% ($C"$-.,3%4A&-% -A"%
0+("$-%4&$-'X'*"0(&+(Y"!% +"5&+% -&+"$-%4(-A%"$.95A%"H*",("$0"%-.%
*",/.,)% -A"% +"5&+% 4.,2% "/#0("$-+3D% ?"-@% -A"% "/#0("$03X.,@% ).,"%
&009,&-"+3@% -A"% C&+9"X('% B&'"!% .$% &% '2(++"!% &,-('&$% +&43",% 4A.%
renders his or her services under a billable hour model.

P-%*,"'"$-@%).'-%+&,5"%+&4%#,)'%5"$",&-"%-A"%)&`.,(-3%./%-A"(,%,"C-
enues by selling the expertise of highly experienced lawyers who 
*.''"''%4A&-% -A"%6.B"+% 7&9,"&-"%T&$("+%h&A$")&$%!"'0,(B"'% &'%
i($-9(-(C"%"H*",-('"Dj%T"0&!"'%./%4.,2%($%'*"0(&+(Y"!%&,"&'%./%+&4%($%
&%4(!"%C&,("-3%./%0.$-"H-'%"$&B+"%-A"'"%+&43",'%-.%"/#0("$-+3%'.+C"%
0.)*+"H%+"5&+%&$!%B9'($"''%]9"'-(.$'D%c.,*.,&-"%0+("$-'%)&3%4($0"%
&-%-A"%VG>>%*",%A.9,%B(++($5%,&-"@%B9-%-A"3%+&02%-A"%&B(+(-3%-.%0.'-S"/-
fectively replicate these results with their own internal capacity. So 
$900 per hour can be, in fact, a relative bargain, as long as it is not 
bundled together with the output of novice junior lawyers.

On the other hand, mid-career and senior talent is not a resource 
that can be easily renewed or replaced. Talented lawyers with a 
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L(59,"%=D%kH*"0-"!%cA&$5"%($%
K-&/#$5%c&-"5.,("'Q%<>F<%P7\%
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0+("$-%/.++.4($5%&,"%+(2"%&++%.-A",%+&43",'X-A"3%&5"@%'+.4%!.4$@%
and eventually retire. Aside from a small percentage of govern-
)"$-% +&43",'% 4A.% +&-",&+"!% ($-.% *,(C&-"% *,&0-(0"@% -.!&3^'% '"$(.,%
&$!%)(!+"C"+%+&43",'%5"$",&++3%&0]9(,"!%-A"(,%'2(++'%&$!%"H*",-('"%
B3%0.)($5%9*%-A,.95A%-A"%&''.0(&-"%,&$2'D

P'%h&A$")&$%$.-"'%($%A('%B..2@%Thinking, Fast and Slow@%iNA"-A",%
professionals have a chance to develop intuitive expertise depends 
"''"$-(&++3%.$%-A"%]9&+(-3%&$!%'*""!%./%/""!B&02@%&'%4"++%&'%.$%'9/-
#0("$-%.**.,-9$(-3%-.%*,&0-(0"Dj

U")&,2&B+3@% &+-A.95A% (-% 5."'% -.% -A"%C",3% 0.,"%./% -A"(,%B9'($"''@%
C",3% /"4% +&,5"% +&4% #,)'% '"")% -.% B"% 0.$0",$"!% 4(-A% -A('% (''9"D%
P00.,!($5% -.%&%<>F<%'9,C"3%B3%P7\@%RdJ%./%)&$&5($5%*&,-$",'%
anticipate an increase in the hiring of lateral associates over the 
$"H-%#C"%3"&,'@%3"-%.$+3%F=J%/.,"'""%A(,($5%).,"%#,'-S3"&,%&''.0(-
&-"'D%P-%-A"%)&,2"-%+"C"+@%A.4"C",@%-A"%$9)B",'%!.$^-%&!!%9*@%&'%
-A"'"%$9)B",'%'955"'-%-A&-%-A"%)&,2"-%/.,%+&-",&+%&''.0(&-"'%('%($%
the process of thinning out and thus will not be a reliable source 
for high-quality legal talent.
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K""% 7"&$($5% g9-Q% ZA"% <>F[%
P''.0(&-"%K9,C"3@%Zlk%P\kU-
EcP6% 7PN?kU@% K"*-")B",% F@%
2013.

ZA"%,"+90-&$0"%./%+&,5"%+&4%#,)'%-.%,"+.&!%-A"(,%`9$(.,%-&+"$-%+(2"-
+3%"H*+&($'%4A3%-A"%'&-('/&0-(.$%./%)(!+"C"+%&''.0(&-"'%4.,2($5%($%
+&,5"%+&4%#,)'%('%&-%&%$"&,%A('-.,(0%A(5AX&+-A.95A%-A"3%&,"%*,.-
*.,-(.$&-"+3%/"4",%($%$9)B",%-A&$%($%3"&,'%*&'-@%-A"3%"$`.3%'(5$(#-
0&$-%)&,2"-%*.4",@%&-%+"&'-%($%-A"%'A.,-%-.%)"!(9)%-",)D

E$%-A"%+.$5",%-",)@%A.4"C",@%-A"%0+("$-'%-A"3%A.*"%-.%($A",(-%4(++%
increasingly demand more cost-effective legal solutions that can 
.$+3%B"%!"+(C","!%B3%,"!"'(5$($5%-A"%4&3%-A&-%0.)*+"H%+"5&+%4.,2%
is sourced, performed, and delivered. The buying habits of cor-
*.,&-"%+"5&+%!"*&,-)"$-'%!.$^-%0A&$5"%.C",$(5A-D%ZA"3%-..%&,"%($%
gradual state of evolution.

Firms that want to get ahead of this change curve need to do two 
things. First, start hiring junior talent again. Highly motivated and 
&B+"%+&4%'0A..+%5,&!'%&,"%&C&(+&B+"%/.,%+"''%-A&$%'(HS#59,"'D%K"0-
ond, provide the type of training and mentoring that enables these 
+&43",'% -.%!"+(C",% '9*",(.,% C&+9"% -.% 0+("$-'D%N"% -A($2% -A&-%#,)'%
that pursue this path will rediscover the power of a social contract 
that binds together the fortunes of junior and senior lawyers who 
share a commitment to integrity and professional excellence.

Conclusion

ZA"%T(&).$!%).!"+%('%9$+(2"+3%-.%B"%&%+.$5S-",)%,"*+&0")"$-%/.,%
the traditional associate-partner pyramid. Rather, it is at best a 
way station toward a new model that delivers better, faster, and 
cheaper legal products and services. Solving this business chal-
+"$5"%,"]9(,"'%&02$.4+"!5($5%-A&-%-A"%.+!%4&3%$.%+.$5",%4.,2'D%
On this score, we hope this industry report has been helpful.
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