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Law Firm Disrupted: Getting 'Under the
Hood' of Law Firms at Merger Time More Art
Than Science

By Christine Simmons
December 19, 2025

Business-of-law editors Dan Packel, Sarah
Tincher-Numbers, David Gialanella and Chris-
tine Simmons write this weekly briefing, where
the team digs into the emerging and persistent
competitive pressures on law firms and how
leaders are navigating those pressures. As
always, we welcome your feedback and ideas.
Want to be alerted to this dispatch in your
inbox? Sign up here.

In the now-frequent world of law firm combi-
nations, it doesn’t matter as much that law firm
merger partners have significantly different
revenue per lawyer or profits per partner fig-
ures. Now, the will to merge—and any changes
that firm leaders are willing to make to get
the deal done—may be more important than a
firm’s current metrics.

In several recently announced deals, firms’
RPL and profits per equity partner didn't exactly
match up with each other. As Law.com reported
Monday, Chicago-founded Winston & Strawn'’s
revenue per lawyer ($1.36 million) was more
than double Anglo-German firm Taylor Wess-
ing’s ($545,000) in 2024. Similarly, Winston’s
profits per equity partner in 2024, $3.5 million,
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were more than double Taylor Wessing’s UK
PEP this past year.

In another pending merger, Perkins Coie’s
revenue per lawyer ($1.184 million) is nearly
double that of Ashurst ($690,00), while profits
per equity partner are closer (§1.7 million at
Ashurst, and $1.9 million at Perkins Coie).

For Cadwalader and Hogan Lovells, there are
several thousand dollars in differences for each
metric. In RPL, Hogan earned $1.097 million
while Cadwalader generated $1.495 million,
a $398,000 difference. Meanwhile, Hogan’s
average PEP is $3.072 million, whereas Cad-
walader generated $3.709 million, just over
$600,000 in difference.
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At the end of the day, however, RPL and PEP
don't always need to align.

First, in cross-border mergers, the profit pools
are not typically integrated on day one of a
combined firm, sometimes for tax reasons and
sometimes for other reasons. That gives firms
some time to bridge any gaps in financial perfor-
mance during financial integration, said merger
adviser Kent Zimmermann, through a mix of
what he calls “revenue and expense” synergies.

Zimmermann and his team are strategic
advisers in the Cadwalader-Hogan Lovells
and the Perkins-Ashurst merger discussions.
His consulting firm, Zeughauser Group, is
also advising on the Winston-Taylor Wessing
merger discussions.

On the expense side, one industry analysis
found that when healthy firms combine, the
number of equity partners declines by 13%, on
average, from the tally at the pre-merger firms
to the new entity in its first year.. This decline
is accompanied by a 10-place rise in rank by
revenue per equity partner. “This reflects a
transitioning out or de-equitizing of equity part-
ners who undercut the achievement of a firm's
revenue and profitability goals, often because
they do not commit the hours, develop the
volume of business or operate at the leverage
that is consistent with being a partner at a
high-performing firm,” wrote Zimmermann and
Huge Simons in 2023.

Meanwhile, “revenue synergies” also help
bridge the gap, Zimmermann said. For instance,
after a deal, many combined firms are more
capable of raising billing rates at a pace that
neither legacy firm could do alone.

That's because firms have greater depth of
quality in given areas of focus and often longer
deal lists and litigation wins, made possible by
greater depth of quality in practices of focus,

leading to higher corresponding rankings, he
said. That higher quality can generate more
demand, leading to higher rates, leading to
higher profitability, Zimmermann said, but add-
ing that this benefit depends a lot on finding
the right merger partner.

Other Merger Factors

That doesn't mean that law firm leaders
totally ignore current law firm metrics. RPL is
one of the several important metrics, he said.

“No one metric should be fully determinative
of a firm’'s performance. We would look at RPL
in combination with” others, including profit
margin, profits per lawyer, profits per equity
partner, and average compensation of all part-
ners, Zimmermann said.

Beyond the public data that The American
Lawyer collects, he said he and his team of
associates and analysts also look at “under-
the-hood” type metrics. For instance, do part-
ners at each firm who contribute similarly in
terms of hours and originations and contribu-
tion to net income get compensated similarly?
Or are there large gaps?

Also, most firms have a plan with measurable
targets that show where they want to be over
time by doing things like raising billing rates
and adding lateral groups in areas of grow-
ing demand that command their rates and for
which they want to be known, he said. That
plan can also figure into merger negotiations.
“Based on where they are both privately head-
ing in trajectory or forecast, are they on track to
align? Or could they be and do they both accel-
erate their progress in achieving their respec-
tive plans” through a merger, he said.

Zimmermann and his team undertake finan-
cial modeling to determine whether it's feasible
to bridge any gaps in financial performance
and to answer partner questions on this.
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Almost always, there is one firm that is less
profitable than the other, and so partners at the
more profitable firm have questions about how
to make it work.

Zimmermann said partners at the more prof-
itable firms may say: We're not interested in
being diluted, although we're really excited
about the merger, we do see this gap. Let’s talk
about what we can do to bridge the gap.

As a result, firm leaders need to be in a posi-
tion to say: We looked at the numbers carefully,
here’s the revenue and expense synergies that
the firms can achieve together, and here’'s how
we can model the alignment of financial per-
formance, Zimmermann said.

Large Gaps in Performance, Compensation

Overall, he said he expects more consolida-
tion among law firms, although he declined to
say which firms. “The thing that is changing
more recently is that the interest and some-
times the imperative to put M&A on the table”
is appearing among more profitable firms in
the Am Law 100, he said.

That's because it is coming into focus that
there are considerable benefits of scale and
profitability, which drive flexibility on compensa-
tion, relative to rival firms. The firms that have
less revenue and less depth of quality, relative
to their close competitors for talent, often ulti-
mately have less flexibility on compensation,
because they have less money in the system to
work to attract and retain partners, he said.

“If you get under the hood of the comp data
of firms, what you start to see is that the larg-

est and more profitable firms have the flexibil-
ity to compensate at a materially higher level,
he said, compared with other firms that have
less depth and less quality. Those gaps are
growing, he added.

Law firm leaders are more cognizant of the
gaps in partner compensation because, often,
the partners who are recruited away come to
them, asking if they can negotiate their pay to
be competitive with an offer.

Law firm leaders are starting to see that the
benefits of greater depth and scale can be a
talent advantage—but they can also create sig-
nificant threats for firms that are lagging.

In the News

>> Big Law firms in Texas with energy pedi-
grees are feasting on data center work, as the
rapid rise of artificial intelligence translates
into the construction of data centers that have
massive needs for power generation, Brenda
Sapino Jeffreys reports.

>> Polsinelli’s financial picture could be an
early sign of how the Am Law 100 is projected
to do in 2025. The firm, whose financial year
ends in October, had more than 20% revenue
and profit gains, Andrew Maloney reports.

>> Some Big Law leaders are optimistic that
evolving technology will make a long-promised
shift away from the billable hour a reality in
the coming years, but 2026 is more likely to be
a year when momentum continues develop-
ing rather than a year of seismic change, Jon
Campisi reports.
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