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Law firms have been slow adopters of agile working, 
the initiatives enabling employees to work more flexibly 
through workplace policy and real estate strategy. Attitudes 
are beginning to change though, with firms looking 
to increase workplace efficiency and collaboration by 
allowing employees to work from home, and providing 
technology to free employees from the desk. The 
increasing proportion of millennials joining the legal sector  
in London is helping to drive this change. Law firms can 
no longer sit in isolation from other professional services 
firms and are having to adapt to attract and retain talent 
from this demographic. 

Legal take-up in Central London has been weak over the 
past two years when compared with the 10-year average. 
Our survey reveals this is unlikely to be due to the EU 
Referendum, as the vast majority of firms do not expect 
it to have any significant impact on either headcount 
or profitability. A small proportion of law firms have 

contingency plans for Brexit but despite the uncertainty 
firms face, a large majority are not planning to move 
business from London.

Artificial Intelligence (AI) software, enabling firms to work 
faster through automation and augmentation processes, 
will continue to become more prevalent in the legal sector. 
It is likely to trigger a reduction in junior and support 
level headcount, although senior levels will be largely 
unaffected.

The traditional office layout is still widespread in the legal 
industry, with 67% of firms retaining primarily cellular 
office spaces. This is changing but this change is likely to 
be slow and incremental. We wait to see with interest the 
workplace strategies that will be adopted by Ashurst, DLA 
Piper and Freshfields, who are all planning major office 
relocations in London.

SUMMARY
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The London real estate market is undergoing fundamental 
shifts as landlords use new technology to respond to 
demands from occupiers for greater efficiency, agility and 
flexibility. Overlaid on these shifts is the potential economic 
impact of the EU Referendum on legal business in London. 
Where should law firms be located to best serve their 
clients? 

This report is the sixth in a series of annual reports about 
legal firms’ use of real estate in London. Each year we 
base our report on a survey of law firms addressing latest 
trends, and compile the CBRE Legal 100 - a ranking of the 
largest users of real estate among law firms.

INTRODUCTION

CBRE legal 100 constituents International 
Firms headquartered 
outside the UK 
(outside the Top 20)Top 20 

The largest 20 law 
firms in London by 
footprint National  

UK-headquartered 
firms (outside the 
Top 20)

AGILE WORKING
What are the challenges 

facing law firms 
in harnessing 

flexibility?

ARTIFICIAL 
INTELLIGENCE
How are law firms 

using technology to 
secure greater 
efficiencies?

BREXIT
Will law firms aim 
to relocate out of 

London after 
Brexit?

In this report we look at:

...and we also update our previous findings on legal take up, occupancy benchmarks and industry trends.
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Uncertainty around Brexit largely stems from trade 
negotiations. The Law Society of England and 

Wales have outlined the shortcomings of CETA, 
the trade agreement between the EU and Canada, 

arguing a similar deal for the UK would be the 
same as having no deal at all. The level of access 
to the EU market that the financial sector retains 
will have a strong influence on business available 

for the legal sector. 

AGILE 
WORKING

A generational shift together with a greater focus 
on profit margins and workplace efficiency, means 
that law firms are considering a more flexible and 

dynamic way of working.

There is resistance to change due to concerns about 
maintaining confidentiality, paper management and 

keeping the best people.  A fully leveraged agile 
environment is difficult to implement in a cellular 

layout.

ARTIFICIAL 
INTELLIGENCE

AI is becoming increasingly prevalent and, as we 
will see in this report, 89% of firms either currently 

use AI or plan to introduce it. Digitalisation will 
enable firms to provide a more cost effective 

service for their clients.

The introduction of AI could erode profit 
margins as the service becomes more 

commoditised and law firms are forced to 
become more cost competitive to win business. 
The days of timesheets, certainly in some areas 

of law, are numbered.

BREXIT
The UK voted to leave the European Union in 
June 2016, triggering speculation about the 

movement of business out of London should it 
lose access to the single market.

THE CHALLENGES FACING LAW FIRMS
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Compared with some other professional services businesses, such as consulting firms, the 
legal sector has been slow to adopt to agile working, but this is changing. Of the firms 
surveyed, 61% have now implemented agile working policies – double since last year’s 
report.

There are clear signs that the traditional ‘corner office’ culture is declining among law 
firms. Of the firms surveyed, 67% remain in primarily or entirely cellular configured 
offices. The remainder have an open plan configuration with 7% adopting activity-based 
working to respond to the differing work environments required by lawyers. We expect the 
proportion of firms engaging in activity-based working to increase in the coming years.

67% 26% 7%
Activity-based working 
(a range of different 
work settings)

MARKET TRENDS: AGILE WORKING

Office layouts of the CBRE Legal 100

of firms have adopted an agile 
working policy by the start of 2018

of firms had adopted an agile 
working policy by the start of 2017

61%

30%

Predominantly cellular 
configuration.

Completely open plan, or a mix 
with the majority open plan
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Where firms have implemented an agile working 
policy, it most commonly comes in the form of 
allowing employees to work from home and 
providing technology to enable them to work away 
from their desks. There remains a reluctance to 
desk share due to a concern that this will reduce 
the ability to retain and attract the best talent.

How do law firms hope to benefit from agile 
working? Our survey suggests that the main 
goals are improved workspace efficiency and 
greater collaboration and interaction. Improving 
recruitment and retention, as well as employee 
wellness and wellbeing are the main priority 
for some firms. No firms identified improving 
employee performance as the main objective of 
their agile working policy.

MARKET TRENDS: AGILE WORKING

Figure 2: How law firms are implementing agile working
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97%

82%

53%

42%

Desk sharingA choice of different 
work settings in the 

office

Providing technology
to untether staff from

the desk

Allowing working
from home

Source: CBRE Research

Figure 3: Law firms’ primary goal for agile working

28%

25%15%

15%

17%

Increased workplace efficiency

Greater collaboration and interaction

Wellness and wellbeing

Recruitment and retention

Other

28%

25%15%

15%

17%

Increased workplace efficiency

Greater collaboration and interaction

Wellness and wellbeing

Recruitment and retention

Other

28%

25%15%

15%

17%

Increased workplace efficiency

Greater collaboration and interaction

Wellness and wellbeing

Recruitment and retention

Other

Source: CBRE Research
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MARKET TRENDS: AGILE WORKING

Firms reported that the greatest single challenge to 
implementing agile working was resistance from senior 
management (27%) rather than from the wider group 
of employees (18%). Other significant hurdles included: 
paper and document management, existing office 
design, and current technology and infrastructure which 
accounted for 14% each. Significantly, only 2% of firms 
considered cost as an issue.

We asked respondents to rank their concerns about 
implementing agile working from one to five. Team 
management issues were the most prominent concern 
followed by the ability to manage reliance on paper. 
Client confidentiality was the least prevalent concern 
around implementing agile working.

of firms state resistance to change from 
senior management as their main challenge, 
compared with 2% who said cost

27%

Paper process, 
use and
storage

Quiet time 
for focus work

Seating 
allocation

Client 
confidentiality

Team 
management

The challenges of implementing agile working policy 
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Law firms have recognised the potential 
applications of Artificial Intelligence, 
and therefore have been faster to adopt 
it compared with some other industries. 
Boston Consulting Group and MIT Sloan 
Management’s ‘Reshaping Business with 
Artificial Intelligence’ survey covered 
11 different industrial sectors, including 
professional services. Of those surveyed, 
just 23% of respondents reported that they 
have adopted AI in some form, compared 
with 48% of London law firms. Similarly, 
22% reported that they had no plans to 
introduce AI compared with just 11% of 
London law firms.

Kira Systems is an example of the 
technology being embraced by the legal 
sector. Since 2016 their technology has 
been widely adopted by firms such as 

Clifford Chance, Addleshaw Goddard, 
CMS and Freshfields. The software uses 
an algorithm that can be ‘trained’ to tailor 
searches to each firm, speeding up the 
identification and analysis of clauses to 
manage due diligence more quickly –  
the user imports legal documents and the 
software processes them to export analytics 
reports.

RAVN is an AI platform that automatically 
reads, interprets and extracts data from 
documents, speeding up the process of 
a task that would usually be carried out 
manually. This increased efficiency could 
help law firms to respond to the demand 
from clients for lower costs. Its users 
include Linklaters, Berwin Leighton Paisner 
and Travers Smith. 

MARKET TRENDS: ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE

Linklaters was the first magic circle firm to announce 
its adoption of AI, signing a deal with RAVN Systems 
in May 2016 

of London law firms are currently using 
AI, compared with 23% across all industry 
sectors globally48%
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We have seen that 48% of law firms 
in London surveyed have adopted 
AI. Of these, 63% of firms used AI 
for legal document generation and 
review, and the same proportion 
for e-discovery. Due diligence 
(47%) and research (42%) were 
also common applications, along 
with compliance and administrative 
legal support (each 32%).

A further 41% of firms plan to use 
AI in the future, demonstrating that 
this technological advancement will 
have a profound impact on 
the profession. 

How will this affect employment 
levels? Firms expect to see some 
impact on employment, with the 
greatest impact predicted at junior 
and support levels. Almost half 
of firms believe there will be a 
reduction in headcount at junior 
level (43%) and support level 
(45%). In contrast, only 7% of firms 
believe that senior headcount levels 
will be reduced. 

Our survey found considerable 
uncertainty around the impacts 
of AI on employment, reflected 
by over 30% who were unsure of 
the potential impact at each level. 
This could make planning for the 
future and creating a future proof 
real estate strategy particularly 
problematic for law firms.

MARKET TRENDS: ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE

0% 20% 40% 60%

11-19% reduction

1-10% reduction

No impact

Don’t know

Figure 6: Impact on junior employment level

0% 20% 40% 60%

20%+ reduction

11-19% reduction

1-10% reduction

No impact

1-10% increase

11-19% increase

Don’t know

Figure 7: Impact on support employment level

0% 20% 40% 60%

1-10% reduction

No impact

1-10% increase

Don’t know

Figure 5: Impact on senior employment level

Source: CBRE Research

of London law firms either use AI 
already, or plan to do so in the future89% Figure 4: AI Adoption

Source: CBRE Research

No plans to use AI

Currently using AI

Plan to use AI in the future

48%41%

11%
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The 2016 EU referendum has heightened uncertainty 
for UK business. It presents the legal sector with both the 
opportunity of new business with changing regulations, 
and the threat from new English-language courts in 
mainland Europe. Despite speculation about business 
moving away from London, our survey shows law 
firms overwhelmingly expect no significant impact on 
employment levels (98%) or profitability (95%) as a result 
of the referendum.

Similarly, 70% of firms have no contingency plan to 
relocate any business from the UK to elsewhere in Europe 
due to Brexit, while 16% do have plans in place and 14% 
are unsure. The majority of respondents thought 0%-2% 
of legal jobs could move and 18% expected 3%-5% of 
legal jobs will move, while none of the firms surveyed 
foresaw more than 5%-7% of jobs moving to other parts 
of Europe.

Despite the uncertainty due to Brexit, a number of 
international law firms have expanded or plan to 
expand their presence in London including Sidley Austin, 
Quinn Emanuel and Akin Gump.

MARKET TRENDS: BREXIT

of firms do not expect Brexit 
to have a significant impact 
on their employment levels98%

of firms have no contingency 
plan to relocate business to 
elsewhere in Europe70%

26%

2%

72%

Significant impactNo impact

Minor impact

Figure 8: Effect of referendum result on 
employment levels

Source: CBRE Research

5%

59%

36%

Significant impactNo impact

Minor impact

Figure 9: Effect of referendum result on 
profitability

Source: CBRE Research
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LEGAL OCCUPANCY TRENDS

International law firms continue to 
provide more space per fee earner 
and per person, with 80% more 
space on average per fee earner than 
national firms and 60% more per 
person. 

The average spend on rent correlates 
strongly to how much space firms 
provide their employees, and so 
international law firms spend by 
far the most per fee earner, while 
national firms spend the least. In fact 
international firms spend, on average, 
more per person than national firms 
do per fee earner.

International firms have a higher 
proportion of fee earners in their 
London offices demonstrating their 
reliance on support services from 
their overseas head office. This higher 
proportion of fee earners might also 
help to support the case for more 
expensive high profile offices in 
London. 

Figure 10: Space provision by CBRE legal 100 firms

Figure 11: Rent costs by CBRE legal 100 firms
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LEGAL OCCUPANCY TRENDS
Both space and rents per fee earner are lower in 
an open plan office than a cellular configuration, 
where open plan offices have 42% less space 
and 39% lower rents per fee earner. Mixed 
offices have an average space of 326 sq ft per 
fee earner, but an average rent similar to that of 
an open plan office at £13,760 per fee earner.

Top 20 and international law firms remain 
predominantly cellular, but a number of these 
firms are trialling alternative ways of working 
or undertaking a workplace strategy review. 
We anticipate the emergence of new work 
place strategies within our Top 20 firms, but 
international firms will continue to be slower 
to adopt these new practices. National firms 
have adopted open plan offices more widely, as 
shown in figure 13, explaining their lower rent 
costs and space per person.

£45k

£35k

£25k

£15k

£5k

 

 

 

 

750550350150
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FE

Area occupied PFE (sq ft)

Cellular Mixed Open Plan

Figure 12: Rent paid vs space occupied per fee earner 

Source: CBRE Research
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Figure 13: Office configurations by law firm category

Source: CBRE Research
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OFFICE TAKE-UP BY LAW FIRMS

Figure 14: Take-up of space by law firms in london

We predict higher levels of legal take-up in 2018, with the following law firms active in the market with requirements:

Office take-up by the legal sector in 2017 was 21% below the 10-year average 
at 592,100 sq ft, although slightly higher than in 2016. Despite a strong start to 
2017 with the 255,000 sq ft Freshfields pre-let at 100 Bishopsgate, and the level 
of demand generally within the sector, take up in 2017 was relatively weak. There 
are a number of law firms with meaningful requirements actively engaging with 
the market so we anticipate stronger legal take up in 2018. This contrasts with the 
robust take-up of office space across Central London in 2017, up 7% on 2016 at 
13.2m sq ft, and 7% ahead of the 10-year average of 12.3m sq ft.
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OFFICE RENTS IN CENTRAL LONDON

Figure 1: Rent trends in key central London submarkets for legal firms

SOUTH 
BANK

CITY OF 
LONDON

MIDTOWN

Q4 
2017 rent 

£67.50 
psf

Q4 
2017 rent 

£68.50 
psf

Q4 
2017 rent 

£65.00 
psf

17% 19%

37%

CBRE Legal 100 costs

rent increase 2013 - 2017
6.2%

rent per annum
£495m

average rent per square foot
£49.41

Rental increases over the past five years have been 
significant, particularly in the Southbank which saw 
an increase of 37%. In the City, where the majority 
of the Legal 100 are based, rents grew by 19%. 
Midtown rents increased by 17% over the five-year 
period.

The CBRE Legal 100 occupy almost 10 million sq 
ft, spending a total of £495m per annum on rent, 
up 6.2% from 2013 and representing an average of 
£49.41 per sq ft, compared to £43.51 per sq ft five 
years earlier. 

Source: CBRE Research
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FIVE LARGEST DEALS IN 2017 

Freshfields 
Bruckhaus 
Deringer 

100 Bishopsgate 
255,000 sq ft

Memery Crystal 
165 Fleet Street 

28,000 sq ft

Withers 
20 Old Bailey 
57,000 sq ft

Arnold and 
Porter

Tower 42 
31,000 sq ft

Akin Gump 
10 Bishops

Square 
28,000 sq ft

Source: CBRE Research
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THE CBRE LEGAL 100: RANKING BY FLOORSPACE

1 Clifford Chance 26 Eversheds Sutherland

2 Allen & Overy 27 Charles Russell Speechleys

3 Linklaters 28 Addleshaw Goddard

4 Freshfields Bruckhaus Deringer 29 Kirkland & Ellis 

5 Herbert Smith Freehills 30 Clyde & Co

6 Hogan Lovells 31 Travers Smith

7 Slaughter & May 32 Jones Day

8 CMS Cameron McKenna 33 Skadden Arps Slate Meagher & Flom

9 Norton Rose Fulbright 34 Shearman & Sterling

10 Ashurst 35 K & L Gates

11 Mishcon de Reya 36 Sidley Austin

12 Simmons & Simmons 37 Holman Fenwick & Willan

13 DLA Piper 38 FieldFisher

14 Bryan Cave Leighton Paisner 39 Watson Farley & Williams

15 Pinsent Masons 40 Gowlings WLG

16 White & Case 41 Trowers & Hamlins

17 Baker McKenzie 42 Weil Gotshal & Manges

18 Reed Smith 43 Squire Patton Boggs

19 Stephenson Harwood 44 DAC Beachcroft 

20 Latham & Watkins 45 Withers

21 Mayer Brown 46 Reynolds Porter Chamberlain 

22 Dentons 47 Dechert

23 Bird & Bird 48 Kennedys

24 Taylor Wessing 49 Farrer & Co

25 Macfarlanes 50 Sullivan & Cromwell

51 Lewis Silkin 76 Fladgate

52 Gibson Dunn & Crutcher 77 Quinn Emanuel

53 Cleary Gottlieb Steen & Hamilton 78 Penningtons Manches

54 Ropes & Gray 79 Ince & Co 

55 Covington & Burling 80 Wedlake Bell

56 Howard Kennedy 81 Proskauer Rose

57 Milbank Tweed Hadley & McCloy 82 BLM

58 Winkworth Sherwood 83 Bryan Cave Leighton Paisner 

59 Morgan Lewis & Bockius 84 Fried Frank Harris Shriver & Jacobson 

60 Debevoise & Plimpton 85 McDermott Will & Emery

61 Kingsley Napley 86 Boodle Hatfield

62 Simpson Thacher & Bartlett 87 RadcliffesLeBrasseur

63 Osborne Clarke 88 Slater & Gordon

64 Bristows 89 King & Spalding 

65 Forsters 90 Memery Crystal

66 Irwin Mitchell 91 O’Melveny & Myers 

67 Stewarts Law 92 Cooleys

68 Akin Gump Strauss Hauer & Feld 93 Hill Dickinson

69 Goodwin Proctor 94 Sackers & Partners

70 Arnold & Porter Kaye Scholer 95 Wilkie Farr & Gallagher

71 DWF 96 Wilmer Hale

72 Bircham Dyson Bell 97 Cravath Swaine & Moore

73 Orrick Herrington & Sutcliffe 98 TLT

74 Morrison & Foerster 99 Fox Williams 

75 Paul Hastings Blake Morgan

InternationalTop 20 National
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THE CBRE LEGAL 100: LOCATION
InternationalTop 20 National
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