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was quizzed by Personnel Today about the 

challenges facing HR leaders in the next five 

years. He said: “Attracting and retaining talent, 

raising the quality of people in HR roles, and 

the increased use of HR metrics and analytics.” 

Then the world went to hell in a handcart.

So what were the biggest challenges of 

those five years, in the end? 

“Well, what I listed were among 

the challenges, but a load of 

additional challenges got piled 

on top. Some organisations 

stopped looking for new talent, 

but I’ve always been convinced 

they’ll regret that. We continued 

to recruit the same number of 

entry-level trainees and lawyers 

through that period.”

The recession also caused 

a change in the skills firms 

are looking for. For lawyers, 

business development, 

marketing and client 

relationship management skills 

are now “absolutely critical 

in a world where law firms are 

competing ever more intensely for 

new work and in business services”, 

he says. 

And the need to continually raise 

the firm’s HR game hasn’t been 

pushed aside by the recession – if 

anything, it’s become more acute. 

It feels like everything has 

changed since 2008, and the biggest problem 

has turned out to be change itself. Law firm 

people had become “very accustomed to a 

world where there seemed to be an unending 

supply of new work and revenue growth, 

and high levels of profitability” – now they’re 

living in the world of ‘the new normal’, where 

it’s going to be hard to find growth and 

profitability.

To deal with this, Hogarth says HR has 

to refocus on areas like working practices, 

operating procedures and organisation to 

drive productivity, efficiency and cost savings. 

“That’s undoubtedly become far, far more 

important for HR teams than it was when I did 

my interview with Personnel Today,” he says.

Measuring success

A bigger challenge, but also a huge driver for 

productivity and that much-needed growth, 

is analytics and metrics on the people in a 

firm. Legal businesses need great analytics and 

metrics now more than ever, Hogarth says, to 

enable decision making.

That’s not easy, because people are harder 

Business development, marketing and 

client relationship management skills 

are now “absolutely critical in a world 

where law firms are competing ever more 

intensely for new work and in business 

services”, says Hogarth.
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to measure than processes or finances. But, 

he says, better measurement shifts the debate 

towards invesment rather than cost. “I’d very 

much like to be changing the nature of the 

debate about training budgets, so that you hear 

people ask what the firm is investing in training 

and what’s our return, rather than asking what 

the cost of training is.”

Hogarth says he’s worked to change the 

way Freshfields thinks about ‘morale’ (a word 

Hogarth dislikes), which was guessed at rather 

than measured. Now, HR 

issues an annual online staff 

and partners survey, which 

generates “very rich data about 

how people are feeling about the 

firm”. This kind of surveying, 

he says, has been “extremely 

powerful” in focusing HR and 

partner attention on business 

areas, “because we’ve got the 

data to help us”.

Technology and HR

A central path to efficiency is an 

area in which legal HR is behind the curve – 

technology.

Hogarth points to recruitment and learning 

management as core IT investments for any 

firm, because “a law firm is all about attracting 

talent, and retaining and developing that 

talent”. These would be closely followed, he 

says, by some form of automated feedback 

gathering/performance management system – 

although, he says, sometimes the automation 

of that process can give people excuses for not 

talking to one another.

But the technology change really needed in 

law firms to deliver great HR is much bigger 

than just those two areas.

Law firms haven’t had a clear idea about 

what their IT architecture should be, Hogarth 

says, so they’ve made ad hoc decisions about 

their systems. Firms invest in a recruitment 

system, then buy a different training system, 

and put core HR information in a third – so IT 

has to build complex interfaces between the 

systems. “It’s not very elegant,” he says, in what 

amounts to an epic understatement.

It should be all about workflows, he says 

– intake data, for example, should flow into 

the core HR system to reduce re-keying of 

data. It has to be global to be able to move 

data anywhere in the business, and integration 

should, of course, also include training 

and management, too. This is an ideal, but 

Freshfields is already part of the way there.

The most important thing, he says, is to be 

able to interrogate the information. One of the 

things Hogarth misses most from his time in 

HR outside legal is an HR dashboard. This is 

still rare in legal HR, but it’s common in some 

other sectors and many finance directors will 

be familiar with it – it’s a basic part of business 

intelligence and reporting. Such a set-up can 

deliver real-time information on head count, 

attrition, re-engagement survey results and 

so on, which “leads to better decision making, 

“I’d like to hear people ask what  

the firm is investing in training and 

what’s our return, rather than asking 

what the cost of training is.”

Kevin Hogarth, global HR director, Freshfields
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because you’re actually making the decisions 

based on data, rather than on your hunches”.

What Hogarth wants is something that some 

other firms are also working on – enterprise 

resourcing planning, or ERP (see our Briefing 

on strategic information, March 2012, in 

which David McLaughlin at Simmons & 

Simmons is trying to do just this).

Freshfields is, he says, “on the road” to 

something as full-spectrum as this. SAP is 

Freshfields’ core HR information 

system, and Hogarth has been 

“building out from there”. 

Freshfields HR has introduced 

an online feedback system based 

on SAP, and a 360 appraisal 

system for partners based on 

and housed within SAP. The 

firm has a project to build an 

SAP learning management 

system. He’ll always consider 

non-SAP options, Hogarth says, 

“but we do have a presumption 

that it’s going to be better if the 

SAP option is one which can 

broadly meet our needs”.

Freshfields isn’t an SAP 

business, on the finance side – 

but now that SAP is a more modular system, 

and doesn’t need to be used exclusively to get 

real benefit from it, it seems likely to grow in 

use at the firm.

The value of outsourcing

It’s become a truism that outsourcing, in 

some form, will be one of the ways law firms 

will deliver the resourcing efficiencies that a 

squeezed market demands.

But, Hogarth says, it’s not a simple future.

“Discussion about outsourcing often 

polarises the debate between either the firm 

doing it or a third party, but I’m sure there’s 

going to be a host of different ways in which 

our services are delivered.

“The one thing that we can be absolutely 

certain about is that law firms are going to be 

more complex organisations than they have 

been in the past, and therefore the challenges 

of managing that complexity are the really 

interesting things.”

Legal should look to other sectors to learn 

how to outsource, Hogarth says, as well as 

what proportion of back office/legal process 

work should be outsourced. He’s not just 

saying this – before his time at Capital One, he 

served as HR director at Ernst & Young. Before 

that, head of HR at National & Provincial. 

Before that, Boots. So Hogarth is relying on 

knowledge learned from outside, knowledge 

that’s going to be vital as legal morphs into an 

ever more client-driven model.

Clients are looking for better value, so firms 

need to look for ways of delivering work that’s 

relatively routine and straightforward in a 

different way “rather than using our very highly 

trained, most expensive resources to deliver 

“One thing we can be absolutely certain 

about is that law firms are going to be 

more complex organisations than they 

have been in the past – and therefore the 

challenges of managing that complexity 

are the really interesting things.”

Kevin Hogarth, global HR director, Freshfields

http://www.legalsupportnetwork.co.uk/resource/briefing-strategic-information-and-business-intelligence
http://www.legalsupportnetwork.co.uk/resource/briefing-strategic-information-and-business-intelligence
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some things that, frankly, don’t require all 

those skills”, he says. The upside to this change, 

he says, is the “prospect of more challenging 

and more interesting work for our lawyers”, as 

they’re relieved of routine and repetitive work.

But law firms may never be able to gain 

economies from outsourcing, because they 

simply aren’t big enough. Freshfields is a big 

firm, but its roster only runs to 5,000 people. 

“If you’re working for one of the very large 

banks, the economies that you can drive are 

much greater than in law firms,” Hogarth says. 

Regulation will also impact on 

how, and how much, law firms 

can outsource – but, Hogarth 

says, “there’s certainly scope for 

more of it than we see today”.

RPOs and insourcing

There are more subtle ways 

to make outsourcing work in 

law firms, however, such as 

‘insourcing’. Much used across 

the land in facilities areas such 

as catering and cleaning, this is 

now becoming a small force in 

higher areas like HR. For HR, this is showing 

up as recruitment process outsourcing (RPO).

Alexander Mann Solutions (AMS) handles 

Freshfields’ non-trainee recruitment. AMS 

claims to have delivered enormous value at 

Freshfields, increasing direct recruitment from 

between 10-20% to over 80% of hires across 

front and back offices. But is it really direct 

recruitment when you’ve hired a recruitment 

firm in to do it?

“We may not be the best example of the 

benefits of RPO, because we centralised and 

outsourced [recruitment] at the same time,” 

says Hogarth. This makes it very hard to 

work out where the benefits have really come 

from, though benefit has undoubtedly been 

had, especially in handling extremely volatile 

periods like the last few years, because the firm 

can push the impact of fluctuating recruitment 

needs in any given month onto AMS.

“We’ve got much greater flexibility than 

we have if it’s our in-house team,” he explains, 

and the firm has been able to change the 

proportion of directly sourced recruits. “It’s far 

more cost effective to be recruiting them that 

way than paying agency fees,” he says.

But Freshfields’ time with AMS has given 

Hogarth an idea of what the firm now needs 

from the RPO. “We’ll never compromise on 

quality, but there are times when we need to 

decide if we keep looking for someone who is 

even better – which will cost more and take 

longer – or make an offer. That’s what we are 

currently working through with AMS.”

This is the stuff beyond the basic aims of 

taking on an RPO: driving down the cost of 

recruitment, bringing recruits closer to the 

firm during the process, and delivering  more 

flexibility. Pulling down the time to hire is 

important, but it’s not all-important.

Balancing the cost of recruiting with the 

time it takes – usually the former skyrockets 

Law firms may never be able to gain  

economies from outsourcing, because  

they simply aren’t big enough. “One of the 

very large banks can drive economies that 

are much greater than in law firms,” 

says Hogarth.
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when you try to squeeze the latter very hard – 

is one of the most complex aspects in setting 

up a recruitment relationship, or setting the 

right metrics for an in-house team, he explains.

“It’s madness to just say: ‘Money’s no 

object, and if we can get them in three weeks, 

fantastic’ – because then each one is costing us 

fifty grand! That’s nuts!” But, he says, if time to 

hire goals are stretched to 10 weeks from eight, 

cutting the cost per hire by a further 23%, that’s 

difficult – because though the practice area is 

paying, they want someone soon.

This puts the HR team in a powerful but 

precarious position – “and are the quality 

of people that we’re getting 

any better?” asks Hogarth. “Is 

that two or three additional 

weeks that you’ve got them 

generating revenue sufficient to 

compensate for the increased 

cost?” That’s something that 

outsourcing can’t make easier, 

he says – it’s fundamentally just 

difficult.

Standardisation is the future

But is legal HR up to this post-

new normal task? Hogarth says 

he’s been “pretty pleased” with the quality at 

Freshfields (cue sigh of relief from the team). 

But legal is less sophisticated than HR in large 

corporates, he says, because “there’s much less 

routine, and fewer really efficient processes”.

This is partly because efficiency isn’t 

something partners particularly value, he says, 

which makes streamlining hard. “They like 

a bespoke service, and it’s quite difficult for 

HR to introduce best-practice, best-in-class 

processes and technologies and so on in that 

environment. We’re still a little bit behind on 

that. But we’re catching up, and I think the 

current environment will drive that change.”

Hogarth says legal can learn some useful 

lessons now from sectors like retail, which have 

had to cope with massive margin pressures.

“It’s forced them to be very efficient. But, 

as a consequence, they’ve had to standardise 

a lot. I think there’s room for more of that in 

the legal profession, and I think we’re entering 

a phase where that is going to be very much 

more a part of the contribution that law firm 

HR teams have to make.

“If we can’t grow the revenue at the pace that 

we want, we’re going to have to continue to 

turn to the cost line to see what we can do to 

improve profitability – and most of the easier 

things, like reducing the quality of the biscuits, 

was done in 2008 and 2009.

“Now you’re into re-engineering the 

business, making changes to bring about 

greater efficiency, drive out costs, find out 

where there is complexity you can simplify, 

removing duplication, and so on. That’s 

something corporate HR teams have been 

doing a lot longer than legal, and we need to 

turn our attention to it.”

Hogarth’s message seems clear: go forth, 

legal HR, and simplify. l

“It’s madness to just say: ‘Money’s no  

object, and if we can get them in three 

weeks, fantastic’ – because then each one 

is costing us fifty grand! That’s nuts!”

Kevin Hogarth, global HR director, Freshfields
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Back in the early days of Briefing (issue 

three, in fact), Jill King, then global HR 

director of Linklaters, said the economic 

downturn would fundamentally alter the 

legal sector. She called it the ‘new normal’.

She was right – the legal market has never 

been more uncertain, and the traditional legal 

partnership is facing challenges from merger 

threats to alternative business 

structures. It’s what we might call 

the new, new normal. 

At this critical time, HR 

could play a pivotal part helping 

firms respond to the challenges 

ahead. King, who recently left 

Linklaters to become a writer and 

commentator, says that “HR has a 

fantastic opportunity, and it needs 

to be bold about it”.

“[HR people] had their 

moment in the sun in 2009 when, 

finally, with the upheavals and 

restructurings caused by the 

downturn, HR won recognition. 

They need to capitalise on this 

and question [firms’] models, and 

be inquisitive on strategic direction.”

Many firms are not facing up to 

the ‘new normal’, she says. “A lot of 

partners want to believe it’s gone back 

to the way it was before the downturn,” 

explains King. “I fundamentally 

disagree with this – the only firms 

that will succeed are the ones that will 

challenge the existing business models 

of private practice”. 

HR needs to have a mandate from the top to 

take on this role. The latest incarnation of this 

is the debate over whether HR heads should 

be equitised to get the best out of them. Irwin 

Mitchell did this last year, after making up its 

finance director to equity as far back as 2010.

One answer might be to make the HR leader 

in a law firm an equity partner to properly 

incentivise them, and to deliver a sign to the 

firm at large. This comes as a shock to firms 

that still believe HR doesn’t belong on the 

board, let alone on the equity roll (estimates 

are that roughly only 50% of the top 100 firms 

appoint their heads of HR to the board), but it 

might also be necessary.

Changing the resourcing mix

Outside the boardroom there is a tectonic shift 

taking place in law firms – partly as a result 

of HR innovation, partly because of client 

pressure, both of which impact directly and 

significantly on HR and are altering the very 

nature of the HR function.

“The only firms that will succeed  

are those that challenge the  

existing business models of  

private practice.”

Jill King, former global HR director, Linklaters
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A decade or so ago, most of the people 

you’d have seen in a law firm would have 

been solicitors. There would have been a few 

paralegals floating around; support staff below 

a certain level would have been all but invisible. 

But meander through the now open plan 

offices these days of almost any top 100 firm 

and the mix is very different. Firms are hiring 

more non-solicitors and many more business 

support staff.

Andrew Rushworth, HR 

director at Hill Dickinson, says 

this is down to market pressures. 

“The big change that’s started and 

will continue is pricing pressure, 

and introduction of fixed fees. We 

use different types of resources 

to meet that pressure – and on 

any particular matter the role of 

the senior person – who is not 

necessarily a partner anymore – is 

more of a supervisory role, and the 

juniors are managing the cases. 

The whole leverage and mix of the 

team is changing.”

Creating better business people

For HR, the implications of this 

are enormous, and range from 

recruitment to training and career 

development. This also means 

more training in team leading, 

business and commercial skills 

such as pricing, says Rushworth.

This increasing shift to business 

reflects another, greater, shift in career path 

for lawyers as other people in the business 

become more important. Irwin Mitchell, for 

example, has a twin-track approach to partner 

promotion – non-lawyers, whether fee earning 

or support staff, can be promoted to salaried 

partner level on the same terms and conditions 

as fee-earners. Rushworth says that Hill 

Dickinson also takes an open view on who will 

lead the firm in the future: “I predict that we 

will soon have a 50-50% [split between] non-

solicitors and solicitors, and this will impact on 

senior posts. The paralegals may well soon be 

looking at being partners – we need to be more 

open to that, and we want that to be made clear 

to them that that is an option.” 

Irwin Mitchell sees this lawyer/paralegal 

thing as something more fundamental, an issue 

of diversity. Andy Chalmers, Irwin Mitchell’s 

HR director, says the firm “believes deeply” in 

the value of diversity, but that this includes how 

non-lawyer case handlers and business support 

“The big change that’s started  

and will continue is pricing pressure  

and fixed fees. The whole leverage and  

mix of the team is changing.”

Andrew Rushworth, HR director, Hill Dickinson
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people are seen by the firm.

This means firms are sourcing from a 

much broader field and through more diverse 

channels. Hill Dickinson, for example, is 

considering introducing an apprenticeship 

scheme, hiring school leavers rather than 

law graduates. As Rushworth says, “law firms 

are needing to hire other beings apart from 

traditionally trained solicitors”. 

Corporate pressures

This alteration in the staff 

mix also changes the focus 

within HR, shifting away from 

recruitment and on to learning 

and development, as well as 

designing the right career 

development interventions. It’s 

also meant expanding the reach 

of those goals to everyone in the 

firm not just solicitors, not just 

fee-earners.

These changes can be seen as 

the result of a wider shift towards 

a more ‘corporate’ model, driven 

by increased competition and 

pressure from clients.

HR‘s role within the 

firm increases dramatically with this 

corporatisation. Take pay, for example – firms 

are adopting an ever more corporate approach 

to remuneration, with many now offering 

performance-related pay such as bonuses. The 

knock-on effect of this has been that firms have 

had to examine what they really value, and 

what excellent performance means to them.

This is by no means simple – Eversheds’ 

performance-related pay is broken down 

into three separate measures and a fourth is 

being considered, for example. Performance 

management is also HR territory, so as firms 

offer increasingly complex total compensation 

packages and introduce performance-related 

measures, firms are now hiring HR experts to 

manage those offerings. 

This intense focus on HR’s remit is only 

going to intensify with the pressure of the rise 

of alternative business structures, as Angus 

Macgregor, HR director at Eversheds, explains. 

“ABSs will make law firms more business-savvy 

because there will be non-lawyers in the legal 

market. Non-lawyers – the private equity boys 

or retail – will want to measure success, and 

HR plays a crucial role [in that].” This is a point 

echoed by Kevin Hogarth, global head of HR 

for Freshfields, in this month’s interview.

Managing outsourcing

Another lesson for law firms from the 

corporate playbook is using outsourcing to 

cut costs and deliver a better resourcing mix. 

This is still relatively uncharted territory, but is 

cropping up in an increasing number of firms.

Hill Dickinson, for example, outsources its 

secretarial function and its IT training, Ince & 

“ABSs will make law firms more  

business-savvy, because there will  

be non-lawyers in the legal market.  

The private equity boys or retail  

will want to measure success, and  

HR plays a crucial role in that.”

Angus Macgregor, HR director, Eversheds
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Co outsources its catering, travel and digital 

dictation services, for example. 

For HR people, outsourcing is about 

learning to manage the relationship with the 

provider, getting to grips with the terms of an 

outsourcing agreement and keeping an eye on 

service levels. It’s also about managing staff 

expectations, says Macgregor – firms have to 

work hard to make outsourcing happen, he 

says, “and that is part of HR as well”.

Outsourcing is also happening to HR. 

Following an intense process mapping of HR 

roles, Eversheds decided to outsource the 

administrative side of HR to Accenture in 

Bangalore, as well as the firm’s recruitment.

Macgregor says HR has to look in the mirror 

as much as at the rest of the firm to see what 

needs changing. “You need to pinpoint the 

parts of a particular role where someone adds 

value, as we did with the recruitment role, 

and outsource those parts where they are not 

adding value; this leaves them free to do the 

value-added part: to land the hire.” 

Challenges of international growth

Alongside corporatisation, internationalisation 

and consolidation have begun to seriously 

change the dynamic in the legal sector.

A significant number of medium-sized firms 

have ‘followed the work’, opening new offices 

abroad, which has meant the HR role has been 

focused on trying to maintain and strengthen a 

firm’s cohesive core, to keep the culture of the 

firm strong in the face of language differences 

and local idiosyncracies. 

Mike Orton, HR director at Ince & Co, 
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explains what’s happened: “Much of our 

growth has been international, and this is a 

real challenge in terms of the culture of the 

firm. However, it is what we do very well and 

we pay attention to it. It even feeds into our 

recruitment strategy – we recruit for cultural 

fit, as well as skills and experience.”

Johnny Nichols, HR director at Bird & 

Bird, agrees that international growth is a 

hot topic. Bird & Bird has in the past carried 

out international hiring by taking the best of 

local practice, he says – but an increasingly 

international client base means it’s now 

“more important to make sure that there is 

consistency in our approach with 

the client”.

Cementing HR’s new power

Given this upheaval, it is difficult 

to envisage how firms will look 

in just a few years time. Constant 

change is the dynamic now, and 

good HR units are driving and 

delivering that dynamic.

HR hasn’t been immune to 

redundancies and outsourcing, 

but the future is far from 

bleak – some firms have even 

grown their HR departments 

to match the greater sophistication of firms’ 

approach to resourcing, and as new areas 

grow in prominence  – particularly learning 

and development and benefits. This is 

deeply connected to law firms’ taking a more 

corporate approach – as Nichols says: “HR in 

a large corporation is on an equal footing with 

the business – this is where we want to be in 

law firms, and it’s where we are in Bird & Bird.”

HR is pushing for, and getting, greater 

visibility within the firm, but there’s still a 

huge amount of work left to do. This may lie 

in having an HR director on the management 

team or on the board, but it is also about HR 

becoming a more ‘business-aligned function’, 

as Orton describes it. He says HR in law firms 

should be ‘out and about’ more in the firm.

“We are seen around the organisation and 

we are accessible; we will get involved on the 

floor. As well as being business-focused, HR 

should have a soul, and should convey this to 

the people running the teams.”

There is one area, however, where HR is 

missing a trick. Jill King says the best firms 

could take the marketing lead on ethics – an 

intrinsic part of law firm culture.

“HR has a role in thinking about the 

reputation and culture of the firm. Most firms 

get defensive instead of educating the partners 

and fee-earners and pushing forward on an 

ethical footing. [Firms should] prove they don’t 

accept instructions from just anyone, and show 

that a they would turn down work for ethical 

reasons. This could be the way to differentiate 

in a highly competitive market.”

So it’s not the question of whether to change 

or not, but about who should be driving that 

change. And the answer is HR. l

“We are seen around the organisation 

and we are accessible; we will get 

involved on the floor. As well as being 

business-focused, HR should have a 

soul, and should convey this to the 

people running the teams.”

Mike Orton, HR director, Ince & Co


















