
S
can today’s legal headlines and you’ll 

see a steady stream of law firm 

combinations: mergers of equals, 

strategic integrations and targeted 

acquisitions. Scale has become the 

dominant narrative, often framed as the clearest 

path to growth and long-term success. But is it 

the only one?

As the chair of a 50-year-old midsize litigation 

and investigations firm, I’m not convinced. 

Independence, when intentional, is not a limitation. 

It is a strategy—and a powerful one at that.

Many combinations announced in the first 

quarter of 2026 involved midsize firms driven 

by the desire to expand geographic reach, 

deepen capabilities and share the rising costs 

of technology investment. These are real 

advantages, and mergers can offer a faster route 

to achieving them.

Yet early results from newly combined 

firms often reflect aggregation rather than 

differentiation. Revenue grows. Headcount 

increases. But the more important question 

remains: does scale actually deliver what clients 

need most: expertise, value and outcomes?

For firms with a distinct identity, strong client 

relationships and a defined area or areas of 

excellence, there is another path. By staying 

independent, firms can focus on building their 

core strengths and making a clear case about the 

value proposition for clients. They can compete 

on depth, not breadth.

A Different Model: Competing on 

Focus Rather Than Size

For an independent midsize firm, the business 

model requires a more selective approach to 

growth: maintaining a focused practice, investing 

in people, and prioritizing client outcomes over 

profit-driven expansion.
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For midsize firms that grow successfully, 

expansion is often more organic. Rather 

than pursuing scale for its own sake, these 

firms concentrate on developing talent from 

within while selectively adding experienced 

lawyers who align with their approach and 

client needs. That discipline allows firms to 

maintain a clear sense of who they are and 

what they do best.

This model reflects a broader point: 

independence does not mean limitation. It 

enables firms to define their value with exactness.

Protecting the Power of Specialization

One of the most significant advantages of 

remaining independent is the ability to sustain true 

specialization. Smaller firms are not under pressure 

to present themselves as full-service providers. 

Instead, they can concentrate on specific areas of 

strength and build reputations around consistent 

performance at the highest levels.

That might mean a high-stakes litigation 

and investigations practice, as it does for 

Zuckerman Spaeder, or another clearly defined 

area where a firm has built deep experience 

and a consistent record.

These should not be ancillary capabilities; they 

should be the core of your practice. Maintaining 

that focus allows firms to invest deeply in 

developing the expertise required to deliver 

results in complex, consequential matters.

Expanding breadth at the expense of depth 

risks diluting that advantage. For firms whose 

value lies in carefully honed skills, that tradeoff 

is not always justified.

Delivering Senior Attention, Not Hierarchy

Scale often brings structural layering. Larger 

firms may rely on significant associate leverage 

models, which can introduce inefficiencies in 

staffing and limit opportunities for junior lawyers 

to gain meaningful experience. An independent 

model allows for a different approach.

With leaner teams and a closer partner-to-

associate ratio, clients benefit from direct access 

to senior lawyers while associates gain earlier 

responsibility and more substantive training. In 

litigation in particular, that translates into faster 

development of the skills required to manage 

complex matters effectively.

From a client perspective, this approach can 

also reduce costs and improve predictability—

two factors that have become increasingly 

important in the current environment.

Maintaining a Cohesive Culture

One of the hallmarks of smaller firms is the ability 

to intentionally cultivate and sustain a cohesive 

culture. While this can be achieved at scale, doing 

so becomes significantly more complex when 

integrating distinct organizations with different 

histories, practices and expectations.

Successfully blending firms in a way that honors 

complementary strengths while minimizing 

disruption is no small feat, particularly in a 

profession where change can be met with 

understandable resistance.

By contrast, a more measured approach to 

growth allows for greater continuity. Recruiting, 

training and retaining small cohorts of lawyers—

from the earliest stages of practice through 

potential partnership—creates an environment 

in which individuals feel invested in the firm’s 

trajectory. This approach allows each contributor 

to play a meaningful role in the firm’s collective 

success and long-term succession planning.

While no organization is immune to attrition, 

a consistent and supportive culture enables 

lawyers to develop their professional identities 
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within the firm, while reinforcing the value they 

bring to one another and to their clients.

Investing in Technology Without Scaling Excess

Technology is often cited as a primary driver 

of consolidation, given the rising cost of digital 

infrastructure and AI-enabled tools. But scale is 

not the only way to address that challenge.

Independent firms can make targeted, strategic 

investments—focusing on technologies that 

enhance efficiency and support high-value 

work rather than attempting to replicate the full 

infrastructure of larger organizations.

The goal is not to preserve commoditized work. 

It is to streamline administrative processes, 

improve research capabilities, and enable lawyers 

to devote more time to strategic analysis and 

advocacy. In that sense, technology becomes 

an amplifier of specialization rather than a 

justification for expansion.

Aligning Incentives with Client Value

Independence also provides flexibility in how firms 

define success. Without the pressure to sustain 

continuous growth in headcount or revenue, firms 

can prioritize work based on complexity, impact and 

alignment with their expertise. That, in turn, allows 

for more efficient pricing and staffing decisions.

In a market where compensation pressures—

particularly for junior lawyers—continue to 

only by compensation, but by the opportunity 

to take on meaningful work, develop skills 

more quickly and maintain closer engagement 

with clients. Impact is not a story passed 

down from the top rungs of a client team or 

firm leadership. In a smaller firm, it can be felt 

directly at all levels.

For clients, the benefits are tangible: experienced 

teams, lower turnover and a clearer alignment 

between cost and value. As a former general 

counsel, this fills me with hope for the future of 

our industry and an empathetic sense of relief for 

our clients.

Independence as a Long-Term Strategy

Consolidation will remain a defining feature of 

the legal industry. For many firms, it will be the 

right path. But it is not the only path.

For firms with a clearly defined practice, strong 

client relationships and a disciplined approach 

to growth, independence offers a sustainable 

alternative. It allows them to compete not on 

breadth, but on depth—to deliver specialized 

expertise, maintain cohesive teams and align 

more closely with client needs.

In a market increasingly shaped by size, the 

firms best positioned for long-term success may 

be those that are most deliberate about choosing 

not to pursue it.
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