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THE LIST OF NAMES READS LIKE THE requiem for a dying breed of law firm. 
Peterson Ross in Chicago. Hill & Barlow in Boston. Doherty Rumble & Butler in St. 
Paul, Minn. And Waring Cox in Memphis, Tenn. Each dissolved within the past few 
years after being in business for more than a century--in Waring Cox's case, since before 
the Civil War. 
But they didn't succumb to old age. Many law firms like them that had been around for 
much shorter periods also have dissolved recently. To name just a few: Skjerven Morrill, 
a 26-year-old firm in San Jose, the heart of California's Silicon Valley; Manta and Welge, 
in Philadelphia for 20 years; Riden Earle & Kiefner, after *38 30 years in St. Petersburg, 
Fla. 
What these law firms--and dozens more that have disappeared in recent years-- have in 
common is that they all fit into the category of midsize firms. 
Of course, there is no formula--or consensus--that defines what a midsize law firm is in 
the United States. 
In terms of numbers, for instance, the size of a midsize firm always has been in flux. 
"Our firm today, we're at 80 lawyers," says Dennis Black, a principal at Goldberg, Kohn, 
Bell, Black, Rosenbloom & Moritz in Chicago. "That was close to a large firm when I got 
out of law school" more than 30 years ago, he notes. 
In larger cities like Chicago, law firm managers and consultants generally agree that 
midsize firms range anywhere from about 50 to some 200 lawyers. In New York City, a 
"midsize" firm might still number as many as 400 or so attorneys. 
In smaller metropolitan areas--say, Kansas City--a midsize firm might number only about 
25 lawyers. 
But the key to defining a midsize firm may be a matter of perspective more than 
numbers. Midsize firms fill the gap between the nation's largest national or even 
international firms, boutique firms that offer concentrated services in tightly carved-out 



practice areas, and small general practice firms that primarily serve individuals and small 
businesses. And while midsize firms compete most closely with the large firms, they also 
venture into the realms of boutique and small firms. 
In effect, midsize firms are the only ones that compete with everyone else in the law 
practice community. 
Many legal consultants and firm managers say midsize firms are becoming an 
endangered species due to the confluence of several factors. 
"There's a lot more pressure on midsize firms than has historically been the case," says 
Jerry H. Biederman. He is managing partner of 140-attorney Neal, Gerber & Eisenberg, a 
well-regarded midsize firm in Chicago. "I think, unfortunately, that what's going on with 
midsize firms is a shakeout that isn't going to leave a lot of firms left doing the kind of 
work they want to do." 
Many midsize law firms have suffered during the economic downturn that has gripped 
the country for the past few years. In some cases, they have been undermined by poor 
management, as well. 
But those factors also have magnified a broader concern that midsize firms may not be 
suitable to the current competitive business environment facing law firms. Like midsize 
operations in other fields, midsize law firms may not be able to match either the 
multiskilled resources of large firms or the specialized focus of boutique operations. 
Moreover, midsize firms find it increasingly difficult to compete with smaller general 
practice firms representing individuals in divorces, personal injury suits, real estate 
transactions and other matters that in the past at least helped pay the bills. Midsize firms 
can't duplicate the lower fees those competitors offer because they have to deal with the 
overhead costs of trying to keep up with big firms on the larger corporate and business 
cases. Mean- while, corporate clients don't expect to pay big-firm fees to firms that can't 
offer a broad scope of services. 
 
HOW TO FIND A WINNING FORMULA 
MIDSIZE FIRMS HAVE TO RECOGNIZE THAT THEY GENERALly are unable to 
offer the array of practice areas that larger firms cover and lack the sheer numbers of 
lawyers and support staff that larger competitors can bring to big cases, says Sally J. 
Schmidt, a legal consultant based in Burnsville, Minn. 
And then there is the credibility issue, notes Schmidt. "It's unfortunate but true," she says, 
"that [a corporate] general counsel is going to say, 'Nobody will question my decision to 
go to the biggest law firm in town."' 
In effect, midsize firms fit the needs of fewer and fewer clients. The problems can 
compound even further when they lose some of their most productive lawyers, or even 
entire departments, to competitors. 
"It's a difficult economic model to operate in this environment because it's harder to 
attract and hold high-*39 end business in a midsize firm," says Biederman. "But it's not 
impossible." 
Others concur with Biederman's assessment that it still is possible for a midsized firm to 
thrive amid competitors on either side of it on the spectrum. 
Schmidt points out that, despite economic and competitive pressures, many midsize firms 
are doing well. "Many of my clients said that the last year was extremely good, if not the 
best year they ever had," she says. 



A key to success, consultants and firm managers say, is for midsize firms to understand 
where they fit in the competitive mix of their particular legal communities. To thrive 
amid the competition, experts say, midsize firms should develop one or perhaps a few 
niche practice areas that will form the primary basis for their overall work. 
"You have to focus," Schmidt says. "People aren't going to believe that a midsize firm 
can do everything that a big firm can do. The perception of expertise is the No. 1 
selection criterion. It's not about hiring the firm; it's about hiring someone in the firm who 
does a lot of a certain thing." 
It's easier to succeed as a midsize firm "if you're a strong niche player," says Paula 
Alvary of the legal consulting firm of Hoffman, Alvary & Co. in Newton, Mass., a 
Boston suburb. "Firms that are a mile wide and an inch deep will not fare well." 
Schmidt, Alvary and others say that performing well in a niche area of practice often 
gives a firm the opening to gain other business from a client. 
"People get bogged down in the definition of a strategic plan," Alvary observes. "But 
what it really means is context. It means we know who we serve, why we serve them, 
what our skill base needs to be." 
Biederman says it has become more difficult for midsize firms to maintain client business 
that balances the big-ticket representation of major corporate clients and what he terms 
"commoditized" work. He defines such work as relatively routine matters that are 
lucrative because they often can be handled in a standardized way with relatively low 
overhead but at fees similar to those that the firm charges for more complex work. 
These days, however, both clients and attorneys are balking at that sort of approach, says 
Biederman. Corporate clients are likely to resist paying the higher fees that midsize firms 
might charge for these matters to keep up with larger firms, he explains. At the same 
time, lawyers who do complex corporate work are less willing or able to switch gears and 
handle routine matters than they were in the past, he notes. 
"It's an evolving situation in the practice of law," Biederman says of the growing 
divergence in handling complex and routine matters. "But that's clearly the direction in 
which the market's going. And the dilemma for a lot of these midsize firms is they can't 
get enough of the high-end work to really sustain their practices. In the old days, you 
could do both and charge the same for both, but that's not life anymore." 
Black says that a niche strategy has worked well for Goldberg Kohn in Chicago. "We had 
our best year ever last year," he says. 
Black attributes his firm's success, at least in part, to its focus on an appropriate strategic 
plan. "We're not trying to be all things to all clients," he says. "We've developed a pretty 
broad set of offerings, and we can function very effectively as general counsel to some 
kinds of clients and many middle- market clients. But for a large number of our clients, 
we provide one or more of the important niche services that we've gotten very good at." 
Goldberg Kohn, for instance, is known particularly for representing major lenders in 
commercial finance transactions, according to Black. "We have a practice that is larger 
than all but one or two firms in town in that area," he notes. 
By contrast, says Black, "The firms that are really struggling are midsize firms that are 
not nearly so large as big firms, but they want to be perceived as big firms. Trying to be 
all things to all clients is extremely difficult to do when you're competing with firms five 
times your size." 
 



RISK GOES WITH THE TERRITORY 
BUT A NICHE STRATEGY MAY ALSO PUT A MIDSIZE FIRM AT some risk, say 
law firm managers and consultants. 
Midsize firms often are more vulnerable to defections by key partners or practice groups, 
says David M. Neff, a bankruptcy lawyer with Piper Rudnick in Chicago who has worked 
on a number of dissolution cases involving local firms. The reason, he says, is a matter of 
proportion. 
"Just by sheer size," says Neff, midsize firms "are more likely to have a single lawyer or 
a small group of lawyers control a greater percentage of the business." As a result, 
"They're simply more susceptible to being impacted by a split-off than a larger firm, 
which has more partners." 
A case in point, says Neff, is Peterson Ross, a firm that he represented in the course of its 
dissolution, which became final earlier this year. 
One of Chicago's oldest firms, Peterson Ross was known for its insurance defense work 
and had as many as 150 lawyers. "By Jan. 1 of this year, it was down to 63 lawyers," says 
Neff. "And then the final blow was when a group of five members whose business was 
about 20 percent of the total firm business said they were leaving to form their own firm. 
That was when the remaining members decided they couldn't go on." 
Shortly before Peterson Ross dissolved, Boston's venerable Hill & Barlow closed its 
doors in December 2002 after 107 years in business. 
Hill & Barlow, which had a general corporate practice and a highly regarded real estate 
department, still had roughly 130 attorneys at the time it dissolved. But the dissolution 
was reportedly prompted by the planned departure of more than 20 real estate and 
litigation lawyers, along with a considerable percentage of the firm's clients. In January, 
that group opened a Boston office for Piper Rudnick, a 925-lawyer firm whose largest 
office is in Chicago. 
Consultant Alvary says Hill & Barlow's problems were due at least partly to the fact that 
the firm "didn't have the same market recognition and size" in any other area to go along 
with its renowned real estate department. *40 "Except for the real estate practice, they 
had relatively few lawyers engaged in each of many practice areas," she says. 
Jim Durham, another Boston-area legal consultant who heads the Law Firm Development 
Group in Dedham, Mass., suggests that Hill & Barlow may not have been aggressive 
enough in an increasingly competitive legal business environment. 
"My observation is that they relied, as many firms do, on what were truly extraordinary 
legal skills and managed themselves in a way that promoted the concept that great 
lawyering was essentially great thinking," Durham says. "While I believe they are and 
were among the best-thinking lawyers in the city, I think they came to the concept of 
focusing and organizing around clients a little too late." 
Another concern for midsize firms is concentrating in the wrong practice areas. A firm 
can become vulnerable if its niche field becomes too competitive, or if business dries up 
due to changes in the business climate. 
A seismic shift in the business climate apparently led to the demise of Skjerven Morrill. 
Silicon Valley was a great place to be for a firm whose intellectual property practice fed 
off the frenzied high-tech economy--until the dot-com bubble burst in 2000. 
Even then, the firm continued to do well until the Sept. 11 terrorist attacks triggered even 
more economic slowdowns, according to Edward V. Anderson, who served as the firm's 



managing partner and later became its chairman. 
Skjerven decided to dissolve in January 2003, after layoffs, the loss of a number of 
partners, and failed efforts to merge with another, stronger firm. From some 140 lawyers 
in the fall of 2001, the firm's attorney ranks had dwindled to about 60 lawyers when it 
decided to close its doors, according to Anderson, who declined to comment further 
about his firm's fate. He is now a partner in the San Francisco office of national mega-
firm Sidley, Austin, Brown & Wood, where a number of other Skjerven attorneys have 
relocated as well. 
Rosenblum, Parish & Isaacs was another midsize San Jose firm riding the high- tech 
wave until it dissolved after coming up short in competition with larger firms for top 
legal talent, according to firm founder Jerry Rosenblum. 
The firm's dissolution "was based upon the fact that, at the time, we just weren't able to 
attract and retain the high-level associates that we wanted because of inflation and 
salaries," says Rosenblum, now of counsel in the Palo Alto office of Pillsbury Winthrop, 
an 800-lawyer firm with 17 offices in five countries. 
His former firm dissolved in a year when Silicon Valley firms had just led a national 
move to raise top starting pay for first-year associates to $125,000. "That created 
economic pressure on the partners, who just felt they would be better off to develop their 
practices in a larger firm," Rosenblum says. 
"I think the lesson learned will be a tendency to more specialized law practices, if you 
want to survive as a midsize firm," says Rosenblum, who sees startup companies as one 
potential niche for midsize firms. "I think what happened down here is that a number of 
the firms just came into head-to-head competition with the large firm instead of 
developing niches." 
 
LESSONS IN GOOD MANAGEMENT 
THOMAS S. CLAY TAKES SOMETHING OF A CONTRARIAN VIEW on the 
question of why midsize law firms are dissolving in increasing numbers. 
Rather than emphasize changing economic conditions or a new competitive environment, 
Clay, a principal at legal consulting firm Altman & Weil in Newtown Square, Pa., near 
Philadelphia, says it is primarily a factor of poor management practices by the firms 
themselves. 
Clay maintains that a midsize law firm--or any law firm, for that matter-- that manages 
itself appropriately can thrive in just about any economic climate. 
"The premise that midsize firms have some specific set of problems is just a bunch of 
malarkey, in my opinion," he says. "This is the same kind of discussion that happened 
back in 1991, when some prominent consultants*41 forecast the death of the midsize firm 
during the last recession." 
While that may be a harsher view than many in the law firm management field express, 
there is wide agreement that careful management is important for midsize (and other) 
firms making their way through challenging economic times. In that environment, they 
caution, the impact of questionable management decisions can be exacerbated by 
recessionary economic conditions. 
"The firm growing too quickly and not having controlled growth" is a factor for many 
failing midsize firms, says Peter Johnson of Law Practice Consultants in Newton, Mass. 
"Another part is undertaking too many expenses without really focusing on the revenue 



side," says Johnson. He also notes that many firms did not recognize the dangers of 
borrowing money during flush times to pay salaries and other operating expenses. The 
consequences of questionable management policies are multiplied during more difficult 
economic times, he says, because "having some client defection and some attorney 
defection just creates a downward spiral." 
Johnson speaks from experience. He became a consultant after his own firm, Boston's 
Lane Altman & Owens, dissolved in 2001. He was managing partner. 
Johnson remembers that the crash itself actually may not have been as painful as the fall. 
In his firm's case, he says, dissolution was the best alternative because it allowed lawyers 
to establish themselves at stronger firms elsewhere rather than struggle indefinitely to 
keep the old firm afloat. 
"We just decided that was the best alternative," says Johnson. "And, in point of fact, it 
has worked out, without exception, for the better for almost every individual and practice 
area." 
 
WHEN MONEY'S NOT ENOUGH 
BUT EVEN THOUGH LIFE CAN BE TOUGH THESE DAYS FOR midsize law firms, 
not all lawyers who practice in that setting believe moving to another practice 
environment will make things easier. Quality of life may be a key reason why midsize 
firms are likely to continue to be an integral part of the legal community. 
Many lawyers maintain that midsize firms offer just the right fit for a collegial, flexible 
environment in which to practice law that neither their larger nor smaller competitors are 
able to provide. 
While midsize firms may not be able to match the money or glamour that larger 
competitors can offer to lure star partners away, Black maintains that they can make up 
for it by offering a more satisfying setting in which to practice. That, he suggests, may be 
worth more than money. 
"It's a lot harder to tear somebody out of a place that they trust and like," says Black, "and 
where they have the support of their partners and where they feel like partners." 
                                                                                                                                                
Martha Neil, a lawyer, is a legal affairs writer for the ABA Journal. Her e-mail address is 
neilm@staff.abanet.org. 


