
Barbarians at the law firm gate 
 
Recently, the Dutch Bar Association gave its long-awaited approval to non-lawyer-owned 
company BrandMr, to start a pilot with providing bar-regulated legal services. 
 
Such a pilot is in line with the international trend to relax certain strict regulatory rules for 
law firms, especially the rule that only lawyers can control (read: own) law firms. The 
objective is to accelerate innovation and improve access to legal aid. Even in lawyer-
stronghold the United States, such pilots are being set up. Recently Utah, but other states 
are working on this as well. In Europe, the United Kingdom is well ahead in this respect. In 
2007 it introduced the Legal Services Act, which allows for non-lawyers to own law firms (so-
called Alternative Business Structures).  
 
In every jurisdiction where the regulations on ownership of law firms become less restricted, 
the public attention automatically focuses on what the Alternative Legal Service Providers 
are going to do. These are companies such as the Big Four, insurance companies and other 
legal service providers like Axiom, who are eager to break open the legal market and 
challenge the incumbent law firms.  
 
However, such development is also interesting for traditional law firms themselves. 
Suddenly they can also attract investors, in order to respond to market changes. It’s 
therefore no surprise that in our own practice we see that investors and lawyers are very 
interested. 
 
Just think about it: the legal market is a large, stable growing market, resistant to economic 
shocks, with relatively high margins achieved at commercial law firms. In addition, the 
market is very fragmented, law firms work with inefficient operations and a limited number 
of service and business models. Moreover, technology is still very undervalued, while 
according to a recent report for the Dutch bank ING, the business services sector, including 
legal services, has much to gain from investing in artificial intelligence. Hence, plenty of 
room for consolidation and operational improvement. 
 
But that’s not all. Research shows that due to the current protected structure of the legal 
market, a large proportion of those seeking legal aid are not served at all. Undoubtedly this 
will apply more to private individuals and SMEs than to larger and professional 
organisations, but it shows that the legal market still has a lot of untapped growth potential. 
 
For law firms, attracting external investors might also be an interesting opportunity. 
Partnership structures rarely offer financially interesting exit opportunities for partners and 
therefore, partners rarely look more than one year ahead if it comes to changing and 
improving their business. Moreover, most law firms lack investment power. As a result, law 
firms do not invest in opportunities that would much more profitable in the long term and 
that could bring necessary change and growth. Think about e.g., investments in technology, 
platforms for (international) growth, a modernized way of providing services or an 
integrated cooperation with other specialists. 
 



An external investor could offer such opportunity, especially when accompanied with 
incentives for partners aimed at long-term growth and development of the firm. Recent 
developments in the UK, with already six law firms having been listed to the stock exchange 
in the last few years, prove that this could be a realistic alternative for traditional law firms.  
 
It might take some time before we see this in other jurisdictions, like the Netherlands. 
Nevertheless, it’s a development that will not likely be overturned. 
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