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The challenge for law firms in Africa: 

Staying competitive in an international market 

[Address at Slaughter and May’s PLEASe dinner on 19 September, 2019] 

Introduction 

I am delighted to be here this evening, enjoying a PLEASe conference even after my 

“retirement”.  What a pleasure it is to share time with so many good friends and colleagues 

from across the continent.  For me, a real bonus! 

But, the price of my ticket this evening was that I had to make a speech.   

Having spoken at the dinner last year, and reflected on my visits to Africa over the past five 

years, I thought that this year I would reflect on the business of being a law firm in Africa 

and the challenges presented by the growing international market in legal services. 

This is part of a longer talk (which I would be more than happy to give to you or your firms) 

which examines how firms in Africa can meet the challenges of international competition.  

Since, however, I have limited time this evening, I have shortened it to cover some key 

points. 

Pace of change 

Perhaps I could start, not in Africa, but here in Europe.  Last Friday’s Financial Times 

contained a supplement announcing the awards for Innovative Lawyers 2019.  The 

introduction to that supplement read as follows: 

“Law firms across Europe that want to be taken seriously by clients and prospective 

employees now accept the need to become digital businesses.  Indeed, many are 

well on the way. 

What is surprising is the rate of change.  For the first decade that the Financial Times 

published the Innovative Lawyers special report for Europe, change in the legal 

profession was incremental.  Since 2016, it has become exponential.” 

I am not making a point here about going digital.  I am reflecting on the pace of change.   

I started work at Slaughter and May forty years ago in 1979.  At that time typewriters were 

still the key office tool; the first word processors had only just arrived; there were no faxes 

or e-mails (telexes were the way we sent international messages); there were no mobile 

phones and our office switchboard closed at 6pm.  The idea of a law firm being a “digital 

business” would have been meaningless to any partner of the firm at that time. 



So, the changes are massive. 

Changes in the environment 

But those changes in office practice are mirrored in the changes of the nature of law firms 

and the world in which they operate. 

In 1979 the top rate of income tax in the UK (if you earned more than £20,000) was 83% and 

exchange control was still in place (so you could only buy £50 of foreign currency when 

going abroad).  

Firms were much smaller.  Until 1967 firms of solicitors could have no more than 20 

partners.  The two largest firms in London (and in the UK) were Slaughter and May and 

Linklaters & Paines.  Clifford Chance had not yet been formed (that did not happen until 

almost ten years later) and Allen & Overy and Freshfields were somewhat smaller firms.  UK 

regional firms, such as Eversheds or DLA, only had a single office in, say, Birmingham or 

Leeds.   

Lessons of these changes 

Why am I telling you this? 

Well, it demonstrates how, over the forty years of my career, firms in London have been 

transformed.  I have no doubt that the transformation over the next forty years will be just 

as, if not far more, dramatic. 

The changes we have seen are not simply because of the advances in technology (although 

that, of course, has made a huge difference); it is largely because competition in the legal 

market has pushed law firms to move forward and embrace new opportunities, new 

technology, new challenges.  Firms that did not adapt to these changes, however good 

those firms might have been, are not the leading firms of today. 

Comparisons with Africa 

I know that there have been changes in the same period for law firms in Africa.  I do, 

however, feel that the pace of change in African legal markets is now starting to increase 

exponentially as markets open (as they have done in the UK) and new forms of competition, 

especially from non-domestic firms, challenge the status quo across the continent. 

My impression is that, in many markets in Africa, the type of competition that we have seen 

in the UK is only just beginning to be felt.  Yes, law firms in Africa have adopted 

technological advances, just as much as firms here.  But, many law firms have not yet 

realised the nature and extent of the changes they will need to make to survive and prosper 

in the world in which we are now living.   

The impact of competition 

Competition is the key, because that is what drives change.  Many suggest that lawyers do 

not work in a competitive marketplace.  I am afraid that if you think that, even if it may be 

true now in some places in Africa, I doubt it will remain true for long. 



If you think that we, in London, have an easy time of it, I can assure you that we have been 

feeling the forces of the international marketplace for many years.  For London firms, a 

major competitive driver comes from those US firms with offices in London who practise 

English law.  They provide a range of services and seek to utilise their footprint in the US, 

and expertise in US law and US deal structures, to gain a competitive advantage over English 

firms.  This tussle has been going on for many years.  The battle is intense, both for client 

business and for the best lawyers 

We have seen dramatic evidence of this in the past few weeks.  Traditionally, US firms in 

London have had to pay their lawyers a premium over the salaries paid by English firms.  

Recently, however, there has been a dramatic shift in the market.  Freshfields, in order to 

compete more effectively with the US firms, increased the salary they pay to newly qualified 

lawyers (who will, generally, be in their early twenties) to £100,000, a quite extraordinary 

figure in the context of the market as a whole.  The other Magic Circle firms have had to 

follow suit.  This will have significant repercussions across the market as salary differentials 

with more senior lawyers are diminished and the expectations of newly qualified lawyers 

increase. 

The option of blocking competition 

Some will think that this is an argument against allowing international competition to come 

into a local market.  In my view this would be the wrong conclusion.  No market can exist 

indefinitely in isolation.  Legal services are a prime example of services which will cross 

borders whether or not governments or local law societies think they should.  Clearly, only a 

locally qualified lawyer can provide local legal advice, but a market will suffer if it is so 

protected that developments which are taken for granted elsewhere are held back by 

isolation or not pushed by effective competition.  You can see this all over the world; the 

most dynamic legal markets and, in all probability, the most profitable ones are those that 

embrace the challenges and treat them as opportunities.  

Focus on what? 

What, then, should firms focus on in thinking about competition?  There are three 

components. 

First, focus on clients and prospective clients.  Address the question of what is the unique 

selling proposition of your firm (its USP).   

Second, focus on your staff, particularly legal staff.  Address the question of why young 

talented lawyers should come and work for you and why they should stay. 

Finally, focus on your competitors, domestic and, if relevant, international.  What are they 

offering and is it better than what you can offer?  Why might a client choose them instead 

of you?  Better still, think of how you can become more attractive than any of your 

competitors. 

It is only by constantly focusing on these three components that a modern law firm can 

begin to develop its business. 



Assessing law firms from outside 

Part of my role at Slaughter and May over the past five years has been to meet many 

lawyers and law firms in Africa that Slaughter and May had never dealt with before.  It was 

important, therefore, for me to assess whether they matched up to our expectations.  I 

would constantly ask myself the question “is this a firm which we would feel comfortable 

introducing to a major client”?   

What then were the indicators of passing this test?  Let me provide you with five guides. 

I would start by looking at the tangibles.  First impressions are important, so what do the 

offices look like, both outside and in?  Do they have proper meeting rooms?  If a client had 

to spend a week or more working in meeting rooms here, would they feel comfortable and 

have access to the support they would expect?  Also, thinking about my other areas of 

focus, would young lawyers want to work here?  How do the offices compare with the 

offices of other firms in the same country? 

Having entered the firm, I would then turn to the lawyers.  Expectations here are 

particularly demanding and I will address this further in a moment.  Fundamentally, our 

clients will expect their lawyers to be “commercial”: to understand the client, the market 

and the local environment.  They do not want purely “academic” lawyers, however good at 

the law they may be. 

After the lawyers, I would next look at the support available to those lawyers.  Do they have 

the technology needed? Are there sufficient support staff?  Law firms need to provide a 

complete service and cannot do this without a good back office. 

Next, does the lawyer and the firm exude the principles expected of international 

business?  Honesty.  Compliance with good practice.  A desire to improve constantly.  

Demonstrable abhorrence of corruption. 

Finally, does the firm place the interests of clients and the delivery of client service first?  

Do they respond to e-mails promptly?  Do they make themselves available for meetings and 

conference calls?  Can you get through to lawyers on the phone and, if they are not there, 

expect to be called back? 

Competition from international firms 

So how should local firms face up to competition from outside firms coming into their 

market?   

First, ask what is it that an external firm can offer which a local firm cannot?  The answer 

should be that the only advantage of an international firm is scale (which is not necessarily a 

competitive advantage) and geographical spread (which, as Slaughter and May has 

demonstrated, is a competitive threat which can be met in simpler ways than by being a 

single large firm).   



All the other perceived advantages of international firms should be capable of being 

matched by local firms which have developed and up-skilled their lawyers to the extent 

required.     

Being “international” should be a state of mind which any lawyer is capable of adopting; it 

should not mean acquiring a brand at the price of independence. 

What is a good lawyer? 

So what do I mean by local firms developing and up-skilling their lawyers to the extent 

required?  I want to finish by setting out the requirements that I would apply: 

1. The need to be a good lawyer.  It is fundamental to get the law right and, more 

importantly, to be able to provide a view even when the law is not clear. 

2. The need to be a good communicator.  It is no good being able to recite the law; a 

good lawyer must be able to explain it to the client in ways the client understands. 

3. The need to write succinctly and in short sentences.  Written work, both in legal 

documents and in e-mails, are the “shop front” of a lawyer’s capabilities.  Lawyers need to 

make them appealing and an advertisement for their business. 

4. The need to be persuasive.  What particularly impresses clients is the ability to 

convince others that you are right; a good lawyer who is poor at negotiating or advocacy is 

not going to be as successful or effective as his or her competitors. 

5. The need to manage a team.  This is where many lawyers fall down.  There is a 

temptation for many lawyers to assume that a client wants only them to do all the work.  

This may be true as regards a key piece of advice or a key piece of drafting.  The important 

skill, however, is to be able to spread the work effectively among a team.  This makes the 

work more profitable, but also means that the client is more likely to have immediate access 

to the appropriate lawyer who is competent and able to deal with the particular task that 

needs to be done and can do this quickly and efficiently.  The flip side, however, is that 

when the client needs the lead lawyer, that lawyer needs to be available and responsive.  

This is where the management comes in.  It involves getting delegation right; empowering 

junior lawyers; and being available when the client needs the critical piece of advice. 

6. The need to train and develop young lawyers who will be the future of the firm.  

Clients will look for succession; a firm with a single dominant lawyer will not be a safe place 

to go, except in the short term.  It is essential to be able to convince clients that good 

lawyers are coming through who will enhance the service and, in time, be able to take over.  

They are not a threat; they are part of the business case for a firm’s presentation to its 

clients. 

7. The need to develop and nurture client relationships.  This is essential, but not 

simply a matter of providing a good service.  Clients need to feel that they are understood 

and not taken for granted.  Being able to go the extra mile or provide a service a client does 

not expect will do wonders for the relationship.  One of the challenges in Africa is that, in 

many cases, local clients do not yet have the same image or expectations of their lawyers as 



large multi-national clients.  This will change with time, but will be helped by lawyers 

demonstrating that the traditional view of a lawyer is not one which is sustainable in a 

modern business environment. 

I am not suggesting that everyone will be, or should be, perfect.  The key point is that law 

firms need to have a mix of lawyers with different skills who, taken together, provide the 

necessary qualities clients will be looking for.   

Conclusion 

So, being a lawyer and running a law firm is never going to be easy, but competition and 

change are things to be embraced.  They should be seen as opportunities.  I have no doubt 

that in forty years’ time the African legal market will be transformed, in the same way that 

the London market has been transformed during my career.  The fundamental point, 

however, is that there will be leading African law firms which have been forced to develop 

and improve in the face of international competition and yet been able to maintain their 

independence and, perhaps most importantly, their essence of being “African” and, more 

particularly, “Nigerian” or “Kenyan” or whatever it may be. 

 

 

 

 

Notes about the speaker 

Andrew Balfour offers independent consultancy services to law firms, especially those in 

Africa, including providing a sounding board regarding business models and partnership 

structures, assisting with partnership disputes and acting as a moderator for partnership 

meetings 

Andrew was Chairman of Slaughter and May’s Africa Practice Group from 2014 until 2019.  

During this time he travelled frequently to all parts of Africa, meeting a wide range of law 

firms and developing the firm’s relationships across the continent.   

Andrew joined Slaughter and May as a trainee in 1979 and became a partner in 1988.  His 

practice covered corporate, commercial and financing matters, including working on major 

UK and overseas privatisations, public and private acquisitions, project financings and a wide 

range of loans and capital markets transactions.  Andrew was head of the firm’s financing 

practice, and a member of the Partnership Board, from 2004 to his retirement from full time 

practice in 2011.  During his legal career Andrew worked on several transactions in Africa, 

including acting for the arrangers of international capital markets issues and acting for 

borrowers and lenders on loan transactions.  
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