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Cushman Exec Sees Law Firms 'Waking Up' To A New Reality 

By Andrew McIntyre 

Law360, Minneapolis (November 22, 2017, 11:23 AM EST) -- Law firms have lagged behind sectors like 

technology and health care in downsizing and modernizing their real estate footprints, but firms recently 

have been making changes as they too try to woo millennials, Cushman & Wakefield Executive 

Managing Director and legal sector expert Sherry Cushman told Law360 in a recent interview. 

Cushman, who is also leader of the legal sector advisory group at Cushman & Wakefield, said law firms 

are increasingly opting to lease new spaces that have the floor plans, security and amenities that firms 

need and their millennial lawyers want. 

She said by 2025, more than half of the legal sector will be millennials, and with firms now taking the 

long view as far as real estate decisions go, they are positioning their office footprints to appeal to that 

group. 

"Tech and accounting firms [years ago] started to reinvent their services," Cushman said in a recent 

interview. "Law firms have really been the last on board. The legal sector now really doesn't have any 

choice but to make some drastic changes." 

Part of that means taking a page out of the playbook of Silicon Valley by providing common areas where 

employees can collaborate, as well as areas for symposia and business development and "24-7 

opportunities" for lawyers. 

It also means reducing square footage. 

Health care and tech offices are often in the range of anywhere from 90 to 175 square feet per 

employee, while the national average for law firms is roughly 850 square feet, Cushman said. Recent 

data from Cushman & Wakefield peg that downsized target for law firms at roughly 600 square feet per 

lawyer. 

Security is also a growing concern for law firms, which are looking for newer spaces that can 

accommodate new security systems. And while new law firm digs in markets like New York come with 

high price tags, Cushman said law firms can actually end up saving money in the long run through the 

increased efficiency of such spaces. 

By taking smaller spaces and thus having less idle space, law firms can often justify paying a higher rent 

per square foot. 

Cushman said law firms on average have 18 percent vacancy rates, as they have extra space on hand in 

part for summer associates. In many cases, they are now aiming to drop that rate to 5 percent, she said. 



"There's a misconception that [the full story is] rents are expensive," Cushman said. 

But the old layout is also now obsolete for many law firms, said Dale Schlather, chairman of the tenant 

advisory group at Cushman & Wakefield, in a separate interview. 

Typical layouts 30 years ago might have had 45 feet between the exterior and middle of a building, with 

15-foot-deep offices along the perimeter and various secretarial offices and law firm library space taking 

up that other 30 feet of interior space. But law firm libraries are now all but gone now, and firms are 

cutting down on the number of secretaries they employ. 

Firms are now also making office space more flexible. In some cases, associates might now share an 

external office in their early years, and then move into their own office on the interior in later years in 

the role, Schlather said. 

"A lot [of law firms] relocated the last time around 25, 30 years ago, when an IBM PC with an external 

floppy drive ... and 1 x 1 ceiling tiles were all the rage," Schlather said. "The space just doesn't work 

anymore. It's difficult to renew and renovate. ... There's been a lot of movement." 

The average age of office space in Midtown Manhattan is roughly 50 years, and law firms are 

increasingly finding such spaces outdated and are moving to swankier spaces, such as Hudson Yards, 

Cushman said. 

"Law firms are waking up to the reality. Real estate decisions are made every 20 to 30 years," Cushman 

said in a recent interview. 

Schlather recently represented Milbank Tweed Hadley & McCloy LLP, which is moving to 55 Hudson 

Yards in 2018. And Skadden Arps Slate Meagher & Flom LLP, Boies Schiller & Flexner LLP and Cooley LLP 

are also moving to Hudson Yards, where thus far law firms have taken roughly 1.2 million square feet of 

space, Schlather said. 

Such new spaces tend to cater to millennials, who are looking for collaborative spaces and the flexibility 

to work from various locations. 

Cushman said work-life balance is the No. 1 issue with young associates, and while associates today 

continue to work long hours, the difference is "now they work hard but want to work when they want to 

work," Cushman said. 

Indeed, as law firms look to downsize and modernize their spaces, they will be taking a "more business-

driven and session planning approach [based on] the reality of the marketplace [and] more of a 

corporate approach," Cushman said. 

"It's no longer [just] a bricks and mortar transaction," Cushman said. "The legal sector has never dealt 

with this before. ... The business of law has changed fundamentally." 

--Additional reporting by Sam Reisman. Editing by Rebecca Flanagan. 


