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The Big 4: An Existential
Threat to Law Firms?
Legal industry observers warn: Competing with the Big 4 will not be easy.
By John Fitzgerald | March 18, 2019

Increasingly, Big 4 accounting �rms—

Deloitte, PwC, KPMG and EY—are

competing with the legal services

industry by o�ering a range of legal

services, and traditional law �rms,

especially small- to medium-sized �rms,

are taking notice.

In the recently released 2018 Acritas

Global Alternative Legal Brands Index,

which measures non-traditional legal

services procurement, the Big 4 dominate the top �ve spots. This is not surprising given

that PwC Legal had already become the world’s sixth largest legal services provider, by

headcount, in 2017. Indeed, between them, the Big 4 average well over 2,200 lawyers in

72 countries.
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The Acritas Index was compiled from data derived from 834 interviews with

respondents who have senior responsibility for buying legal services. Senior in-house

counsel were asked to name organizations that provide legal services, excluding law

�rms, on the basis of awareness (i.e., the �rst that come to mind), favorability (i.e., the

ones they like the most), and innovation (i.e., the �rms that have impressed them with

service o�ering development).

For the �rst time, PwC Legal edged out Thomson Reuters for the top spot on the Index.

Thomson, at number two, was followed by Deloitte Legal, EY, and KPMG Law.

Notable, too, about this year’s survey is that the Big 4 have now overtaken many of

those �rms that have traditionally been seen as the leaders of the alternative legal

brand space, such as LexisNexis.

According to Lisa Hart Shepherd, CEO of Acritas, “Each of the top seven brands have

achieved mega brand status in the global legal industry. They have brand equity with

senior in-house counsel and key buyers in virtually every major region in the world,

including the emerging markets.”

Over the past several years, accounting �rms have begun to pursue o�erings that are

extensions of services they already o�er—marketing global solutions around

consulting, tax, and project management issues to multinational corporations.

As Hart Shepherd has commented (https://www.acritas.com/news/big-four-make-

signi�cant-increases-brand-strength-12-months-according-acritas): “It’s not just PwC

Legal that both old law and new law need to fear. All of the Big Four have seen

signi�cant increases in brand strength over the last 12 months.”

PwC has been particularly aggressive in challenging the old guard. In 2017, it opened a

law �rm of its own, ILC Legal, in Washington, D.C. ILC focuses on international matters

and provides legal counsel on foreign, but not U.S., law so as not to con�ict with

existing regulations.

https://www.acritas.com/news/big-four-make-significant-increases-brand-strength-12-months-according-acritas
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“We won’t be a traditional law �rm, where legal services are o�ered in isolation, but one

part of a broader o�ering,” said (https://accountingweekly.com/pwc-launch-

independent-law-�rm/) Richard J. Edmundson, PwC’s leader of international business

reorganizations.

Later in 2017, PwC announced the creation of its “on demand” legal service, Flexible

Legal Resources (https://blogs.�ndlaw.com/in_house/2017/10/pwc-selling-temporary-

in-house-lawyers-to-businesses.html), which provides temporary, high-quality lawyers

for ‘in-house’ corporate legal departments. And in 2018, PwC announced a “strategic

alliance” with the immigration law �rm Fragomen. This latest move should be of

particular concern to law �rms in the immigration space. As the director of ALM

Intelligence observes (https://www.law.com/2018/09/26/the-pwc-fragomen-alliance-

unpacked-a-peek-inside-the-big-fours-legal-market-playbook/), “The Big Four’s presence

at the top of the immigration market will put pressure on other �rms. Baker McKenzie,

Mayer Brown, and Morgan Lewis all have relatively large immigration practices.”

Industry observers note that what the Big 4 are attempting to do now in the legal

services market is remarkably similar to what they did when they conquered the

consulting industry. By utilizing their scale, resources and global reach, the Big 4 have

broken into areas that their existing practices already touch on. Leveraging their

established relationships with C-level executives, they are o�ering an attractive, single-

provider model for a wide range of legal, accounting and consulting services.

The Big 4 have a number of distinct advantages over legacy law �rms. The alternative

legal providers of the Big 4 are attracting large U.S. and multinational corporations

because, inter alia, they are …

Multidisciplinary (The Big 4 provide audit, transaction advisory, taxation,
consulting, risk advisory, actuarial services, anti-money laundering, legal
services)

More cost e�ective than traditional law �rms

https://accountingweekly.com/pwc-launch-independent-law-firm/
https://blogs.findlaw.com/in_house/2017/10/pwc-selling-temporary-in-house-lawyers-to-businesses.html
https://www.law.com/2018/09/26/the-pwc-fragomen-alliance-unpacked-a-peek-inside-the-big-fours-legal-market-playbook/
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Come with distinct technological advantages

Have deep relationships and a granular understanding of their clients’ needs

Possess an acute brand awareness

Yet challenges remain. Right now, the biggest barrier to entry into providing legal

services is regulatory compliance. The Sarbanes-Oxley Act of 2002 established a �rewall

between audit and other services available from accounting �rms. So EY, for example,

would be disallowed from providing Corporation XYZ with legal services, advisory,

banking, or consulting if it is also auditing the books of said corporation.

Big 4 �rms will also need to address what some might see as the unauthorized practice

of law; after all, the American Bar Association’s Rules of Professional Conduct, section

5.4

(https://www.americanbar.org/groups/professional_responsibility/publications/model_r

generally prohibits fee splitting with non-lawyers and forbids lawyers from forming a

“partnership with a non-lawyer if any of the activities of the partnership consist of the

practice of law.”

However, regulations can change and the ABA has reportedly

(https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/capitalbusiness/can-someone-who-is-not-

a-lawyer-own-part-of-a-law-�rm-in-dc-yes/2012/04/06/gIQAnrvd4S_story.html?

utm_term=.079d7e54720a) discussed loosening those rules in the past. At the end of

the day, it seems more likely that, in the words of one industry journalist, the Big 4

“pose an existential threat” to BigLaw—the nation’s largest law �rms.

Legal professionals seem to agree. A 2017 poll taken by ALM Intelligence
(https://www.accountingtoday.com/news/big-four-accounting-�rms-are-increasingly-

competing-with-law-�rms) found that 66 percent of �rm leaders expressed concern

about the challenges posed by alternative service providers and accounting �rms. A

mere 15 percent said they were unconcerned.

https://www.americanbar.org/groups/professional_responsibility/publications/model_rules_of_professional_conduct/rule_5_4_professional_independence_of_a_lawyer/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/capitalbusiness/can-someone-who-is-not-a-lawyer-own-part-of-a-law-firm-in-dc-yes/2012/04/06/gIQAnrvd4S_story.html?utm_term=.079d7e54720a
https://www.accountingtoday.com/news/big-four-accounting-firms-are-increasingly-competing-with-law-firms
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Clearly, as more and more companies become aware of what the Big 4 can o�er in

terms of legal services, legacy law �rms need to take notice and prepare for the added

competition they will face in the market.

John Fitzgerald is audit partner, member of the Executive Committee, and Chair of
Law Firm Services at Berdon LLP.
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