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The first known usage of the term “Philadelphia Lawyer” dates 
back to 1788 and describes someone who knows the most detailed 
and minute points of the law or is an exceptionally competent 
lawyer. Today Philadelphia is rated a top 10 law city, so the term’s 
original usage still holds true, especially as more and more firms 
start calling the city home. 

Legal:
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Law and order: 
From the nation’s founding documents and oldest law firm to eight 
modern firms making the Am Law 100 list, law is in Philadelphia’s bones

When the Great Recession broke out in 2008, the legal 
industry was one of the hardest hit among a host of 
ailing industries. Law firm hiring stalled, and young 
people were cautioned against pursuing their dream 
of going to law school, sometimes by law schools 
themselves. If you ask many JDs who entered the 
workforce in 2008 and a few years after, they will have 
no shortage of horror stories. 10 years later, however, 
things are looking better, and most of those JDs are 
doing just fine. Still, the positive outlook for the legal 
industry nationwide remains qualified. 

There was job and wage growth in the industry in 
2017, but in the modest amount of 0.6 percent, and 
much of that growth was concentrated in large, elite 
firms. A lot of legal work is being siphoned off by 
alternative legal service providers and in-house legal 
departments, which can undercut law firm prices 
for many less sophisticated services. Meanwhile, 
smaller firms are being forced to merge to keep up, 
and hanging out one’s own shingle remains a path 
fraught with stress and peril. Additionally, the 
growth rate of equity partners remains at a flat line, 
which presents a very real problem as many existing 

partners skirt retirement age and threaten to leave 
firms without senior leadership. The legal industry 
is resilient, however, and it has recovered from 
downtrends like this in the past. This is especially 
true in Philadelphia. 

 Legal landscape
Philadelphia has a well-established corporate legal 
market that thrives on the presence of the 20 Fortune 
500 companies that call the city home and the more 
than 75 Fortune 1000 companies that operate in the 
area. The slower growth of the legal market in nearby 
Wilmington, Delaware, also leads to Philly’s firms 
attracting even more attention. 

“Philadelphia is in an amazing location,” Judy 
Leone, managing partner for Philadelphia at Dechert 
LLP, told Invest:. “Our lawyers can be on a train and in 
front of the Supreme Court within two hours. We can 
take a train to the New York office or be connected to 
our global offices through the airport. It is a great hub 
for connectivity, and it is affordable.”

Among the firms headquartered in Philadelphia are 
Rawle and Henderson LLP, the oldest law firm in ( )  
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How Philadelphia stands out as a legal powerhouse thanks to the city’s wealth of 
talent, opportunities for lawyers, educational investment and quality of life

Second to none

William Sasso
Chairman – Stradley Ronon

How does the Philadelphia legal sector compare to 
others nationally?
Regardless of what city you are focusing on — whether 
it be New York, Chicago or D.C., cities in which we have 
other offices — the lawyering in Philadelphia is second 
to none. That means that the talent is here. One of the 
hidden secrets of Philadelphia’s legal sector is the breadth 
of services we are able to offer because of the talent that 
is housed here. We do virtually everything here, and a lot 
of national and international companies don’t realize 
that. They think you have to go to New York or D.C. for 
expertise in certain areas, but we have that expertise in 
Philadelphia. We just have to get the word out. There 
are tremendous resources in this city across all sectors, 
whether it be healthcare, education or legal. 

In what ways is Stradley Ronon seeing growth?
In the last five years we have opened up offices in both 
New York and Chicago, and both are doing incredibly 
well. Across the board we are seeing more and more 
proposals for new representation, which means more 
opportunities for our lawyers as well. Businesses are 
attracted to us because they see us as entrepreneurial 
in our approach. We are on the cutting edge of a lot 
of issues and offer mentorship and business advice 
alongside our legal services. In terms of practice areas, 
investment management is the fastest growing for 
us. That practice group is spearheaded by Bruce Leto, 
who is internationally recognized for the work he does. 
Business and litigation are both seeing growth as well. 
We are getting more involved in sophisticated securities 
litigation, including opt-out litigation for our mutual 
fund clients. Also our insurance and healthcare clients 
are heavily involved with our experts in cyber security. 
That is a developing area for us. Our business group is 
also getting much more involved with private equity and 

startups. The educational institutions in Philadelphia are 
investing and creating more opportunities for startups, 
and that will generate additional work for the business 
and legal communities. As the business community 
grows, the legal community grows. 

What are the advantages to being headquartered here?
Philadelphia is an extremely livable city. Housing costs 
are reasonable, especially when compared to other cities 
up and down the east coast. Philadelphia is attracting 
huge amounts of millennials and members of generation 
z, and that is important not just for law firms but also for 
businesses in general because they want to be where the 
talent is. The city is attractive for people looking to start 
their careers, and that is important for businesses focused 
on retaining top talent and growing their companies. 
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What opportunities does Philadelphia offer for 
law firms?
Let’s give the city some credit for what is happening 
in the business community. Philadelphia as a region 
has many well-respected, established companies, 
and the city is attracting a lot of emerging companies 
as well. Talent in Philadelphia is incredible and has 
never been stronger, and we are seeing a lot of that 
talent stay. Those ingredients are going to create a lot 
of opportunities for law firms, and we are definitely 
going to take advantage of that. Every industry has 
disruptors, but strong law firms are always going to 
do well. 

How does Duane Morris give back to the  
community?
We encourage our lawyers to participate in pro-bono 
matters, and the younger lawyers really love that. Last 
year we had a 99 percent participation rate among our 
lawyers in pro-bono work. Along with some other law 
firms, we have taken the lead in helping Mayor Kenney 
with the New American Campaign on a pro-bono 
basis. We are one of the top immigration firms, so it 
made sense for us to participate and give back, which 
is good for the city, as well as our lawyers. We are a 
country of immigrants. Some of the best and brightest 
come to the U.S. and to Philadelphia, and we want to 
help them become naturalized citizens.

You are who you are as a law firm, and when it comes 
to programs like pro-bono, diversity and inclusion or 
the Women’s Impact Network for Success (WINS), if 
you don’t live them they are not going to benefit an-
yone. A great example of that is former Duane Morris 
lawyer Nolan Atkinson Jr., who now works for Mayor 
Kenney as the city’s first chief of diversity and inclusion. 
As a firm we put a lot of emphasis on the importance of 
equality and inclusion, and that is a similar mindset to 
the city of Philadelphia. 

Matthew Taylor
Chairman & CEO

Duane Morris, LLP

( ) continuous practice in the U.S.; Ballard Spahr 
LLP; Cozen O’Connor; Dechert LLP; Duane Morris 
LLP; DLA Piper; Fox Rothschild LLP; Morgan, Lewis & 
Bockius LLP; and Pepper Hamilton LLP. 

As the legal niches of intellectual property, insurance 
and healthcare, labor and employment, antitrust, real 
estate and municipal and bond work continue to boom 
in Philadelphia, the market promises to remain strong.

 Brief history
The history of the legal industry in Philadelphia is 
nearly as rich as that of the city itself. Philadelphia 
has needed lawyers since the colonial period, 
when they served in the colonial government and 
administered its laws, settled disputes between 
citizens and generally upheld the rule of law. By the 
American Revolution, Philadelphia’s legal industry 
had already begun to establish its focus on the 
commerce and banking industries, as the city was 
solidifying its place as a business and shipping hub. 
Philadelphia’s lawyers also played a key role in the 
monumental undertaking of creating the new nation, 
penning both its original governing rules and the 
lasting Constitution. Among these founding fathers 
was the first associate justice of the Supreme Court, 
James Wilson, who signed both the Declaration of 
Independence and the Constitution. 

After the Revolution, Philadelphia served as 
the nation’s capital while Washington, D.C., was 
under construction and as its second-largest city, 
maintaining its prominence as a hotspot for business, 
manufacturing, shipping and finance. This provided 
for a thriving legal market but one dominated more 
by solo practitioners than by multi-lawyer firms. Most 
of the firms in Philadelphia that did exist comprised 
fathers and sons or other close family connections, 
with the modern legal partnership not appearing 
until the late 1800s. At this early stage, Philadelphia 
continued the tradition of law as a trade consisting 
of a long apprenticeship, and it was only much later 
that the more modern paradigm of legal education and 
licensing appeared.

Other distinctions attributable to the Philadelphia 
legal community are the founding of the Law 
Library Company of Philadelphia in 1802, one of 
the first entities to offer shared access to law books 
in the county; the first bar association in America 
and the Law Association of Philadelphia, founded 
in 1821. The appellation “Philadelphia Lawyer” has 
also been used to describe a lawyer who is well-
versed in the most esoteric nuances of the law due 



39 www.capitalanalyticsassociates.com |

LEGAL OVERVIEW

to the reputation of the city to produce extremely 
competent lawyers, including Andrew Hamilton, 
who successfully defended newspaper publisher 
John Peter Zenger from a libel charge and cemented 
the American principle of free press. Later, after 
the mid-20th century, when lawyers were held 
in particularly low esteem by the general public, 
the term was used to disparage lawyers viewed as 
crooked and exploitative.

Today’s legal sector in Philadelphia has been 
shaped to a considerable degree by its history. The 
city is still a large commercial and shipping center 
with a strategic location in the Northeast, and 
this has helped to maintain a healthy market for 
corporate, financial and insurance attorneys over 
the centuries. The city is also home to several law 
schools, many of them highly reputable and one 
Ivy League, so its reputation for producing erudite 
practitioners persists. As it has proven through the 
explosive birth of the United States and the vagaries 
of time and economics, the Philadelphia legal 
market will continue to remain strong.

 Solid growth 
When looking at the specifics of the present-day 
Philadelphia legal market, it is unquestionably a time 
of growth, both from without and within. Although 
managing partners and major legal recruiting firms 
in Philadelphia report increased competition from 
alternative legal services providers and in-house legal 
departments, a common refrain in legal markets across 
the country, they also report increased local demand 
for talent and a growth in business, which seems to 
herald continued recovery from the dark days of the 
last recession. 

Stephanie Resnick
Office Managing Partner – Fox Rothschild

 A challenge that is facing the Philadelphia legal sector is the saturation of 

the market. There are many top firms in this city, some that have been here for 

significant amounts of time — Fox Rothschild being one of them. The market 

is competitive, so we have to be at the top of our game and we strive to be 

performing the best we can. We are very comfortable with where we are in 

terms of the market and that competition. A saturated market makes you work 

harder to be responsive to your clients and make sure you are delivering the best 

practice you can. That is what makes Philadelphia a top law city. 

Both the Declaration of Independence and the U.S. Constitution 
were debated and signed in Independence Hall.
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How Obermayer continues to innovate and adapt to meet the legal needs of 
Philadelphia businesses and to attract top-of-the-line talent

Shifting culture

Mathieu Shapiro 
Managing Partner – Obermayer Rebmann Maxwell 
and Hippel LLP

What are some challenges facing the legal sector in 
Philadelphia as we begin 2019? 
As with other major city hubs, we are seeing increased 
competition from alternative legal providers and 
corporate law departments. This competition forces 
us to constantly reexamine our client-service delivery 
models and think of new ways to offer the most value to 
our clients. For example, we are formally establishing 
a GC practice group whose focus will be to provide 
solutions to companies’ day-to-day legal needs, much 
like an in-house lawyer would. As a full-service law 
firm, we are already leveraging our resources across 
multiple disciplines to get the optimal results for our 
clients. Moreover, our cost-saving strategies and lean 
staffing enable us to offer these services using flexible 
pricing arrangements, thereby allowing our clients to 

more confidently predict their legal expenses. We are 
constantly trying to come up with new ways to serve our 
clients’ needs. Forming an official GC practice group is 
one way we are trying to accomplish that, though we 
always wait to hear our clients’ reactions to refine our 
approach to solutions.

How does Philadelphia compare to surrounding markets? 
Philadelphia is an astoundingly small town for such 
a big city. If you live here and are active, engaged and 
connected, you really can know almost the entire 
community. If you are the kind of connectors we believe 
we are, you can know everybody in the city across 
spheres and industries. I think it’s both a challenge and 
an advantage. If you are getting the right advice on how 
to navigate Philadelphia, it’s a wonderful place. 

If, on the other hand, you don’t have access to the 
right advice, and you don’t figure out how to navigate it, 
Philadelphia can be a very challenging and frustrating 
place. We’ve had clients come to Obermayer who have 
been spinning their wheels for the last year or two, and 
we wonder if they’ve talked to A, B, C and D. It turns out 
they don’t even know who A, B, C and D are. That’s why 
the client is having trouble in Philadelphia, and that is 
one of the most valuable services we provide.

Additionally, the workforce throughout the U.S., and 
certainly here in Philadelphia, is changing. We have 
the region’s highest concentration of talented workers, 
who want to work, live and play in a vibrant urban 
setting — and who can — at a more affordable cost.  
At Obermayer in particular, with a newer generation 
taking the reins of the workforce, our culture is 
shifting.  We are doing things differently to attract and 
retain new and diverse talent, ranging from how much 
we invest in training and professional development to 
reevaluating our parental leave policies. 


