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Meeting the right match
Lessons learned from Chicago’s consolidating market
By Paul Dailing
he coffee mugs came in quickly.
The signs came down, the old letterhead was recycled and the new one
was plopped into printers nearly as soon as
the ink was dry on the 2015 merger
between Chicago’s Meckler Bulger Tilson
and Philadelphia-based Cozen O’Connor.
“We immediately replaced all of the signage in our firm and got a big supply of
Cozen O’Connor mugs,” says Joe Tilson,
former co-chair of Meckler Bulger Tilson
and current chair of Cozen O’Connor’s
labor and employment department. “For
those of us who were named partners, it
was a bittersweet feeling seeing the sign
come down, but we wasted no time in
rebranding.”
Meanwhile, the letterhead at Taft Stettinius & Hollister’s Chicago office reads
“Taft Stettinius & Hollister (formerly Shefsky & Froelich).” The merger between
Cincinnati-based Taft and Chicago’s Shefsky & Froelich went into effect Jan. 2, 2014,
but the Chicago office wanted to ease its
longtime clients into the new identity.
“Sometime over the next few months
when the stationary runs out, we’ll delete
the Shefsky & Froelich,” says former Shefsky & Froelich chairman Cezar “Cid”
Froelich, now chairman of Taft’s Chicago
office.
With a record-setting 91 firm combinations in 2015 and 48 so far this year
nationally, Big Law is a consolidating profession, according to Altman Weil
MergerLine, which has tracked law firm
mergers and acquisitions for the last nine
years.
Over the last few years, Chicago has
become a market of the acquired more than
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A mug bearing the former Meckler Bulger Tilson logo cradles a Cozen O’Connor mug.
The two firms merged in June 2015, adopting the latter’s name. Photo by Lisa Predko

the acquiring. Six of the 91 mergers last
year involved Chicago firms joining with
larger, out-of-town firms — compared to
just one where a Chicago firm was the
larger. That was also true in two of the
three Chicago combinations this year.

Although Chicago firms like Hinshaw &
Culbertson, Baker & McKenzie and Schiff
Hardin have added reach through combination both nationally and internationally,
Chicago has seen names like Shefsky &
Froelich, Lord Bissell & Brook, Meckler

Bulger Tilson and Bell Boyd & Lloyd disappear into larger out-of-town groups.
More than signing paperwork and shooting off news releases, a successful merger is
a long and difficult process. A new brand
has to be introduced to a crowded marketplace. Rate structures need to be merged.
Support departments need to be either
integrated or disintegrated. Entire new
workflows need to be designed.
And, yes, you have to like each other, too.
As Michael Heller, president and CEO of
Cozen O’Connor, puts it, “These mergers
live and die on not just economic but on
the cultural fit.”

ful combinations are shared strengths —
meaning they’re both really good at some
of the same things — and also shared aspirations for the future,” he says.
While some firms approach him about
mergers to gain practice areas — like a real
estate firm trying to pick up a profitable
intellectual property practice or a labor law
firm trying to break into personal-injury
law — Zimmermann says he does not recommend odd fits.
“Doubling down on strengths to give distinctiveness in the market yields better
returns than trying to fill in gaps if the gaps
aren’t related,” he says.

Mergermania
Kent Zimmermann of the Chicago-based
legal consultancy Zeughauser Group
advises on firm combinations, including
the Cozen O’Connor/Meckler Bulger
Tilson merger and several others where he’s
still bound by confidentiality agreements.
He says he is currently advising on two
potential combinations in the Chicago
market.
“The legal industry is rapidly consolidating, not just in Chicago, but worldwide,”
Zimmermann says.
To gauge the merger mood, Zimmermann’s own firm recently released the
results of a survey in which 37 managing
partners and other senior leaders at
Chicago firms with 10 to 300 attorneys
were asked about combinations.
What surprised Zimmermann about the
survey was that, although about one-fifth
of those surveyed indicated interest in joining with similar-sized or larger firms over
the next three to five years, he doesn’t typically get phone calls from the smaller
firms. The larger firms are the ones contacting this particular matchmaker, he says.
The first step for a firm considering a
merger is to create a comprehensive strategic plan, Zimmermann says. If you can
achieve your plan goals with your existing
organization, do it — don’t merge just to
merge.
“We advise against deals all the time,” he
says. “Sometimes it’s very unpopular
because the leadership of the firm wants
(the merger).”
And if you can’t reach your goals without expanding, Zimmermann says it comes
down to picking the right partner.
“Two common threads in these success-

Reasons vary
For Cozen O’Connor, who Zimmermann
introduced to Meckler Bulger Tilson, the
Chicago merger was part of a nationwide
strategy to get boots on the ground in more
major markets.
“Law firms today need to compete not
just on a national basis but on a global
basis,” Cozen O’Connor’s president Heller
says.
Although Bell Boyd explored a major
merger around the year 2000, it opted not
to. That continued until the market
changed.
“A lot of firms in Chicago started to
merge and, more important, our clients
started looking for global solutions,” says
Robert Barrett, formerly of Bell Boyd and
now one of the heads of K&L Gates’ global
IP practice.
It wasn’t just existing clients. Incoming
requests for proposals, potential lateral
hires and even job applicants straight out
of law school started inquiring about the
firm’s global reach, Barrett says.
“Clients are not just interested in ‘We
know a firm in Europe that can help you.’
‘We know a firm in Australia that can help
you.’ They want you to be that firm,” he
says.
Around 2007, they started fleshing out
offers and exploring particular candidates
in 2008. Their merger with K&L Gates
became effective in 2009.
With the 2007 merger that created Locke
Lord, each side wanted something different, says Locke Lord Vice Chair Dan
Schlessinger. Texas-based Locke Liddell
wanted to add Lord Bissell’s Chicago,
Atlanta, New York and Los Angeles markets. Chicago-based Lord Bissell wanted to

diversify its practice beyond insurance law.
“Conventional wisdom was dependence
on an individual industry was not the best
decision,” Schlessinger says.
Over at Taft, two main factors led to its
merger, Froelich says. First, Shefsky &
Froelich was getting some pushback from
larger clients about having to farm out
work to other firms in practice areas like
intellectual property and environmental
law.
A merger with a large, national name
would give them the ability to do more
work in-house.
Second, the firm was starting to lose
potential lateral hires to larger firms.
Froelich estimates that in a two- to threeyear period, they had gone from half of the
hires they approached saying yes down to
about one-fifth.
The new, larger firm has proven more
appealing to Chicago hires, says Tom Terp,
managing partner at Taft.
“For every lateral partner we’ve brought
into the firm, we’ve turned away 10,” he
says.
Learning a new name
Shefsky & Froelich was Taft’s fifth
merger across the country in the last
decade, Terp says. Sometimes the management of the firms Taft has approached have
brought up the notion of keeping their
names on the door, but it’s never been a
sticking point, Terp says.
That has been Heller’s experience at
Cozen O’Connor as well.
“I think most of the principals understand they’ll lose the name on the door
when they engage in those combinations,”
Heller says. “We’re Cozen O’Connor, and
once they join us they’re Cozen O’Connor.
The sooner they’re out on the street hustling and marketing that brand, the better.”
Locke Lord used an intermediate name,
spending a year as Locke Lord Bissell & Liddell so that both firms’ longtime clients
knew who they were dealing with before
“Locke Lord” started getting tossed around.
“Even the media called it a mouthful,”
says Jennifer Kenedy, managing partner of
the firm’s Chicago office who was in
charge of merger integration.
It took three or four years, she says,
before the name took hold: People stopped
saying “Lord Bissell,” by mistake, when
referring to the firm.

“No one could remember what we were
called before,” Kenedy says. “That was a
good sign.”
The hardest part of introducing a new
brand is not dealing with existing clients,
who will ideally still know and trust the
lawyers they’ve worked with for years. It’s
introducing a new brand to a market that
thinks it knows you.
“Lord Bissell was known for 85 years as
an insurance firm,” Kenedy says. “It was a
deeply rooted brand in Chicago.”
Locke Lord would enter into another significant merger in 2011, combining with
Edwards Wildman Palmer — itself the
product of a 2011 merger between
Chicag0-based Wildman Harrold Allen &
Dixon and Boston-based Edwards Angell
Palmer & Dodge.

ing their careers rewritten.
“The staff is thinking, ‘We’re going to be
laid off from Day One once you synergize
us,’” Barrett of K&L Gates says.
Barrett says part of the appeal of his firm
as a merger partner was that, where other
firms asked Bell Boyd to cull partners
before combining, K&L Gates wanted to
bring all the partners over and see who
made the cut.
Not everyone did. K&L Gates listed 169
Illinois-based partners in Chicago Lawyer’s
2012 largest law firms survey, down from
175 in the 2011 survey and the 226 that Bell
Boyd reported in 2008 before the merger
took place. (But considering most of the
city’s biggest firms shrunk during that
time, it’s hard to diagnose the reasons for
downsizing using headcounts alone.)

Structural changes
Beyond branding hurdles, mergers bring
massive structural changes as two businesses integrate departments.
Meckler Bulger Tilson was able to offer
positions at the new firm to the bulk of its
support staff, but Cozen O’Connor handles
billing, IT and accounting centrally. Those
departments in Chicago were eliminated as
redundant. The support staff who were
able to make the shift to the new firm had
to learn new procedures for putting in
hours or getting a laptop debugged.
Tilson says openness is key, when possible.
“At the beginning of our discussions it
was important to maintain confidentiality,”
he says, “but as the deal came together, we
tried to be very open with our support staff
and our associates.”
Locke Lord took the opportunity with
variable testing models of different technologies, picking the best of the
accounting, document management and
other software systems used between the
two firms, Locke Lord’s Schlessinger says.
This was also reflected in the administrative services. Not everyone continued with
the new firm, particularly as the housing
bubble collapsed and the Great Recession
took hold shortly after the merger, Schlessinger says. The best practices and best
personnel survived, he says.
Some associates and staff not involved in
the decision-making can find the looming
changes a source of stress. They don’t have
any say in the changes, but may end up hav-

Dating at their own pace
The time frames of a merger varied
wildly, from six to eight months for the
merger that created Locke Lord to 22
months for Shefsky & Froelich to join Taft.
“As these things go, in our profession at
least, that’s a pretty darn long courtship,”
Terp says.
About three months into the Locke Lord
courtship, the two firms had what Kenedy
jokingly called a “rehearsal dinner” with
representatives from the Texas office flying
up to Chicago for a day of meet-and-greets
with their potential partners.
Events like that and, after the merger,
making sure practice group co-chairs and
committee memberships included people
from both former firms helped create a
new identity. Kenedy even credits mass
birthday e-mails and a contest to create the
new firm’s internal tagline with creating a
sense of community. A member of the support staff in Austin, Texas, won that
contest, Kenedy recalls.
However long a firm feels it needed to
create a new community, it’s time wellspent, says Michael Martinez, the
administrative partner of K&L Gates’
Chicago office.
“It does take time to get folks on the
same page,” Martinez says.
Merging financials
Shefsky & Froelich had an initial list of
nine larger potential partners, eventually
winnowing down their suitors to two
firms: Taft and Boston-based Nixon

Peabody, which planted its flag in Chicago
in 2007 by hiring 15 intellectual property
lawyers away from the Chicago office of
Dallas-based Jenkens & Gilchrist.
One major reason Shefsky & Froelich
went with Taft was that the fee structure
was already more in line with its own. The
firm was concerned about charging East
Coast rates to its Midwest clients.
“The cultural fit was better,” Froelich
says. “Nixon Peabody is a fine firm, but
they are very East Coast. That brings with
it a certain culture and a certain fee structure.”
Nixon Peabody did find its own Windy
City partnership, merging last year with
Ungaretti & Harris.
K&L Gates, on the other hand, is a firm
that allows different rates in different markets.
“The billing rates in New York City are
not the same as the billing rates in Seattle,”
Barrett says. “The firm was fine with that.”
For Cozen O’Connor, no fee restructurings were needed — yet.
“We did nothing with our fee structure
and brought in our clients at the same rates
at MBT (Meckler Bulger Tilson),” Tilson
says.
This will change as Cozen O’Connor
gradually brings the Chicago fee structure
more in line with the national firm rates,
Heller says. The process of bringing up the
rates to what they feel is appropriate for
the national firm’s new resources and
opportunities doesn’t have a set time
frame, he says.
A timeline that works in one market
might not work in another, but the firm
will get there, Heller explains.
“We take the pulse of the practices, the
lawyers and the clients,” he says. “It’s a
marathon, not a sprint.”
Organization
But then there’s the big hurdle: When
two firms come together, who is in charge?
Taft is among the firms organized geographically. The Chicago office runs
Chicago.
“It would be a mistake for a partner in
Cincinnati, even a managing partner, to
think we have the experience in the
Chicago market more than Shefsky &
Froelich,” Terp says.
Froelich says this was part of the appeal.
“I think in a lot of the mergers the out-

of-town firm says, ‘This is the way we do
things so you’re going to do things the
same way,’” Froelich says. “That doesn’t
work too well.”
Meanwhile, Cozen O’Connor is organized by practice area. Tilson runs the firm’s
labor law and employment department
from Chicago, but his team and budget are
spread out at offices across the nation. The
firm runs all groups this way.
“You don’t want geography to make
silos,” Heller says.
No matter the organization, there will
always be the people who want to keep
doing things the old way, K&L Gates’ Barrett says.

In early 2014, an e-mail from K&L Gates
managing partner Peter Kalis was leaked to
the legal blog Above The Law. In the Dec.
30, 2013, e-mail, Kalis angrily reprimanded
partners around the world for not collecting their fees by midnight at the end of the
fiscal year, as is required of a U.S. firm operating on a cash basis of accounting.
“Many of you came from different cultures,” the e-mail read in part. “I don’t care
about your prior acculturation … You don’t
get to opt out of this feasture (sic.) because
it doesn’t appeal to you. Again, I couldn’t
care less whether it appeals to you. It is
who we are and therefore it is who you
are.”

Tone aside, the e-mail highlights the difficulties of getting new employees used to
new requirements, even legal ones.
“Anytime you do a merger you have
legacy issues to deal with,” Barrett says.
“Maybe they’re not the 800-pound gorilla,
but they’re the 200-pound chimp who likes
to do things a certain way.”
If marriage is the reigning metaphor for
combinations, with courtships, rehearsal
dinners and figuring out what last name
the kids will use, a merger’s success or failure comes down to one final dating tip.
“Make sure you find the right partner,”
Tilson says. n
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