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Much has been written about the growing influence of US law firms in the UK legal market. US firms 

have been developing their English law capability for the past 20 years or so, but the major M&A 

firms have made a particular push since the 2008 recession. We can now see the results of these 

efforts. 

 

We have reviewed the Thomson Reuters M&A data of completed transactions for the nine years to the 

end of 2016. We then segmented the market by reference to the five magic circle firms, the 10 US 

firms having the highest aggregate completed deal value in the entire period, other UK firms and other 

US firms. 

 

 
 

What is now clear is that the top 10 US law firms have significantly grown their market share during 

the period, although it is unclear if they will sustain the position they achieved in 2014 and 2016. The 

other US firms have generally been less successful and the other UK firms have generally flatlined 

(but with a good 2016). 

 

In effect, not only in the UK but across Europe and globally, a relatively small group of UK firms (the 

magic circle) and US firms (primarily New York-based) are increasingly dominating the big-ticket 

M&A work with a value of more than $5bn. 

 

Although this may be a relatively small percentage of the overall number of transactions, these deals 

tend to be the most complex, international and highly remunerated of all M&A work. It appears that, 

in effect, a global club of law firms has emerged that are trusted by the investment banks and the 

major corporates to undertake their biggest transactions. 
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The data inevitably comes with a number of health warnings. Some of the data may be incomplete – 

especially in relation to smaller transactions; some firms may have been credited with a role in a 

transaction when in reality they were not the key advisers; large multi-country transactions are likely 

to have major UK and US advisers acting for the parties so some of the UK deals credited to US firms 

may not have related to English law advice (for example, Wachtell Lipton Rosen & Katz, which does 

not have a London office, makes the top 10 list in value terms); and one or two ‘blockbuster’ deals can 

have a disproportionate effect upon a firm’s position in any one year, especially if M&A activity is 

otherwise subdued. By definition, the magic circle is five firms, whereas the top 10 US firms 

represents 10 firms, so level pegging in the tables would mean that on average each magic circle firm 

is doing double the value of each of the top 10 US firms. 

 

When looking at the number of transactions, the message is more mixed. The magic circle clearly 

dominates in the number of transactions, with the other three categories at broadly level pegging (with 

the other US firms having a good 2015 but a poor 2016). 

 

 
 

Although some US firms have a large UK presence, many of the most successful in M&A terms have 

been very focused. They have hired top partners, often from magic circle firms, and work very closely 

with their New York and European colleagues. Generally, they are very clear as to the work they do 

and don’t do, and have not been tempted to engage in mission creep. 

 

For other US and UK firms, it may not be credible for them to consistently capture the mega-

transactions, and in a very competitive market they need clarity as to the type of transactions, the type 

of clients or the industry sectors in which their strength lies. 

 

It is increasingly clear from the other Thomson Reuters tables that across Europe and globally, a 

strong group of US law firms are increasingly potent competition to the magic circle. They tend to 

have a much smaller international platform than most of the magic circle firms and are generally 

significantly more profitable. 
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The fact that some have gained sufficient capability and credibility in London to advise on both the 

US and English law aspects of a transaction is in contrast to most of the magic circle firms, which 

have spent many years and many millions in New York but without, as yet, consistently achieving the 

same breakthrough. 

 

The US firms’ focused approach means that they do not wish to hire swathes of magic circle partners, 

but they have a strong armoury when they do go looking. If they are able to sustain the momentum 

they have developed, it may cause some magic circle firms to question their model and the size and 

breadth of their international operations. 

 

If, as appears to be the case, a club of US and UK firms has emerged to undertake the largest and most 

complex global transactions, then we are likely to see battles for dominance within that club and the 

need for firms outside to be more realistic about their market position. 

 

Tony Williams is the founder of Jomati Consultants and the former managing partner of Clifford 

Chance. 
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