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T
he most notable 
changes in the past 
year at firms with 
the biggest pres-
ence in California 
involved mergers 
and hiring. One 
major reshuffling 

has reshaped Morgan, Lewis & Bock-
ius, a mainstay of our annual California 
50 list of the state’s largest firms (see 
chart on page 26). And a merger that 
took effect just after the June 30 report-
ing cutoff for the list could add interna-
tional powerhouse Dentons for the first 
time next year. 

Last November, Morgan Lewis took 
on 47 partners and 58 associates in 
California from Bingham McCutchen, 
which is in dissolution. Morgan Lewis 
now has 350 lawyers in California, 
including a new twelve-attorney office 

in Santa Monica. The move gave a big 
boost to the litigation groups in the 
firm’s patent, trade secrets, white collar, 
and commercial practices. 

“IP is an area where we already have 
an incredible team, but that’s always an 
area where we’re looking to grow,” says 
Molly Moriarty Lane, co-managing 
partner of Morgan Lewis’s San Fran-
cisco office. “We’re trying to digest 
what we have now, and then [we’ll be] 
looking for opportunities to add 
strategically.” 

On July 1, Dentons merged with 
McKenna Long & Aldridge. The firm 
says it now has 190 lawyers and profes-
sional staff in California but declined to 
break out the attorney count. Dentons 
added McKenna’s San Diego and 
Orange County offices, and its co-CEO 
for the United States, Jeffrey Haidet, 
says the firm plans to further expand its 

public policy, litigation, and transac-
tional practices in California. 

“California and New York remain 
the two hottest places in the country for 
firms that want to grow and expand,” 
says principal Ward Bower with con-
sulting firm Altman Weil. 

But it’s a national trend: The first half 
of 2015 brought 48 law firm deals in the 
United States, according to Altman 
Weil. That’s the highest midyear tally 
since the firm started counting mergers 
nine years ago. 

Although many firms may be wary 
of joining forces, Bower says, that won’t 
stop prospective shoppers: “I think we 
can expect to see continued activity.”

Other California 50 firms grew sig-
nificantly without mergers, including 
Knobbe, Martens, Olson & Bear; 
Laughlin, Falbo, Levy & Moresi; Man-
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* Partners with equity reflects just the 38 firms that provided this information in both survey years. 
Partner elevations overall includes 47 firms that provided information both years. Two California 50 
firms did not provide data on elevations of women, and five declined to report on minority partner 
elevations. (For details, visit “2015 California 50” online at callawyer.com.)

(47 firms provided this 
breakdown of their 
associates.)

Partner elevations overall

2015 2014

In CA 220 186

Nationwide 646 548

Elevation of women

2015 2014

In CA 35.6% 38.5%

Nationwide 35% 34.1%

Minority elevations

2015 2014

In CA 25.5% 24.7%

Nationwide 16.1% 16.4%

Partners with equity

2015 2014

In CA 65.5% 57.8%

Nationwide 70.9% 65.1%

Among partners elevated in 2014–15 in California, women were underrepresented com-
pared with their share of associates (35.6% vs. 48%), and minorities were overrepresented 
compared with their share of associates (25.5% vs. 18.8%).

In CA 123,832

Nationwide 274,303 

Total hours logged (36 firms)

In CA 14.1

Nationwide 11.6 

Average hours per lawyer

Overall, no broad subgroup of California 50 lawyers—not women, African Americans, 
Latinos, or Asians—has as many associates per partner as the average at all the firms  
in our ranking. And it’s not always for lack of candidates.

On average, lawyers in the Cali-
fornia 50 in 2014–15 donated less 
than the 50 hours that the ABA 
says they should (see Model Rule 
6.1). But 14 firms wouldn’t say how 
much time they donate, and there 
is no standard or requirement for 
reporting pro bono time. 

56,976 people have passed 
the State Bar exam since 2007

3.2%
Black

7.6%
Latino

13.2%
Asian

45.3%
Female

The largest firms in California 
employ 5,477 associates

2.8%
Black

5.1%
Latino

20%
Asian

47.8%
Female
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Advancement of Women and Minorities

partner snapshot* pro bono hours

In the past year, women and Asians were hired as associates by the California 50 in 
greater proportion than their shares among candidates who passed the State Bar exam. 
Blacks and Latinos are underrepresented among associates, compared with their  
shares of candidates who passed the bar.

Hiring experts say the ratio of associates per 
partner is the best way to measure a subgroup’s 
parity in advancement.

In CA Nationwide

Overall 1.1 1 

Latino 1.4  1.5

Black 1.7 1.8

Female 2.2 2.1

Asian 2.7 2.9
 

Number of CA 50 associates per 
partner in the same subgroup

A Note on Parity: A value higher than 1 (or 1.1 in California) indicates that a group has more 
associates per partner than average, meaning it is relatively poorly represented among 
partners. (A value lower than 1 would mean the group is better represented than average.)
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ning & Kass, Ellrod, Ramirez, Trester; 
and Munger, Tolles & Olson. 

Knobbe Martens managing partner 
Steven J. Nataupsky says the firm’s cli-
ents are emerging “strongly” from the 
Great Recession. The firm added 27 
attorneys in California and plans to add 
a total of 30 more across all seven of its 
offices this fall, Nataupsky says. More 
than half will be based in Orange County. 

Numbers for the hiring of associates 
varied widely, but the share of first-
years joining California 50 firms 

declined from 51.8 percent of all asso-
ciates hired in 2013–14 to 43.7 percent 
this year. (The figures include only the 
46 firms that provided detailed data on 
new hires.)

Our survey also found high turn-
over nationally and in California: 26.8 
percent of all U.S. associates working at 
California 50 firms—and 26.5 percent 
of those in California—were new hires. 

“There’s plenty of lateral activity in 
California,” says Bower, adding that 
this has been true for years and is likely 
to continue.

Natasha Innocenti, a partner with 
the legal-recruiting firm Major, Lind-
sey & Africa in San Francisco and Palo 
Alto, says she’s seeing a lot of lateral 
movement among corporate transac-
tional partners, especially lawyers 
seeking to join firms with the largest 
transactional departments. Firms on 
the California 50 took on 830 lateral 
partners nationwide, including 206 in 
California, according to our survey. 
“They want strong associate support; 
they want strong ancillary services … 
they want a footprint that supports 
their client work,” she says.

Innocenti says there was extra activ-
ity among capital markets and M&A 
attorneys in California. “Competition 
for corporate talent in San Francisco 
is high,” she says. “[It’s] a very frothy 
market.” CL

Summer associate hiring 
held fairly steady.

A surprising share of this year’s  
summer associates had finished only 
one year of law school by June.

The firms on this year’s list have a 
total of 11,935 lawyers in the state, 
a minuscule uptick of 104. (That’s 
smooth sailing compared with the 
drop nationwide: The same firms lost 
2,218 attorneys across the country, 
falling to a total of 31,159.) Four firms 
on the California 50 didn’t answer 
detailed questions about hiring.  
The other 46 hired 1,660 attorneys  
in California in 2014–15, up from  
1,427 last year. At those firms, 26.5 
percent of all associates in California 
were new this year. 

2015

2014

46.6% 42.7% 36.4% 31.3% 43.7% 51.8%

Women Minority  
Groups

First-Year 
Lawyers

Associates hired 2014–15

CA 50 firms One year of law school

2015 2014

In CA 683 683 

Nationwide 1,971 1,743 

2015

In CA 10.5%

Nationwide 9.5%

Women

23.8% 23.8% 17.5% 14.3%

Minority  
Groups

New lateral partners

Despite hiring more non- 
contract lawyers than they did 
in 2013–14, the California 50 
firms overall are not growing. 

“Competition for corporate talent in San  
Francisco is high. [It’s] a very frothy market.”

—Natasha Innocenti, Major, Lindsey & Africa 

[Survey of the State’s Largest Law Firms]

hiring: lots of churn

summer associates

77.3% of new hires were associates (down from 78.6%), 
and 12.4% were lateral partners (up from 10.7%)

COMMENTS? letters_callawyer@dailyjournal.com

continued from page 24


