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The State of the Lateral Partner Market
A 2026 SNAPSHOT

Executive Perspective from the Partner Practice Group (PPG)

The lateral partner market has entered a new phase. After several years of volatility, 2025 marked a return to sustained
activity, but in a far more disciplined, and strategic form. Early signals from 2026 suggest that this shift is accelerating rather
than reversing.

Across markets, practices, and firm tiers, lateral hiring is no longer driven by opportunism or headline expansion. Instead,
firms are deploying lateral talent selectively, and deliberately, and with a clear view toward long-term platform value.

Key Market Takeaways
1. Lateral moves have become capital decisions, not a hiring exercise
Law firms are increasingly treating lateral hires the way other professional services businesses treat acquisitions:

Each hire is evaluated for strategic return, not just availability
Firms prioritize capability, adjacency, and durability

Fewer partners are being hired, but more is being invested per hire

This shift is visible across the AmlLaw spectrum and is reinforced by public reporting on partner hiring, firm profitability, and
capital allocation decisions since early 2025.

2. Senior talent is driving the market

The strongest demand in the lateral market continues to sit at the partner and senior counsel level. Firms emphasize
experience, judgment, and immediate client impact over long-term pipeline building.

This reflects broader structural changes in the legal industry:

Clients are demanding more senior engagement
Firms are recalibrating leverage models

Technology and process efficiency are changing how junior work is staffed
3. A small number of practices account for the majority of meaningful movement
While lateral activity spans many disciplines, market momentum is highly concentrated.
Practices consistently at the center of movement include:

High-stakes litigation and investigations

Corporate and transactional work tied to active capital markets
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Finance-adjacent practices that support private capital, restructuring, and complex deals

Select technology and high-value intellectual property practices aligned with industry demand

These areas benefit from both sustained client need and strong cross-practice relevance, making them attractive
investment targets for firms.

4. Firms are hiring to strengthen platforms, not just fill gaps

The most successful lateral strategies observed since 2025 share a common feature: intentionality. A focus on intention
will continue through 2026 and beyond.

Rather than adding isolated partners, firms are:

Reinforcing core practices
Building adjacency between litigation, regulatory, and transactional teams

Positioning themselves around industries rather than offices alone

This approach favors laterals who enhance a firm’s existing strengths and who can integrate quickly into broader client
teams. This trend is also observable as U.S. firms expand UK and APAC footprints.

5. Market activity is concentrated geographically

Despite continued interest in secondary and emerging markets, lateral activity remains anchored in a limited set of global
and national hubs:

Major U.S. and European commercial centers
Key regulatory and financial markets

Select international gateways

These locations continue to attract both investment and talent, reflecting where clients are directing their most complex
and high-value work. UK partners are redistributing across a bifurcated market: UK firms that value stability and deep
client and cultural knowledge, and US-based firms offering clients efficiency in leverage models and global support.

What This Means for Law Firms
Precision matters more than pace

The firms seeing the strongest results are not those hiring the most laterals, but those making fewer, higherconviction
decisions.

Successful lateral strategies in 2026 are characterized by:

Clear definitions of “must-have” capabilities
Willingness to pass on attractive but non-strategic candidates

Alignment between lateral hiring, compensation structures, and long-term firm goals
Portability is necessary but no longer sufficient
Portable business remains essential, but firms are increasingly focused on how that business fits into the overall practice:

Does it align with existing clients?

Does it open new industry relationships?
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Does it strengthen cross-practice collaboration?
Laterals who bring both revenue and strategic fit are outperforming those who bring revenue alone.
Stability and integration are now competitive advantages
In a market shaped by consolidation, leadership change, and structural shifts, firms that can offer:

Clarity of direction
Integration support

Sustainable growth narratives are better positioned to attract and retain top-tier lateral talent.

Looking Ahead: Ongoing 2026 Outlook

Based on observed market behavior and public reporting, several themes are likely to define the remainder of 2026:

Continued lateral activity, but with heightened selectivity

Increased movement around firm combinations and leadership transitions

Ongoing demand for senior lawyers with regulatory, investigative, and transactional depth
Greater emphasis on industry alignment over pure geographic expansion

Vereins in focus: We're watching whether DLA Piper’s move signals broader pressure on the Swiss verein model
as global firms weigh tighter governance, data alignment, and competition for top Partner talent against the limits of
loosely affiliated structures.

In short, the market favors firms and advisors who combine market insight, discipline, and timing.

Conclusion
The lateral partner market is healthy, active, and evolving, but it rewards a different mindset than in prior cycles.

2026 is not about expansion for expansion’s sake. It is about making the right moves, at the right time, for the right
reasons.

Organizations that approach lateral hiring with the same rigor they apply to client strategy and capital investment will
continue to outperform in this environment.

Reach out to your local MLA recruiter or the MLA office nearest you for additional information and insights.
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https://www.mlaglobal.com/en/people?bypareas=Partner%20Recruiting
https://www.mlaglobal.com/en/locations

