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Using a unique data set comprised of original research of both the corporate Web
sites of the Big Four—PwC, Deloitte, KPMG, and EY—and their affiliated law firms,
as well as archival material from the legal and accountancy press, this article documents
the rise and transformation of the Big Four legal service lines since the enactment of the
Sarbanes Oxley Act of 2002. Moreover, it demonstrates that there are good reasons to
believe that these sophisticated players will be even more successful in penetrating the
corporate legal services market in the decades to come, as that market increasingly
matures in a direction that favors the integration of law into a wider category of business
solutions that these globally integrated multidisciplinary practices now champion. We
conclude with some preliminary observations about the implications of the reemergence
of the Big Four legal networks for the legal profession.

I. INTRODUCTION

Throughout the 1990s, the Big Five accounting firms—Arthur Andersen,

KPMG, Ernst & Young (EY), PricewaterhouseCoopers (PwC), and Deloitte—made

a concerted effort to enter the legal services market. This effort was particularly

pronounced—and particularly successful—in Europe, but the Big Five pushed

aggressively to win the right to provide legal services in virtually every important

legal market around the world, including the United States. By the close of the

twentieth century, legal networks directly owned or closely affiliated with the Big
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Five were major players in many countries, and were threatening to enter those like

the United States from which they were still barred. However, all this appeared to

change after the wave of accounting scandals arising out of the 2001 financial cri-

ses. These scandals, which brought down Arthur Andersen and ushered in regula-

tory reforms in the United States and other countries around the world designed to

place severe restrictions on the ability of the remaining Big Four to offer nonaudit-

ing services to their audit clients, appeared to signal the death knell for the Big

Four’s legal networks. According to most observers, in the post-Sarbanes-Oxley era

the accounting firms are no longer significant participants in the global market for

legal services.

In this article, we document that reports of the death of the Big Four legal net-

works are, to paraphrase the American humorist Mark Twain’s famous retort when

told about a newspaper story reporting his own demise, “greatly exaggerated”

(Twain 1906, 160). Using a unique data set consisting of original research from the

corporate Web sites of the Big Four and their affiliated or strategic partner law

firms, as well as archival material accessible on the Internet from the legal and

accountancy press, we demonstrate that far from being dead, in recent years the

legal service lines linked to the international accountancy networks have grown sig-

nificantly in size, scope, and importance. Nor is this growth confined to tax or tax-

related advisory services, where the accounting firms are generally thought to have

a natural competitive advantage. Although tax services remain an important cor-

nerstone, as shown in Appendix 1, by 2011, the Big Four legal networks were

already important players in a variety of legal fields, including fast-growing areas

(e.g., employment and immigration law, restructuring and insolvency law, and tech-

nology, media, and telecommunications law) as well as high-end practices, such as

corporate mergers and acquisitions (M&A), capital markets, and finance law. More-

over, as impressive as their expansion has been over the last decade, we argue that

there are good reasons to believe that the Big Four will be even more successful in

penetrating the corporate legal services market in the decades to come.

As this market globalizes and matures, it is increasingly moving in a direction

that favors the approach to integrating law into a wider category of business solu-

tions that these globally integrated multidisciplinary firms now champion. Both cur-

rent and likely future economic and regulatory changes are creating an

environment that is particularly advantageous to the approach to delivering legal

services currently being developed by the Big Four. As Alexandru Reff, Partner-in-

Charge of Deloitte’s Romanian Tax & Legal Practice, makes clear: “Deloitte aims

at developing the largest legal network in the world, and also at building the legal

practice of the future, with global presence, ability to understand businesses and

operate pragmatically, in close connection with experts from other areas, at costs

optimized through efficient processes and technologies” (Deloitte 2013e).

Only time will tell whether this confident claim comes to fruition—this is,

after all, not the first time that the large accountancy firms have predicted that

they would assume a dominant position within the legal marketplace. However, the

fact that these large and well-financed players are pursuing a strategy that is very

well suited for the new climate of more for less and that even the most skeptical

observers concede is reshaping the global market for corporate legal services suggests
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that the Big Four’s attempt to capture a significant share of the market may very

well be more successful this time around. In the 1990s, the accounting firms

attempted to enter the legal services market by aping the ways of large law firms,

which at the time were universally acknowledged to be the market leaders.

In the second decade of the twenty-first century, it is now large law firms who

are attempting to demonstrate that they can provide the seamless integration of law

into effective global business solutions with the same degree of “global presence,

ability to understand businesses and operate pragmatically, in close connection with

experts from other areas, at costs optimized through efficient processes and tech-

nologies” (Deloitte 2013e) that are currently being promised by the increasingly

large and empowered Big Four. Ironically, by increasingly making themselves look

like the Big Four in how they define and deliver legal services, large law firms may

actually be hastening a world in which these global giants will no longer have to

disguise their ambitions from regulators and the public, thereby making them even

more potent competitors for a growing share of the corporate legal market that cli-

ents view as being at the intersection of law, business, tax, information technology,

and process management.

The rest of our argument proceeds as follows. Section II (Historical Back-

ground) provides a brief overview of the history of the competition between

accountants and lawyers prior to the passage of the Sarbanes-Oxley Act of 2002

(SOX) in the United States and other similar regulatory reforms in other countries

designed to limit the ability of the Big Four to deliver nonaudit services to their

audit clients. As indicated above, this history tells a familiar story in which the

major accounting firms attempted to exploit the natural overlap between account-

ing, tax, and legal services to build separate legal services lines that would compete

with traditional law firms—and how that effort was eventually thwarted by regula-

tory changes following Enron and other corporate scandals that were widely blamed

on a perceived conflict of interest caused by accounting firms simultaneously selling

other professional services (most notably consulting services) to their audit clients.

In Section III (Life After SOX), we use original research from the corporate

Web sites of the Big Four and their affiliated and strategic partner law firms over

several years to demonstrate that notwithstanding these regulatory changes, the Big

Four’s legal networks have not only survived, but have also become larger and more

successful than they were during the 1990s—albeit often in ways that are less visi-

ble, and less independent, than the legal services lines that existed prior to SOX.

In Section IV (How Did This Happen?) we explain how the Big Four were

able to achieve their current position in the market for legal services notwithstand-

ing numerous attempts to ban them from the field. Specifically, we identify changes

in four interrelated arenas that have allowed the accountants to grow their legal

offerings under the radar screen—and that seem likely to accelerate their growth in

the coming years: (1) current gaps in the scope of existing regulation on auditor

independence that have allowed the Big Four to continue to operate their legal

services businesses; (2) increasing government intervention in the market for legal

services, and a corresponding trend toward deregulation—a trend that ironically has

been supported by both law firms and accounting firms; (3) globalization and the

shift in economic activity to emerging markets, where there is less regulation
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prohibiting the Big Four’s legal networks from operating, and more desire by global

clients for solutions that integrate law into standard business practices; and (4) the

evolution of the Big Four’s business model, which has transformed them from

accounting firms, to multidisciplinary professional service firms, to organizations

offering integrated global business solutions to complex problems at the intersection

of finance, tax, strategy, organization, and, increasingly, law—at the same time that

law firms are trying to market themselves as global business partners.

Finally, Section V concludes by discussing some of the implications of the

reemergence of the Big Four as major players in the market for legal services for cli-

ents, professionals, regulators, scholars, and the public. Although it is far from cer-

tain the extent to which the Big Four will be able to displace law firms and other

established providers in many areas, their growing size, sophistication, and increased

transparency on the Internet seems likely to further the integration of law—and

therefore legal providers—into global business processes that lie outside the control

of lawyers.

II. HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

There is an inevitable overlap between the fields of accounting and law. To

audit and present a company’s financial position properly, an auditor must under-

stand and be able to apply the legal rules that govern such disclosures. Similarly, to

advise a company on a broad array of corporate matters, ranging from regulatory

compliance to M&A, properly, a lawyer must have at least a rudimentary under-

standing of the company’s balance sheet and financial performance. Not surpris-

ingly, lawyers and accountants have always competed over which profession should

control this contested domain.

The most relevant example of interprofessional competition between lawyers

and accountants is in the field of tax advisory services, a professional territory at

the intersection of law and finance that emerged internationally during the early

twentieth century as capitalist states implemented income taxation to “finance the

welfare-warfare state” (Picciotto 1995, 27). The competition between accountants

and lawyers over this contested domain produced different resolutions in different

countries (Picciotto 1995; Rogowski 1995; Marcos 2000; Nnona 2006), but by the

mid-twentieth century, in virtually every jurisdiction accounting firms controlled

most or all of the field of tax advisory services with the exception of the high-end

tax work done by large law firms and specialized tax boutiques (Picciotto 1995;

Garth and Silver 2002; Dezalay and Garth 2004).

The large accounting firm’s expansion in the field of tax advisory services dur-

ing the latter decades of the twentieth century was not simply driven by the grow-

ing demand by global clients for the kind of tax services they could provide. It was

also fueled by the declining profitability of their core accounting practice. Notwith-

standing their near monopoly power in the field of auditing large publicly traded

companies, the price companies were willing to pay for these services was declining

rapidly. As a result, the Big Five (as they were then) went in search of related areas

where they could leverage their audit client base to provide other, more lucrative
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professional services. By the 1980s, all the large accounting firms offered to their

broad audit client base a growing arsenal of nonaudit consulting services, particu-

larly in the areas of information technology and financial management (Zeff 2003;

Holtzman 2004). Moreover, some of the most profitable of these areas intersected

significantly with law, such as corporate restructuring, insolvency, litigation support,

and forensic accounting services (Boyd 1999; Hinings, Greenwood, and Cooper

1999; Nnona 2006). In recognition of this new reality—and to exploit its poten-

tial—the Big Five ceased calling themselves accounting firms and began marketing

aggressively as a new brand of multidisciplinary professional service organizations

(Greenwood and Suddaby 2006)—or as Paton (2010, 2200) defines it, as “an inte-

grated entity that provides legal services as one of several professional services offer-

ings through a single firm or provider.”

The Big Five began this transformation in civil law countries, where the

legal profession was very fragmented. In these countries, lawyers had traditionally

focused on litigation, thus showing a historical distance from counseling clients

on business transactions. As a result, the bars in these jurisdictions had few rules

specifically allowing or prohibiting multidisciplinary practices (MDPs) (Mullerat

1999; Nnona 2006).

The success of the accounting-led corporate and commercial law practices in

the Continental European legal market of the 1990s has been well documented

(Terry 1999, 2000; Stephen 2002; Panteia and Maastricht University 2012). By the

mid-1990s, however, the Big Four also began to plant their flags in the common

law world. Arthur Andersen was the first to act. In 1993, Andersen established an

affiliated law firm in the United Kingdom, in a move subsequently described by

The Lawyer (2007a) as the first step in what Andersen “hoped would be a globally

dominant multi-disciplinary partnership (MDP).” It was not long before Price

Waterhouse and Coopers & Lybrand (before the two firms merged) had set up their

own associations with UK law firms. By the turn of the century, KPMG, which in

1999 launched KLegal, and Ernst & Young also joined the party by setting up their

own affiliated legal entities in the United Kingdom (Lawyer 1996b, 2007b; Lindsay

1997a, 1997b). Only Deloitte claimed that it had no intention of extending to the

United Kingdom (Lawyer 1996a; Hoult 1998). For the four firms that did, establish-

ing a beachhead in the United Kingdom was central to their ambitions of building

world-class legal networks (Lawyer 1996b; Power 2003).

As the accountancy firms trained their sights on the world’s most important

legal market—the United States—they undertook additional steps designed to give

their legal networks legitimacy with both clients and regulators. To minimize the

appearance of conflicts of interest with their core auditing business, the four firms

that had entered the UK legal market began to integrate their affiliated law firms

under the umbrella of separately branded legal networks—Andersen Legal, Land-

well, KLegal, and E&Y Law—all led by star lawyers. Thus, Andersen Legal

recruited Tony Williams, former managing partner of the UK Magic Circle firm

Clifford Chance, to be its worldwide managing partner. Similarly, Nick Holt,

KLegal’s UK managing partner, was the former founding partner of Weil, Gotshal

& Manges’ London office. The strategy behind this shift in organization and

recruiting was simple: look as much like a traditional law firm as possible (Garth
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2004). As a lawyer working at one of these legal networks succinctly explained, “if

you are competing with a law firm, you’ve got to look like a law firm” (Garth and

Silver 2002, 917). To accomplish this goal, the Big Five were willing to invest huge

amounts of money to recruit top lawyers (Lawyer 2000; Law Society Gazette 2001).

The result was a concerted public relations campaign to portray the Big Five legal

networks as just more top firms—only bigger (Landwell 2001).

This charm offensive, however, failed to impress the American Bar Associa-

tion—or the Congress of the United States. Based on a rendition of what it consid-

ered the core values of the legal profession—conflict of interest, independence, and

client privilege—in 2000, the American Bar Association’s House of Delegates

rejected the recommendation of its own Commission on Multidisciplinary Practices

that the Model Rules of Professional Conduct be amended to permit integrated

MDPs (Paton 2010). At the same time, by the dawn of the twenty-first century,

growing concerns over auditor independence and objectivity pushed Arthur Levitt

(2000), the Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) chairman, to propose rules

barring accountancy firms from providing consulting services to their audit clients.

Although Levitt’s proposals were initially watered down by the lobbying efforts of

the Big Five, when Enron and WorldCom collapsed, “[t]hese events brought tre-

mendous investor uncertainty in the capital markets and created a crisis of credibil-

ity for the accounting profession not experienced since the 1929 stock market

crash” (Reckers et al. 2007, 629). As a result of these high-profile audit failures,

Arthur Andersen was criminally indicted, and eventually was forced to declare

bankruptcy.

The US Congress reacted to these events by passing SOX. One of the central

goals of this legislation was to put an end to a century of self-regulation by account-

ants. SOX therefore created a Public Company Accounting Oversight Board

(PCAOB) to oversee implementation of standards and ethics rules related to audit

practice aimed at strengthening auditor independence. Specifically, SOX established

certain types of nonaudit services as off-limits to audit firms that provided auditing

services to a public company, including legal services unrelated to the audit (Paton

2006). The goal was clear: to put an end to “the Big Five’s version of the multidis-

ciplinary practice” (Greenwood and Suddaby 2006, 35). Following SOX, similar

laws prohibiting the provision of specific nonaudit services by a public company’s

auditor were enacted in many countries worldwide, including Mexico, Germany,

China, Japan, France, Australia, and Canada (Tafara 2006). Between these legisla-

tive changes, and the organized bar’s efforts to bury the now Big Four’s legal ambi-

tions in an avalanche of “core values rhetoric,” the future of these networks seemed

bleak indeed (Paton 2010, 2193).

III. LIFE AFTER SOX

The immediate aftermath of SOX appeared to provide ample support for this

gloomy assessment. Prior to 2002, the Big Four’s legal networks had grown to be as

large as the largest law firms in the world: KLegal had 3,000 lawyers working in

sixty countries; E&Y Law 2,700 lawyers in seventy countries; Landwell (PwC)
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2,800 lawyers in some forty countries, with Deloitte Legal set to follow its rivals’

expansionist strategies (Baxter and Tromans 2003; Tromans, 2003a, 2003b; Griffiths

2004). But in the years following SOX, the Big Four unbundled their legal net-

works—or so it seemed. The logic behind these actions seemed both impeccable

and indisputable. As no less an authority than The Economist (2003) confidently

declared: “When law firms hardly benefit from accountants’ huge client base and

accountancy firms are allowed to offer legal services only to a few clients, there is

little point in accountants having a legal arm. Moreover, law firms have themselves

become more global in recent years and many do not need the accountancy giants’

international reach. ‘Accountancy firms’ drive in the legal arena is dead,’ says John

Malpas of Legal Week, a trade publication.”

But as the old saw goes, predictions are hard—especially about the future.1 As

we demonstrate in the following section, the many confident predictions in 2003

about the death of the “[a]ccountancy firms’ drive in the legal arena” have proven

to be far less accurate than even the most cautious futurist would have believed

possible.

Research Methodology

To investigate the current state of the Big Four’s legal networks, we examined

the corporate Web sites of the Big Four and their affiliated and strategic partner

law firms over several years. A corporate Web site has been compared to a “virtual

storefront” (Halliburton and Ziegfeld 2009, 912) used by companies to promote

their products and services (Zhao, Truell, and Alexander 2006). Ultimately, corpo-

rate Web sites offer an “approved, official and formalized” account (Bondy, Matten,

and Moon 2004, 451) “of how the company wishes to be viewed, thus making

them a broad-based tool for information dissemination” (Basil and Erlandson 2008,

127). Furthermore, the combination of this source of information with the analysis

of archival material allows developmental insight into “hard-to-reach populations or

sensitive topics” (Irwin 2013, 296).

From July 2011 to February 2012, the corporate Web sites of PwC, Deloitte,

KPMG, and EY, as well as the Web sites of their affiliated and associated law firms

were independently and consecutively identified through Google Search (see

Appendix 2). We collected the following data from these sources: location where

legal services were promoted—global site, regional site, and individual country site;

firm mentioned on the Web as providing legal services—if any; the Web path to

access legal services; the list of law practices on offer; and the general textual

description of the legal services. Due to the dynamic nature of Web sites (Llopis,

Gonz�alez, and Gasc�o 2009), the collected data were updated over a two-week

period in March 2012 by revisiting all the previously analyzed Web pages. One

author conducted the actual exploration of the Web sites using the same IP address

to assure consistency in the criteria used for data collection. Although the textual

1. For the long list of people to whom this quote is attributed, see http://www.larry.denenberg.com/
predictions.html.
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information provided on the Web sites was taken into account, the analysis is

largely descriptive and relies heavily on the use of frequencies and percentages. Fol-

lowing Meyer (2008), this section can be categorized as descriptive of information

available through the corporate Web sites of the Big Four and their affiliated or

associated law firms.

Since a Web site is a hierarchy of information connected via hyperlinks to

other sites or Web pages (McMillan 2000), we proceeded by exploring the Web

sites using top-down criteria to identify the information collected. First, the

pwc.com, deloitte.com, kpmg.com, and ey.com Web sites designated as “Global” on

the home page were visited, and the following Web path was tracked: Main

“Services” Web page—designated as “Services,” “Our Services,” or “What we

do”> “Legal” services or “Law” Services. Moreover, where the key words “legal” or

“law” did not appear on the main services Web pages, all other links shown as

hypertexts were visited in search of the abovementioned key words.

Second, to survey the information related to the local business and operations

of the networks’ member firms, all individual countries, regions, and geographical

clusters, accessible through the “Locations” site selector on each one of the Big

Four home pages labeled “Global” were visited—a total of 151 PwC location sites,

123 Deloitte location sites, 102 KPMG location sites, and 115 EY location sites.

The same process described above for the analysis of legal practices at a global level

was followed with regard to each one of the visited sites.

Third, a general search on Google using the brand names of the Big Four plus

the keywords “legal” and “law” was also conducted, allowing for the identification

of a limited number of law firm corporate Web sites, which, despite not being

accessible through a Big Four Web site, nevertheless were self-described as affiliated

to, associated with, or a strategic partner of one of the Big Four. Fourth, archival

material from the legal, accountancy, and economic press, accessible on the Inter-

net, was compiled regarding the Big Four legal practices post-SOX. Finally, the

global Web sites of PwC, Deloitte, KPMG, and EY were revisited in November

2015, following the same process as in March 2012.

As the data underscore, our research methodology uncovered a wealth of infor-

mation about how the Big Four have presented their legal networks in the years since

SOX (see Appendix 1). What this kind of study cannot tell us, however, is whether

what the Big Four say about their legal networks is in fact true. We therefore make

no representation, for example, about whether the legal services that the Big Four

claim to offer in any particular legal market are, in fact, being delivered, or whether

their legal work is of high quality. Nevertheless, given the data we report about what

the Big Four are saying about the rapid growth in the size, sophistication, and geo-

graphic scope of their legal networks—and about the monetary and human resources

they are devoting to building this capability—it would be surprising if what these large

and sophisticated players are presenting on their Web sites does not bear some impor-

tant connection to reality. Indeed, as we indicate below, the Big Four’s practices have

now been recognized by major ranking services such as Chambers and Partners, The

Legal 500, Best Lawyers, IFRL1000, MergerMarket, Juve, Finyear, Expansi�on, Legal Com-

munity, Kommersant.ru, and the Financial Times as being among the best in certain

markets and legal practices (for a sample of the countries where the Big Four were
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ranked in 2011, see Appendix 1). At a minimum, the Web presence we document

reveals the Big Four’s ambitions for their legal services arms—as well as what they

think will appeal to potential clients.

The Reemergence of the Big Four in Law

The rich data collected in our study reveal three major trends that have

allowed the Big Four to reemerge as major players in the market for legal services:

(1) the rebuilding, expansion, and diversification of their practice expertise beyond

tax law, and their regional coverage beyond Europe; (2) the structuring of legal

practices through the most highly integrated form of MDP in order to enhance the

provision of truly integrated legal services and innovative business solutions; and,

emboldened by the success of these moves, (3) the increasing global visibility given

to their expertise in law.

Practice and Regional Expansion and Diversification

As shown in Table 1, in the spring of 2012, PwC was promoting legal services in

124 countries worldwide, Deloitte in ninety-seven countries, KPMG in seventy-three

countries, and EY in twenty-nine countries. More importantly, the Big Four claimed to

be offering a wide range of legal services in a majority of these countries. Thus, while the

Big Four legal practices are known particularly for the provision of tax law, their self-

presentations on the Web suggest a commitment to expand into the transactional-led

legal services market—and to do so in a way that addresses the growing need by multina-

tional businesses for multidisciplinary business solutions across a global network. For

example, Landwell & Associ�es Soci�et�e d’Avocats’2 Web page titled “Your challenges/our

skills” implicitly distinguishes itself from traditional law firms by promising to provide

“multidisciplinary solutions to address your challenges” (Landwell 2013). This offer is

said to be supported by a network that brings together around 34,000 specialists in tax,

business, and employment law in more than 150 countries, as well as by highly qualified

industry-specific teams worldwide. As the Web site trumpets, jointly these resources allow

TABLE 1.
Countries Where the Big Four Promote Legal Services by Range of the Legal
Services on Offer and Network (March 2012)

Range of Legal Services

PwC

%

Deloitte

%

KPMG

%

EY

%

FLPs 56 51 53 79
NLPs 44 49 47 21
Total countries 100

(124)
100
(97)

100
(73)

100
(29)

Note: Figures in parentheses are the base Ns of the percentages above.

2. In 2015, Landwell & Associ�es Soci�et�e d’Avocats was rebranded PwC Soci�et�e d’Advocats (PwC
2015b).
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for the provision of solutions that are not just multidisciplinary, but that are also tailored

for each client’s business, and are provided in the most effective and efficient way. Here-

inafter, we refer to countries where the Big Four make such claims as “full legal practices”

or FLPs. Those countries where there was not a wide range of legal services shown on a

Big Four corporate Web site yet there was still some reference to the provision of legal

services (other than tax) are referred to as having a “nascent legal practice” or NLP.3

Table 2 also underscores a trend toward the geographic expansion and regional

diversification of these practices into the emerging markets. By March 2012, PwC,

Deloitte, and KPMG had all established legal practices in a significant number of

countries in Central and South America, and Africa—including in many countries

where global law firms were just beginning to establish offices (Harris 2011). More-

over, PwC was leading the expansion into Asia-Pacific. As an illustration of the

reputation achieved by some of these practices over the years, Chambers & Partners

(2011) describes PwC Laos as a first-tier firm for “General Business Law” that offers

“a full-service transactional practice that is particularly known for its corporate,

M&A and IP work.”

This trend toward global expansion is even more evident when one includes

those NLP countries where there is only some reference to the provision of legal

services shown on a Big Four corporate Web site. As Table 3 and Appendix 1 indi-

cate, the vast majority of NLPs were identified in the emerging economies of

Africa, Asia-Pacific, Eastern Europe, and Latin America. Indeed, in 2009, when

PwC hired a former DLA Piper UK partner to establish PricewaterhouseCoopers

Legal Middle East LLP (Lind 2010), the move was described on the network’s

TABLE 2.
Share of FLPs by Region and Network (March 2012)

Region

PwC

%

Deloitte

%

KPMG

%

EY

%

Average

%

Europe 46 63 67 91 61
Americas 26 29 21 9 23
Africa & Middle East 17 8 10 0 11
Asia Pacific 11 0 3 0 5
Total countries 100

(70)
100
(49)

100
(39)

100
(23)

100
(45)

Note: Figures in parentheses are the base Ns of the percentages above.

3. Because the Big Four have differing approaches to the marketing of their NLPs on the Web, the cri-
teria by which certain countries have been included as having NLPs also differ by network: (1) PwC’s NLPs
indicate countries showing exclusively an immigration law contact or an explicit legal services contact on
its Global Legal Services Network Web site (i.e., Portugal and Jamaica); (2) Deloitte’s NLPs indicate coun-
tries where a standard set of law advisory services—Acquisition, divestiture, joint venture; legal purchaser
and vendor due diligence; legal framework of supply chain management and distribution network; and statu-
tory compliance-are accessible exclusively through a “Global Business Tax” hypertext (i.e., Deloitte Leba-
non); KPMG’s NLPs indicate countries included in a regional FLP, which otherwise are not visible on a
local KPMG Web site (i.e., although legal services did not appear on the KPMG Hungary Web site, this
country was nevertheless included in the KPMG Central and Eastern Europe Web site, which in turn
showed a regional FLP); EY’s NLPs indicate countries showing an explicit legal services contact in the EY
“2011 Worldwide Corporate Tax Guide” (i.e., Chile).
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global Web site as “the first of many new offices we intend to open across the Mid-

dle East, North Africa and South Asia” (PwC 2011).

Integration

As indicated in Section II (Historical Background), the Big Four were already

trying to expand their legal networks in the 1990s. However, in direct contrast

with the growth strategy embraced in the decade prior to SOX, which emphasized

the separation of the accountancy and legal practices, by 2012 each of the Big Four

had moved significantly toward integrating its legal practices within its MDP struc-

ture. As Table 4 illustrates, as of March 2012 three of the Big Four—PwC (56 per-

cent), Deloitte (65 percent), and KPMG (59 percent)—showed a majority of their

FLPs on the Web with no mention of any particular freestanding law firm or legal

services firm as providing these services, with EY close behind at 39 percent.

Indeed, only in a small percentage of any of the Big Four’s FLPs was access to

the legal function operated through an independent Web site that was neither men-

tioned on nor linked to a Big Four institutional corporate Web site (see

“Independent law firm only” in Table 5). Even in these instances, however, there

was often a clear aim to integrate these practices into the relevant Big Four’s over-

all service offerings. For example, while no reference was found to the provision of

legal services in the EY Netherlands Web site, the Dutch law firm Holland van

Gijzen Attorneys at Law & Civil Law Notaries (HVG) explicitly claimed on its

TABLE 3.
Share of NLPs by Region and Network (March 2012)

Region

PwC

%

Deloitte

%

KPMG

%

EY

%

Average

%

Europe 24 19 21 0 20
Americas 9 17 0 67 12
Africa & Middle East 41 50 76 33 52
Asia Pacific 26 15 3 0 15
Total countries 100

(54)
100
(48)

100
(34)

100
(6)

100
(36)

Note: Figures in parentheses are the base Ns of the percentages above.

TABLE 4.
Share of FLPs by Type of Firm and Network (March 2012)

Type of Firm

PwC

%

Deloitte

%

KPMG

%

EY

%

Average

%

MDP 56 65 59 39 57
Legal services firm 44 35 41 61 43
Total countries 100 100 100 100 100

(70) (49) (39) (23) (45)

Note: Figures in parentheses are the base Ns of the percentages above.
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Web page that a key strength of the firm is “our alliance with Ernst & Young Tax

Advisors” (HVG 2012). Moreover, the integration of the services provided by this

independent law firm within the business of EY was also apparent by the unmistak-

able EY brand image on the law firm’s Web site, as well as by the fact that HVG

was included in the EY Netherland Integrated Annual Review 2011/2012 (EY

2012c).

Visibility

Although the expansion and diversification of the Big Four legal networks

between 2002 and 2012 belied the common perception that the accountancy giants

had abandoned their ambitions to become important players in the global legal

services market, the extent of these networks was not readily apparent from the Big

Four’s main Web sites. Thus, in 2012 the global Web sites of three of the Big

Four—Deloitte (2012b), KPMG (2012b), and EY (2012a)—did not mention the

countries in which their member firms provided legal services to clients (we return

to PwC’s strategy below). Instead, as Table 5 indicates, legal services were accessi-

ble mostly on individual-country-level Web sites and integrated with the tax func-

tion. Moreover, while some of these country sites listed legal services as a core

service line under the heading of “Legal” or “Law,” in most cases, access to legal

services came through the tax function. Indeed, according to our study, an average

of 54 percent of all Big Four FLPs were only accessible through a “Tax & Legal” or

“Tax” core service line.

TABLE 5.
Share of FLPs by Web Path to Access Legal Services and Network (March
2012)

Web Path

PwC

%

Deloitte

%

KPMG

%

EY

%

Average

%

Independent law firm Web site only
Total law firm 0 8 10 22 7

(0) (4) (4) (5)
Individual country Big Four Web site
Services> Legal/Law 27 41 13 0 24
Services>Tax & legal/Tax 44 49 72 65 54
Services>Other services 0 2 5 13 3
Total individual country 71 92 90 78

(50) (45) (35) (18)
Global Big Four Web site only
Services> Legal 29 0 0 0 11
Total global 29 0 0 0

(20) (0) (0) (0)
Total countries* 100 100 100 100 100

(70) (49) (39) (23)

*Total countries 5 Sum of total law firm, total individual country, and total global.
Note: Figures in parentheses are the base Ns of the percentages above.
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Although our analysis of the Web sites in question cannot determine why the

Big Four have chosen to take the local and subject-matter-driven approach, two

explanations seem plausible. The first is entirely prudential. Given the regulatory

and public relations issues that continued to hang over the Big Four’s entry into

the market for legal services in 2012, it is quite likely that the leaders of these

international networks were still advocating for a cautious global strategy regarding

their member firms’ legal businesses. Supporting this argument, we found no refer-

ence to the provision of legal services in any of the Big Four’s Global Annual

Reviews for the years 2011 and 2012.

In addition to being prudent, however, attaching legal services to the tax func-

tion also allowed the Big Four to leverage their strong brands in this area and to

take advantage of the growing desire by many corporate clients for an integrated

approach to tax and legal services. PwC member firms, for example, ranked in the

first tier in forty-two of fifty countries analyzed in the comprehensive guide to the

world’s leading tax firms World Tax (2011)—a tier in which PwC competes with

the other Big Four tax and legal networks as well as top US law firms such as

Cleary Gottlieb Steen & Hamilton, Davis Polk & Wardwell, Skadden, Arps, Slate,

Meagher & Flom, Sullivan & Cromwell, and Wachtell, Lipton, Rosen & Katz, and

leading UK law firms such as Allen & Overy, Clifford Chance, Freshfields Bruck-

haus Deringer, Linklaters, and Slaughter and May. As a respondent to the presti-

gious survey that Asian Legal Business conducts of leading tax law firms makes clear,

this kind of integration of tax and legal services is what many top clients are

increasingly demanding: “on the big deals you need lawyers with corporate ground-

ing providing tax advice . . . ideally, one would like to have the lawyers and the

accounting firms in the same room, working together” (ALB 2010). By making

their legal services offering visible through the tax function, the Big Four under-

scored that they could go one step better by putting lawyers and accountants in the

same firm.

Although both discretion and a desire to leverage their leading tax brands

helps explain why the Big Four tended to make their legal services offerings visible

primarily through their local and tax Web sites, by the spring of 2012, PwC was

already beginning to take a bolder and more ambitious approach. Unlike the others,

PwC features a main legal service line as a hypertext integrated within the collec-

tion of PwC global services, and linked to a “PwC Global Legal Services Network”

(GLSN) Web site (PwC 2012a, 2012b). This GLSN site illustrated that the net-

work was engaged in a full range of business-related legal services, resembling those

typically promoted by a business law firm. At the same time, the site also

highlighted a global, multidisciplinary, and solution-oriented approach as the net-

work’s main source of differentiation from traditional law firms.

Moreover, by 2012, PwC’s GLSN Web site gave access to the list of countries

where legal services were on offer by PwC, including twenty full-scale legal practi-

ces—representing 29 percent of PwC’s FLPs—which otherwise where not visible at

the individual-country-level PwC Web site (see “Global Big Four Web site only” in

Table 5). India represents an interesting example. Although the PwC’s India coun-

try Web site did not promote legal services, India’s “Country Profile,” accessible

through PwC’s GLSN, did display the following statement and accompanying legal

The Integration of Law into Global Business Solutions 13The Integration of Law into Global Business Solutions 993

https://doi.org/10.1111/lsi.12311 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1111/lsi.12311


practices: “PwC India’s team of lawyers and corporate law professionals work in tan-

dem with advisory and Tax specialists in providing solutions to clients’ business

issues. . . . Corporate & commercial structuring, Mergers & acquisitions, Information

technology, Commercial contracts, Competition law, Immigration, Employment

law, Legal entity risk assessment, Legal entity maintenance, Corporate secretarial,

Banking and finance, [and] Documentation and support” (PwC 2012b). Although

discretion may have played a role here as well—India, after all, bars virtually all

foreign law firms from practicing in the country (Wilkins and Papa 2013)—the visi-

bility that PwC gave to its legal services offerings in India on its GLSN site under-

scores its desire to signal that its legal network is fully integrated into its broader

set of global services offerings.

It is not surprising that PwC was more aggressive in staking this claim in 2012

than were its rivals. PwC’s legal network Landwell was the only accountancy-tied

law firm network to survive SOX. Indeed, as of March 2012 Landwell was still

accessible through its own site on the Internet (http://www.landwellglobal.com/),

which showed law firms operating in five European countries. Unlike in 2003,

when PwC sought to portray Landwell as an independent network (Landwell 2003),

however, by 2012, Landwell’s law firms had already been integrated into PwC’s

international network. This strategy proved quite successful. By 2014, PwC reported

that its “global legal business has delivered substantial double-digit revenue growth

since 2007” (PwC 2014). Not surprisingly, these results did not escape the attention

of the remaining three members of the Big Four.

Coming Out of the Shadows (2013–2015)

When we revisited the Big Four’s Web sites in 2015, it was clear that all three

trends identified above had accelerated during the intervening three years. By June

2015, Deloitte, EY, and KPMG had all joined PwC in giving global visibility to

their extensive legal expertise in all areas of business-related law.4 By 2012, Deloitte

was already marketing a core global “Legal” services line on its global Web site—

Deloitte Legal—with the illustrative logo “representing tomorrow” (Deloitte

2013b). During the first quarter of 2014, EY’s global Web site was also featuring a

4. On November 11, 2015, PwC’s Global Legal Services offering included employment, entity gover-
nance and compliance, immigration, international business reorganizations, M&A, antitrust and EU com-
petition, banking and finance, commercial litigation, cyber security and data protection, energy law,
financial services regulation, information technology, intellectual property, private client, public law, real
estate, tax litigation, and white-collar corporate crime (PwC 2015a); Deloitte’s Legal Web site showed the
following legal services: commercial law solutions, corporate and mergers and acquisitions solutions,
employment and pension solutions, and tax controversy solutions (Deloitte 2015b); KPMG’s Global Legal
Services Web site disclosed the following practice groups: commercial and corporate law, M&A and reor-
ganizations, employment law, financial services, building, construction, and real estate, antitrust and merger
control, intellectual property, media and technology, corporate recovery, litigation, arbitration and alterna-
tive dispute resolution, energy and natural resources, public sector, family-owned businesses and private cli-
ents, and risk and compliance (KPMG 2015a); and EY’s legal services offering on its global corporate Web
site included corporate and commercial, labor and employment, M&A and transaction, financial services,
IP/IT, insolvency and restructuring, real estate, distribution and franchising, corporate reorganizations and
project management, and global immigration (EY 2015b).
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Law practice— “Law: Passion for excellence across the globe”—integrated within

the “tax” core service line (EY 2015b). Similarly, during the summer of 2015, a

KPMG “Global Legal Services” hypertext appeared, complementing the list of prac-

tices on the network’s “Global Tax” core service line (KPMG 2015a).

Similarly, revisiting the global Web sites of the Big Four in November 2015

also confirmed the remarkable international expansion and regional diversification

of these networks into emerging markets (see Table 6). Most notably, since March

2012, EY has increased 200 percent the number of countries where its member

firms offer FLP, shifting from the almost exclusive location of FLPs in Europe (see

Table 2) to having 20 percent of its FLPs in Africa and the Middle East, and 14

percent in Asia-Pacific.

The development of this expansionist scheme is consistent with the Big Four’s

global strategy to be “undisputed leaders in professional services” (Deloitte 2015a).

Thereby, since 2012, the Big Four have continued to bolster their legal practices

through what The Australian Business Review (2014) describes as a “cherry-picking

of top-end lawyers and their legal teams.” Consider, for instance, Richard Norbruis,

Global People Partner of Freshfields Bruckhaus Deringer, who in 2014 was

appointed a member of EY’s Global Law Leadership Team and Global Transaction

Law leader, focusing on building, strengthening, and managing the network’s legal

practice worldwide (EY 2014). In 2015, another Freshfields partner, Nikolaus

Schrader, joined PwC Legal Germany to colead the nationwide corporate and

M&A practice group (Juve 2015). The aim by PwC to “spearhead growth in legal

services” is also exemplified by the hiring of Tony O’Malley, former King & Wood

Mallesons’ Deputy Global Managing Partner, to lead PwC’s legal practice in Austra-

lia and across Asia-Pacific (PwC 2014; Whealing 2014). Similarly, DLA Piper’s

joint head of the Asia-Pacific Corporate practice, David Morris, was hired by

KPMG in Australia (KPMG 2015b) to lead and develop its legal practice beyond

its traditional tax law practice in that region.

Nonetheless, despite these and other examples of lateral hiring to expand and

upgrade their legal expertise, it is important to note that the leaders of the Big Four’s

legal teams are primarily individuals who have spent the majority of their careers

inside one of these institutions. This is most evident with regard to their “global legal

TABLE 6.
Share of FLPs by Region and Network (November 2015)

Region

PwC

%

Deloitte

%

KPMG

%

EY

%

Average

%

Europe 45 49 64 51 51
Americas 22 23 23 14 21
Africa & Middle East 21 19 6 20 17
Asia Pacific 12 9 8 14 11
Total 100 100 100 100 100

(85) (69) (53) (69) (69)
Change in total FLPs in 2015 from 2012 21 41 36 200

(15) (20) (14) (46)

Note: Figures in parentheses are the base Ns of the percentages above.
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services leaders”: EY’s Cornellius Grossman, PwC’s Leon Flavell, Deloitte’s Piet Hein

Meeter, and KPMG’s Manfred Kessler—all have come from long careers in Big Four

member firms. This approach provides another important insight into their current

strategy. In the 1990s, the Big Four went to great lengths to present the lawyers work-

ing in their legal networks as independent professionals who were insulated from the

rest of the firm. By 2015, the strategy was to emphasize that lawyers, like all the other

professionals working in their MDP structure, are fully integrated into the culture of

the Big Four, thus enhancing their ability “to provide holistic guidance around strate-

gic business decisions” (Deloitte 2015b; EY 2015b)

Finally, since 2012 the Big Four have also embraced new opportunities to inte-

grate their legal practices into their existing global networks. For instance, during

the course of our study, Deloitte initiated the process to integrate its German strate-

gic partner Raupach & Wollert-Elmendorff Rechtsanwaltsgesellschaft mbH fully

into the Deloitte network—now rebranded Deloitte Legal Rechtsanwaltsgesellschaft

mbH (AHK 2015; Deloitte 2015a), and to rebrand its Canadian-affiliated law firm

Heddema & Partners LLP as Deloitte Tax Law LLP (Deloitte 2012a). Similarly,

KPMG Law LLP has integrated the tax law firm Moskowitz & Meredith LLP and

the leading global immigration law firm Greenberg Turner (KPMG 2012a, 2012c).

In each instance, the goal is to show, in the words of a Deloitte professional, that

legal services are “deeply integrated with one of the world’s leading accounting

firms” (Deloitte 2012a).

The biggest change to occur since 2012, however, harkens back to the move

that first signaled the original emergence of the Big Four in the market for legal

services—the reemergence of three of the Big Four as major players in the UK mar-

ket for legal services. This time, however, the accounting giants are doing so with

the full blessing of the regulators. Pursuant to the UK 2007 Legal Services Act (dis-

cussed more fully below), since 2014, Ernst & Young LLP (EY), KPMG LLP

(KPMG), and PricewaterhouseCoopers LLP (PwC) have applied for—and have

been granted—licenses to operate multidisciplinary practices regulated by the Solic-

itors Regulation Authority (SRA 2014a, 2014b, 2016). As a result, these profes-

sional services firms may now integrate the kind of legal services that previously

could be offered only by entities solely owned and controlled by lawyers into their

UK businesses. Following the lead, Deloitte’s legal leader, Piet Hein Meeter, told

Dowell (2014) that “the UK is definitely on the list.”

Clearly, more than a decade after they were proclaimed dead by most pundits, by

2015 the Big Four’s increasingly integrated and expansive legal networks are not only

alive and well in the global market for legal services, but they have also come out of

the shadows to promote their fully integrated model for delivering multidisciplinary

professional services in many of the most important legal markets in the world. In the

next section, we examine how they have managed to achieve this remarkable feat.

IV. HOW DID THIS HAPPEN?

Looking back, we believe that four interrelated factors have allowed the Big

Four accounting firms to expand their legal offerings: (1) gaps in the regulation of
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auditor independence, (2) changes in the regulatory framework of the legal profes-

sion, (3) globalization—and the attractiveness of the global market for legal serv-

ices, and (4) the organizational evolution of the Big Four. Significantly, each of

these developments appears likely to continue in the coming years, thereby acceler-

ating the growth and importance of the Big Four’s legal networks.

Gaps in the Regulation of Auditor Independence

The enactment of SOX in the United States and other similar laws around the

world banning auditor-provided legal services to listed audit clients represented

such a blow for the large accountancy firms’ multidisciplinary model that initially it

was difficult to read beyond the letter of the law. However, gaps in auditor indepen-

dence regulation have allowed the Big Four to rebuild their nonaudit businesses,

including legal services, in many countries around the world—even in the United

States.

Contrary to popular perception, Section 201 of SOX did not establish an

audit-firm-only rule. Instead, it provided a list of nonaudit services (NASs) that

were off-limits for registered public accounting firms regarding their US-listed audit

clients, empowering audit committees of listed companies to preapprove the pur-

chase of tax services and other “SOX-permissible” NASs from the auditor (Naiker,

Sharma, and Sharma 2013, 298). This left SOX with what has been described as

“an important gap in its reforms” (Barrett 2004, 5). As many prominent authors

have argued, this US classification-based approach to auditor independence regula-

tion gives a “false sense of precision” (Alles, Kogan, and Vasarhelyi 2005, 11), as

neither the nine categories of prohibited nonaudit services nor the SOX-admissible

nonaudit services are clear-cut.

Given the difficulty in defining where auditing ends and consulting begins,

there has been considerable inconsistency in how audit committees have responded

to their preapproval responsibility, and “very few sanctions” for independence viola-

tions based on auditors delivering prohibited NASs have been reported (McKenna

2011). As a result, accountants have been able to continue to provide publicly

traded US audit clients with a wide range of advisory services in which the fields of

accounting, consulting, and law overlap, such as risk and compliance, financial

management, human resource organization, forensics, and merger due-diligence

services (Schmidt 2012). Most importantly, the Big Four have continued to provide

their audit clients with critical, high-end tax services (Barrett 2004; Paton 2006), a

space where, as we indicated at the outset, the accountancy firms have always com-

peted aggressively with top national and global law firms.

Although gaps in the regulatory framework and its enforcement have allowed

the Big Four to continue to deliver the abovementioned law-related services to

their audit clients, the real growth in the development of each of the Big Four’s

legal networks has come from their ability to sell legal services to the vast majority

of companies around the world that are not their audit clients. Nothing in SOX

prohibits this practice. As a result, as Gwilliam, Teng, and Marnet (2014, 8–9)

demonstrate, “since the divestment at the start of the new millennium, the very
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large firms have rebuilt their consulting and other activities beyond audit to levels

of fee income on a par in relative terms to those before the divestment (and in

absolute terms significantly higher). However, the engine of this growth has entirely

been NAS provided to clients other than audit clients.”

The regulatory situation in Europe has been even more accommodating.

Although the European Commission followed the United States in adopting rules

that purported to prevent audit firms from providing NAS to their audit clients,

the actual implementation of this directive varied widely among member states. As

a result, “the provision of NAS by auditors to the companies they audit remains

commonplace” (European Commission 2011, 15). Even in member states such as

France where “there is a ban on the provision of NAS from any member of the

auditor’s network to any member of the audited company’s group” (European Com-

mission 2011, 15), existing regulation still has not prevented the Big Four from pro-

viding a wide range of legal services through law firms affiliated to the

international networks. Taj Soci�et�e d’Advocats rejoining Deloitte’s international

network is a case in point. As Deloitte France’s CEO Jean-Paul Picard made clear,

this affiliation would “enable the firm to provide specific services to [Deloitte’s]

auditing clients and to develop its services to non-audit clients in synergy with the

Deloitte network [and] in accordance with the rules” (Collins 2006). The fact that

Deloitte’s French CEO had no qualms about making such a statement publicly

underscores just how little he believed that France’s regulation was likely to con-

strain Deloitte’s attempt to integrate Taj’s legal service offerings into Deloitte’s mul-

tidisciplinary offerings.

Even new and more stringent rules on auditor independence adopted after the

2008 financial crisis have failed to close these gaps fully (Ratzinger-Sakel and

Sch€onberger 2015). In April 2014, the European Parliament and the Council passed

Directive 2014/56/EU amending Directive 2006/43/EC to impose even more restric-

tions on the Big Four’s ability to provide NASs when also conducting statutory

audits of annual accounts and consolidated accounts. These supranational restric-

tions have now established a cap on the amount of nonaudit fees that the auditor

may receive, as well as a list of prohibited services that the auditor is not permitted

to provide, which notably includes certain tax services. While it remains unclear

how these rules are to be applied by the different member states of the European

Union, similar rules at the national level in France, Germany, and the United

Kingdom have not prevented the revival of the Big Four legal practices in these

three important European countries (Esteban Ferrer and Wilkins 2013). These gaps

in the regulation of auditors have been greatly accentuated by changes in the regu-

lation of the legal profession.

Changes in the Regulatory Framework of the Legal Professions

During the last decade of the twentieth century, a growing chorus of critics

raised concerns that the regulatory framework governing professional services in

general—and legal services in particular—restricted competition more than was

appropriate or necessary, resulting in higher prices and decreased competition, and
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limiting innovation and job growth in this important economic sector (OECD

2000, 7; Terry 2008; Flood 2011; Quak and Sh€ußler 2015). In June 1999, the

OECD’s Committee on Competition submitted a report advocating reducing the

regulation of many professional services. This report ushered in a trend toward gov-

ernment intervention to deregulate the market for legal services. This deregulation

has taken three forms, all of which have eased the entry of the Big Four into the

global legal services market: (1) the creation of alternative business structures

(ABSs) that allow lawyers and nonlawyers to go into business together in fully inte-

grated multidisciplinary practices, and nonlawyers to invest in and manage law

firms, (2) the reduction of activities that are exclusively reserved for licensed law-

yers, and (3) a shift in the control of the professions from professional associations

to independent regulators (OECD 2000).

The United Kingdom has been the most aggressive of the OECD jurisdictions in

taking up this deregulatory crusade. Following Australia’s lead, the United Kingdom

enacted the Legal Services Act of 2007 (LSA), implementing the most influential

deregulatory reforms in the history of the market for legal services anywhere in the

world. Particularly, these reforms opened the legal services sector in the United King-

dom to the creation of the type of ABSs described above. According to the Institute

of Chartered Accountants in England and Wales (ICAEW 2015), by becoming an

ABS, an accounting firm is authorized to integrate the following legal services with

the “usual suite of services permissible within an accountancy practice”: (1)

“whichever reserved legal services the ABS is expressly licensed to provide” by a

licensing authority such as the SRA—namely, the conduct of litigation, the exercis-

ing of rights of audience, reserved instrument activities (such as conveyancing), pro-

bate activities, and/or the administration of oath; and (2) all nonreserved legal

services, such as general legal advice, transactional corporate advice, and employment

advice, which “when provided by a lawyer, or under their supervision, these services

will attract legal advice privilege.” As indicated above, PwC, KPMG, and EY have

each applied for and received ABS status to operate as fully integrated MDPs, thereby

increasing their ability to “embed legal advice” into their businesses (PwC 2016).

Nor is the United Kingdom alone in following this path. In addition to Aus-

tralia, where ABSs and MDPs have long been legal, several other countries are

actively considering adopting similar reforms, including major legal markets such as

Canada, South Korea, Singapore, and Hong Kong. Even in the United States, the

American Bar Association’s 2020 Commission on the future of professional regula-

tion actively debated allowing MDPs for the first time since the House of Delegates

rejected a similar recommendation in 2001. Although the proposal was ultimately

defeated, the fact that it received serious consideration underscores just how far the

deregulatory trend has moved in the last several years.

At the same time, the Big Four have been able to exploit regulatory loopholes

in important jurisdictions where the regulation of the legal profession is less devel-

oped. Consider, for example, China. Although “foreign law firms are explicitly

barred from directly or indirectly investing in, managing, operating, controlling or

taking equity interests in Chinese law firms,” there is a legal gap with regard to

accountancy firms (Zhang 2014). As Andrew Godwin, Associate Director of the

Centre for Asian Law at Melbourne Law School and a former partner with
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Linklaters in Shanghai, reported to Zhang (2014): “[I am not aware of] regulations

expressly restricting the form or nature of cooperation between a Chinese law firm

and an international accounting firm . . . [although] there are no regulations

expressly permitting such cooperation.” Taking advantage of this regulatory ambigu-

ity, Deloitte China markets the provision of legal services through Qin Li Law

Firm, “a licensed Chinese law firm that specializes in cross border legal advisory

services” as part of the international Deloitte network (Deloitte 2014b). Taken

together, the trend toward deregulation in many advanced economies and the regu-

latory gaps in many emerging ones have made it easier for the Big Four to expand

their legal services offerings. Trends in the transnational regulation of professional

services appear likely to pave the way for even further expansion.

Whatever national governments and bar associations might like to decide,

there is significant pressure building for the deregulation of professional services at

the transnational level through the General Agreement on Trade in Services. Not

surprisingly, the large accountancy networks have played a key role in these

debates. Specifically, the Big Four have actively lobbied to eliminate global barriers

to trade and investment in professional services, including services beyond the

accountancy profession (Arnold 2005; Suddaby, Cooper, and Greenwood 2007).

Ironically, big law firms have also taken up the global deregulatory call. Although

constitutionally mistrustful of government intervention, many large law firms have

nevertheless not been shy about asking governments to assist them in loosening

various aspects of professional regulation that are seen as restricting their ability to

expand geographically and generate higher profits. Thus, large law firms have

become agents of deregulation at international and national forums, urging the eas-

ing of restrictions on conflicts of interest, the entry of foreign law firms into domes-

tic legal markets, the hiring and compensation of nonlawyer professionals, the

acceptance of outside capital, and the creation of new structures and practices such

as Swiss vereins (Flood 2011; Loughrey 2011; Richmond and Corbin 2014).

The fact that these regulatory trends have occurred in the context of a legal

services market that has become increasingly globalized—with a growing percentage

of that global activity located in the emerging economies in Asia, Latin America,

and Africa—has further facilitated the Big Four’s reemergence in the legal field in

the years since 2002.

Globalization and the Size of the Legal Market

As indicated in Section II (Historical Background), the Big Four have always

been attracted by the size and profitability of the legal market relative to the

decline in their core audit business. The overall growth in the size of the legal mar-

ket since 2002 has only exacerbated this disparity. According to published esti-

mates, between 2005 and 2014 the global legal services market grew by 72

percent—including a 6 percent increase since the financial crisis of 2008—reaching

a total value of around $618 billion (Datamonitor 2006; World Trade Organization

2010; MarketLine 2015; TheCityUK 2016, 6; Statista 2017). This amount repre-

sents three times the value of the audit market, according to data from MarketLine
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(2014). Moreover, the legal services market is incredibly fragmented. While the Big

Four’s joint turnover for audits in 2014 represents 23 percent of the value of global

audits, the turnover jointly generated by all the top law firms ranked in the Am

Law 100 for the same year (American Lawyer 2015) accounted for a scant 13 per-

cent of the global legal market. In this context, if any of the Big Four were to cap-

ture even a 1 percent share of the market’s forecasted value of $726.2 billion for

2019 (MarketLine 2014), that one network would become far and away the largest

legal services organization in the world.

Moreover, when combined with the strong trend toward globalization, the legal

services market’s fragmentation has also furthered the Big Four’s competitive position

vis-�a-vis traditional law firms. As the commentators who proclaimed the demise of

the Big Four legal networks in the years following SOX accurately reported, large law

firms have become significantly more global in recent years. Where these commenta-

tors erred, however, was in failing to understand that the increasing globalization of

the legal services market would favor the model of international expansion pursued

by the Big Four far more than the one followed by most law firms.

As multinational companies have rapidly expanded their operations around

the globe, they have increasingly looked for professional service firms that can pro-

vide them with consistent services—including legal services—across their entire

platform (Hitt et al. 2001, 2006; Morgan and Quack 2005). Given their extensive

experience in marshaling global resources (Abdelzaher 2012), the Big Four are in

an ideal position to meet this need. As indicated in Table 6, this is particularly

true in the emerging economies of Asia-Pacific, Latin America, and Africa, which

are likely to see the fastest growth in the demand for legal services.

A comparison with global law firms underscores just how big an advantage this

is for the Big Four. Table 7 reports the global reach by region of Baker McKenzie

and DLA Piper, widely considered to be two of the most global law firms in the

TABLE 7.
Share of Countries Covered by Baker McKenzie and DLA Piper, by Region and
Type of Firm (September 2015)

Region

Baker

McKenz.

NF*

%

Baker

McKenz.

AF*

%

Baker

McKenz.

Total

%

DLA

Piper

NF*

%

DLA

Piper

RF*

%

DLA

Piper

Total

%

Europe 42 0 42 30 11 41
Americas 16 2 18 3.6 3.6 7
Africa & Middle East 11 2 13 11 27 38
Asia Pacific 20 7 27 10.7 3.6 14
Total countries 89

(40)
11
(5)

100
(45)

55
(31)

45
(25)

100
(56)

Change in total countries
covered in 2015 from 2012

10
(4)

30
(13)

*NF stands for network firm; AF stands for associated firm (as referred to on Baker McKenzie’s
global corporate Web site); and RF stands for relationship firm (as referred to on DLA Piper’s global
corporate Web site).

Note: Figures in parentheses are the base Ns of the percentages above
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world. Just at the level of coverage, the forty-five and fifty-six countries covered by

Baker McKenzie and DLA Piper, respectively, are significantly fewer than those

covered by each of the Big Four legal networks (except for KPMG), with PwC cov-

ering almost twice as many countries (eighty-five) as Baker McKenzie. Moreover,

given the Big Four’s announced intentions, this disparity seems certain to grow, par-

ticularly in the emerging economies. Although Baker McKenzie and DLA Piper

currently have significant presence in the Americas, Africa, and Asia, they will be

hard pressed to match the investments the Big Four are making in their growth in

these increasingly important regions.

Both PwC and EY have declared their intention to double their respective net-

works’ legal headcounts in Asia (Broomhall 2014; Kriegler 2014). Indeed, EY has

gone even further, declaring in 2011 that it intended to invest more than US$1.5 bil-

lion over five years, “mainly in the emerging markets,” and was planning to “maintain

this investment at comparable levels for the foreseeable future” (EY 2011, 41).

Although this investment was not specifically earmarked for legal services, the fact

that EY is increasingly embedding these offerings in its broader multidisciplinary offer-

ings means that its legal network will benefit from this significant investment.

This last point highlights a final important advantage that the Big Four have

over law firms in pursuing a global strategy. Returning to Table 7, when one looks

more closely at how Baker McKenzie and DLA Piper are covering the jurisdictions

in their network, it is clear that many countries are being served by “associated” or

“relationship” firms that have only contractual relationships with the main organi-

zation. This is particularly true for DLA Piper, where 45 percent of its fifty-six total

offices fall under this category. Although the firm asserts that these “relationship

firms” have adopted “various practices and procedures that are aligned with DLA

Piper entities,” it concedes that “they are not themselves part of or financially inte-

grated with any DLA Piper entities” (DLA Piper 2017).

This concession is significant. As many commentators have noted, these affilia-

tions or referrals raise important questions of quality control and coordination (Grady

2016). When compared to the trend noted in Table 4 of the Big Four moving to inte-

grate law firms, with whom they only had a contractual association, into their global

MDP networks, it is clear that the accountancy firms have an advantage in claiming

to offer multinational companies integrated global service. Indeed, while most global

law firms have increasingly embraced a federal model where local law firms are affili-

ated under the umbrella of a Swiss verein—often expressly modeled on the model

adopted by the global accounting firms in the 1980s—the Big Four themselves have

moved away from this structure in order to achieve greater integration of their multi-

disciplinary practices. This brings us to the final, and arguably the most significant,

factor that has allowed the Big Four to rebuild their legal networks notwithstanding

the concerted efforts by regulators to prevent them from doing so.

Organizational Evolution

The global legal services market grew at an unprecedented rate in the years

following SOX. According to one estimate, between 2004 and 2008, demand for
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legal services expanded at a compound annual rate of 3.7 percent (Sarfo 2013).

Although this rising tide lifted virtually all law firm boats, a relatively small group

of elite law firms began to capture an increasingly large share of this global work—

and an even larger share of global profits (Aronson 2007; Segal-Horn and Dean

2011). They did so by rigorously focusing on “bet the company deals” and litigation

for high-end financial clients, while “get[ting] rid of local clients” and small and

medium-size enterprises (Faulconbridge and Muzio 2016, 110). The mantra was

“premium work for premium clients,” exiting commodity businesses to concentrate

on high-margin work (Wilkins 2010, 2090). The 2008 global financial crisis further

exacerbated this tendency, as law firms fought to hold on to premium work as a

hedge against declining profits and departing partners (Wilkins 2015).

This strategy proved effective in differentiating the very top law firms from

their rivals through quality and specialization (Mawdsley and Somaya 2015). How-

ever, it also led many firms—including many who were not in the very top tier, but

felt compelled to try to be—to abandon a variety of practice areas such as employ-

ment, property, and general corporate law that had long been a part of the suite of

services large law firms offered to their clients (Faulconbridge and Muzio 2016). As

a result, many law firms began to lose key parts of the “industry expertise” (Juve

2012) that had given them credibility in the marketplace. This loss, in turn, opened

the door for the Big Four, whose organizational model was evolving to emphasize

precisely this kind of integration of law into business solutions.

Paraphrasing Hamel and V€alikangas (2003), it has taken decades for the Big

Four to elaborate the MDP idea into a robust operational model. Specifically, the

“[f]inal consummation of the true global multidisciplinary practice, not just an

affiliated network of service providers, await[ed] the breaking down of different

practice patterns, norms and values, and the development of new interpretive

schemes to which all professionals [could] commit” (Brock and Powell 2005, 465).

Table 8 summarizes this process with respect to legal services by dividing the Big

Four’s efforts to elaborate their MDP model into five relatively distinct stages: (1)

the nascent MDP model of the 1980s, when the Big Four first began providing

legal services (as well as consulting services and IT) adjacent to their core audit

and tax business, and began marketing themselves as MDPs; (2) a federal MDP

model during the 1990s, when the Big Four developed global legal networks

through the establishment of their own and affiliated or associated law firms

staffed by star lawyers acquired from law firms; (3) a period of crisis and renewal

immediately following SOX and the demise of Arthur Andersen, when the Big

Four unwound their legal networks and retreated to providing a small range of

auxiliary legal services in markets with less regulatory scrutiny; (4) a new inte-

grated MDP model in the period from 2005–2011, when the Big Four took advan-

tage of gaps in the regulatory framework and increasing demand by multinational

clients to rebuild their global legal services networks as integrated FLPs; and (5)

an emerging integrated solutions model in the period since 2012, where the Big

Four now actively compete with law firms to provide clients with global business

solutions at the intersection of law, business, strategy, technology, process man-

agement, and talent development. As EY’s chairman and CEO James Turley

stated in his farewell letter when he stepped down in 2012, the goal is to develop
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TABLE 8.
Chronology of the Organizational Evolution of the Elite Accounting Firms’
Diversification into Law

1980s 1990s–2000 2001–2004 2005–2011 2012–

Stage 1: Nascent
MDP

Stage 2: Federal
MDP

Stage 3: Crisis
and renewal

Stage 4: Inte-
grated MDP

Stage 5: Integrated
solutions

Elite accounting
firms increase
the scope of
law-related
accounting
services, and
begin to pro-
vide general
corporate and
commercial
law advice in
certain
jurisdictions.

Increase in the
number of law-
yers employed
in-house by
elite account-
ing firms,
mostly for
non-client-
facing
positions.

Elite accounting
firms begin to
market them-
selves as global
MDPs, cross-
selling a diver-
sified portfolio
of services to
the audit func-
tion’s interna-
tional client
base

Regulatory
uncertainty
regarding the
status of
MDPs, particu-
larly in
Europe.

Elite accounting
firms begin to
establish law
firms and affili-
ate or associate
with existing
law firms,
eventually
integrating
them into sep-
arately branded
international
networks:
Andersen
Legal, Land-
well, KLegal,
and EY Law.

Legal becomes a
core function.
Appoint star
lawyers to lead
the interna-
tional legal
networks and
target lateral
hires from top
law firms.

Global marketing
campaign to
portray the
legal function
as a top inter-
national law
firm.

Strong response
against MDPs
by the account-
ing and the
legal profes-
sions, particu-
larly in the
United States.

Financial scan-
dals, demise of
Arthur Ander-
sen, and enact-
ment of SOX.

Big Four take
steps to
unwind their
legal networks.

Support for the
surviving legal
practices is
transferred to
the networks’
national firms,
which mostly
retreat to the
provision of
legal services
complementary
to the tax
function.

Legal and finan-
cial press pro-
claims Big
Four’s drive to
become major
players in law
is “dead.”

Gaps in SOX
allow the Big
Four to renew
their commit-
ment to an
MDP approach.

The enactment
of the UK
2007 Legal
Services Act
reinforces a
friendlier
approach to
MDPs.

The 2008 finan-
cial crisis and
the rise of
emerging mar-
kets, increases
the demand
for global cost-
efficient legal
services.

The Big Four
embark on the
global rebuild-
ing of FLPs,
structured
mostly as fully
integrated
MDPs.

The Big Four
reemerge as
important
players in the
market for
legal services,
particularly in
Europe and
emerging mar-
kets in Asia,
Latin America,
and Africa.

Emergence of
potentially dis-
ruptive tech-
nologies and
business mod-
els in the
professional
services
industries.

Shift to an inte-
grated solu-
tions business
model, through
the combina-
tion of the Big
Four’s core
professional
services with
IT-led new
capabilities.

The UK Solici-
tors Regulation
Authority
grants EY,
KPMG, and
PwC alterna-
tive business
structures
licenses to
operate as fully
integrated
MDPs.

Global marketing
campaign to
promote the
integration of
law into a sol-
utions model
to “run the
company” as
superior to the
law firm “bet
the company”
model.
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a new integrated approach to professional service built around the twin pillars of

quality and integration (EY 2012b).

In the years since the period of crisis and renewal, the Big Four have taken a

number of steps to transform and, ultimately, to transcend the federal model that

they pursued in the 1990s. Although each firm’s approach to these issues has been

different, there are core similarities among their actions—similarities that have par-

adoxically both sharpened the differences and blurred the lines between the Big

Four and the law firms with which they increasingly compete.

At the heart of this effort is a sustained commitment by each of the Big Four

since 2005 to put integration and risk management at the core of its strategy, and

to do so across all countries and service lines. The goal is to ensure that the “right”

people work for the “right” clients—and that they deliver the “right” services to

these clients (EY 2011). As Noordegraaf’s (2011, 1358) research on emerging forms

of “organized professionalism” underscores, this “organized response” has played a

key role in rehabilitating the legitimacy of the Big Four’s multidisciplinary and mul-

tinational professional workforce, which had seen its “creditworthiness” highly

diminished as a result of Enron and other accounting scandals (Mawdsley and

Somaya 2015, 223; Greenwood et al. 2005).

To signal this new creditworthiness, the Big Four are moving aggressively to

integrate their FLPs within their international networks, thereby subjecting them to

the same hierarchical controls, branding, strategy, processes, standards, and values

as the rest of the business. These efforts to achieve greater harmonization and con-

trol are in turn reinforced by sophisticated client management systems and a culture

of reciprocity under which lawyers working in their legal practices worldwide play

multiple roles simultaneously—for example, as part of the legal service line, an

industry group, a particular geographic location, and a number of client teams—

thereby interacting with other professionals with different expertise (e.g., tax, con-

sulting, accounting, financial, or industry-specific or local expertise) around the

world (Greenwood et al. 2010; Hydle, Kvålshaugen, and Breunig 2014). Greenwood

et al. (2010) label this form of matrix organization “multiplex,” although as several

scholars have noted, this terminology may overstate the degree to which the Big

Four have actually achieved transnational integration (Boussebaa and Morgan 2015;

Spence et al. 2015).

But even if the accountancy network’s new integrated solutions model is cur-

rently more rhetoric than reality, the Big Four are nevertheless using this rhetoric

to attempt to gain a competitive advantage over law firms. As EY’s UK chairman

and regional managing partner for the United Kingdom and Ireland recently argued,

having client-facing lawyers working “side-by-side” with accountants and other pro-

fessional advisors worldwide on large transactions, employment structures, or group

reorganizations provides a “better level of service” than “the business models of tra-

ditional law firms” (Legal Business 2014). This argument is well positioned to

appeal to the interests of many companies in the wake of the 2008 financial crisis.

With global economic and regulatory uncertainty threatening the sustainability and

growth prospects of multinational companies, these clients have increasingly

demanded legal advisors who “understand our business,” and who can provide value

for money (Wilkins 2010, 2090).
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The Big Four understood this need far more quickly than many law firms, par-

ticularly in Europe and other markets where lawyers have traditionally seen them-

selves as separate and distinct from business. The accountancy firms therefore

moved in aggressively to offer a suite of services through their increasingly inte-

grated legal networks to corporate clients at the intersection of law and business,

most of which were outside of the reserved categories that could be provided only

by entities wholly owned and controlled by lawyers. As Ian Tod, Global CEO of

Deloitte Legal, boldly declared: “The ones thinking that law as such is the most

essential thing about our work do not get the point. The reason we are here is to

help and advise our clients—that is the purpose of our work. And in the context of

local law, this is valid globally” (Deloitte 2013d).

Similarly, the Big Four have also set out to prove that their model can provide

a “better level of service” for today’s top legal talent. Since 2002, the Big Four have

transformed their human capital model in a way that they believe further differenti-

ates them from traditional law firms, giving the accountancy giants a surprising

edge in the war for talent. It is no secret that law firms have become very difficult

places to work, particularly in the years following the global financial crisis

(Ackroyd and Muzio 2007; Burk and McGowan 2011). Leveraging their culture of

“global teaming,” as well as express policies designed for “building a better working

world,” as EY’s logo states (EY 2015c), the Big Four are increasingly attempting to

exploit the perceived difficulty of life in large law firms to increase their attractive-

ness to top talent in the legal market.

The results have been impressive, particularly in Europe. For example, for two

years in a row Deloitte Legal was recognized as the most attractive law firm employer

by Czech law students (Deloitte 2013a). Similarly, in 2013, Taj, Deloitte’s affiliated

French law firm, received the “Business Case of Action” award for its exemplary

actions in favor of gender equality at the Women’s Empowerment Principles Event

organized by the United Nations (Deloitte 2013c). Awards of this kind are particularly

meaningful for millennial lawyers, as are the promises of challenging and interesting

work (Malhotra, Smets, and Morris 2016) for “entrepreneurially minded” and

“opportunistic” lawyers who are “driven to make a difference” that Big Four firms now

advertise on their Web sites (Deloitte 2016b). As a result, in addition to recruiting

top laterals as we indicated in Section III (Life After SOX), the Big Four are increas-

ingly able to recruit top students directly out of law school in many jurisdictions, as

the author of this article who teaches in a law school in Spain can readily attest.

Indeed, even in the United States, where regulatory bans barring organizations not

fully owned and operated by lawyers from practicing law are the strongest, the author

who teaches in a US law school has seen several examples of the Big Four recruiting

LLM graduates to work in the firm’s offices around the globe.

Finally, in addition to promising greater integration of law and business, and

new and more attractive approaches to talent development, the Big Four are also

attempting to leverage their expertise in technology and project management to

develop innovative approaches to delivering legal services that build on the disrup-

tive innovations of tomorrow. To develop “support services that increase efficiency

and reduce costs of routine legal activities” (EY 2015b), in the years following SOX

the Big Four pioneered the unbundling of tax and legal services through
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sophisticated IT-enabled project management systems and the creation of “offshore

units in low cost locations” (Sako 2015, 335).

Three recent moves by Deloitte highlight that the Big Four continue to want to

be on the frontier of the integration of law and technology. In 2014, Deloitte acquired

ATD Legal, one of the few providers of managed document review services in Canada

(Deloitte 2014a). In 2016, Deloitte (2016c) acquired Conduit Law Professional Corp.,

a provider of outsourced lawyers ranked by the Financial Times (2015) as being among

the “Most Innovative North American Law Firms 2015.” That same year, Deloitte

announced that it was forming an alliance with Kira Systems, which has been

described by the company’s CEO Noah Waisberg as “the largest professional services

AI [artificial intelligence] deployment anywhere, period” (Deloitte 2016d; Kira 2016;

Legal Insider 2016). The fact that all three of these moves involve legal technology

companies whose primary clients are companies located in North America and the

United Kingdom underscores that Deloitte intends to market its new integrated solu-

tions model in these jurisdictions aggressively.

Indeed, the Big Four have demonstrated that they intend to move aggressively

into the technology market far beyond the confines of legal tech to transform the

nature of professional work generally. Thus, in 2014, PwC announced a joint busi-

ness relationship with Google for Work to cocreate innovative solutions for clients.

As PwC’s Global chairman explained: “We bring in the content, they bring in the

technology” (Google and PwC 2014). The same year, KPMG and McLaren Tech-

nology Group formed a strategic alliance building on KPMG’s “strategy of investing

in data and analytics and technological expertise” (KPMG 2014). Similarly, in

2015, EY established an alliance with LinkedIn aimed to “help companies develop

deeper and more trusted customer relationships through the use of social and data

analytics” (EY 2015a). In 2016, Deloitte announced a partnership with Apple to

create “a first-of-its-kind Apple practice with over 5,000 strategic advisors who are

solely focused on helping businesses change the way they work across their entire

enterprise” (Deloitte 2016a).

It remains to be seen how these moves will impact the Big Four’s global legal

businesses. At a minimum, however, these new alliances signal the extent to which

their new integrated solutions model aspires to move far beyond the traditional

boundaries that defined their approach to MDPs in the 1990s.

Where the new boundary lines will ultimately be drawn around this new

model remains an open question. In industrial management, scholars define an

“integrated solutions” model as “longitudinal relational processes, during which a

solution provider integrates goods, service and knowledge components into unique

combinations that solve strategically important customer specific problems, and is

compensated on the basis of the customer’s value-in-use” (Storbacka 2011, 699).

By combining their core professional services (assurance, advisory, and tax and

legal) with new capabilities such as strategy consulting, on-demand talent models,

cognitive technologies, cloud computing, digital applications, cyber security, and

crisis services, the Big Four appear to be following a similar strategy. Although

this strategy will undoubtedly target some high-end work by providing customized

solutions to unique problems (Hansen, Nohria, and Tierney 1999), unlike elite

law firms, the Big Four have not confined the application of their new model to
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premium services. Instead of focusing all their attention on landing the “bet the

company” case, the Big Four are leveraging the full range of their knowledge and

expertise to develop innovative business solutions to help their clients “run the

company” efficiently and effectively.

PwC’s recently announced partnership with GE is a case in point. In 2017,

PwC and GE agreed that PwC would create a “Global Enterprise Tax Solutions

Team” to provide GE with integrated, enterprise managed tax services on a global

basis. According to PwC’s website, “[a]s part of this agreement, PwC will hire more

than 600 of GE’s highly regarded tax team members from around the world and

acquire GE’s tax technologies to further both PwC’s focus on the ‘Tax Function of

The Future’ and the provision of global enterprise tax solutions to the marketplace”

(PwC 2017). Most of the tax work that PwC will be doing for GE as a result of this

deal would not be considered premium by the tax departments of most top law

firms. There can be little doubt, however, that PwC now has a premium place at

the table where one of the world’s largest companies will be navigating the increas-

ingly important intersection of law, tax, finance, and corporate strategy.

V. CONCLUSION

In a prescient article published in 2002, the US legal scholar Robert Eli Rosen

hypothesized that changes in the corporate market for legal services were turning

both in-house counsel and outside firms into just consultants whose primary task is

to integrate legal knowledge into cross-functional teams to better achieve business

objectives. In the decade since Rosen’s article was published, changes in the eco-

nomic and regulatory climate have only accentuated the trend he describes (Wil-

kins 2010).

Thus, corporate clients are increasingly demanding that their legal advisors

understand their business, work collaboratively with business leaders and other pro-

fessionals, and generally justify their service in terms of its contribution to the bot-

tom line. The fact that since the onslaught of the global financial crisis companies

have had to procure such services in an environment that increasingly demands

that all participants produce more for less has only heightened the pressure on all

lawyers to demonstrate that they know how to deliver commercially oriented legal

services efficiently. Indeed, as commentators such as Richard Susskind (2008) in

the United Kingdom and Larry Ribstein (2010) in the United States have sug-

gested, these cost pressures, when combined with predicted increases in the speed

and sophistication of information technology, may very well lead many commercial

clients to seek to integrate legal advice directly into business processes through

“smart” systems capable of being used by “legally trained” business people with min-

imal oversight and supervision by formally trained lawyers.

Whether all these trends result in the “End of Lawyers” (Susskind 2008) or the

“Death of Big Law” (Ribstein 2010), as some scholars have predicted with growing

apocalyptic fervor, they are very likely to further the legal ambitions of the Big

Four. To the extent that the world of law is increasingly turning to traditional busi-

ness methods such as unbundling, outsourcing, process management, and partnering
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to reduce costs and increase effectiveness, the legal networks of the global account-

ing firms have a distinct advantage. As Table 8 documents, the Big Four have suc-

cessfully utilized all these processes to transform their practice from the nascent

MDP model of the 1980s into the integrated solutions model that they are seeking to

promote today.

Law firms, however, are unlikely to go gently into the good night some have

predicted for them. Indeed, several prominent law firms are attempting to expand

into the domain of other professional service providers the way that the Big Four

are expanding into theirs. For example, in 2015, DLA Piper International LLP

entered the field of corporate and financial advisory services by incorporating Noble

Street Limited in the United Kingdom. While Noble Street and DLA Piper

“operate as separate businesses,” the focus is on cross-selling financial and consult-

ing services to the law firm’s strong international client base (Legal Business 2015;

Noble Street 2016). The launch of Noble Street follows a wave of international

law firms entering the corporate advisory field since 2010, thus acknowledging cli-

ents’ demand for external legal advisors who “understand their issues, focus on

delivering solutions to their challenges and share the risks with them”—as boldly

claimed by the law firm Bird & Bird (2015) on the occasion of the creation of a

joint venture with ASE Consulting.

At the end of the day, however, the fact that several of the largest and most

influential global law firms are now advertising themselves in ways that are indis-

tinguishable from the Big Four’s self-presentation dramatically underscores just

how much the legal world as a whole has moved to the latter’s terrain. When

one adds the fact that much of the global legal services market is also shifting

rapidly toward emerging markets in Asia, Latin America, Eastern Europe, and

Africa where the Big Four already have a significant presence—including with

respect to their legal networks—the potential for the Big Four to carve out an

even more dominant position in the global market for corporate legal services

becomes even more apparent.

Only time will tell whether these changes will finally allow the Big Four to

achieve their renewed ambition not only to be important players in the global

market for legal services, but also to reshape the very definition of that market

toward a view that law is simply one part of achieving a “globally integrated

business solution.” This article contributes to this process by highlighting,

through the integrative lens suggested by Empson et al. (2015), the deep organi-

zational changes taking place in contemporary MDPs. Further research will be

needed to determine how PwC, KPMG, Deloitte, and EY navigate the profes-

sional, managerial, and technological challenges inherent in deploying their new

integrated solution business model, and how doing so will affect their core pro-

fessional markets, and the global market for professional services generally. The

challenges of seeking to redraw these boundaries are likely to be formidable. As

Phillip Goodstone, EY’s head of Law in the United Kingdom and Ireland, per-

ceptively states, the firm’s competitors are “whoever is strong in any market EY

Law is competing for work” (Fouzder 2016). For now, we simply conclude by urg-

ing that academics and practitioners pay greater attention to how these impor-

tant players are attempting to redraw the boundaries of professional services, and
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to how law firms, clients, and regulators respond to the potentially disruptive,

but still largely unexplored, changes that the Big Four are bringing to the global

legal services market.
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