
 

COVID-19: IMPLICATIONS FOR LAW FIRMS 

The challenges brought about by the COVID-19 
pandemic have been unprecedented in Nigeria 
both for the economy and for our legal system. We 
witnessed in October 2020, widespread civil 
disobedience and rioting across the country that 
led to the looting and destruction of several 
institutions including the razing of courts in 
Nigeria’s commercial capital -Lagos.  

With courts either closed or operating sub 
optimally and delays in access to justice due to low 

internet penetration for electronic hearing of 
matters, does this mean a decline in fortune for 
commercial law firms in Nigeria and therefore less 
profitability until economic recovery? Not 
necessarily as transactional practices continue to 
see a surge in activity induced by a number of 
factors including but not limited to force majeure 
declarations, government interventions in various 
sectors, employment and labour matters, and 
regulatory interpretations. 

 

WHAT ARE WE SEEING WITH THE EASE OF RESTRICTIONS? 

While most sectors faced challenges, some sectors 
directly affected by physical-distancing measures 
(such as airlines and hospitality) experienced 
unprecedented decline in demand. Others (such as 
telecommunications and technology) are 
experiencing sharp increases in demand and 
procurement of legal services is now changing with 
General Counsel placing greater emphasis on 

arrangements that provide them with greater cost 
certainty, either through a fixed or capped fee 
arrangement or through an arrangement that more 
closely aligns fees to the outcomes achieved. Given 
this latest trend, Nigerian law firms will need to 
develop near term strategies which should lay the 
ground work for when the economy recovers in the 
longer term.  

 



THESE NEAR TERM STRATEGIES SHOULD INCLUDE: 

(a) Demand Outlook for the sectors, client 
types, and practices to which they have 
greatest exposure – this would help in the 
allocation of resources, development of 
new practice areas and identification of 
new clients;  
 

(b) A greater focus on existing clients - This is a 
period to listen to client in order to better 
understand their needs. As their needs and 
priorities change, law firms must be able to 
be flexible to  adapt and deepen trust with 
clients; 
 

(c) Separate the wheat from the chaff in terms 
of information disseminated to clients. 
Create new innovative channels to 
disseminate information to clients; 
 

(d) Your people are your law firm. The greatest 
asset of any law firm is its people. The law 
firms must support employee flexibility, 
collaboration, and connectivity through 
technology and frequent communications 
from firm leaders. Look for opportunities 
to reallocate any excess capacity rapidly 
toward building new firm capabilities or 
pro bono activities—every firm member 
should see clearly how their work is 
meaningful through this period; 
 

(e) Pricing – this is perhaps, one of the key 
elements of the strategy. Rather than 
reflexively locking into long-term, highly 
discounted arrangements, firms should 
explore ways to offer strategic 
investments, flexible payment terms, 
credits toward future services, and the 
broader panoply of alternative fee 
arrangements. 
 

(f) Try to move beyond the basics to the best 
practices of widespread and varied 
communication, weekly war-room 

reviews, impact tracking of initiatives, and 
rebalancing for short-term coordination 
and priorities as needed. 

The above strategies may be useful not just for the 
near term, but may also help with acceleration out 
of the crisis. Now is the time to develop or sharpen 
a granular view on the sectors, clients, practice 
areas, and geographies you are prioritizing. 

In-flight or established strategic initiatives, 
particularly those that link to immediate client 
needs, should be continued and perhaps, 
accelerated in some cases. Law firms can build 
capabilities in new areas likely to be busy in the 
midterm (such as restructuring and Mergers and 
Acquisition (M&A) and should consider 
accelerating partnerships, digital and technology 
innovation, and inorganic growth plans in light of 
the changing environment. 

Over time, law firms can capture growth from three 
sources: underlying market expansion, gaining 
share from competitors, and M&A. Participating in 
underlying market expansion can be a source of 
sustainable growth, which makes it imperative that 
firms have or build capabilities in service lines that 
are seeing rapid expansion. M&A can also be a 
powerful tool. 

Decisions made now may well shape a firm’s 
direction and culture for the long term. With that 
in mind, law firms should complement belt-
tightening initiatives with plans to attract lateral 
talent with well-aligned practices and reforms to 
firm decision-making and people processes, such 
as placing greater emphasis on collaborative 
entrepreneurship in annual partner reviews. 

All the above said, the lessons learnt from this 
pandemic and the preparedness of law firm leaders 
in Nigeria for future pandemics will largely depend 
on the effectiveness of both public-health- and 
economic-policy interventions.
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