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This is the 11th year that the Financial Times has published its special report on innovation 
in the North American legal industry. It also marks an unprecedented year for the sector, 
propelled by Covid-19 and the Black Lives Matter movement. In this unusual year, the FT and 
its research partner, RSG Consulting, took a different approach to the report. The number of 
category awards was reduced to focus on five key areas of a law firm business: its work for 
clients in the practice of law; its approach to the workplace; social justice and inclusion; its 
response to Covid-19; and leadership.
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Most rounded performers: the list of firms represents those who scored the highest aggregate scores in three submissions. 
Firms were allowed to submit up to five, covering the practice of law, diversity and social justice, the workplace, 
individual leaders and response to the pandemic. The list shows those who presented the most robust, resilient and 
responsible approach to their businesses in 2020.

By working in the background to break deadlocks, helping clients unlock liquidity is a key value 
lawyers offer in times of crisis.  

WINNER: Kirkland & Ellis 

When it became clear the pandemic would have a catastrophic impact on Macy’s sales, the retail group decided to 
forgo its normal legal counsel in favour of the lawyers at Kirkland & Ellis. The company was unable to take out a loan 
by pledging collateral because of historic bond agreements, so the lawyers worked with the legal team and financial 
advisers to create a holding company, moving Macy’s assets and taking out a $2.8bn loan against its inventory. This 
meant the company did not need to file for bankruptcy.

Finance: unlocking capital  
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The pandemic tests the ability of lawyers to activate and co-ordinate all their resources to help 
companies deal with an unprecedented volume of operational, regulatory and talent-based 
challenges.  

STANDOUT: Kirkland & Ellis 

The firm worked with pro bono legal services provider City Bar Justice Center and nonprofit Lawyers for Good 
Government to launch the Small Business Remote Legal Clinic, which offers free legal consultations for small business 
owners affected by the pandemic. Lawyers help business owners access grant and loan programmes and offer advice 
on commercial leases, contracts, insurance and employment. More than 1,700 volunteers from more than 100 firms and 
corporate legal departments have signed up to the programme.

Their work helps tackle some of today’s big challenges: climate change, healthcare digitisation and 
cyber security. 

                               David Nemecek, Partner, Kirkland & Ellis 

In his 10 years at Kirkland & Ellis, working between Los Angeles and New York, David Nemecek 
has built a reputation for his creative approach to debt-financing transactions. He devised a 
financing structure for retail chain Macy’s, helping it to raise $4.5bn after sales fell during the 
pandemic. Mr Nemecek and the team at Kirkland & Ellis devised the structure after other lawyers 
said it could not be done, while protecting the banks in the event of bankruptcy.

Enabling responses to COVID-19 

Top 10 legal practitioners
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