
 
 

 
 
 

Different types of law firms in the UK 

 

 

 

 
www.kingsleynapley.co.uk/the-legal-apprentice 

Kingsley Napley LLP is authorised and regulated by the Solicitors Regulatory Authority. 

 

A law firm is a business entity formed by one or more lawyers to engage in the practice 

of law. 

 

There are roughly 11,000 law firms in England and Wales and no two are exactly the 

same. There are a whole range of different kinds of law firm which vary by size, 

location, client base, key practice areas, approach to cases and ethos.  

Set out below is a list of some types of firms which exist in the UK. It is in no way 

exhaustive, and some firms might have elements of different types all mixed together. 

Some firms’ style and approach can even vary department by department, so a firm’s 

website is usually the best place to start if you want to get an idea of what they are all 

about.  

 

General practice ‘high street’ firms 

General practice firms come in all shapes and sizes but their distinguishing feature 

tends to be that you can find their offices in the middle of an ordinary high street. These 

firms act primarily for private individuals who walk into their offices and ask for help. 

High street solicitors play an important role in providing advice which is closely attuned 

to the needs of individuals in their community. Although each firm can vary in the 

services they offer, common practice areas tend to be wills and probate, conveyancing, 

private client (tax), family, personal injury, employment, immigration, crime and housing 

on the contentious side. They might also provide commercial and property advice to 

small businesses. 

Legal aid work traditionally makes up a large proportion of high-street firms' work, but 

there are many which take on privately paying clients as well as legal aid cases. 
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Boutique firms 

Boutiques are often made up of a small team of people, and specialise in a niche area 

or areas of law. Because they are specialised, boutique firms tend to be market leaders 

in their field and clients often choose them because they will know that the lawyers they 

instruct are specialists in their particular type of legal problem.  

 

Boutique firms can also offer a more personal service as they can really tailor their 

approach to each client’s case, based on their specific needs. In many cases, the 

lawyers’ experience in their area of expertise can also allow them to provide a more 

cost and time efficient service. 

 

Magic circle law firms 

The ‘Magic Circle’ is an informal term for the five most prestigious London-

headquartered multinational law firms with the largest revenues, the most international 

work and which consistently outperform most of the rest of the London / world market 

on profitability. 

 

Magic circle firms have a reputation for working their lawyers hard and demanding a lot 

of them. The work is heavily focused on corporate and finance, with these departments 

at the heart of the firm, overseeing multibillion-pound transactions. Teams who deal with 

employment, tax and IP often play a supportive, advisory role in facilitating these 

transactions. Their services are far from cheap but corporate clients tend to use these 

firms when they need a large team of specialist lawyers working on urgent and high-

profile corporate matters.  
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American firms 

There are now numerous US firms which have set up offices in the City of London. 

These firms are characterised by international work (usually corporate or finance-led), 

small offices and more intimate training programmes for trainee solicitors. Many of them 

pay phenomenally high salaries, but they come at the price of lawyers being expected 

to work very long hours on high-worth international deals for clients who may be in a 

different time zone.  

 

Mid-sized ‘full service’ firms 

There are firms all over the UK which have several different departments covering a 

range of areas of law. Full service firms may have one or two practice areas which they 

are particularly well known for, but are unique in the sense that they can offer a ‘one 

stop shop’ for individuals or businesses who may have a range of legal problems in 

different areas. Mid-sized firms can sometimes offer a combination of quality and value 

which appeals to smaller businesses and privately paying individuals.  

 

What if working in a law firm is not for you? 

There are stills options available if you want to be a lawyer but don’t want to work in 

private practice:   

 In-house lawyers – In-house lawyers are employed by organisations, other than 

law firms, to look after their legal needs. Work will very much vary by the type 

and size of the business that the lawyer is employed by. This could include 

anything from being part of the legal team which negotiates players’ contracts at 

Manchester City Football club to advising on trademark law at Topshop. Many 
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lawyers move in-house as the hours tend to be much more sociable than their 

counterparts in private practices, and the pay is still usually pretty competitive.  

 Law centres – Law centres work for clients who cannot afford a lawyer. Their 

lawyers are specialists working in local communities, providing face to face legal 

advice, predominantly on social welfare law. The huge cuts in legal aid since the 

Legal Aid, Sentencing and Punishment of Offenders Act (LASPO) came into 

force in April 2013 has led to the closure of law centres across the country but 

there are still some in operation.  
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