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The skills matrix for law
firm teams
A law firm's risk sits in its seniority mix. A practice area carried by
juniors with too little senior cover means work goes out under-
supervised, partners are stretched thin, and a single departure can
hollow out a whole team. A skills matrix maps capability across
practice areas and fee-earner levels, so a managing partner can see
where the firm is deep, where it is dangerously junior-heavy, and
where succession needs planning, before a client or a regulator
notices.

Dr Alex J. Martin-Smith
CMGR · MBA · LLM · DBA

Reading time 12 min  ·  Method Upleashed 0 to 5 capability framework  ·  Updated May 2026

T H E  S H O R T  A N S W E R

A law firm skills matrix maps fee-earners against the practice
areas and competencies the firm offers, scored on a clear scale

that aligns to the firm's levels, trainee, junior, senior associate,
partner. Read it for the seniority mix in each practice area:
where supervision and senior cover are strong, and where an
area is too junior-heavy or thinly led. In short: it shows the
depth and seniority behind every practice area, so under-
supervised work, over-stretched partners and succession
gaps surface before they become a client or compliance
problem.
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KEY TAKEAWAYS

Map practice areas and levels. Fee-earners against the firm's practice
areas, scored on a scale that maps to trainee through partner.

Seniority mix is the risk. A practice area carried by juniors with thin senior
cover means under-supervised work and stretched partners.

Supervision is built in. Junior work needs partner oversight; the matrix

shows whether the senior depth to provide it exists.

Succession is visible. Where a practice area rests on one senior or

partner, the matrix flags the succession and key-person risk.

Plan training and lateral hires. The mix shows where to develop seniors

or hire laterally to balance an area.

START HERE

The risk is in the seniority mix

A law firm can have plenty of capable lawyers and still carry serious risk,

if they are distributed wrongly across its practice areas. The thing that
matters is the seniority mix: whether each practice area has the senior

depth to supervise its juniors, win and run complex matters, and survive a

departure. A skills matrix makes that mix visible, turning a vague sense
of "we're a bit thin in employment" into a clear, actionable picture.

Map practice areas and fee-earner levels

A law firm matrix maps fee-earners against the practice areas the firm
offers, corporate, litigation, property, employment, private client, and the

competencies within them, scored on a scale that aligns to the firm's levels:
trainee, junior, mid and senior associate, partner. Firms have long codified
associate competencies this way, with proficiency expected to build through

defined levels. The matrix brings that codification together into one view of
who can do what, at what level, across every area.

Read it for supervision and depth

Legal work carries an inherent supervision structure: juniors draft and

research under oversight, complex matters need senior or partner
involvement. Reading the matrix by seniority shows whether each practice
area has the senior cover to provide that supervision, or whether it is too

junior-heavy, work going out with too little oversight and partners stretched
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dangerously thin. This is a risk a headcount total hides entirely; only the
seniority mix within each area reveals it.

See succession and key-person risk

Law firms are especially exposed to key-person risk: a practice area built
around one rainmaking partner or sole senior specialist can be hollowed out
by a single departure, taking clients and capability with it. The matrix

surfaces these concentrations, the areas resting on one senior pair of hands,
so the firm can plan succession, develop the next senior, or hire laterally
before the risk crystallises, rather than scrambling after a partner gives

notice.

WHY IT MATTERS NOW

Junior-heavy work carries risk

When a practice area runs on juniors without enough senior cover, the

consequences are real: under-supervised advice, partner burnout, quality
and compliance exposure, and a fragile team. Mapping the seniority mix

is how a firm sees and fixes this deliberately.

8%
GARTNER, 2024

of organisations
have reliable
workforce skills
data, so most firms
judge their
practice-area depth
on impression.

8–10
PATH TO
PARTNERSHIP

years is the typical
road from junior to
partner, so senior
depth must be
developed long
before it is needed.

63%
WEF, 2025

of employers call
skills gaps the
biggest barrier to
change; in firms
they read as
practice areas that
cannot scale.

The pressures on a law firm, supervision duties, client expectations of senior

attention, regulatory and quality obligations, all bear on the seniority mix, yet
most firms cannot see it clearly. A skills matrix counters this by making
capability and seniority across practice areas visible: where senior cover

is strong, where an area is so junior-heavy that supervision is stretched,
where a practice rests on a single partner. Seeing this lets a managing
partner balance the workload, develop the next tier of seniors before they

are needed, hire laterally into genuinely thin areas, and plan succession
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deliberately, turning a firm whose risk is hidden in its structure into one that
manages capability as carefully as it manages its matters.

WHAT IT PROTECTS

Four things a law firm matrix
safeguards

In a law firm, a skills matrix protects four things that bear directly on
quality, risk and the firm's future. Each follows from seeing capability by

practice area and level.

PROTECTS 01

Supervision & quality

By showing senior cover per practice
area, the matrix ensures junior work
has the oversight it needs, protecting
advice quality and reducing risk.

PROTECTS 02

Against partner burnout

It reveals where too few seniors carry
too many juniors, so workload and
supervision can be rebalanced before
key people burn out.

PROTECTS 03

Succession

It flags practice areas resting on one
partner or senior, so the next
generation can be developed and key-
person risk managed in good time.

PROTECTS 04

The ability to grow

It shows which areas have the depth
to take on more work and which
would buckle, so the firm grows
where it genuinely can.

The common thread is managing the firm's risk through its structure. A law
firm's exposure, to negligence, to regulatory criticism, to the sudden loss of a

rainmaker, is shaped by how capability and seniority are distributed across its
practice areas, and that distribution is usually invisible until something goes
wrong. The matrix makes it visible in advance, so leadership can supervise

properly, share load fairly, plan succession early, and grow the areas that can
bear it, running the firm on evidence rather than on the assumption that the
mix will hold.

THE SCALE BEHIND THE SCORES
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The 0 to 5 capability framework

A law firm matrix needs a scale that maps onto the levels a firm already

recognises. This framework, developed by Dr Alex J. Martin-Smith, does
that naturally, from trainee through to partner, with Level 3, runs matters

unsupervised, marking the point a fee-earner becomes genuinely self-

sufficient.

0
Not required for the role EXCLUDED

The practice area or competency is not part of this fee-earner's role. Excluded
from their score, keeping the matrix focused on where they actually practise.

1
In training / Trainee WEIGHTING 25%

Trainee or paralegal level; works under close supervision on research and
drafting. Up to 75% trained. Valuable capacity, but every piece needs review.

2
Developing / Junior associate WEIGHTING 50%

More than 75% trained; handles simpler matters or segments of complex
ones with minimal supervision, but still needs senior oversight on substance.

3
Capable / Senior associate WEIGHTING 75% · SELF-SUFFICIENT

Manages matters unsupervised to standard, or complex ones with partner
oversight. The level at which a fee-earner genuinely carries work in a practice
area.

4
Expert / Senior & supervising WEIGHTING 100%

Runs the most complex matters, supervises and develops associates, and is
the senior cover a practice area depends on. Often a salaried partner or senior
PSL.

5
Strategic ownership / Partner WEIGHTING 100%

Owns the practice area, its clients, standards and direction, and bears ultimate
responsibility. The purple flag marks the partners the area is built around.
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Read the mix, not just the headcount

For each practice area, the matrix shows not just how many fee-earners it
has, but their seniority mix, how many at partner and senior level to
supervise and win work, how many juniors to resource it. A healthy area has

enough senior cover for its juniors; a risky one is wide but shallow, lots of
juniors and a single senior stretched across them all. The weightings let you
express each area's overall capability, but it is the mix that reveals the
supervision and succession risk.

A worked example. Two areas, same size, very different risk:

Property  8 fee-earners · balanced mix, good senior cover  → 

resilient
Employment  6 fee-earners · junior-heavy, one senior
stretched  →  supervision & succession risk
headcount looks fine; the seniority mix tells the real story.

SEE THE MIX

Practice areas by seniority

Here is the firm as a mosaic: each practice area is a column, its width set

by how many fee-earners it has, and split top to bottom by seniority,

partner, senior associate, junior. A column with a healthy band of senior
colour is well covered; one that is mostly the pale junior shade, however

wide, is carrying work on thin supervision. The shape of each column is
the risk.
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PRACTICE AREAS · WIDTH = FEE-EARNERS, SPLIT = SENIORITY

21%

36%

43%

Corporate /
M&A

14 fee-earners

18%

36%

46%

Litigation
11 fee-earners

25%

50%

25%

Property
8 fee-earners

17%

33%

50%

Employment
6 fee-earners

40%

40%

20%

Private
client

5 fee-earners

Partner / L5 Senior associate / L3-4 Junior / L1-2

Employment

is the most junior-heavy: half the area is junior with the thinnest senior cover,
the supervision and succession risk to address first

Illustrative firm on the Upleashed 0 to 5 framework. Column width is fee-earner count; the split shows
the seniority mix within each practice area.

WHAT THE MANAGING PARTNER READS HERE

Employment is the priority.  Half junior and the slimmest partner band, work
is going out on stretched supervision. Develop or hire a senior here before
quality or capacity slips.

Corporate is wide but watch the base.  The biggest area by fee-earners,
with a large junior band. Strong as a growth engine, but ensure the senior tier

is deep enough to supervise and win the complex work it relies on.

Property is well balanced.  A healthy senior band relative to its juniors, the
resilient pattern. Good supervision, able to absorb work, and not over-reliant

on a single person.

Private client leans senior.  A strong partner share but few juniors, the

opposite risk: little succession pipeline beneath the seniors, and limited
capacity to delegate. Bring juniors through.

READY-TO-USE EXAMPLES

Example areas to map for a law firm

A law firm matrix should map fee-earners against the practice areas and

the cross-cutting competencies that good lawyering and a sound firm
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require. Here are ready-to-adapt categories, a starting point to tailor to

your firm.

Category Examples to map (the columns) Watch out for

Practice areas Corporate / M&A, litigation,
property, employment, private
client, IP

A practice area carried by
juniors with one stretched
senior

Legal craft Drafting, advocacy, negotiation,
due diligence, legal research

Assuming seniority equals
competence in every craft

Risk &

compliance

Conflicts, confidentiality,

regulatory awareness, ethics,
AML

Gaps here exposing the

firm regardless of practice
strength

Client & business Client relationships, business

development, supervision, work
allocation

Strong technicians who

cannot yet win or run
client work

Practice
management

Matter and project
management, legal tech,

knowledge management

Treating these as optional
rather than core to delivery

Map fee-earners against your practice areas and the competencies within

them, scored so Level 3 means someone can run matters in that area
unsupervised, and read the result by seniority mix, not just headcount. Keep
the supervision and risk-and-compliance dimensions in view, since gaps

there expose the whole firm. As always, map the areas that matter to your
practice, keep the scores current as people qualify and progress, and use the
picture to balance supervision, plan succession and decide where to develop

or hire laterally.

AVOID THESE

Six mistakes on a law firm matrix

MISTAKE 01

Counting heads, not mix

Headcount hides risk. Read the
seniority mix within each practice
area, not just its size.

MISTAKE 02

Ignoring supervision depth

Juniors need oversight. Check each
area has the senior cover to
supervise the work it puts out.
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MISTAKE 03

Overlooking key-person risk
A practice on one partner is fragile.
Flag single-senior areas and plan
succession early.

MISTAKE 04

Seniority as competence
Years are not skill. Score the actual
competency, a senior can still have
gaps in a craft or area.

MISTAKE 05

Forgetting risk & compliance
Conflicts and AML gaps expose the
firm regardless of legal strength. Map
them as core competencies.

MISTAKE 06

Letting it go stale
Fee-earners qualify and progress
constantly. Update the matrix so the
mix reflects today's firm.
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FROM HIDDEN RISK TO A MANAGED MIX

The method is free. A ready-made
matrix just makes each practice
area's seniority mix plain to see.

Everything here works in a blank spreadsheet, and that is a fine

place to start. A purpose-built template just makes the firm view
effortless: score fee-earners on the 0 to 5 scale across practice
areas, and the capability and seniority mix per area is laid out for

you, so the junior-heavy areas, the stretched seniors and the
succession risks stand out, letting leadership balance supervision
and plan ahead before a client matter or a partner's notice exposes

them.

The Advanced Excel Skills Matrix lays out capability and seniority across every practice

area, the basis for reading the mix, spotting supervision gaps and planning succession, all
on the same 0 to 5 framework used throughout this guide.
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COMMON QUESTIONS

Quick answers

Q What is a skills matrix for a law firm?

It is a grid mapping fee-earners against the practice areas and competencies the firm

offers, with a level in each cell on a scale that aligns to trainee, junior, senior associate

and partner. Read by seniority, it shows the depth and supervision behind each
practice area, and where the firm is exposed.

Q Why focus on the seniority mix?

Because a firm's risk lives there. A practice area can have plenty of fee-earners yet be

dangerously junior-heavy, work going out under-supervised and one senior stretched
across it all. Headcount hides this; the seniority mix within each area reveals whether

supervision, quality and resilience are actually sound.

Q How does it help with supervision and quality?

Legal work has a built-in supervision structure: juniors work under oversight, complex
matters need senior involvement. By showing the senior cover in each practice area,

the matrix reveals whether that oversight capacity exists or is stretched too thin,

which bears directly on advice quality and the firm's exposure to risk.

TRY IT FREE

£0
The online 5×5
builder maps a
small team in
your browser, with
no sign-up. Ideal
for a small
practice.

MOST POPULAR

£199
The full Excel
template: heat
map, capability by
area, required
levels and
analytics, up to
30 people and 30
skills. One-off,
yours forever.

WHEN YOU ARE

READY

£1
Upgrade to
PulseAI in your
first year for a
living, web and
mobile version
with AI skill
suggestions and
reminders.
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Q How does it support succession planning?

Law firms are highly exposed to key-person risk, a practice area built around one
partner or sole senior can be hollowed out by a single departure. The matrix flags

these concentrations so the firm can develop the next senior, manage the relationship,

or hire laterally in good time, rather than reacting after notice is given.

Q Should it map more than legal knowledge?

Yes. Alongside practice-area expertise, map legal craft (drafting, advocacy,

negotiation), risk and compliance (conflicts, confidentiality, AML), and client and

business skills (relationships, business development, supervision). Gaps in compliance
or client capability expose the firm regardless of how strong its black-letter law is.

Q Does this work for a small firm?

Yes, and the risks it surfaces are often sharper in a small firm, where a practice area

may rest on a single partner and there is little slack to absorb a departure. Even
mapping a handful of fee-earners across a few practice areas quickly shows where

supervision is thin and where succession needs attention.
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Manage the mix, not just the
matters.

You now have the law firm method. The quickest way to start is to map

your fee-earners across practice areas, score them on a scale that maps
to your levels, and look at the seniority mix in each area. The junior-heavy

areas and single-senior practices you find are exactly where supervision,

succession and lateral hiring need your attention first.

Try the free 5×5 builder →  Get the template, £199

Award-winning method · 148,000+ teams · instant download · single-team licence

Skills Matrix Template — the award-winning Excel skills matrix by Upleashed.  skillsmatrixtemplate.com
Powered by Upleashed Limited · upleashed.com
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