
In-house legal teams: 
Identifying and nurturing value

The LexisNexis® UK In-house Advisory Board held a 
discussion on the challenges and opportunities facing the 
in-house legal profession. The topic for the meeting was 
how leaders of in-house functions can better understand 
and develop the value they deliver to their businesses.  
This whitepaper summarises some of the questions and 
thoughts that emerged during the discussion.



Bridging the gap between private practice and in-house

The advisory board recognised that developing genuine business insight is a critical first 
step before encouraging in-house lawyers to develop closer relationships with business 
colleagues.

However, the vast majority (>90%) of in-house lawyers are initially recruited from 
private practice. While they might advertise commercial awareness on the CV, they are 
less likely to have developed the skills necessary to truly understand their business in a 
way that helps them add value.

This knowledge and experience gap might include:

 § Understanding the business model of a “non-legal” business  

 § Working with, influencing and motivating people outside a law firm hierarchy 

 § The operational and procedural side of working in a “non-legal” business

The Advisory Board noted that to some extent this gap might be narrowed through 
identifying and hiring those with either existing skills, or a personality that is likely 
to support the development of those skills. This personality might typically be 
demonstrated by:

 § An instinctive curiosity about how the business operates 

 § An ability to use this insight to ask the right questions to business colleagues 

 § A natural tendency to then think about what the lawyer can do to help

One board member queried whether individuals who do not possess these skills could 
be trained. The answer that emerged from the group was that while the core capabilities 
must be there – not everyone can do this – they can and should be the focus of 
development and training for in-house lawyers.  
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Managing stakeholder relationships

The advisory board recognised that once these capabilities are in place, the 
development of relationships with key business stakeholders becomes critical.

In a law firm environment, the clear hierarchies and departmental structures 
are unlikely to have forced lawyers to really practice identifying and developing 
stakeholder relationships.

Nevertheless, the ability to identify a) which relationships need to be built; and b) how 
and when to build them is critical to success - particularly in larger, more complex 
businesses. Stakeholder mapping was mentioned as a practical way to think about this 
challenge.

A common scenario is that the leader of an in-house legal function may have 
developed strong personal business relationships by virtue of status, profile and 
longevity. The outcome in this scenario is often that the leader is valued by the people 
with whom he/she has the relationship, but the legal function he/she runs is not. By 
contrast other functions are better “sold” within the business, and legal can be easily 
outplayed in the competition for resources and executive support.

This scenario is by no means universal. One advisory board member makes 
stakeholder management part of the appraisal process for in-house lawyers. Success 
is measured through stakeholder feedback and observing business relationships. 
Other board members encourage or require in-house lawyers to work in business 
functions at an early stage – for example, a secondment to the strategy department 
for 6 months, placing junior lawyers in the sales teams for a period, or pushing new 
recruits through the corporate graduate programme. 



However it was acknowledged that while this approach is key to growing 
value and “untraining” private practice lawyers, it is not widely adopted. 
Some junior lawyers are even penalised for spending too much time “on 
the shop floor”. In these cases a shift in focus and mindset is required 

from the leaders of in-house teams.

Why identifying and nurturing value is critically 
important

In-house lawyers are facing extremely challenging times. The cliché of 
“do more with less” is not losing its imperative urgency through repetition 
in the market. Time, money, energy and focus are often in very short 
supply.

Against this background, the advisory board considered whether growing 
the value of the legal team should be a priority. Does it matter, or is it just 
an irritant?

Today, businesses are undergoing massive transformations. The 
outsourcing revolution has blown through HR, finance, IT, procurement, 
sales and almost all other key functions. Externally, the legal profession 
is also undergoing fundamental changes, and external providers of 
legal services are looking for ways to deliver more to senior business 
stakeholders (not necessarily via the in-house legal function).

The advisory board agreed that far from being an irritant, a focus on 
value is critical to keeping the legal function alive. The twin drivers of 
change – demands from the business, and competitive pressure from 
law firms – are forcing the issue.

There was consensus that the vast majority of the work of an in-house 
lawyer is not about the technical practice of law in the way it is commonly 
understood. Rather, it is about influencing business stakeholders – 
asking the right questions. From this perspective, a focus on developing 
core business capabilities is fundamental to the role of the in-house 
legal team. 
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The value proposition of the in-house legal team

There is a maxim in business: “Your customer is your customer’s 
customer”. It is one thing to develop relationships with business 
stakeholders – and this is important – but the next step in the journey is 
to connect with the end users of their product or service.

Do you know your business strategy? Do you understand what happens 
when something goes wrong? Do you understand what the customer 
needs from you?

Have you developed a value proposition for your legal team? Have you 
asked your business what they think this is?

HR functions have undergone this process already. A lesson to be 
learned is that best practice is not as important as best fit – what do my 
stakeholders need?

The advisory board meeting ended on a challenging note. If growing 
value is important, who is going to fix it? Who is going to drive the change 
in in-house legal teams, if not their leaders? 



The LexisNexis In-house Advisory Board
This whitepaper was developed from a LexisNexis UK In-house Advisory Board 
discussion that took place in February 2013.

The LexisNexis In-house Advisory Board combines the expertise of first-class 
in-house lawyerswith the LexisNexis UK In-house team. The Board aims to keep 
abreast of any developments, issues and challenges affecting in-house lawyers 
so as to guarantee that LexisNexis remains attuned to the needs of in-house 
lawyers and current market practice.
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