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The AI Revolution: Transforming Legal 
Aid and Expanding Access to Justice  

Scheree Gilchrist, Chief Innovation Officer at Legal Aid of North Carolina (LANC)

In the constantly evolving world of legal ser-

vices, technology plays an increasingly crucial 

role. Innovations like artificial intelligence (AI) 

are poised to transform how legal aid organiza-

tions operate, from streamlining processes to 

improving client intake and communication. 

Legal Aid of North Carolina (LANC), through 

its Innovation Lab, has embraced AI to en-

hance its online services, particularly through 

the implementation of a virtual assistant pow-

ered by LawDroid. This article delves into 

LANC's utilization of AI, focusing on both the 

technical aspects and real-world impact of this 

innovation.  

AI and the Justice Gap  

Though the widespread availability of genera-

tive AI tools is new, the justice gap, and efforts 

to close it through technology are not.  



The Legal Services Corporation (LSC) defines 

the “justice gap” as “the difference between the 

civil legal needs of low-income Americans and 

the resources available to meet those needs.” 

LSC estimates that 92% of low-income Ameri-

cans’ substantial civil legal needs are unmet. 

This translates into millions of Americans 

lacking adequate legal help with problems in 

areas like housing, health care, and protection 

from abuse. It is estimated that over 100 mil-

lion Americans face civil justice problems per-

taining to “basic human needs,” including 

matters related to shelter, sustenance, safety, 

health, and child custody. Legal Aid programs 

are tasked with filling this gap, but often can’t 

meet the demand for services.  

Legal Aid programs face two core challenges: 

raising more resources to serve more people 

and finding cost-efficient ways to deliver effec-

tive legal services. For many legal aid pro-

grams, there is an untapped opportunity to 

advance access to justice by investing in mod-

ern, innovative approaches to legal service de-

livery. AI is one such opportunity.  

AI has been touted as a game-changer in the 

legal sector, offering solutions to various chal-

lenges faced by lawyers and legal aid organiza-

tions. One significant challenge is creating 

streamlined processes to meet the high de-

mand for services while also catering to the 

diverse needs and demographic makeup of in-

dividuals seeking legal assistance. Traditional 

methods often struggle to keep pace with de-

mand, leading to gaps in access to justice. AI 

presents an opportunity to bridge these gaps 

by providing scalable and efficient solutions.  
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Efficiency and Innovation  

AI can improve efficiency by automating time-

consuming and complex tasks like legal re-

search and document preparation. AI-powered 

software quickly sifts through large volumes of 

documents to identify relevant information, 

reducing the time clients spend looking for an-

swers in self-help materials online.  

Additionally, AI enhances client services by 

providing quicker responses to queries, au-

tomating routine communications, and offer-

ing self-service options for simple legal mat-

ters. These capabilities lead to increased client 

satisfaction and a more streamlined client ex-

perience.  

Most significantly, AI fosters innovation in le-

gal aid programs by enabling the development 

of new tools and services. These innovations 

range from virtual legal assistants to online 

screening and referral platforms, providing 

new avenues for legal service delivery. Overall, 

AI empowers legal services organizations to 

work more efficiently, deliver higher-quality 

services, and adapt to the changing demands 

of the legal landscape.  

How AI has Evolved  

The evolution of AI in the legal sector has been 

nothing short of transformative, immediately 

so in larger law firms. Now, it is poised to rev-

olutionize how legal services are delivered to 

those who cannot afford traditional legal rep-

resentation. Initially, AI in Legal Aid was used 

for routine tasks such as drafting simple doc-

uments, handling basic communications, and 

automating repetitive processes like legal re-

search. This allowed Legal Aid lawyers to 

dedicate more time to complex matters. 

However, as AI technology advances, the po-

tential for its role to expand into more so-

phisticated areas, such as predictive analyt-

ics, could be a game changer that helps Legal 

Aid organizations anticipate legal issues and 

allocate resources more effectively.  

AI-driven chatbots and virtual assistants are 

at the forefront of this transformation. These 

tools provide round-the-clock support and 

guidance to clients, making legal assistance 

more accessible. AI-powered platforms can 

facilitate online dispute resolution and sim-

plify the process of accessing legal informa-

tion and services, enhancing access to justice 

for underserved communities. By reducing 

costs and increasing efficiency, AI enables 

more tailored and effective legal services.  

LANC’s Innovation Lab and LawDroid 

Collaboration  

Recognizing the transformative potential of 

AI and emerging technologies, LANC has pi-

oneered an Innovation Lab. This dedicated 

hub identifies and implements both tech and 

non-tech solutions to enhance service deliv-

ery.  

A key initiative from the Innovation Lab is its 

collaboration with LawDroid, a legal au-

tomation platform that builds and manages 

custom AI-enabled chatbots for law firms. 

This partnership focuses on developing and 

deploying an AI-powered virtual assistant on 

LANC's website, designed to swiftly navigate 

large volumes of legal information and re-

sources to provide users with quick,  
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convenient answers to civil legal questions, 

and referrals to other sources of help when 

necessary.  

The collaboration with LawDroid underscores 

LANC's commitment to leveraging innovation 

to maximize client impact. Integrating AI into 

their website required a thorough revision and 

upload of LANC's extensive legal information, 

self-help materials, referral sources, and other 

public-facing documents. This ensures the vir-

tual assistant is equipped with comprehensive 

information to respond effectively to inquiries 

or guide users to the most appropriate source 

of assistance. Initially, LANC focused on four 

primary areas: domestic violence, child cus-

tody, landlord-tenant, and consumer law, re-

flecting the highest volume of legal queries 

they encounter.  

By integrating AI, LANC has streamlined the 

process for individuals seeking legal informa-

tion on their website. Users can now access 

pertinent information swiftly and easily, by-

passing the need to sort through numerous, 

legally dense resources. This empowers indi-

viduals to navigate legal information with 

greater efficiency and confidence. Additional-

ly, having the AI legal assistant guide website 

traffic acts as a force multiplier, freeing up 

staff time to address more complex tasks.  

The Tech Behind LawDroid  

By partnering with LawDroid to develop a vir-

tual assistant that transforms access to legal 

information, LANC has taken a giant step to-

wards breaking down barriers that prevent ac-

cess to basic legal information. This AI-driven 

assistant uses innovative natural language 

processing (NLP) algorithms to understand 

user questions and quickly retrieve relevant 

information from LANC's vast database of 

self-help resources.  

A standout feature of LawDroid is its flexibility 

in using various inference models. It primarily 

relies on GPT-4, known for its high controlla-

bility and accuracy with well-crafted prompts. 

Additionally, LawDroid has developed a cus-

tom-trained BERT model for specific NLP 

tasks and is exploring the new GPT-4o model 

for further enhancement.  

To ensure the virtual assistant remains accu-

rate and reliable, LawDroid conducts regular 

optimization sessions with clients. These ses-

sions analyze usage patterns and incorporate 

user feedback to expand and refine the knowl-

edge base. While the learning process is man-

ual, the AI assistant automatically generates 

precise answers for users.  

LawDroid's robust technical infrastructure 

plays a crucial role in its effectiveness. It em-

ploys a modern API structure to manage con-

versation states and call AI models for infer-

ence, using programming languages like 

Node.js and Python.  The backend is hosted on 

Digital Ocean, with Pinecone used for vector 

embeddings. This advanced setup ensures that 

responses are accurate and based strictly on 

the provided data, minimizing errors.  

User Testing  

LANC is committed to ensuring the effective-

ness and reliability of its AI-powered virtual 

assistant. To achieve this, the organization is 

conducting user testing involving applicants, 
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clients, lawyers, law students from Vanderbilt 

Law School’s AI Lab (VAILL). This testing 

phase serves multiple purposes:  

Accuracy Assessment: Evaluating the 

chatbot's ability to provide accurate and rele-

vant responses to user queries.   

User Experience Evaluation: Assessing 

the ease of use and effectiveness of the chat-

bot from the perspective of end-users.   

Feedback Collection: Gathering feedback 

from testers to identify areas for improve-

ment and optimization.   

Initial feedback from users testing the LANC 

virtual assistant was positive, emphasizing its 

ease of use and helpfulness. Users appreciat-

ed that the bot effectively answered questions 

even when they were phrased unclearly, pro-

viding them with relevant clinics and re-

sources. Despite some concerns about slow-

ness in responses, users found the bot valu-

able for obtaining legal information without 

needing to wait on the phone. Some users 

were pleasantly surprised by the bot's ability 

to answer questions outside of predefined 

topics, such as car repair inquiries, highlight-

ing its versatility. Overall, users found the 

virtual assistant easy to use and appreciated 

its assistance in navigating legal issues.   

Real-World Impact  

The implementation of the AI enabled virtual 

assistant holds significant promise in enhanc-

ing the delivery of legal services. By providing 

a user-friendly interface for accessing legal 

information, LANC's AI solution contributes 

to greater access to justice. Users, including 

those with limited legal knowledge or re-

sources, can easily obtain answers to their 

questions without the need for extensive re-

search or assistance from legal professionals.  

Moreover, the virtual assistant serves as a 

valuable resource for individuals facing legal 

issues in underserved communities. By lever-

aging AI technology, LANC extends its reach 

beyond traditional service delivery methods, 

reaching individuals who may not have access 

to physical legal aid offices.  

As the organization continues to innovate and 

refine its AI capabilities, the impact on the 

communities it serves is expected to grow, 

fostering greater empowerment and access to 

legal resources for all.  

About the Author  

Scheree Gilchrist is the Chief Innovation Offi-

cer at Legal Aid of North Carolina (LANC). In 

this position, she oversees the development 

of a sustainable, strategic plan for innovation 

that will improve access to justice for clients 

and improve the way staff works to deliver 

services.  She is also the director of the Legal 

Aid of North Carolina Innovation Lab, the 

first of its kind in a Legal Aid program na-

tionwide, where she oversees an in-

terdisciplinary team in their mission to col-

laborate, develop, and implement ideas that 

allow legal services to be delivered more effi-

ciently to North Carolinians. 
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How Existing and Developing Laws 
Apply to Artificial Intelligence   

Part I 
  
Susan Andrews, Founder and Principal of Andrews Dispute Resolution

The use of Artificial Intelligence (AI) by busi-

nesses is becoming increasingly prevalent due 

to its evolving and improving advantages. Most 

global businesses reported an increase in per-

formance or profitability from digital transfor-

mation including AI over 24 months based on 

KPMG’s Global Tech Report 2023. [1]  

This expansion of AI activity increasingly high-

lights the need for legal oversight of the appro-

priate and ethical development and use of AI. 

Such activity also draws attention to the nature 

of AI. Obviously, most things have both nega-

tives and positives, and AI is no exception. 

The following quotes address aspects of the na-

ture of AI: 



“Artificial intelligence is not a substitute 

for human intelligence; it is a tool to am-

plify human creativity and ingenuity.” — 

Fei-Fei Li, Co-Director of the Stanford In-

stitute for Human-Centered Artificial In-

telligence and IT Professor at the Gradu-

ate School of Business [2] 

“People treat the current AI models like 

experts when they should be treated like 

children.” — Robert Bergman, CEO, Next-

Level Mediation 

“Technology is always a double-edged 

sword.” — Stephen Morris, Drummer [3] 

  

Thus far, two major legal developments in the  

United States and the European Union have 

emerged to address the concerns with AI, the 

EU Artificial Intelligence (AI) Act (“EU AI 

Act”) and the Artificial Intelligence Account-

ability Act (“US HR 3369”). The article title 

subject has been separated into two parts, with 

this article being Part I and a subsequent arti-

cle to be Part II. Part I addresses the afore-

mentioned legal developments, while Part II 

will further address the subject with broader 

global coverage and a focus on some of the 

substantive or practice areas that are triggered 

by AI and relevant laws. 

EU AI Act 

The EU AI Act was adopted on 13 March 2024 

by a 523-46 European Parliament majority. 
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The EU AI Act aims to both regulate the ethi-

cal use of AI [4] and to extend to AI legisla-

tion the Brussels effect that occurred with the 

General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) 

[5]. In other words, the European Union, 

through its legal institutions and standards, 

exercises a global power to “Europeanize” 

important aspects of global commerce. [6] 

Because the EU AI Act is expected to be 

broad, it is likely to have a significant impact 

on businesses, and this application of the law 

will start between early 2025 and early 2026, 

depending upon the type of technology and 

system. Also, it divides AI systems into vari-

ous risk levels and can impact both users and 

providers. Therefore, businesses should be 

aware that they might be regulated as both 

users and providers of AI technology and sys-

tems, depending upon their activities. 

Further, the EU is intending to develop addi-

tional legislation targeting specific areas, 

such as products liability, employment, and 

copyright. The products liability legislation is 

already being developed, while the employ-

ment and copyright laws are expected to 

emerge following the June 2024 EU elec-

tions. [7] 

Finally, as it relates to this article, compliance 

with the EU AI Act does not relieve business-

es from their obligations with existing EU 

laws, including certain sectoral legislative 

acts. Examples of such laws include personal 

data, consumer protection, social policy, na-

tional labor law and practice, and product 

safety (to which existing sectoral legislative 

acts also apply). [8]  

US HR 3369 

US HR 3369 was introduced to the United 

States House of Representatives on 16 May 

2023. US HR 3699 instructs the Assistant 

Secretary of Commerce for Communications 

and Information to conduct a study on ac-

countability measures for AI systems, to hold 

meetings with relevant stakeholders for the 

purpose of soliciting feedback, and for other 

purposes, including submitting a report.  

The study is to include an analysis of how ac-

countability measures: are being incorporat-

ed into AI systems used by communications 

networks and electromagnetic spectrum shar-

ing applications; can facilitate the closing of 

the digital divide and assist the promotion of 

digital inclusion in the United States; and 

may reduce risks related to artificial intelli-

gence systems, including cybersecurity risks. 

The study is to also analyze how the term 

“trustworthy” is used, defined and applied, as 

well as the relationship between the terms 

“trustworthy,” “responsible” and “human-

centric” with respect to AI. [9]  

Comparison Points of EU AI Act and US 

HR 3369 [10]  

The EU AI Act defines AI as software devel-

oped with machine learning, logic- and 

knowledge-based approaches, and statistical 

approaches, including deep learning, while 

US HR 3369’s definition focuses on systems 

using machine learning. 

The former applies to AI systems placed on the 

market, put into service, or used in the EU, re-

gardless of development origin, while the lat-

ter’s scope of application is on companies  
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providing AI systems in the healthcare, trans-

portation, and criminal justice sectors which 

pose significant risks to privacy, security, or 

other public interests. [10] 

The EU AI Act defines AI as high risk if in-

tended for use as safety components of prod-

ucts or in critical applications such as em-

ployment and essential public services where 

significant risks can arise. US HR 3369’s defi-

nition of high risk focuses on whether AI’s use 

involves significant impacts on individual 

rights, safety, or critical services access, or 

poses systemic risks to such sectors as finan-

cial stability or public safety. [10] 

The EU AI Act imposes compliance obligations 

of risk assessment, high quality datasets, 

transparency and user information provision, 

robustness, accuracy, and security measures, 

while US HR 3369 requires impact assess-

ment, bias and discrimination testing, trans-

parency reports, and privacy safeguards for 

high-risk AI systems. Enforcement mecha-

nisms under the EU AI Act involve significant 

fines of up to 6% of annual global turnover or 

€30 million, whichever is higher, plus other 

corrective measures. Under US HR 3369, rele-

vant federal agencies could impose unspecified 

penalties that might include fines, injunctions, 

and other corrective actions. [10] 

Transparency requirements of the EU AI Act 

include mandatory information sharing re-

garding AI systems’ capabilities and limita-

tions. US HR 3369 requires  mandatory dis-

closure to regulators, and in some cases to the 

public, of the logic, data, and design processes 

of high-risk AI systems. [10]  

Data governance under the EU AI Act requires 

data quality and management without bias 

and with privacy, especially for high-risk AI 

systems, while US HR 3369 focuses on pre-

venting discrimination and ensuring data pri-

vacy and security by AI systems. While the EU 

AI Act has mandatory human oversight of 

high-risk AI systems to ensure they can be 

overridden or disabled and to reduce risks, US 

HR 3369 stresses the importance of human 

review and decision making authority, particu-

larly in critical decisions affecting individual 

rights and safety. The technical documenta-

tion and record keeping requirements of the 

EU AI Act are technical documentation and 

logs for high-risk AI, while US HR 3369 man-

dates detailed documentation of the design, 

development process, and training data for 

high-risk AI systems to facilitate oversight. 

[10]  

Finally, under the EU AI Act, market sur-

veillance and monitoring involves marketing 

authorities monitoring the market to ensure 

compliance, including the ability to carry out 

inspections and impose remedies. In contrast, 

US HR 3369 requires federal agencies to mon-

itor compliance and conduct evaluations of AI 

systems’ impacts in critical sectors. [10] 

Conclusion 

In the context of the adoption of AI for the le-

gal industry generally and as it pertains to 

business more specifically, the somewhat 

fragmented and inconsistent nature of the en-

suing standards inherent in the existing and 

emerging laws is bound to create ambiguity. 

Such ambiguity is likely to be both an advan-

tage and disadvantage in the legal context, as 
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the potential inconsistent and incompatible le-

gal standards lead to challenges. The reality is 

that this situation will create more disputes for 

resolution through the plethora of dispute reso-

lution processes ranging from negotiation and 

mediation to arbitration and litigation. 

This concludes Part I on the subject of how ex-

isting and developing laws apply to AI, with its 

focus on the two major legal developments in 

the US and EU, the EU AI Act and US HR 3369. 

Part II will further address the subject of AI law 

enforcement with broader global coverage and 

a focus on some of the substantive or practice 

areas that are triggered by AI and relevant laws.  
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Lessons from the Law Firm Maturity Index 

How authentic is your 
firm about ESG?


By Manu Kanwar (l), Founder and Director at LexSolutions, and Stuart Woollard (r), 
Founder and Council Member at The Maturity Institute  
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The emergence of Environmental, Social and 

Governance (ESG) has become a big busi-

ness opportunity for law firms. ESG has 

helped to change the definition of corporate 

success. Business value is no longer just 

about profitable growth, even though under-

lying economic and financial systems remain 

designed around it. Boards and C-suites be-

ware. Business activities that may harm 

people or the natural world can no longer be 

ignored.  

There are myriad examples of how ESG risk, 

or harm, has affected value. Volkswagen has 

given us two, very clear examples. Firstly, it 

was caught in a now infamous vehicle emis-

sions cheating scandal that continues to run 

today. More recently, thousands of VW cars 

were impounded in US ports after allega-

tions of forced labour arose in its Chinese 

supply chain. These Environmental and So-

cial issues have caused much concern for the 

car company. Investor flight, reputational 

damage and market value erosion have 

arisen while VW’s Governance has been put 

under intense scrutiny.  

ESG is a “non-financial” framework that has 

become a staple for investors to help assess 

corporate risk. It is also being used to drive 

new corporate regulations, ratings and re-

porting. 



ESG brings new markets but also new chal-

lenges for legal firms. As ESG related revenues 

increase for law firms, greater scrutiny arises. 

This is now shining a bright light on whether 

firms themselves are walking the talk of ESG. 

  

Companies increasingly need law firms to nav-

igate the mushrooming array of ESG laws and 

regulations. They also need their help when 

ESG risk manifests. Yet law firms themselves 

are subject to the same pressures. Clients are 

demanding that they be responsible too. Legal 

regulators are strengthening ESG rules and 

guidelines. ESG also drives the motivations of 

existing staff and potential hires. Law firms 

need to ensure that they exhibit and evidence 

all the right traits. Diverse, inclusive, envi-

ronmentally conscious, and with mentally 

healthy staff are just some. 

  

It is of little surprise that in a burgeoning ESG 

market, with growing stakeholder pressure, 

law firms feel compelled to make bold claims 

about who they are. Here is a typically worded 

statement from a leading, global firm: 

“Having a shared purpose and set of values 

gives us a common sense of identity. It sets a 

collective direction as we navigate the future 

for our clients and our people and ensures we 

continue to be a sustainable and responsible 

business.” 

  

This firm is making a direct and explicit claim 

to be sustainable and responsible. But how 

much does such rhetoric match up to the lived 

reality? On what basis can this claim be made? 

ESG rankings and third party insights are now 

emerging for law firms, as they have done for 

listed companies and investment firms. Re-

sponsible business reports have become sig-

nificant pieces of law firm literature. While 

these all provide some insight, they do not 

provide robust evidence of what may actually 

be happening on the ground. Like the invest-

ment sector before it, accusations of exaggera-

tion and hypocrisy are emerging. In the words 

of one Law Firm Maturity Index respondent 

from the same firm: 

 

“Absolute greenwashing all over the place (as 

with many big firms). Talks the talk but re-

luctant to turn down profitable mandates for 

polluters.” LFMI respondent (Chambers 

Band1 Global Firm) 

  

Such a comment ought to send a shiver 

through partners at this particular firm and 

beyond. It goes to the heart of authentic lead-

ership, a characteristic we know is of critical 

importance.  

Authenticity is crucial to effective governance 

and a healthy corporate culture. The actions 

and behaviours of leaders are usually highly 

visible and a foundation upon which trust is 

built. Inauthenticity is also a good predictive 

indicator of future, suboptimal performance. 

This is because workforces spot the signs 

quickly and respond accordingly, often with-

drawing discretionary effort and potentially 

damaging the organization in a variety of 

ways. Trust is always eroded in an inauthentic 

climate. When it does finally break down, it 

disappears quickly and is extremely difficult to 

win back. 

Trust breakdown has a direct impact on the 

financial health of the organization. It often 

manifests in the form a damaged reputation or 
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brand. In maturity terms, trust breakdown 

undermines the quality of the whole organi-

zation. It weakens all the human relation-

ships that are the foundation of organization-

al sustainability. As well as staff, if clients 

lose trust in a firm, they effectively lose trust 

in the people that run and work for the firm. 

As with all cause and effect analysis, trust can 

only be restored by repairing or removing the 

cause of the problem. In this case, trust re-

pair is about the rehabilitation (or ‘repair’) of 

the people at the heart of its cause. In ex-

treme cases, it can also require their removal. 

  

The LFMI measures ESG across several inter-

related factors, as shown in Figure 1. It cre-

ates an ESG profile and an overall score from 

factors that include the following: 

  

• Purpose – measures the clarity of a 

firm’s purpose and its link to benefiting 

society 

• Value motive -  measures the importance 

of law firm quality and whether a firm 

proactively manages out harm to people 

and planet 

• Adaptability – scores the firm’s ability to 

adjust to changing societal norms and val-

ues 

• Impact – gauges links between environ-

mental and social benefit and individual 

job roles 

• Stakeholders – evaluates a firm’s degree 

of focus on all its stakeholders  

The LFMI feedback above reflects a highly 

negative view about one firm and its peers. 

However, LFMI participants overall, present a 

more mixed picture. This more positive ESG 

profile reflects real data from a mid-size UK 

headquartered firm. 

  

With this kind of profile, we would expect 

that the strategic imperative of ESG is prop-

erly acknowledged. This firm is likely to have 

an understanding of how management sys-

tems must be designed to foster mutually in-

clusive value creation for all its stakeholders. 

There will also be structures in place to help 

achieve this, so that responsibility and busi-

ness strategy can eventually be fully recon-

ciled.  
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However, like most in this situation, this firm 

will still be a work-in-progress. The LFMI 

feedback above and that shown below, helps 

to illustrate a wide spectrum of perspectives 

on authenticity and ESG. Different firms ex-

hibit a broad range for the sector overall; 

from those with significant gaps between 

rhetoric and reality, to those who can be 

trusted to be who they say they are: 

  

•     “I don't believe [this firm] is mindful of 

the impact the business has on environ-

ment and social causes.”  

  

•     “The reality inside is one of a culture 

that does not adapt well to best practice 

and where espoused cultural & society 

values are sometimes not followed given 

the reality of business and political expe-

diency” 

•     “[This] is the only place I've worked 

where the values and culture presented to 

external audiences is fully representative 

of the actual reality of being an employ-

ee.” 

  

The LFMI is designed to provide the legal 

sector with independent, objective data and 

insights. For corporates, investment and legal 

firms, Maturity Index data helps to assess the 

health of any organisation beyond financial 

results. In an emerging era of ESG, sustain-

ability, and impact, firms will increasingly be 

held to new standards and measures of suc-

cess. The sooner that firms embrace and use 

new evidence to help them with this transi-

tion, the better placed they will be to survive 

and thrive.   

  

If you want to see how the LFMI data could 

help your firm, try it for free and receive an 

instant Maturity report by clicking on this 

link. 

The Law Firm Maturity Index is a unique 

diagnostic of culture and organisational 

health. A Lex Solutions and Maturity Institute 

initiative, it provides evidence and insights to 

help improve the legal sector and deliver 

greater benefits to all its stakeholders. You 

can add your voice to LFMI data and receive 

an instant Maturity report by clicking on  

this link. 
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Less Law, More Business  

Reframing The Challenge And Redesigning The 

Corporate Legal Industry 

Peter Connor, Founder and CEO of AlternativelyLegal

Almost everyone in the corporate legal indus-

try is focused on process and technology 

changes to deliver legal services/do legal 

work more efficiently. But, as necessary as 

that may be, will that approach address some 

fundamental design problems with firms and 

legal departments? Is there something else 

that can make an even bigger difference for 

corporate lawyers, legal departments, and 

firms?  

To address these problems, and supercharge 

the impact from change initiatives, I believe it 

is necessary to re-frame the way we look at 

change and to consider how might legal de-

partments, firms, and other stakeholders in 

the corporate legal industry be redesigned. 



The key to do that is for leaders of legal de-

partments, firms, and other stakeholders to 

shift the primary focus from internal to exter-

nal, from firms and legal departments to 

clients and from technology and process to 

people (specifically to the work they do and 

their capabilities to do different work, not just 

using technology to do the same work more 

efficiently). 

  

A Focus on People 

The people we support, in the corporate legal 

industry, are business executives [i] and the 

people who support them are lawyers and oth-

er professionals. In broad terms what I am ad-

vocating is for legal departments, firms, and 

other legal service providers  to change the 

work their people do so that they can help the 

people they support, and ultimately the corpo-

rations they work for, in new ways beyond just 

providing legal advice and doing legal work. In 

other words, do less of certain types of current 

‘legal’ work so that they can do more of what I 

call Business Work. I call this human trans-

formation, which is just as important, if not 

more so, than digital transformation.  

This article explains what I mean and, in the 

process, provides a high-level overview of my 

two books [ii] and my T-Shaped Lawyer vision 

and T-Shaped Lawyer Framework™ for indi-

viduals, the T-Shaped Team Framework™ for 

legal departments and the T-Shaped Firm 

Framework™ for law firms. 
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Fundamental Design Problems 

There has been a lot of change in the corporate 

legal industry over the last decade with lots of 

new businesses emerging, Legal Tech prolifer-

ation and the rise of Legal Operations. But 

what has not changed in any significant way is 

the underlying business models of law firms, 

the operating models of legal departments, 

and the work done by their lawyers.  Despite 

that, in general, it would seem to be mostly 

happy days in the industry as most firms con-

tinue to make big profits, in-house legal and 

legal operations roles abound and ever- in-

creasing regulation and business growth 

means continued demand for legal support. 

  

However, if you scratch the surface a bit, some 

problems and some interesting opportunities 

start to appear including the following: 

  

The ‘overwork’ problem. The prevailing 

business model for most law firms encourages 

lawyers to work long hours and the serious 

health and safety consequences of this are be-

coming more and more evident and concern-

ing. Many legal departments have the same 

issues because of an operating model that tol-

erates, if not encourages, somewhat of a ‘free-

for-all’. By that I mean doing any work for 

anyone in the organisation to help them out 

and often to a ‘perfect’ standard.  

This result is that many in-house lawyers have 

not only too much work to do but often too 

much of the wrong kind of work. 

  

The ‘value’ problem. As busy as in-house 

lawyers may be, a complaint that I frequently 

hear from them in my legal team bootcamps is 

that their business colleagues do not appreci-

ate the work that they do and as a result they 

do not feel valued by many of them. That sen-

timent is largely echoed on the other side in 

stakeholder interviews that I undertake with 

business executives [iii]. In other words, they 

are doing too much work that is low value and 

too little work that is high value from the per-

spective of the client.   

  

Almost every General Counsel has a priority of 

trying to add more value, in part so that the 

department is not just seen as a cost centre 

which can be slashed as soon as the business 

deteriorates. Some progress is being made by 

some departments in measuring and market-

ing the existing value but there is very little 

evidence of changes to lawyer’s work that adds 

significantly new value from the client per-

spective. To put this another way, there may 

be some Internal Innovation, largely by those 

in legal operations roles, but very little Client 

Innovation.  

The same can be said in general of law firms. 

Almost all innovations primarily benefit the 

firm with, at best, an incidental benefit for the 

client. Some firms have established separate 

‘New Law’ side businesses and firms also offer 

so-called Value Add services which are often 

given away to gain legal work. However, have 

lawyers at firms made any changes to their 

work that really adds significant new value for 

clients? 

The ‘future of work’ problem. We  can 

debate the extent to which Generative AI, 

and other technologies present and future, 

will impact the future of lawyers.  
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However, few would argue that the work that 

lawyers do today will be the same as the work 

that they will do in the immediate, let alone 

longer-term, future. 

  

Are legal leaders in firms and legal depart-

ments adequately meeting their responsibility 

to prepare their lawyers and other profes-

sionals for that future? Have leaders provided 

clarity about what they believe this new and 

different work could and should be and the 

new skills and other capabilities required to 

do it? 

  

Probably not according to Deloitte Insights in 

their Redefining Work article [vi], where they 

say ‘ Few are asking the most basic, funda-

mental question about what that (future) 

work should be…We need to redefine work 

and that ..is fundamentally different from 

augmenting current work with technology…

it requires a shift of the objective of work 

from efficiency and cost savings to broader 

value creation and a shift of the focus from 

executing routine tasks and processes to 

identifying and addressing unseen problems 

and opportunities.’ 

  

This observation and perspective corresponds 

completely with what I have seen, and what I 

have preached, in my work with legal de-

partments and firms all over the world since 

2015.  

The Current Approach 

Design Thinking and business innovation 

principles tell us that if you are trying to solve 

difficult design problems, and to come up 

with innovative solutions, you need to focus 

on ‘the customer’. Start by understanding 

their needs and then work backwards to 

imagine new ways that you can address these 

needs.  

That is not how it works in general in the 

corporate legal industry. Typically, the 

change conversation starts with law firms, 

who are at the opposite end to clients in the 

supply chain, and focuses primarily on what 

changes can be made to improve law firms 

and make lawyers more efficient. To some 

extent that is understandable given that most 

lawyers work in firms and firms have the 

largest pot of money to pay for change agents 

and products to help them. 

  

In recent times, especially with the growth of 

legal operations, this change conversation has 

also moved to include legal departments, the 

next player in the supply chain. However 

again the primary focus is on how to improve 

the efficiency of lawyers and the operations of 

the legal department. 

  

With this way of approaching the change 

conversation it is no surprise that the chal-

lenge for firms and legal departments is usu-

ally framed as ‘how can we deliver legal ser-

vices more efficiently and at lower cost’ . It is 

also no surprise that the focus of most change 

initiatives in firms and legal departments is 

internal and on process and technology.  

No matter how successful firms and legal de-

partments are in the pursuit of higher effi-

ciency and lower cost,  which at some point 

starts to hit some limits, it will not solve the 

three design problems mentioned above. 
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It will not mean lawyers do the right sort of 

work and the right amount of work. It will not 

mean that their work provides continual and 

significant value add for clients. It will not 

mean lawyers are starting to do work that they 

might do more of in the future and starting to 

develop new capabilities to do that work. 

  

One consequence of this current approach is 

that, at best, it results in improvements and 

rarely in any transformation. Improving the 

work of lawyers will not solve those fundamen-

tal design problems.  Also, despite the market-

ing spin, the beneficiaries of most change initia-

tives are primarily the firms and legal depart-

ments, not clients. If there is any transforma-

tion it is a digital or process transformation. 

Sure, people are impacted by these technology 

and process changes, but these changes aug-

ment existing work and typically do not involve 

a transformation of the people themselves, the 

work that they do and their capabilities to do 

new and different work. In other words, there is 

little to no human transformation. 

  

Another crucial point is that this framing of the 

challenge for legal departments and firms as-

sumes a continuation of the model where the 

client business executives need to contact a 

lawyer to receive the legal guidance, informa-

tion or documents they seek. This historical en-

gagement model is one of the primary causes of 

the overwork problem in a legal department 

and it also gives rise to a related problem for 

clients where Legal can, an often does, become 

a  bottleneck for the business. 

The limitations of the current approach to 

change are compounded to some extent by a  

lack of precision, accuracy, and consistency 

when it comes to the language of change used 

in the corporate legal industry. Every lawyer 

is a business partner and a trusted advisor, 

and every change is a transformation, an inno-

vation and adds value whereas that is clearly 
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the case. Being precise when it comes to the 

language of change in the law matters just as 

much as it does to the language used in the 

law in contracts, legal opinions, and legisla-

tion. My recent article – A Glossary for 

Change in the Corporate Legal Industry [v] – 

is an attempt to highlight why that is a prob-

lem for change. It proposes a common lan-

guage [vi] for stakeholders to use to discuss 

change and assess the merits of change 

agents and their proposals and offerings.  

This focus on process and technology change 

to reduce costs and enhance the efficiency of 

legal service delivery happens to suit many 

stakeholders in the corporate legal industry. 

If you are an existing provider of legal ser-

vices, then there is little incentive to consider 

any alternative that significantly reduces the 

need for legal services. The same applies to 

businesses that provide services and technol-

ogy products primarily aimed at managing or 

enhancing the efficiency of legal service 

providers. That accounts for almost all the 

corporate legal industry with one notable ex-

ception – inhouse legal departments. 

In-house legal departments are the one part 

of the corporate legal industry that can drive 

real change, dare I say transformation, and it 

is in their interests to do so. They are closest 

to the client and have more freedom to 

change the work that they do then they typi-

cally realise.  

The fact that, in general, they have not taken 

advantage of this opportunity has a variety of 

causes. Most in-house leaders come from law 

firms and have preconceived ideas of what it 

means to be a lawyer and what their work 

should be. They are also extremely preoccu-

pied with the challenging task of managing 

the legal department and counselling the 

business leaders. But perhaps the most sig-

nificant factor is that it is easier to improve, 

than it is to re-imagine, your current work 

and, until now, there was no clear alternative. 

  

Reframing the challenge and an alternative 

approach 

To optimise the effectiveness of change it is 

critical to focus first on the client [vii] busi-

ness executives, and then on the lawyers and 

other professionals in the legal department 

who support them. If you do that, as I have 

done myself when I worked in-house, and 

many times since in my role as a legal team 

coach, then a compelling alternative ap-

proach to change becomes blatantly appar-

ent.  

As Richard Susskind has stated [viii] many 

times ‘clients don’t need lawyers, they need 

the outcomes that lawyers currently 

provide’. What are the outcomes that busi-

ness executives need?  The answer, in broad 

terms, is legal guidance, information, and 

documents. That is what they request from 

their lawyers and that is what their lawyers 

provide to them. But they need more than 

that.  They only ask for that because they 

think that is what the legal department offers 

and what they need to do to obtain those out-

comes. However,  as I like to say,  ‘clients 

don’t have legal problems they have business 

problems. Sometimes legal considerations 

are an important part of the problem, other 

times not so.’  
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Client business executives may not ask lawyers 

for it, but they need help preventing and solv-

ing business problems and identifying and im-

plementing business opportunities.  Lawyers, 

and other professionals in legal departments 

and firms, can help meet these broader needs 

and some do, sometimes.  

Likewise, legal department leaders may not ask 

firms for it, but they need help with business 

challenges, not just legal challenges. In fact, the 

General Counsel, and other leaders, spend most 

of their time dealing with business issues oper-

ating and managing the department and sup-

porting the business of the company. Firms can 

help legal departments with these business 

problems, and some do but typically  through 

separate side businesses with minimal in-

volvement from their lawyers.  

If lawyers limit themselves to legal advice and 

legal work, as many do, then they limit the  

value of their contributions and therefore the  

extent to which they are valued by their clients. 

  

In these two simple but fundamental ideas: 

I. Outcomes, rather than task-based, thinking, 

and 

II. Business, not just legal, assistance, 

lies the key  to reframing the challenge in the 

corporate legal industry, and to reimagining 

and redesigning it, to address the three funda-

mental design problems referred to above, plus 

more. 

  

The framing of the challenge changes from: 

• ‘how can we deliver legal services more 

cost efficiently’ to 

• ‘how can we provide clients with the legal 

information, guidance, and documents they 

need, with minimal to no need to interact 

with a lawyer, so that we can spend more 

time proactively, not just reactively, help-

ing clients with their business problems 

and opportunities’. 
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No doubt this suggestion will sound blas-

phemous to many. Many lawyers will be 

quick to point out how ridiculous it is to sug-

gest that they do not need to be involved in so 

called ‘bet the company’ matters such as 

some types of litigation and M&A transac-

tions. I would agree, at least for the foresee-

able future. However, in most companies 

those sort of matters and transactions are 

sporadic and don’t provide a regular stream 

of work for in-house lawyers. Often, a lot of 

that work is outsourced to law firms and the 

involvement of in-house lawyers may be min-

imal. Finally, who would say with any cer-

tainty that lawyer involvement in, for exam-

ple, litigation may not diminish as new forms 

of online dispute resolution become more 

prevalent.  

For business-as-usual matters – the more 

routine, common, and less risky ones – the 

situation is much clearer.  Some legal de-

partments have already  started to implement 

so called ‘self-help’ solutions for FAQs, poli-

cies, NDAs, and other low risk agreements. 

However, there is scope to expand this signif-

icantly by assuming higher levels of risk, dif-

ferentiating between different types of 

clients, enhancing the legal astuteness of 

clients,  and by taking advantage of what 

Richard Susskind calls ‘ increasingly capable 

machines [xi]’. As Susskind highlights, these 

technology-based solutions can be designed, 

developed, and maintained by lawyers or, 

more likely, by others with appropriate legal 

input and oversight.  

I don’t like to make predictions about the fu-

ture. However, removing lawyers from the 

equation as much as possible and allowing 

client business executives [x] to directly ac-

cess these solutions for the information, 

guidance, and documents they need is where 

the puck is going [xi] in the corporate legal 

industry. This trend makes so much sense on 

so many levels. It removes lawyers as the bot-

tleneck for matters that typically are lower 

priority for them. It goes with, and leverages, 

the Generative AI momentum rather than 

trying to resist it. It also aligns with other le-

gal department initiatives to reduce work-

loads to address the overwork problem. 

But it does beg the question of what other 

work in-house lawyers will do if a lot of their 

traditional work ‘disappears’. In the short 

term, most legal departments and their 

lawyers will see it as a sufficient that it helps 

the lawyers cope better with workloads. How-

ever, there is no necessary end point to this 

trend. Leaders of legal departments do need a 

clear and better story about what alternative 

future work looks like, without which lawyers 

will be reluctant to ‘let go’ of their current 

work. It is not enough to say, as many do, that 

lawyers can do ‘more strategic or higher value’ 

legal work. If that higher value work was clear 

to legal leaders, then surely, they would al-

ready be prioritising this work for their 

lawyers over existing lower value work!  

The good news is that, in addition to ‘high 

value’ legal work that in-house lawyers 

should already be doing, there is different, 

high value work that lawyers can do. It in-

volves certain types of Business Work which I 

define as any work that a corporate lawyer 

[xii] does other than legal work. You might 
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think that there can’t be that much business 

work that lawyers could or should be doing. 

However, when you explore the revealing 

question of what constitutes legal work, as I 

do in my bootcamps and in one chapter in 

one of my books, you will see that a lot of 

work that lawyers currently do is not really 

legal work [xiii] and is more appropriately 

classified as business work. Also, in-house 

lawyers can be very effective at business work 

and are often in a unique and ideal position 

to do it [xiv]. 

My first book - The T-Shaped Lawyer: A 

New Vision for You and Your Work [xv] - 

outlines in detail the many different reasons 

why doing business work is so important for 

all corporate lawyers. I know this from my 

own personal experience and when I talk to 

other senior corporate lawyers, especially 

those working in-house, there is almost uni-

versal acknowledgement that it is this busi-

ness work, more so than legal work, that is 

going to make the biggest difference to your 

individual careers and to the value you can 

provide to clients. The typical reaction is ‘of 

course it is important, but I have never 

thought about it that way before’. It is why I 

refer to highlighting business work as shining 

a bright light on the ‘dark art’ of the effective 

practice of law that almost no-one talks 

about. I am certainly not the only lawyer to 

engage in business work, but I may be the 

first to spell it out and call it out so that oth-

ers can do it more often and more effectively. 

  

Without spelling it out clearly, most assume 

that the ever-increasing references [xvi] to 

the importance of business to lawyers, and to 

being more than just lawyers, is just about 

developing non-legal or so called ‘soft’ or 

‘human’ skills to enhance your legal work.  

But the importance of business for corporate 

lawyers goes above and beyond skills, knowl-

edge, capabilities, and professional develop-

ment as this recent comment [xvii] from 

prominent academic, Professor David Wilkins, 

the Director of the Legal Profession Centre at 

Harvard Law School highlights, ‘It (the future 

for lawyers) is scary in the sense that there 

used to be very clear, easily identifiable ca-

reer paths that you could follow. And if you 

played by the rules, you’d be fine. Well, a lot 

of those career trajectories are being disrupt-

ed, whether by technology, competition, glob-

alization, or by the kinds of problems that 

lawyers are being asked to solve. All these 

changes are pushing law from a “fee for ser-

vice” model,” in which clients bring lawyers 

“legal questions,” and lawyers provide “legal 

answers” which the client then client then im-

plements, to what I’ve been calling an “inte-

grated solutions model.” In this model, nei-

ther the contours of the problem nor 

the possible array of solutions is strict-

ly “legal” or fully understood by either the 

client or the lawyer. Instead, lawyers 

work collaboratively with a broad 

range of professionals to help clients 

refine their understanding of the prob-

lem and the potential array of solu-

tions in ways that promote the client’s abili-

ty to continue to make good decisions mov-

ing forward.’ 

When Professor Wilkins refers to  ‘problems’ 

and ‘solutions’ that are not ‘strictly legal’ 
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then, in a corporate legal context, I would 

suggest that he is really talking about busi-

ness problems and business solutions [xviii].  

I agree with his comment and even more so 

his description of lawyers working collabora-

tively with a broad range of professionals to 

solve these problems. That is precisely the 

definition of a t-shaped professional and why 

recently I chose to refine my original concep-

tion of the T-Shaped Lawyer[xix]  beyond 

non-legal skills to actual work. In other 

words, to be a t-shaped professional, and to 

collaborate with diverse professionals, in-

volves doing work beyond the narrow con-

fines of your primary area of expertise, not 

just learning skills beyond your core area of 

expertise. The whole point of doing the  

latter is to do the former.  

So, if a T-Shaped Lawyer is not just someone 

with some non-legal skills, as many believe to 

the case, what does it mean? 

  

What is a T-Shaped Lawyer? 

 My vision of a T-Shaped Lawyer is: 

• a businessperson, not just a lawyer, 

• who provides business input and advice, 

not just legal advice, 

• and does business work, not just legal 

work, 

• for the benefit of the company, not just 

the legal department or firm. 

Below is my attempt to capture this idea in an 

image. 

The T-Shaped Lawyer | LESS LAW MORE BUSINESS

CLIENT BUSINESS NETWORK 
	 	 Business Partnering Business Leadership 

Internal Business Work 

BusinessPerson Mindsettm 

Legal Advice 

Legal Work

Knowledge 	 	 Financial 	 	 Vendor 	  	  Technology	 	 Talent

     	       Management               Management      	     Management       Deployment   	   Development
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Each of the key components of this T-Shaped 

Lawyer vision are described in detail in my 

first book. The detail really is crucial because if 

you skim over the detail , as many do, you can 

misunderstand the concept and come to the 

mistaken conclusion either that you already 

are a T-Shaped Lawyer or, at the other ex-

treme, that it is not for you. 

  

Below are some high-level points about the 

key components of what it means to be a T-

Shaped Lawyer:  

• To repeat, its more than just skills or train-

ing or professional development although 

that is important as I explain below. My 

vision of a T-Shaped Lawyer is more about 

what you do, not just what you are capable 

of doing. Your output, not your input. 

• The t-shaped concept makes sense for 

many reasons that I outline in the book but 

if you don’t like that name then another 

analogous expression that I use is a Legal 

Expert Business Generalist  

• Being a Businessperson means thinking of 

yourself as a businessperson, not just a 

lawyer, and thinking like a businessperson, 

not just like a lawyer. My Businessperson 

Mindset™ , which is different to simply be-

ing business-minded, is a way to assess the 

extent to which you are a businessperson 

as opposed to having what I call a Just-a-

Lawyer Mindset. There are interventions 

you can make to change your mindset just 

as you can with a Growth Mindset. 

• It is important to distinguish between In-

ternal Business Work and Client Business 

Work. 

• Internal Business Work includes admin 

work, people management/ development, 

and everything involved in running a legal 

department or firm as a business including 

business development for firms and what is 

now referred to as Legal Operations in a 

legal department. Most Internal Business 

Work is increasingly done by professionals 

who are not working as lawyers. However, 

 it is important for lawyers to understand 

and at least support this work especially if 

they are, or aspire to be, leaders in the firm 

or legal department. Most of the conversa-

tion in the corporate legal industry about 

business is about Internal Business Work 

which of course is central to the current 

focus on enhancing the cost efficiency of 

legal services delivery. However, despite 

the typical marketing spin, the primary 

beneficiary of that work is almost always 

the legal department or firm, not the client. 

• The type of business work that does pri-

marily benefit the client is what I refer to 

as Client Business Work. It attracts very 

little attention or discussion which is why I 

focus on it so much. Doing more Client 

Business Work, and doing it more effec-

tively, is the game changer and the differ-

entiator both at an individual and team/

firm level. 

• Client Business Work covers a broad range 

of activities. At one end of the spectrum is 

Business Partnering and at the other end is 

Business Leadership. 

• The expression business partner is used a 

lot, typically as a noun. When I refer to 

business partnering, I am using that ex-

pression as a  verb. It is what you do, not 

who you think you are, that matters most. 

When you properly understand business 

partnering, even the very best lawyers  
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• concede that they do it a lot less than they 

think, and a lot less than they should. 

• Very few lawyers engage in what I refer to 

as Business Leadership and yet that is 

where you can add the most value to 

clients. It also happens to correspond to 

what Deloitte and others are saying repre-

sents the future of work as I touched on 

above and as I explain in detail in my book. 

• Whilst it is easier for in-house lawyers to 

do business work, it is also possible for 

those working in firms to do it as I explain 

in my book 

• You may feel that characterising everything 

other than legal work as business work is a 

bit of a stretch. My point in using this ex-

pression is to simplify the discussion about 

work and to clearly contrast business work 

with legal work. You will find that it helps 

to then home in on what types of non-le-

gal/business work are worth doing and 

what is not worth doing.  

If this new vision resonates with you then how 

can you turn it into reality? Well, one of its 

many attractions is that it can, and indeed 

should, be applied at both an individual and 

team level through  a series of frameworks.  

The T-Shaped Lawyer Framework™ for indi-

vidual professional development 

 Once individuals from firms or legal depart-

ments properly understand what a T-Shaped 

Lawyer is, there is nothing stopping them 

from becoming one by simply doing more 

business work.   

As I explain in my T-Shaped Lawyer Spec-

trum™, at the beginning of your career the 

primary focus will typically be on legal work 

and on developing legal skills and knowledge. 

However, even from that stage, it is important 

to start doing business work and developing 

other skills and knowledge and that is easy to 

manage. 

  

But to help accelerate the transformation from 

an I-shaped lawyer to a T-Shaped Lawyer, and 

believe me that for most lawyers this will be a 

transformation, it is crucial to develop your 

non-legal capabilities. Almost every lawyer 

knows that legal skills and knowledge are in-

sufficient for a successful career as a lawyer 

now and into the future. Now, almost everyone 

is trying to guess what non-legal skills are es-

sential but there are several problems with the 

typical speculation: 

  

• The fact that almost everyone is speculat-

ing is a problem in and of itself. If non-le-

gal skills are so important, and if you have 

limited time and money to devote to pro-

fessional development, then you want to do 

better than guess or select these on some 

random basis. Yet that is precisely what 

most are doing. 

• It is impossible to decide what new skills 

you need unless and until you are clear 

about what work you intend to do now and 

for the foreseeable future. Non-legal skills 

are primarily to do non-legal/business 

work. If you only plan to do legal work, 

then frankly non-legal skills are not that 

important. But non-legal skills are very rel-

evant if you plan to do business work. 

• Almost everyone calls everything a ‘skill’. 

But not everything is a skill. For example, 

most so called ‘human skills’ are really 
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qualities. Again, we need to be more pre-

cise in our change language. Why? Because 

the way you develop and use a skill in your 

work is very different to how you develop 

and use a quality. 

• In any event you need more than just skills. 

You will also need competencies, qualities, 

mindsets, and knowledge and these need to 

be selected and developed and used for the 

type of work you want to do and the type of 

professional you wish to become. My T-

Shaped Lawyer Framework™ is a very spe-

cific combination of skills, competencies, 

qualities, knowledge, and mindsets, as 

shown in the graphic below . It is specifi-

cally formulated to help you be a T-Shaped 

Lawyer to do business work as well as more 

effective legal work. My second book, The 

T-Shaped Lawyer Guidebook: A Frame-

work for Your Professional Development 

[xx], covers the Framework and explains 

what each component means and how to 

develop and use it for legal and for busi-

ness work. 

  

Having a framework is important because as 

Santhi Lathi, the Dean of the Academy at lead-

ing law firm Rajah Tann Asia, says in the 

foreword to my second book that you want to 

‘adopt a structured approach to professional 

development for your teams, that goes be-

yond an ad hoc selection of non-legal skills 

and competency training’. As she explains in 

the foreword, we worked together to use the 

Framework as the basis for the professional 

development of their entire 1000+ staff in-

cluding lawyers and other professionals work-

ing in 10 countries in Asia. That includes dif-

ferent levels of competency for each Frame-

work component, individual assessments  
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incorporated into performance reviews which 

then inform general training needs based on 

data and targeted individual professional de-

velopment plans.  

But as we discovered when we worked to-

gether, and as she notes in the foreword to 

the book, what started out as a focus on pro-

fessional development quickly morphed into 

discussions with management of the firm 

around strategy, culture, business models, 

innovation, and ways of working.  

While you could just look at all of this from 

the narrow perspective of just professional 

development and training, the T-Shaped Vi-

sion offers so much more for legal depart-

ments and firms. I already knew that from my 

work with legal departments and legal service 

providers, but I decided to explain that in the 

T-Shaped Team Framework, for legal de-

partments, and T-Shaped Firm Framework, 

for law firms and other legal service 

providers. I had originally planned to write 

two more books on both those Frameworks 

but, for now at least, below is a very brief and 

high-level overview of these ideas. 

The T-Shaped Team Framework™ 

If the T-Shaped Lawyer vision resonates with 

the leaders of a legal department then it can, 

and indeed should, be incorporated into the 

vision and mission of the legal department. 

Most legal departments do not have a vision 

statement or, if they do, it is usually some 

relatively generic statement that references 

legal and/or operational excellence. Typical-

ly, once it is prepared, it is filed away and 

never sees the light of day again. 

Vision (and mission) statements are, or at 

least should be, the foundations of every legal 

department which the team uses as reference 

points for literally everything. As I explain in 

detail in my first book, they are critical if you 

wish to change, dare I say transform, the de-

partment in any significant way. 

Adopting, and adapting, the T-Shaped Lawyer 

vision as a legal department is game changing 

because it changes everything as shown in the 

graphic below.  

Adopting the T-Shaped Lawyer vision, espe-

cially when combined with outcome-based 

thinking discussed earlier, impacts, for exam-

ple: 

  

• your team culture and the way your de-

partment is organised and structured 

• the work that your people do and the ser-

vices AND products that you offer 

• your strategic initiatives, which will ‘auto-

matically’ align with the business 

• what you measure and how you report it       

• all your people processes including hiring, 

reviews, rewards and recognition 

• which third parties you choose to work 

with and how you work with them  

• what technology you adopt and how you 

use it beyond just using technology inter-

nally to augment existing work 

• your approach to innovation to make it 

part of the way you work not just a series of 

internal projects.  

As you can see, unlike most other propositions 

for change, the T-Shaped Lawyer vision does 

truly allow you as a leader to reimagine and  
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transform the legal department and your value 

proposition. What’s more, once you properly 

understand the key ideas, you and your col-

leagues can go about implementing this big 

bold vision in smaller manageable steps with 

minimal to no third-party support. To the ex-

tent that you do need funding to implement 

your vision, your business case is so much 

more compelling because it is ‘for the busi-

ness’, not just for the legal department!  

The T-Shaped Firm Framework™ 

So far, I haven’t spoken much about firms 

[xxi] and, as I mentioned right at the outset, 

that is intentional if we were, hypothetically, 

aiming to redesign the corporate legal indus-

try. With this aim, the questions for firms 

should be not just how can we provide legal 

services more efficiently but rather, above and 

beyond the provision of legal advice and doing 

legal work:  

• how might we help the business executives 

of the client corporation prevent and solve 

 business problems and create and imple-

ment business opportunities and 

• how might we help the leaders of legal de-

partments with their business problems in 

operating the department and in their ef-

forts to be a T-Shaped Team? 

  

Framing the challenge in this way will result in 

a new vision for firms which also changes 

everything for a firm in much the same way as 

it does for a legal department as shown in the 

Framework graphic above. 

  

A detailed discussion of the T-Shaped Firm 

Framework is beyond the scope of this article. 
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However, below are a few points to note:  

• like legal departments, most firms lack a 

compelling vision statement which is cru-

cial if they are to change in any significant 

and meaningful way 

• firms may not have the same proximity to 

the business executives that in-house 

lawyers enjoy. However, unlike inhouse 

lawyers, firms do have the benefit of collec-

tive experience with a range of  clients 

which could be used beyond the provision 

of legal advice to do business work 

• firms often have ‘business’ resources and 

experience that they utilise internally to 

run the business of the firm in areas such 

as technology, process, project manage-

ment and knowledge management. Legal 

departments often lack these same re-

sources to help them not only do Internal 

Business Work but, if they wish to be T-

Shaped, to do more Client Business Work.  

For example, in-house legal departments 

need help with things such as aspects of 

legal operations, technology solutions and 

advice, back-up human resources and 

managed services. Some, but not all, firms 

have over the last few years recognised this 

need and have started to offer these ser-

vices and products. For various reasons 

these offerings, which are really business, 

not legal, offerings, are typically provided 

by a separate but related entity to the firm  

• Whilst these offerings are a step in the 

right direction, one consequence of the 

separate entity structure is that the lawyers 

in the firm have little or nothing to do with 

these offerings and in general are not really 

thinking about, let alone, doing much 

business work whether for the legal de-

partment or for the corporate business ex-

ecutives. 

• One of the most common complaints from 

legal department leaders about firms is 

that those working in firms do not under-

stand the corporation’s business or the 

business problems of the legal department. 

They also often complain that the advice 

they receive is too legalistic and not suffi-

ciently commercial to enable them to sim-

ply pass it on to their business colleagues. 

Here are two very simple ways that lawyers 

and others in firms could apply the Less 

Law, More Business idea to have an imme-

diate impact. 

  

But wait, do clients really want their lawyers to 

be T-Shaped Lawyers?  

You may be thinking that this all sounds inter-

esting but I’m not sure, if I asked my clients, 

they would want me to be more than a lawyer 

and to do more than legal work. Here comes 

the interesting  part, and why I am not a fan of 

the typical client survey – ‘what do you want 

from your lawyers?’ -  when it comes to trying 

to find an innovative breakthrough solution to 

such fundamental problems as outlined above. 

Had I conducted such a survey, business work 

would almost certainly NOT have topped the 

list of responses if it had featured at all. What 

may have topped the list is something like 

‘faster turnaround on legal work’.    

Thomas Ford, the founder of the automobile 

company, allegedly said, ‘if I had asked cus-

tomers what they wanted, they would have 

said ‘ a faster horse’. Increasing the efficiency 

of legal service delivery, the primary focus of 
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most change initiatives in firms and legal de-

partments, sounds a lot like a faster horse, 

doesn’t it?!  

A fundamental principle of innovation in the 

business world, and that is what we are talking 

about with the T-Shaped Lawyer, is that you 

don’t ask. You show and assess the reaction. 

Although I didn’t think about it that way to 

start with, that is precisely what I did. In other 

words, rather than surveys, the empirical basis 

for my ideas originates from my own experi-

ence observing business executives and doing 

both Internal and Client Business work during 

my 30-year global career as a lawyer. The 

feedback I received from my superiors in the 

firm and legal department [xxii], and more 

importantly from the C-Suite executives 

[xxiii],  to doing a range of business work rein-

forced my belief that it did provide significant 

and unique value even if it wasn’t necessarily 

something they would ask for. In the last 

decade, I have had a chance to turn these ideas 

into theories, programs, and workshops as 

part of my legal team coaching business. This 

work provided a further opportunity to test, 

refine and validate[xxiv] these ideas with liter-

ally thousands of lawyers, and their business 

clients, all over the world. 

The fact that there is so much ‘corroborating’ 

evidence from others for these ideas, such as 

that referred to in this article and in my two 

books, should give you even greater confi-

dence to just give it a go. 

  

Conclusion 

Lawyers love to refer to themselves as Trusted 

Advisors to their clients. However, as I explain 

in my first book, quoting from the authorita-

tive book [xxv] on the subject, the way you be-

come a trusted advisor is not through your le-

gal expertise, but through being a businessper-

son and doing ‘ more business’. 

  

Less Law More Business does not mean that 

being a lawyer, having sufficient legal knowl-

edge or doing quality legal work is unimpor-

tant. Quite the contrary, a T-Shaped Lawyer is 

a Legal Expert Business Generalist, and in my 

first book I explain how the depth and breadth 

of legal expertise required varies depending on 

your role. 

  

Less Law More Business means in simple 

terms: 

  

• thinking of yourself more as a businessper-

son and less as just a lawyer 

• thinking more like a businessperson and 

less just like a lawyer 

• doing less of the work that you currently do 

as an in-house lawyer in particular any-

thing that is not really Legal Work 

• spending more time doing, or at least sup-

porting, Internal Business Work 

• spending more time doing Client Business 

Work 

• spending relatively less time on enhancing 

your legal knowledge, and spending 

• relatively more time on enhancing your 

non-legal capabilities in a structured way. 

  

Do I really think this transformation will hap-

pen? 

  

There is certainly nothing stopping any indi-

vidual lawyer from becoming a T-Shaped 
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Lawyer and my two books provide sufficient 

guidance to help you do just that. After all that 

is how I became a T-Shaped Lawyer without 

any specific approval or guidance from my su-

periors.  

Whether the corporate legal industry will 

change in the way that I am proposing all de-

pends on legal department leaders. Not every 

such leader will lead this type of adaptive 

change partly for reasons that I mentioned 

above and partly because not every leader is 

an adaptive leader [xxvi]. But some progres-

sive leaders, like my clients, are open to new 

ideas and guidance from others and are up for 

the challenge of trying something different. 

One of the attractions for such leaders of the 

change that I am proposing is that, once you 

understand what the change involves, you 

need minimal third-party assistance, and the 

impacts can be immediate, significant, and no-

ticeable by your business colleagues.  

I won’t attempt to predict the future. All I 

hope to do is to help inspire and guide just a 

few legal leaders and individuals to create 

their own different future or at least spark a 

discussion about it. 

If such a transformation is to happen it will be 

one individual at a time, one legal team at a 

time, one corporate legal industry stakeholder 

at a time. Join me in trying to make this hap-

pen.  

Notes  

[i] Firms and other legal service providers also 

support lawyers and other professionals in le-

gal departments as discussed later in the arti-

cle. 

[ii] The T-Shaped Lawyer: A New Vision for 

You and Your Work and The T-Shaped 

Lawyer Guidebook: A Framework for Your 

Professional Development. Both books avail-

able on Amazon and Apple Books. 

[iii] Just to be clear, in general, most business 

executives are ‘happy’ with their legal team but 

consider their contribution as somewhat mar-

ginal to the business because it is typically 

confined to working on legal problems and le-

gal risks which are just part of the problems 

and risks they are facing. 

[iv] https://www2.deloitte.com/us/en/in-

sights/focus/technology-and-the-future-of-

work/what-is-work.html and even thought 

this article was written a few years ago the 

quotes are just as applicable now. 

[v] Legal Business World magazine 3rd edition 

2024 and see also the appendix to The T-

Shaped Lawyer Guidebook.  

[vi] The definition of terms used in this article 

are as defined in my Glossary. 

[vii] Client is an expression that does not work 

well for those working in-house. She calls 

them stakeholders. I prefer to use the expres-

sion colleagues but for the purposes of this ar-

ticle I will, as I did in my books, refer to them 

as clients so as not to confuse too many peo-

ple. 

[viii] See for example Tomorrow’s Lawyers, 

Oxford University Press, 3rd Edition, May 

2023 

[ix] Ditto 

[x] This same idea also applies to in-house 

lawyer clients who increasingly access the in-

formation, guidance and documents they need 

without the need to go to a law firm 

[xi] A reference to the famous quote from the 

well-known ice hockey player, Wayne Gretzky, 
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that ‘good players play where the puck is, 

great players play where the puck is going’, 

[xii] By corporate lawyer I mean any inhouse 

lawyer who works for a corporation or for a le-

gal service provider who provides services for a 

corporation. 

[xiii] In the sense that it needs to be done by a 

qualified lawyer 

[xiv] I explain this in detail in my first book and 

highlight the fallacy in the argument that 

lawyers should stick to what we are good at be-

cause  ‘ you would never hire a plumber to do 

legal work’. In short, plumbers don’t have the 

knowledge, skills, authority, or opportunity to 

do legal work. None of those obstacles apply to 

corporate lawyers doing business work and we 

can be very good at it.  

[xv] Self-published on Amazon, Apple Books 

and Kobo in 2023. This book supersedes the 

prior version published in Legal Business 

World’s magazine entitled The T-Shaped 

Lawyer Vision: Part 1 of the T-Shaped Lawyer 

Series. 

[xvi] See, for example, the tag line to the May 

2024 ACC Europe Conference is ‘Beyond Legal’ 

and for ACC Australia is ‘More than a Lawyer’ 

and for the in-house lawyer community Law 

Ninjas is ‘Don’t be Just a Lawyer’. Other exam-

ples include references to being a ‘business 

partner’ and to being ‘business minded’. 

[xvii] The legal profession in 2024: The wider 

view. Harvard Law Today, February 21, 2024, 

quoting from an interview with Professor David 

Wilkins. 

[xviii] Which is really another way of saying, 

what I said earlier, that corporations don’t have 

legal problems they have business problems 

and legal considerations may or may not be rel-

evant. 

[xix] I first applied the t-shaped professional 

concept to lawyers about a decade ago in my 

workshops with legal departments and, 

around that time wrote an article that was 

later published in the Association of Corpo-

rate Counsel Docket magazine entitled The T-

Shaped Lawyer. The image of the ‘non-tradi-

tional’ T-Shaped skills from that article is of-

ten cited in numerous articles written by oth-

ers since that time. To some extent that im-

age continues to haunts me because very few 

people understand that this original concep-

tion has changed significantly as explained in 

this article. 

[xx] The T-Shaped Lawyer Guidebook: A 

Framework for Your Professional Develop-

ment. Self-published on Amazon and Apple 

Books in 2024. 

[xxi] For purposes of this article ‘firms’ in-

cludes other legal service providers 

[xxii] Including supporting my efforts to 

‘move the needle’ for the legal department as 

explained in my first book. 

[xxiii] Including being the only lawyer to win 

the 2004 Sun Microsystems CEO Business 

Leadership Award which, as I explain in my 

first book, involved being interviewed by the 

C-Suite execs about my work. Also receiving 

regular positive feedback about going above 

and beyond my responsibilities as a lawyer 

including one comment from a C-Suite exec 

that ‘he would have me on his management 

team even if I was not a lawyer and he had 

to pay my salary’. 

[xxiv] Using a design thinking like approach. 

[xxv] The Trusted Advisor. David H. Maister, 

Charles H. Green, Robert M. Galford,  Free 

Press; 20th Edition, February 2021 

[xxvi] I explain what I mean by adaptive 
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change and adaptive leadership in The T-

Shaped Lawyer Guidebook.  

About the Author  

Peter Connor is the Founder and CEO of  

AlternativelyLegal. In addition to being an au-

thor, Peter is a Legal Team Coach primarily for 

in-house legal teams but also for law firms. As 

a team coach he runs T-Shaped Team Boot-

camps™ for smaller teams or for the leaders of 

larger teams. He also provides a range of other 

training and consulting services all over the 

world. 

See page 67 to Order the books at Amazon 
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Embracing Discomfort: It’s Time 

to Accept the Challenge  
By Steve Fretzin, President Fretzin, Inc 

 

So, this morning I got my ass kicked. Not by a 

local neighborhood bully or in a bar fight, but 

rather by my Pilates instructor. Just being hon-

est in sharing that my abs (or lack thereof) feel 

like mush and my triceps are aching from my 

7:30 a.m. class. The real question is, why am I 

putting myself through this punishment in an 

uncomfortable place, with a room full of 

women, and doing something that doesn’t feel 

good? I’m not sure if you’ve heard the expres-

sion, “embracing the suck,” cause that’s what 

I’m doing.  

When I meet with lawyers, as I do daily, to talk 

about legal business development and growing 

that all mighty book of business, it’s clear to me 

that I’m asking lawyers to do the very same 

thing as I did Saturday morning. You have the 
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billable hour, difficult clients, challenging 

cases, as well as for some, management re-

sponsibilities. 

Now throw on top of that your personal lives 

with family and friends, and for most it’s ut-

terly overwhelming. Many rainmakers know 

that when you build your originations and 

develop your own clients, you can take con-

trol of your hours and your life in many ways. 

Let’s look at the similarities of me taking Pi-

lates and you having to embrace the suck that 

is legal business development. 

  

Comparison #1 

 When I go to my Pilates class, it’s all women 

and me. Every class, every time. While this 

might seem intimidating, it gets worse. 

They’re all better than me. Sometimes I must 

take a break near the end of an exercise, as 

my abs break down. Super embarrassing. 

That all being said, I know that over the next 

month or two this will change. I’m listening 

closely to the teacher and following her in-

structions to improve form and engage mus-

cles that will ultimately make me stronger. 

  

Like Pilates, business development can be 

uncomfortable and challenging. You may 

have to attend networking events, travel to a 

conference, or meet with a client, not know-

ing if any of your non-billable time will pay 

dividends toward new business.  So, like Pi-

lates, you must learn new approaches to be 

more effective in those scenarios. As you 

know, doing the same thing over and over 
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and expecting a different result is the defini-

tion of insanity. So read my books and arti-

cles (like you are now), listen to my podcast 

BE THAT LAWYER and build that business 

development muscle. If this isn’t doing the 

trick, email me and we can discuss coaching 

to get you to the next level. 

Comparison #2 

Since I’m sharing some personal details about 

yours truly, I may as well mention that I’ve 

had surgery on both of my feet and had my 

left hip replaced. This is important informa-

tion in Pilates, as the teacher must work 

around each client’s personal physical issues 

to make the exercises safe and beneficial to 

each participant. Knowing where you’re 

strong or weak is very helpful to enjoying the 

classes, versus feeling nervous or unsafe. 

  

In developing business, you, too, have 

strengths and weaknesses that must be con-

sidered and addressed before investing too 

much time doing what you hate or are not 

very successful with. For example, an intro-

vert attending a big networking event with 

hundreds of people. Probably not playing to 

their strong suit. Think about what you do 

enjoy and lean into it. This might be more 

one-on-one meetings or small group events. 

For me, a good example is playing paddle 

tennis. I get to kick some ass and have fun, 

while also getting to know lawyers from other 

racquet clubs. Whatever the case, be honest 

with yourself and focus on activities you en-

joy or have had past success doing. 

  

Comparison #3  

One of the most important elements of Pi-

lates is, simply, breathing. Thinking about 

one’s breath is unusual, as we breathe all day 

never thinking once about it. The reason this 

is so important in Pilates is because it facili-

tates correct muscle activation and increases 

the safety of the exercises. Wow, probably 

more than you wanted to know there. The 

point, dear reader is that we all need to find 

our breath, and that doesn’t just mean when 

exercising.  

There are two unique benefits to breathing in 

developing your book of business. First, 

there’s literal breathing, where you stop the 

madness of your day and just take 8-10 seri-

ously deep inhales and exhales to regain your 

focus. Most people don’t do this, but if you 

do, you’ll feel better and more focused direct-

ly afterward. Additionally, take a breath by 

getting away from the office, home or other-

wise to rethink your plans for the month, 

quarter, or year to come. Most people just go 

year to year doing the best they can, never 

stopping to think and plan a growth strategy 

for what’s to come. This is a huge misstep in 

developing business because a failure to plan 

is a plan to fail. 

  

The most important element in this article 

from my perspective is to make improve-

ments in your life, as you only get one shot at 

this thing. For me, playing better paddle and 

winning matches is important. Taking Pilates 

will help me accomplish this while also im-

proving my overall health. I’m already em-

bracing the suck and feeling better every day 

for it. Think about what you need to do to live 

your best life and be the best version of your-

self. My guess is that it’s not about squeezing 



in a few more billable hours, but rather the 

importance of being happy with balance and 

control over your time and destiny.  

If you’d like to discuss your practice with me, 

I’m always available to meet and offer advice 

and guidance. My email is steve@fretzin.com  

and my website is www.fretzin.com. 

For more information about growing your 

law practice or taking your firm to the next 

level, please email Steve Fretzin at 

steve@fretzin.com or go to his website at 

www.fretzin.com.  

You can also enjoy Steve’s BE THAT 

LAWYER podcast on all major podcast plat-

forms.  

********
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A practical, easy-to-use guide to transform 

business communications into memorable nar-

ratives that drive conversations--and your ca-

reer—forward


In Everyday Business Storytelling: Create, Sim-

plify, and Adapt A Visual Narrative for Any Audi-

ence, visual communication and storytelling ex-

perts Janine Kurnoff and Lee Lazarus leverage 

decades of experience helping executives at the 

world's top brands--including Colgage-Palmo-

live, Nestlé, T-Mobile, Medtronic and Meta--

bring clarity and meaning to their business 

communications. Whether you're building a pre-

sentation, crafting a high-stakes email, or need 

to influence the conversation in your next meet-

ing with an executive, or have to communicate 

with data, Everyday Business Storytelling offers 

an insightful exploration of how to develop com-

pelling business narratives that meet diverse au-

dience needs.

https://www.amazon.com/

Everyday-Business-Story-

telling-Simplify-Narrative/dp/
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Changing Client Expectations and 
How Law Firms are Taking Advantage 
of AI-Powered Drafting Tools  

Ari Kaplan speaks with James Sherer, a partner at BakerHostetler, who serves as the co-

leader of the Emerging Technology Team of the firm’s Digital Assets and Data Manage-

ment group, and Ross Guberman, the founder and CEO of LawCatch, the developer of 

BriefCatch, a software platform designed to elevate legal writing, which has recently in-

troduced new generative AI features for lawyers and legal professionals. 
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Ari Kaplan 

Tell us about your background and your 

practice at BakerHostetler. 

James Sherer 

I am a partner at BakerHostetler and gradu-

ated from law school in 2002. I was supposed 

to start as a transactional attorney focusing 

on telecommunication issues, but the firm 

collapsed, so I became a products liability liti-

gator. That was my first introduction to e-dis-

covery on a large scale, which was formative. 

I moved to Dickstein Shapiro, where I prac-

ticed white collar defense and insurance cov-

erage policyholder-side litigation and contin-

ued to assume responsibility for a lot of dis-

covery. I moved in-house to Dow Chemical, 

then to Redgrave, where I was truly im-

mersed in e-discovery and information gov-

ernance, before joining BakerHostetler, 

where I have worked for 10 years. My focus 

here began with e-discovery, then progressed 

to information governance, and now is equal-

ly concentrated on artificial intelligence and 

Big Data analytics. 

Ari Kaplan 

You practiced law for several years before 

pursuing a career focused on legal writing 

and developing BriefCatch. How is technolo-

gy changing the way lawyers advocate on 

behalf of their clients? 

Ross Guberman 

I left the actual practice of law about 20 years 

ago, and this is the most exciting thing I've 

ever seen in terms of the profession and legal 

tech, where we are at a bit of a crossroads. We 

are seeing an interesting and ever-changing 

mix of fear of the unknown, being replaced, 



and security, sometimes legitimate and some-

times exaggerated. And on the other hand, 

there is a lot of curiosity, optimism, and ex-

citement about the possibilities, including mak-

ing legal services more accessible. I don't think 

we have figured out where we will end up on 

that spectrum between fear and ebullience, but 

I'm guessing it will be closer to the positive side 

when all is done. 

Ari Kaplan 

Have client expectations of how their lawyers 

communicate with them changed? 

James Sherer 

When you are in-house counsel, you are task-

oriented along several lines. The first is that the 

work is self-contained to the extent you have 

outside counsel creating specific documents for 

you, whether they're litigators or transactional 

lawyers. The second is helping other in-house 

attorneys solve internal issues while consider-

ing politics and cost constraints. Clients today 

want actionable guidance and are working with 

us tactically to solve immediate problems. The 

work product is moving much more quickly. 

Ross Guberman 

Do you think the desire for efficient delivery of 

legal advice will increase as more clients realize 

that law firms should be able to respond faster 

with legal technology, or are they also con-

cerned about legal technology? How is legal 

tech going to affect their expectations? 

James Sherer 

It is changing. Most clients who can afford  

the bigger law firms work with multiple sets. If 

some of those firms start to accelerate how they 

respond, giving actionable answers rather than 

citations to the law that they need to interpret, 

clients will look to those who can adapt and get 

answers quickly because it is more challenging 

now than it was when I was in-house well over 

a decade ago. Clients expect answers from their 

law firms immediately because in-house 

lawyers need to guide their business units more 

quickly. If we can use technology to increase 

accuracy and responsiveness, we will do so. 

Ari Kaplan 

Given your work with judges worldwide, how 

do the kind of communication skills, good writ-

ing, and well-crafted positions that James 

refers to affect the outcomes of bet the compa-

ny matters? 

Ross Guberman 

During COVID, almost all judges shifted to 

reading everything they had to read, mainly 

briefs and motions on iPads, which matters be-

cause people are much more impatient when 

they read on iPads. Just as James said, clients 

always want accurate information quickly, and 

judges have little patience when perusing mo-

tions and briefs, especially when reviewing 

them on screens. So, there is a real premium 

more than ever in having hard-hitting, com-

pelling introductions and preliminary state-

ments because they are reading those carefully 

and then skimming. If you know what you're 

doing, there are opportunities to seize on these 

trends and the overall impatience of many 

readers. 

Ari Kaplan 

You help clients draft policies on privacy, in-

formation governance, records management, 
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security, and AI. What is the key to drafting 

guidelines that people will follow and which 

can be seamlessly enforced? 

James Sherer 

We start from the premise that we cover the 

waterfront for what matters to the organization. 

We incorporate what all of the laws require and 

currently have several AI standards in Colorado 

and New York, as well as the AICP guidance 

and the NIST AI risk management framework. 

We have some building blocks to start orienting 

programs and policy language toward. Howev-

er, there is still a middle ground, and the direc-

tion depends on whether you are drafting a pol-

icy for public reference or a procedure that 

needs to be followed completely. With the in-

flux of generative AI capabilities, companies 

may want to offer guidance on protecting confi-

dential information without preventing techno-

logical adoption, so we will offer feedback on 

those higher-level points while providing the 

requisite level of detail to help the internal team 

manage specific inquiries that arise. We may 

also help draft brief policy statements that can 

be used for regulatory or audit requirements 

and frequently asked questions for a website. 

We are also seeing a much more fluid environ-

ment for where an organization begins and 

ends based on how much work a company out-

sources to a third party. 

Ross Guberman 

What do you think about texting clients? 

James Sherer 

You will meet the client wherever their need is. 

I try to direct the conversation back to more 

traditional channels, but people reach out on 

LinkedIn, SMS, or WhatsApp. Some industries, 

especially financial services, face institutional 

challenges related to regulatory enforcement 

about managing certain types of communica-

tion. Still, we have to be flexible to accommo-

date the needs of our clients. They are looking 

for answers rather than a change in their pre-

ferred method of communication. I think 

there's an expectation that we will have the 

right technology platform to allow us to serve 

clients wherever they want to reach us in a 

compliant way, which will protect confidentiali-

ty and privilege. 

Ari Kaplan  

Given James's point about law firms trying to 

meet their clients where they are, how do you, 

as a developer of legal technology, help in the 

drafting process and ensure that your tools are 

evolving with the needs of your users? 

Ross Guberman 

One exciting thing about owning a legal tech 

company is that it is easy to constantly update 

your product almost instantly in response to 

user requests and behavior. As an editing prod-

uct, we have all different constituents, including 

law firm lawyers, in-house practitioners, and 

judges, who want us to help users avoid certain 

language or phrases in their filings. We can al-

ways improve and innovate, but there is almost 

no end to the possibilities of helping lawyers of 

all types generate superior legal documents 

much more quickly. There is a lot of potential, 

and we have really only just begun. 

Ari Kaplan 

Has the craftsmanship involved with creating 

documents, drafting arguments, and manag-
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data in high-stakes litigation changed due to 

technology? 

James Sherer 

I hope it's only improved, and I believe the ex-

pectations for technological proficiency have 

increased. Ross focuses on the heart and the 

meat of it for people looking at compelling ar-

guments and turns of phrase. If clients can see 

problems, they won't trust those areas where 

they are not deep enough in the weeds also to 

see issues. We have started to see a gradual 

integration of different technologies, allowing 

us to continually improve the work product we 

deliver. Ideally, we want to focus on areas that 

are not replacing practice by any means but 

where there is a continual improvement in 

how we deliver those services to free our time 

and allow us to focus on those areas clients 

expect to hear from us. There have been chal-

lenges where some practitioners have taken 

that process and delegated it all to the tech-

nology. 

Ari Kaplan 

What new opportunities can law firms realize 

with artificial intelligence? 

Ross Guberman 

You can do a lot to consolidate the style of 

partners in the same practice area at the same 

firm to standardize their collective habits, in-

cluding promoting their use of similar phrases. 

Beyond style, the next stage for companies like 

ours is to verify the logic of specific arguments 

to ensure that a writer has not skipped a step 

or provided a level of detail that distracts the 

reader in ways that were impossible before the 

recent influx of ChatGPT and similar tools. 

Ari Kaplan 

How do you see law firms benefiting from 

AI-empowered tools for litigators and prac-

titioners going forward? 

James Sherer 

I don't think it's a replacement by any means. 

It's a slow adoption. It's exciting because we 

are digging into the technologies and asking 

difficult questions about them. It's slow adop-

tion. It's measured. It's intentional. And 

clients are starting to expect it. They want to 

know how their law firms are using these 

technologies to improve the delivery of legal 

services. If you're going to use it as part of 

your practice, you have to understand how it 

works or get someone who really understands 

it because it's still your certification and your 

license. We are getting to the point where you 

can't practice without integrating these tools, 

and you cannot avoid that progress as we see 

the integration of Microsoft Copilot or other 

technologies. 

Ross Guberman 

A provocative post recently on LinkedIn not-

ed that lawyers will become the ideal prompt 

engineers, which is counterintuitive. I own a 

legal tech company, employ developers, and 

do not know how to code. You can create a 

custom GPT using plain language with the 

right tools. In fact, you are rewarded for us-

ing ordinary English, which is why lawyers 

are praised instead of criticized for being bet-

ter than other professionals in handling these 

challenges. 

James Sherer 

The practice of law is steeped in ambiguity 
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and I do not get easy questions because we 

are too expensive for that. There aren't neces-

sarily easy answers. You’re analogizing. 

You're drawing comparisons. How these 

technologies work, for the most part, is very 

similar. You're coming back with an approach 

but not the correct answer. Even with more 

traditional machine learning systems, 2+2 is 

likely 4. It is about being responsible with 

those tools and technologies to save time be-

cause there are increasing pressures from 

clients, especially in the face of rising billing 

rates, to show value. TVs are less expensive, 

but that has not been the case for lawyers, so 

we need to demonstrate the extent of our 

partnership with clients. 

About the Author 

Ari Kaplan (http://www.AriKaplanAdvisors.-

com) regularly interviews leaders in the legal 

industry and the broader professional ser-

vices community to share perspectives, high-

light transformative change, and introduce 

new technology at http://www.Reinventing-

Professionals.com. 

Listen to his conversation with James Sherer 

and Ross Guberman here: https://www.rein-

ventingprofessionals.com/changing-client-

expectations-and-how-law-firms-are-taking-

advantage-of-ai-powered-drafting-tools/ 
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To Plan or To Improvise 

By Richard G. Stock, M.A., FCG, CMC, Partner with Catalyst Consulting  

This is the fifty-first in a series of articles about how corporate and government 

law can improve their performance and add measurable value to their organiza-

tions.

I am quite sure that 95 % of companies, institu-

tions and government organizations develop 

plans and priorities each year. Most have spe-

cific goals and strategies that span 3 to 5 years 

and guide the deployment of resources. It fol-

lows that the same organizations track progress 

and performance against their plans.  

I have read hundreds of corporate, strategic and 

business plans over the years. In many cases, 

their quality is very good. My interviews with 

business units in these organizations suggest 

that plans are an effective management tool at 

both the corporate and business unit levels. So 

why do law departments fare poorly when it 

comes to applying the same methodologies and 

management practices to themselves?  

Some time ago, I had the opportunity to ex-

change with more than 50 law departments  



on this issue. Here is what I found. 

On the question “Does your law department 

produce a written business plan each year?” 

40 % said they had a written plan in place, 

55.7 % said there was no plan and 2.5 % did not 

know. This distribution reconciles with my own 

consulting experience, although I tend to spend 

more time with departments that have yet to 

develop plans. None of these statistics shed any 

light on whether law departments do good 

work or whether they are appreciated by those 

who use their services. But they speak volumes 

about the chances of a department having a 

significant strategic impact in the organization 

each year. Why - because they are reactive and 

can rarely make the time to change their focus.  

The second question asked “Is there a formal  

process for obtaining business unit input in 

preparing your plan or in anticipating their re-

quirements for legal services delivery?” Only 

19 % reported that they relied on a formal 

process of getting input from business units to 

either come up with a plan or at least to antici-

pate requirements for service. Overall, 64 % 

sought no formal input and another 17 % of re-

spondents did not know whether such a 

process was in place for their departments 

since they were not responsible for the man-

agement of the law department. 

I am persuaded that Chief Legal Officers and 

General Counsel are quite capable of preparing 

formal plans. I know that they speak with busi-

ness units every day during the normal conduct 

of business – but rarely to learn more about 

demand for legal services. This approach 
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closely resembles a law firm business model 

that is professional, relationship-based, and 

able to react capably when called upon. But it 

is does not let the law department achieve its 

full potential as a strategic business contribu-

tor. 

“Is your law department able to forecast the 

number and type of matters it will handle each 

year?” The answer to this third question is not 

surprising. I wanted to understand whether 

the informal approach to planning produced 

the same results as that achieved with a formal 

business plan. Only 20 % of the law depart-

ments can forecast demand at the matter level. 

Some 75.5% are unable to secure this level of 

detail, and 5 % of the respondents did not 

know. Forecasting demand by type, hours, 

number of matters and complexity level does 

not require a matter management system or 

timekeeping in the law department.  

I have had the opportunity to test the capacity 

of law departments to estimate demand for 

services. Discussions with 10 different corpo-

rate, institutional, and public-sector law de-

partments revealed a great deal. Lawyers were 

asked to allocate their time by business unit 

and by legal specialty so that it totaled 100 % 

for the year. It took 15 – 30 minutes for each 

lawyer to complete the survey, confirming that 

they know their practice well enough. 

I then requested an estimate of the number of 

matters / files handled which fell into one of 

three ranges: 0 – 5 hours, 6 – 25 hours and 

more than 25 hours each. The lawyer then es-

timated what proportion of the year was rep-

resented by each of the three groupings. This 

profile of the law department was interesting 

for everyone in the department. It provided 

the General Counsel with a baseline to ques-

tion anomalies and from which to adjust client 

usage patterns. It was a short next step to dis-

cuss the findings and the demand for legal 

services with business units, and from there to 

fine-tune usage patterns, as well as to change 

practice patterns for individual lawyers and 

staff in the law department.  

The final question asked “Do you believe that 

your law department should be more struc-

tured when planning and then managing the 

deployment of its resources?” Seventy-nine 

percent (79 %) said they should be more struc-

tured, 16 % said no – perhaps because their 

plans are sufficiently structured, and 5 % did 

not know. I believe that the results of this sur-

vey are likely to be the same a year from now if 

law departments wait for the company to re-

quire formal plans. The distribution of an-

swers will be dramatically different if the Gen-

eral Counsel decides that a more formal plan-

ning process and focussed business priorities 

will be the order of the day for the law de-

partment in 2025. The precedents and tools 

are available. It is not enough for law depart-

ments to be good goaltenders. Setting a dead-

line and investing 25 hours will generate a 

game plan for better results. 

About the Author 

Richard G. Stock, M.A., FCG, CMC is the Man-

aging Partner of Catalyst Consulting. The firm 

has been advising corporate and government 

law departments across North America and 

around the world since 1996. Contact Richard 

at (416) 367-4447 or richard.Stock@cata-

lystlegal.com. Also see www.catalystlegal.com 
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Legal is changing rapidly. 

Are you keeping up?

Legal professionals who want to be successful need to stay up-to-

date on the latest trends and technologies. LegalTechTalk is the 
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how you can use them to improve your practice.
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The Art of Deselection: 
Mindfully Fit by Design 
Lex Maze Series


By Valérie M. Saintot, Lawyer and Mindfulness Teacher

The legal profession has entered a hyperactive 

era and is experiencing a tsunami of stimuli: 

technology, mental health, new mega business 

challenges to advise on, change of geographical 

references, new ways of working, included the 

redefinition of the importance of leadership 

and management in legal teams. Some days the 

headlines are about a silent mental health pan-

demic in the legal profession. Other days we 

are told how much we underestimate our re-

placeability by generative AI. Not easy to keep 

cool as the summer heat is approaching.  

Eastern and Western contemplative traditions 

advocate that when everything goes too fast 

and we experience a sense of being over-

whelmed, the best thing to keep up is not to ac-

celerate and run. No, it is to slow down and re-

treat a moment. 



May and June are the peaks of legal confer-

ences season, with a rain of social media 

postings capable of activating our conscious 

or unconscious fear of missing out, experi-

encing the famous FOMO syndrome. What 

about pausing and practicing ‘deselection’ to 

inhibit our drive for unreasonable busy-ness 

which may not bring much business? What 

about growing our mental fitness and focus 

on the essential and what matters to empow-

er ourselves with what we can truly change 

here and now? 

  

Five years down the legal technology revolu-

tion blast, thought leaders start to affirm that 

with the dust settling, we can now be more 

rational and realise that yes technologies will 

structurally transform the profession in ways 

we may not even imagined. Yet, here and 

now, legal professionals are still fighting with 

many issues that need human embodied solu-

tions. Roadmaps to encourage high rate of 

adoption of legal technologies invite ecosys-

tems to evaluate the digital maturity of their 

processes and skill profiles. Many agree on 

the need to provoke a shift in the working 

culture of legal teams to make best use of 

technological revolution while being ever 

more life centric and appreciative of the in-

credible human potential. 

  

These trends are welcome and necessary. The 

challenge is to avoid paralysis feeling over-

whelmed not knowing where to start or spin 

in fruitless hyper activism. The goal is to walk 

the golden middle of awareness and proactiv-

ity while steering away from excessive confu-

sion and pain. 
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This is why we promote the art of deselec-

tion as a special way of looking at the world. 

The idea is to develop a grounded approach to 

transform our presence to our environments, 

augmenting ourselves with technologies (digital 

and social ones) and exercising deep discern-

ment to select and even better deselect what 

does not contribute to the deep transformations 

we aspire to. 

  

Two toolboxes come handy to help legal profes-

sionals in this respect: legal design thinking and 

mindful working. This is what this short article 

endeavours to bring forth. It highlights chal-

lenges we have experienced as counterproduc-

tive. It also bring forth practices that are effi-

cient mitigators and even possibly highways to 

structural and deep rEVOLution we so much 

need. 

  

When combining legal design thinking and 

mindfulness practices in a legal team, many 

challenges become more manageable and over-

come with grace and contentment by the teams. 

More than often, legal design thinking is viewed 

as focused on legal deliverables and legal ser-

vices for users and clients. In the present arti-

cle, we do not explain legal design thinking 

process, tools and deliverables but more on 

how it can help legal teams to improve their 

own daily lives (1). We continue by zooming 

into how mindfulness bring another dimension 

to the conversation in terms of mindset and at-

titudes it fosters and directly synergize with le-

gal design thinking to slow down the process 

and fast-forward the impact (2).  

1. How legal design thinking con-

tributes to the art of deselection   

Over the two + decades of using both (legal) 

design thinking and mindfulness at work in 

different departments, including legal, we 

could experience four perspectives that need 

dedicated attention to not stand in the way of 

teams. 

  

A. Less silos, more pluridisciplinarity 

Legal design thinking enhances the interac-

tive, collaborative, and iterative nature of the 

design process, boosting access to information 

and the flow of ideas based on participants' 

expertise and capabilities. Everyone within the 

legal ecosystem is encouraged to join the de-

sign process following the ‘no tie no title’ prin-

ciple. This significantly amplifies the cognitive 

resources tapped by team members as they 

work together to solve problems, create new 

ideas, refine processes, or make data-driven 

decisions. Sharing the challenges across sever-

al brains, hearts and bodies by design natural-

ly make the burden less heavy for each team 

member. Equally, involving stakeholders from 

across legal teams or departments with differ-

ent skill set help with increase the importance 

given to pluridisciplinarity as a major asset to 

nurture and mobilise.  

B. Less complexity, more user centricity 

Improving legal processes without applying 

legal design thinking is not highly challenging 

but also a missed chance to evolve culture and 

mindsets. 

Legal processes often involve strict deadlines, 

specialized terminology, and an understanding 

of legal procedures. If legal professionals use 

the opportunity of rethinking their working 

mobilizing themselves the methodology (not 
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delegating it to ‘designers’), they start to see 

how design thinking can be put to the service 

of hardcore legal output. It reduces the num-

ber of rounds of comments and increases the 

mobilization of business intelligence and 

know-how. In turn, it significantly increases 

the acceptance of the final output. 

  

Legal design thinking prioritizes the end user's 

needs from the start of the creation process. In 

our mind, the end user can also very much be 

the lawyers and all within the team. By having 

these reflexes, developed when practicing legal 

design, legal professionals can let the mindsets 

and key characteristics be transferred to other 

legal output. Learning to reduce complexity 

without simplifying reality is a very meaning-

ful skill to master for a legal professional. The 

efficiency achieved results in substantial time 

savings for everyone involved, leading to a 

high return on time invested. 

  

  

C. Less knowhow loss, more upskilling  

Legal design thinking is highly effective for 

managing legal knowledge as it helps legal 

professionals to think more 3D and less linear. 

The more legal professionals get comfortable 

to deconstruct and rebuild their work in a 

more multimodal way, the more the increase 

they impact of their work with clients, peers or 

judges. Legal design thinking can help with big 

picture thinking so important to provide com-

prehensive overviews of available legal assets.  

Legal design acts as a catalyst for efficient 

knowledge retrievable because it helps to store 

it in a more intuitive and memorable way and 

downstream it helps with the dissemination 

and accessibility avoiding reinventing the 

wheel on the same topic again. Additionally, 

legal design thinking encourages to present 

legal information in more engaging ways for 

both lawyers and non-lawyers. This approach 

promotes active recycling of legal knowledge 

and leads to saving significant efforts and pre-

cious resources.  

D. Less risk adversity, more innovation 

Mastering legal drafting and public speaking is 

no longer sufficient. Lawyers must approach 

communication from a broader perspective. 

Legal design thinking and legal knowledge vi-

sualization do not replace text-based outputs 

but rather complement them. Yet, such meth-

ods enhance the cognition of legal profession-

als and improve the understanding and reten-

tion of information for their audience. 

  

By being more prototype oriented, also in the 

realm of ideas and legal reasoning  - not limit-

ing legal design thinking to documents or in-

terfaces redesign  - legal professionals can as-

sociate a more diverse number of stakehold-

ers. This directly influences the possibility to 

be more innovative as teaming up with others 

lower risk adversity. 

More people with more diverse backgrounds 

can grow disproportionately more confidence 

in trying new ways of solving problems as 

more minds and hearts can think and feel how 

reasoning could take new avenues. 

  

2. How mindfulness contributes to the 

art of deselection 

  

Let’s remember that the present piece is 

about promoting the Art of Deselection. 
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In this respect, mindfulness (the ability to pay 

attention in the present moment non-judg-

mentally) can play a significant role in legal 

design thinking as it does in agile and other 

creative processes. 

  

A. More attention, less infobesity 

Focusing one’s attention is a direct experience 

and lasting benefit of practicing mindfulness. 

With a concrete sense for our ability to direct 

our attention, we can usefully regain agency to 

steer away from being victim of the infobesity 

times we live in. Mindfulness helps team 

members maintain focus on the task at hand, 

reducing distractions and improving produc-

tivity. 

  

During creative rounds, openness in the here 

and now is needed to understand and solve 

complex problems. This openness translates in 

not being caught up in past solutions and cer-

tainties and being able to hold a blank canvas 

to allow new solutions to emerge and be de-

signed. This sense of openness is crucial in de-

sign thinking sprints and the more it becomes 

a concrete and shared experience, the more it 

also can mature to become an unconscious 

competence applicable across the board. 

  

B. More creativity, less auto-pilot 

Mindfulness practices encourage to create dis-

tance between stimuli and the reaction we op-

pose to these stimuli. Mindfulness reduces our 

cognitive rigidity and fosters our creative reac-

tion to life events. This flexibility is key for 

creativity and innovation. This is essential in 

design thinking where innovative approaches 

can lead to better outcomes by generating 

more creative solutions. Taking a step back, 

breathing in and out, not jumping to judge-

ment and conclusion too early is powerful be-

yond words. When we just not turn to our 

auto-pilot, we give ourselves the chance to re-

visit our past certainties and freely choose a 

brand new course of action. We break the pat-

tern of being prisoner of the past and allow to 

choose new options in the present moment. 

  

C. More empathy, less conflicts 

Mindfulness promotes better communication, 

empathy, and understanding among team 

members. By training the ability to be self-

aware and resourceful, mindfulness creates a 

space where diverse views can be shared and 

appreciated. This directly helps in the design 

thinking process to improve collaboration 

when brainstorming and prototyping. It helps 

depersonalize conflicts and bring the focus on 

the process and the ideas and less on the au-

thors of the ideas. Resolving conflicts quickly 

and amicably becomes a natural mindset.  

Without mindfulness and design thinking, dis-

cussions tend to be happening in our mental 

clouds and be disembodied. 

  

They possibly become dramatized specially 

among legal professionals who are quick at 

producing ideas and vigorously plead for their 

convictions. When slowing down and being 

more mindful, the natural propensity to insti-

gate drama drops and a space for more mutual 

appreciation opens. 

  

D. More resilience, less overload 

The iterative nature of design thinking can be 

stressful either by self-imposed pressure, by 

the discomfort of the deconstruction phase or 

 � • eMagazine • www.legalbusinessworld.com64



by the misunderstanding one would need to 

be creative. Mindfulness helps manage stress 

and maintain emotional balance. Just invit-

ing to a moment of silent reflection several 

times during the process can help team 

members to remain calm and effective under 

pressure. The more these qualities are prac-

ticed in the context of design thinking related 

activities, the higher the chances they get 

transferred to other parts of the legal work 

where legal design thinking may not be cen-

tral. With less stress spilling in the team, set-

backs and failures become less taboo. This is 

important in design thinking, where itera-

tions often include learning from failures. As 

an outcome, a sense of confidence to face 

whatever challenge come our way grows and 

we become more resilient and responsible. 

  

Bringing together legal design thinking 

and mindfulness: the Double Diamond 

Mindfulness encourages present-moment 

awareness and reduces impulsivity, leading to 

more thoughtful and informed decision-mak-

ing. This is beneficial in design thinking, 

where decisions need to be made based on 

user insights and feedback. By growing the 

sense of effectiveness and efficiency dear to 

legal professionals and knowledge worker 

generally, there is a growing appreciation for 

pooling assets to serve the decision that needs 

to be made. 

  

By integrating mindfulness practices into de-

sign thinking, teams can enhance their overall 

effectiveness, creativity, and well-being. We 

speak of this approach as an art because it is a  
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nonlinear process, not easy to reproduce and 

before being a recognized artist it takes 10’000 

hours of trials and errors. We need to deselect 

our auto-pilot mode; we need to deselect our 

beliefs and prejudices; we need to deselect at-

tending every opportunity. Then we need to se-

lect contentment with what we achieve, small 

or big.  

Promoting mindfulness and (legal) design 

thinking at work for 20 + years, it is our first-

hand experience that one needs to stick long 

enough with both to benefit from them and 

grow the art of deselection. In the face of a 

technological revolution of the size of the one 

we are going through, this is even more essen-

tial to sort the short-lived from the transforma-

tional, the fads from the trends that have come 

to stay. The goal is not to deny or withdraw. 

The goal is to mobilize resources as smartly as 

possible, so actions are timely and impactful 

versus scattered and self-exhausting, creating a 

lot of distress for limited to no impact. 

FURTHER READINGS 

For those interested in a deeper understanding 

and evidence, you can use the following key-

words in Google Scholar for more in-depth ex-

ploration of deep trends and extensive re-

search: #mindfulness and #designthinking; 

#mindfulness and #projectmanagement; 

#mindfulness and #agile; #mindfulness and 

#creativity.  For more management-oriented 

literature, a search in Google combining 

#mindfulness and #designthinking also show 

how these toolboxes have been teamed up 

across the board. 

  

Henriksen D, Richardson C, Shack K. (2020)  

Mindfulness and creativity: Implications for 

thinking and learning. Elsevier, Thinking Skills 

Creat. doi: 10.1016/j.tsc.2020.100689. 

  

Lulić, F., Saintot, V.M. (2022) The big why of 

legal design and legal knowledge 

ECB Legal Conference 2022, DOI:

10.2866/20386  

Saintot, V.M., Di Matteo, G. (2022). Helping 

Lawyers to Better Visualize Their Knowledge: A 

Formula and Four Scenarios. In Liquid Legal – 

Humanization and the Law. Springer, Cham. 

https://doi.org/

10.1007/978-3-031-14240-6_10 

  

Wagner, A. and Sherwin, R.K. (2014), Law, Cul-

ture and Visual Studies, Springer; 

Corrales Compagnucci, M., Haapio, H., Hagan, 

M., and Doherty, M. (2021), Legal 

Design, Edward Elgar Publishing Ltd.; Tafur, K. 

and Martins, M. (2022), Legal Design, 

Thomson Reuters Aranzadi. 
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How AI is Changing the Game for 
Financial Investigations  

Tod McDonald, co-founder of Valid8 Financial

Just as electronic discovery transformed the 

way lawyers collect and analyze documents in 

legal cases, AI-driven verified financial intelli-

gence (VFI) is poised to revolutionize financial 

investigations. 

  

Whether regarding suspected embezzlement, 

bankruptcy or a family law case, these investi-

gations are typically lengthy, arduous and ex-

pensive. Lawyers might spend weeks preparing 

and organizing data or hire costly forensic ac-

counting firms or expert witnesses. Either way, 

the time and resources spent are significant.  

The volume and complexity of financial data 

are the biggest hurdles to building a solid case. 

Professionals often spend 90% of investigation 

time just preparing and managing data. 

https://www.legalreader.com/valid8-financial-accelerates-growth-shaping-verified-financial-intelligence-category/
https://www.legalreader.com/valid8-financial-accelerates-growth-shaping-verified-financial-intelligence-category/
https://www.legalreader.com/valid8-financial-accelerates-growth-shaping-verified-financial-intelligence-category/
https://www.legalreader.com/valid8-financial-accelerates-growth-shaping-verified-financial-intelligence-category/
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Administrative tasks consume precious time, 

limiting the depth of analysis. Emerging 

technologies, including VFI, can remove data 

preparation burdens for more efficient and 

effective investigations. 

  

The benefits of VFI 

AI-powered VFI reduces manual data man-

agement, shortens investigation timelines, 

enhances evidence quality, supports case 

building and presentation, and contributes to 

higher job satisfaction. 

  

●      Data management 

Every professional knows the pain of manu-

ally reviewing hundreds or thousands of 

documents, from bank and brokerage state-

ments to handwritten checks, spanning mul-

tiple institutions, accounts and time periods. 

Teams are tasked with sorting, separating, 

entering, verifying and reconciling all the 

data before they can begin analysis. The 

painstaking and repetitive nature of this 

process, coupled with the pressure of case 

deadlines, renders a comprehensive exami-

nation of every transaction practically im-

possible.  

AI-powered VFI accomplishes in hours what 

takes humans days or weeks. These solutions 

automatically extract relevant financial data, 

regardless of format. Unconventional docu-

ments typically require manual entry, but 

VFI eliminates that necessity. Quality plat-

forms can even read handwritten checks and 

deposit slips. 



VFI software runs checks to verify the data, 

detecting discrepancies such as omitted, du-

plicated or erroneous transaction extractions. 

The algorithms automatically merge and 

match entries from across accounts, institu-

tions and time periods and alert investigators 

to issues like missing monthly statements or 

incongruent account balances. These solutions 

can even categorize transactions by type, loca-

tion, counterparty and other characteristics for 

enhanced value. 

  

VFI’s speed and accuracy enable investigation 

teams to build a comprehensive, verified 

dataset covering every transaction in a mini-

mal amount of time.  

●      Data analysis 

The accelerated data preparation phase gives 

teams more time and better data for a more 

thorough investigation. VFI platforms create 

centralized databases that are easy to update 

and search to support ongoing analysis efforts. 

  

Data verification algorithms highlight missing 

information so teams can track down unac-

counted-for statements. While traditional pro-

cesses require someone to manually reconcile 

the new data, creating headaches and delays, 

AI seamlessly integrates it with existing evi-

dence. 

  

VFI platforms also flag unusual or potentially 

suspicious transactions that human review 

might miss. Additionally, the complete finan-

cial record reveals more of these instances 

than the limited dataset available with human 

preparation. For example, contradictory bal-

ances or mismatched account numbers may be 

mistakes, but they might also signal malfea-

sance. VFI platforms quickly surface these dis-

crepancies so investigators can examine them 

more closely.  

Spreadsheets present significant limitations to 

tracking money movement. A VFI platform 

grants additional visibility by turning thou-

sands of individual transactions into graphs 

and charts. Investigators can literally see the 

flow of money between accounts to spot un-

usual activity and drill down into specific 

transactions. Perhaps a sum left one account 

but never appeared in another, possibly sig-

naling a hidden account or embezzlement. 

This insight presents leads and helps investi-

gators develop a narrative. 

  

All of this investigation can happen in the time 

previously reserved just for data preparation. 

●      Case-building 

VFI creates courtroom-ready evidence. 

Lawyers know the data is verified and can 

produce a continuous chain of custody to meet 

the high standards required for a legal case. 

  

The centralized database facilitates better col-

laboration among law firms, accounting teams 

and other stakeholders. Everyone can access 

complete and updated information, eliminat-

ing challenges with version control and reduc-

ing communication delays. This streamlined 

process accelerates and enhances discovery 

and analysis for faster time to insight. 

The additional time for analysis, coupled with 

the comprehensive view of financial transac-

tions, supports better narrative-building and a 
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stronger court case. Teams can conduct more 

thorough reviews to uncover more sophisticat-

ed schemes in fraud investigations or gain a 

more exhaustive understanding of a complex 

set of assets in a family law or bankruptcy 

case. 

  

The complete portfolio of transactions demon-

strates the depth and thoroughness of the in-

vestigation, preventing opposing counsel from 

attempting claims of overlooked evidence. Vi-

sualization tools also help lawyers prove the 

case narrative. Judges and juries can more 

easily follow and understand intricate money 

trails for a more convincing case. 

  

●      Legal Team morale 

Burnout is a significant challenge facing the 

legal field. One study found that two-thirds of 

lawyers suffered from burnout; other research 

suggests similar rates. Some of this dissatisfac-

tion is likely due to time-consuming and te-

dious but exacting work, such as data prepara-

tion. This task requires significant attention to 

detail but can quickly become monotonous. 

Lawyers, paralegals, and related support staff 

prefer to spend their time accomplishing the 

high-value tasks they were trained for, like de-

veloping case strategy, not extracting, recon-

ciling, sorting and categorizing financial 

transactions. 

  

VFI platforms automate much of the tedious 

work involved in data preparation. Instead of 

working tirelessly for weeks to create a limited 

dataset, lawyers or their partner accounting 

firms can begin investigating the entire trans-

action history in just a few hours. The reduc-

tion in time spent on manual tasks reduces the 

overall workload, improves morale and in-

creases job satisfaction. 

  

AI’s role in financial investigations 

AI will not replace lawyers. VFI technology is 

merely a tool to empower lawyers by manag-

ing data and delivering insight. Humans must 

investigate that data to draw informed conclu-

sions that account for the external context and 

leverage their critical thinking and creativity. 

Technology does not tell stories and build rela-

tionships — humans do. These elements are 

what legal practice is all about. 

  

VFI handles the heavy lifting of data prepara-

tion for financial investigations so lawyers can 

focus on the delicate tasks of building narra-

tives and presenting cases, ultimately resulting 

in better outcomes for clients and a more ful-

filling job experience.  

 

About the Author  

Tod McDonald, CPA, CIRA, is the co-founder 

of Valid8 Financial. Early in his career, Tod 

was an auditor with Ernst & Young and has 

spent decades navigating complex financial 

situations, including leading an investigation 

that unraveled a $200 million real estate in-

vestment Ponzi scheme in Washington State. 

Motivated by this experience, he co-founded 

Valid8 Financial to build a Verified Financial 

Intelligence solution to expedite data prep, 

eliminate sample risk and improve the speed 

and quality of rendering a professional opin-

ion on complex financial cases. 
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This is an awesome book. On 482 pages in fair-

ly small print it provides a wealth of informa-

tion on the set up (Chapter C), the management 

( Chapter D) and governance ( Chapter E) of a 

law firm as well as on effective marketing.the 

sale of services and acquisition of clients 

( Chapter F).It starts, however, with a very 

comprehensive overview on the legal market 

and the environment for the provision of legal 

services by lawyers and law firms (Chapter A) 

before covering some key considerations of the 

actual set up of a law firm: forming a vision on 

its scope of specialisation, business model, ide-

al clients, industry focus or niche of choice; and 

the rationale for its set up or further develop-

ment (Chapter B)  

And while the book is valuable for all sizes of 

law firms and their management it can just as 

much benefit any individual lawyers for his or 

her own practice and its development in any 

existing law firm.  

LAW FIRM DEVELOPMENT 
Establishing,Management,Leadership and Marketing  
Dr. Geertje Tutschka, MCC 

Reviewer: Dr. Christian Kessel LL.M



All of the author's writing is backed up by 

some real life showcases and expert opinions 

as she has assembled an amazing group of ex-

perts from all parts of the legal environment 

who were willing to share examples and in-

sights and be quoted in the book.  

  

The book has a number of particular 

strengths: First, it is very practical and it 

quickly becomes obvious that the author has 

dealt with many of the issues she addresses 

personally either in her own law firm and 

working environments or as a coach to those 

facing the challenges of day-to-day law firm 

development and leadership.  

Second, it provides a very pertinent economic, 

technical/ digital, generational and work di-

versity related analysis of present and future 

challenges for the legal market and the firms 

operating in it:Her analysis is always embed-

ded in the big developments or pivotal points 

of society at large, with often very interesting 

and at times surprising comparisons of the 

three countries and jurisdictions she has lived 

in and knows intimately: United States, Ger-

many and Austria. 

Third, and to me personally most impor-

tantly, the general message is always very 

entrepreneurial and the reader is en-

couraged and challenged to leave behind 

the traditional role of a lawyer simply as 

a service provider, adviser and (at least 

in Germany) part of the judiciary system 

and instead adopt the mindset and be-

haviour patterns of a true entrepreneur. 

In going through the pages, the reader is 

clearly led to understand that being en-

trepreneurial is the key for success in the legal 

profession whether at firm level or for the in-

dividual practitioner.  

Fourth, the author is very clear that a key part 

of the lawyer's responsibilities are selling him-

or herself, the team or the firm in its entirety. 

“Sales and acquisition” (heading of Chapter 

F.II.) is therefore in my view the right and best 

way of referring to what is perhaps more so-

phisticatedly (but also more shyly) often re-

ferred to as business development.  

A particularly enjoyable feature of the book is 

its always optimistic tone.And  there is a con-

stant call to action, whether to become crisis 

resistant, to simply get going (instead of wait-

ing or thinking for too long) or to accept how 

the market has developed and what therefore 

is required as essential building blocks for a 

sound law firm concept, strategy and business 

model. The author does not leave the reader 

alone with many options but always recom-

mends a course of action.  

In that manner she always encourages the 

reader to embark on journeys of trial and error 

and taking risks.  
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Even glowing praise may be privy to a few 

ideas for the next edition: some of the charts 

and graphs are too small to be easily legible. In 

view of the continuous success story of Kirk-

land Ellis or the merger of Allen&Overy with 

Shearman&Sterling, it remains to be seen 

whether large law firms will become a discon-

tinued model as the author predicts. And the 

effective and efficient practicalities of success-

ful sales/business development could perhaps 

be expanded to the same measure as the very 

detailed passages on marketing and communi-

cation. 

  

In conclusion, this is a very comprehensive 

and detailed starting point for all those who 

are unaware, unsure or untrained as regards 

whether to set up a law firm and,if so,with 

what concept,vision and strategy,how to effec-

tively form it, and then manage and eventually 

develop its growth. I am impressed by the 

wealth of topics covered and the depth of 

analysis, practical advice and recommenda-

tions for each of them. I have therefore great 

pleasure in wholeheartedly recommending 

this tome. 

 

 

About the Reviewer  

Dr. Christian Kessel LL.M( London)  

After 32 years in private practice in the in-

ternational law firms Baker&McKenzie (ini-

tially in London, later Frankfurt) and 

Bird&Bird in Frankfurt for the last 17 years, 

Christian has taken regular retirement at the 

end of April 2022.He has subsequently set up 

his own business as a coach, trainer and con-

sultant for Successful Business Development 

for lawyers (and other professionals) of any 

seniority level (from associates to partners). 

For further details please check his webpage.  

********

Due to digitalization, the pandemic and several economic crises, as 

well as the new demands on the world of work and the responsibility 

for sustainable business, the legal market and the ways lawyers work 

are changing. Law firms are facing entirely new and more complex 

challenges than before. This book provides answers to all questions 

related to law firm formation, law firm management, employee lead-

ership, and law firm marketing. It highlights all aspects of modern 

strategic law firm development, including related business models 

such as legal tech. The clear and didactically prepared structure with 

chapter breakdowns, working exam-

ples, expert statements and summaries 

also facilitates selective reference to 

specific topics. 
Amazon.
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Document Review Work 

Ready, Set, Prepare, Go 

Adv. Janet Belleli Goodvach, Head of E-Discovery and Document Review at LawFlex

It is a matter of debate whether it was Ben-

jamin Franklin or some other great wordsmith 

who penned the phrase: “by failing to prepare, 

you are preparing to fail”.  What is not in de-

bate is the accuracy of this statement, or its less 

sharp document review application – by failing 

to prepare, you are preparing to spend a lot 

more time and money.  

Recently I had the pleasure of pulling masking 

tape from the skirting boards around a room I 

painted. I felt chuffed at the drip free clean 

paint job. The last time we had a bedroom 

painted, I spent around 6 frustrating hours 

cleaning paint marks off floors and furniture 

because the painter had failed to properly cover 

surfaces and prepare the room before painting. 



This time around, I spent a valuable hour 

carefully covering surfaces and preparing the 

room. The time proved productive.   

It got me thinking about some of the docu-

ment review and eDiscovery projects I have 

worked on over the years, and how many 

times law firms and corporate clients rush 

into getting a massive document review ex-

ercise started - and hurry through the plan-

ning and preparatory phases in an effort to 

get the project moving.  However, with some 

extra time allocated for planning and prepa-

ration, the review process can be smoother, 

take less time overall, and bring with it im-

proved clarity, accuracy and associated cost 

savings. 

Document Review Work Reality 

Each document review project has its own 

unique work flow, hurdles and 

complications.  Here are two extreme exam-

ples I encountered over the years worth shar-

ing:   

For one project, Lawflex was approached by a 

large retail group. The frazzled client repre-

sentatives were in the midst of M&A discus-

sions with thousands of customers’ and ser-

vice providers’ contracts requiring review in a 

short time frame. The client wanted to better 

understand its customer base, contract enti-

tlements and liabilities. The client had hur-

riedly set up a process for contract review, but 

was unwilling to allocate time for a “contract 
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review trial run” or to amend its process and 

work flow once the review started, fearing de-

lays and an inability to achieve the review 

within the time limit that had been set by the 

finance department.  The instructions to the 

legal document review team were littered with 

ambiguities, but the legal team were instructed 

to get working nonetheless and ask questions 

along the way.  The client was happy with the 

project outcomes, and the review was com-

pleted within the allocated time period. How-

ever, the number of errors along the way that 

required correction could have been reduced, 

and the overall speed of review improved, had 

extra time been allocated at the start for plan-

ning and testing of the workflow. 

  

By contrast, I managed a different project 

where Lawflex were helping a leading in-

ternational law firm with its e-discovery needs, 

but the firm agreed to work with Lawflex in a 

planning phase, prior to the full e-discovery 

exercise.  Whilst the IT team was busy collect-

ing and uploading data from custodians, run-

ning search terms across the data fields and 

creating review batches, a smaller team of 

lawyers started a review exercise to “test” the 

data. The smaller introductory review team 

enabled coding instructions to be clarified and 

the coding panel improved. This reduced the 

chance of misunderstanding once the full 

much larger review team came on board.  The 

“test” review team were also able to identify 

tens of thousands of documents that could be 

bulk batched and coded for production, and 

removed from the data set needing review. By 

the time that the full document review team 

started work two weeks later, the volume of 

documents that required review had reduced 

substantially, and the risk of errors in coding, 

was sizeably reduced.  

Don’t rush to start a project 

 eDiscovery and document review tasks are 

usually conducted under the pressures of tight 

timelines and dates set by the court or arbitra-

tion orders. There is usually a feeling among 

those leading the document review task, that 

they are diving into a great data abys – with 

uncertainty how wide and deep that data lake 

will be. 

  

However, after decades of being involved in 

massive document review exercises, a few tips 

to avoid a lot of unnecessary mess include:        

• Make sure you appoint a document review 

team manager (or several depending on the 

size of your review team). Involve them 

from the start in the planning phase and 

they will be better equipped when leading 

the document review team, helping answer 

queries and guiding reviewers throughout 

the review process. They should work in 

collaboration with the client or with the 

lawyers driving the legal process as early as 

possible in the document review process, 

and then regularly throughout the process. 

• Work with a smaller set of document re-

viewers for the first few days / weeks of the 

project.  This allows ambiguities in instruc-

tions to be clarified before a full team of 

reviewers embark on the review.  

• Encourage feedback from your initial mi-

cro review team on the review process. Ask 

them - what is helpful? What is hindering? 
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• What is unclear?  Encourage your review-

ers to be active participants in the process, 

rather than “robot reviewers”. It will enable 

improvements and efficiencies to be im-

plemented.  This is particularly important 

before the full review team come on board. 

• Encourage feedback from your full review 

team – the more questions / feedback, the 

better chance of avoiding errors, and iden-

tifying and resolving problems that are be-

ing faced by the full review team. 

  

Often these additional steps prior to the re-

view kicking off, are viewed as a luxury in time 

and cost that the client or law firm think they 

cannot justify.  I can vouch that with a little 

extra time taken to plan and prepare, time will 

ultimately be saved throughout the document 

review exercise.  

About the Author  

Adv. Janet Belleli Goodvach is head of E-Dis-

covery and Document Review at LawFlex. She 

has spent over 20 years managing large and 

complex litigation, arbitration and document 

review projects across many jurisdictions 

around the world. Janet graduated with a BA/

LLB from Monash University Australia and 

worked with Australian and British law firms, 

before joining LawFlex: 

janet.goodvach@lawflex.com If computers end 

up replacing lawyers before Janet retires, she 

may start offering house painting services. 
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How to Make Values 
Really Matter 
  
Daljit Singh, Principal of Transforming Talent

Many law firms have core organisational ‘val-

ues’ proudly displayed on their websites, and 

office walls, which they promote to their people 

and clients. 

This article discusses the critical role of core 

values, how to assess if law firms are ‘living’ 

their values, and how to make values really 

matter. 

Core Values 

Core values represent the core beliefs and prin-

ciples that help guide the actions of an organi-

sation. These values should: 

• Resonate with the firm’s people and its 

clients 

• Be widely shared within the firm 



• Signal what the firm stands for and what it 

will not compromise 

• Act as a compass and ethical basis for deci-

sion-making 

• Guide interactions and relationships, with-

in the firm, and with clients 

• Influence the development of firm culture 

Many researchers including the management 

‘guru’ Jim Collins [1], have highlighted the ad-

vantage for organisations who live their core 

values. These include the following: 

• Developing a more positive and cohesive 

firm culture 

• Attracting and retaining the best talent 

• Creating stronger client relationships 

• Promoting alignment in navigating  

strategic challenges and opportunities 

• Creating a unique identity that stands out 

Listed below are the five most cited core val-

ues of the world’s twenty largest law firms, 

based on a review of their websites in May 

2024. The number of firms mentioning the 

value are noted in brackets. 

1.    Excellence (11) 

2.    Diversity and Inclusion (9) 

3.    Client Centric (8) 

4.    Collaboration (7) 

5.    Respect (7) 

There is a wide divergence in values noted 

across the firms with ‘Excellence’ being the only 

value mentioned by more than half of the firms. 
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Many of these firms state that their core val-

ues are integral to who they are, their culture, 

and how they operate. This raises the ques-

tion as to the extent these firms, and many 

others with core values, are living their val-

ues. 

Are Firms Living Their Values? 

One of the best ways to know if a firm is liv-

ing its core values is to get feedback from its 

people. Clients can also be 

surveyed as clients should 

be able to comment if they 

are experiencing those core 

values in their interactions 

with firm members. 

  

Below are key questions for a 

brief assessment on whether a firm is living 

its core values.  

1. Are the values widely communicated in 

the Firm? 

2. Is each value well-defined with behavioral 

examples? 

3. Are people able to recall the values, with-

out having to look them up? 

4. Are there clear consequences for violating 

the values? 

5. Are the values referred to in making im-

portant Firm decisions? 

6. Are values embedded in key HR processes 

such as recruiting, performance manage-

ment, and promotions? 

7. Do leaders role model the values? 

8. Are there examples of values being upheld 

despite challenges?  

For example, the firing of a senior firm 

member who repeatedly violated values. 

9. Is feedback sought from people, and 

clients, on whether they are experiencing 

the values as being lived, in their employee, 

and client, experiences respectively? 

10. Is feedback on whether values are being 

lived used to make improvements? 

Below is a guide to assess whether values are 

being lived, based on the frequency of answer-

ing ‘Yes’ to the above questions: 

It is doubtful if the answer will be ‘Yes’ for 

most law firms based on this assessment, 

which leads us to consider how to make values 

really matter.  

Making Values Really Matter 

Firms should focus on the following three ar-

eas to ensure that their values really matter: 

1.    Incorporating human-centered values 

2.    Implementing practices to embed values 

3.    Developing values-based leaders  

1. Incorporating human-centred values 

It is important that firm values incorporate 

shared human-centered values that have a 

deep appeal to both people and clients. 

Rushworth Kidder [2] summarised the re-

search across cultures and different time peri-

ods that revealed the following five widely 

shared values: 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-       Compassion 

-       Respect 

-       Responsibility (or Accountability) 

-       Fairness 

-       Honesty (or Truth) 

The acronym CRAFT has been suggested by 

some writers for these values. 

Research highlights the importance of incorpo-

rating human-centered values for both clients 

and people: 

• Daniel Aronson [3] highlighted that empha-

sising shared human-centred values such as 

compassion, inclusion, and care, help or-

ganisations to stand out in the marketplace. 

He noted that values centered around com-

petence and credibility did not effectively 

differentiate organisations in crowded mar-

kets. 

• Partick Krill and colleagues [4] highlighted 

that attorneys in law firms that prioritised 

values centered on humanity and profes-

sionalism had significantly better mental 

health and well-being than attorneys in law 

firms that prioritised values centered on fi-

nancial performance such as productivity 

and profits.  

The prioritised values in the Krill et.al. study 

were values actually perceived and experienced 

by attorneys rather than espoused firm values. 

The authors also noted that the law has been 

observed to be operating more like a business 

in recent decades, with the pursuit of profits 

becoming the overarching priority for many 

firms. 

Additionally, they highlighted the heightened  

risks of poor attorney mental health and well-

being even for those firms doing well financial-

ly. This included diminished cognitive function, 

poorer quality client work and relationships, 

and increased likelihood of costly mistakes, and 

they noted that payouts for legal malpractice 

had increased sharply at the same time as firm 

profits had soared. 

This calls for reimagining what constitutes suc-

cess for law firms, beyond the typical focus on 

short-term financial performance. It also has to 

be about the longer term sustainability of the 

firm, and how it is meeting the needs of its peo-

ple to enable them to thrive. My article on 

‘Human-Centric Leadership’ [5] shared re-

search that highlights how having a human-

centered approach to values and leadership en-

ables both people and performance (including 

productivity and profits) to thrive. 

Shared human-centered values such as CRAFT, 

and related values such as authenticity, empa-

thy, and inclusion, should be the critical or 

foundational values of any law firm’s culture. 

These and other core values adopted by firms, 

such as client focus and excellence, also must 

be lived values, rather than only espoused val-

ues. 

2. Implementing practices to embed val-

ues 

For values to work, they should become an in-

tegral part of the day-to-day life of a firm. This 

requires implementing practices to help embed 

values. 

Here are some examples of key organisational 

actions: 
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All of these actions acting in concert will help 

to embed values. We will explore leadership 

further by looking at how to develop values-

based leaders. 

3. Developing values-based leaders 

Law firm leaders must role model and ‘walk 

the talk’ on values. In other words, they must 

become values-based leaders. 

Most law firms will have to go beyond their 

current approaches in developing their leaders 

as values-based leadership requires leaders to 

have a greater level of self-awareness to ensure 

behavioural change. 

Unfortunately, many leaders have low levels of 

self-awareness. Some are unaware of the ex-

tent to which their actual behaviour is incon-

sistent with espoused core values. Others will 

be aware of their incongruent behaviour, but 

will justify it, based on often unchallenged 

personal beliefs and assumptions. 

Here are some examples of leaders behaving 

inconsistently with core-values: 

1. The leader who espouses respect and ac-

countability but ignores the behaviour of a 

known bully, because that person is a ‘rain 

maker.’ 

2. The leader who espouses diversity and in-

clusion but does not intervene when a col-

league mocks the accents of people from 

minority groups. 

3. The leader who espouses honesty and fair-

ness but avoids giving negative feedback, to 

avoid ‘uncomfortable’ conversations. 

4. The leader who espouses collaboration but 

avoids introducing their colleagues to 

‘their’ clients and seeks to ‘outshine’ others 

in meetings. 

What is required is leadership development 

using ‘vertical development’ or ‘vertical 

growth’ practices. These contrast to ‘horizontal 

development’ practices which solely focus on 

skills development, without addressing leader 

mindsets (beliefs and assumptions). Skills 

training in isolation, for example on promot-

ing values such as respect, inclusion, etc. is 

highly unlikely to create the required behav-

ioural change.  

Vertical growth practices will simultaneously 

challenge and support leaders to help them 

internalise core values. This development 

process will enable leaders to: 

• Explore their highest aspirations regarding 

a set of values 

• Identify the gap between their behaviour 

and values-congruent behaviour 

• Critically examine the mindsets that are 

driving their behaviour  

• Learn to revise their mindsets to adopt 

more values-congruent behaviour 

• Strengthen their commitment to personal 

change 

• Begin to practice more values-congruent 

behaviour 

• Sustain their behavioural practice leading 

to strongly internalised values 

Starting with the leadership team, this process 

can be cascaded across the organisation,  
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thereby accelerating the development of a 

healthy law firm culture. 

‘Vertical Growth’ by Michael Bunting and Carl 

Lemieux is an excellent reference that pro-

vides practical guidance on how to use vertical 

growth practices to help core values come alive 

for leaders, teams, and organisations [6]. It 

examines the alignment of personal and or-

ganisational values and includes helpful diag-

nostic and action planning tools for use at the 

individual, team, or organisational level. 

 Conclusion 

There are many significant competitive advan-

tages for law firms who live their core values, 

including an enhanced ability to attract the 

best talent and clients. 

Firms should assess if they are living their 

core-values and make them really matter by 

incorporating human-centered values, imple-

menting practices to embed them, and devel-

oping values-based leaders.  
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The journey to a purpose-driven 
legal career 

Marco Imperiale, Founder and Managing Director of Better Ipsum 

Introduction 

In a profession deeply entrenched in tradition 

and rigor, the concept of "purpose" often gets 

overshadowed by the daily grind of compliance, 

cases, and legislation. However, the role of pur-

pose in the legal field is more relevant than ever. 

Compassion, indeed, serves as a moral compass 

that guides ethical decision-making, drives pas-

sion, and sustains commitment through the 

complexities and demands of legal work.  

Lawyers driven by a clear purpose are more 

likely to persevere through challenging cases 

and ethical dilemmas. They are able not only to 

excel in the respective fields but also to inspire 

future generations of legal professionals by 

demonstrating the power of aligned values and 

actions. 
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This article explores the integral role of purpose 

in legal careers, providing strategies for nurtur-

ing a purpose-driven approach to legal practice. 

A Definition of Purpose 

Before delving into the strategy to develop our 

purpose, whether for a team, an organization, 

or a law firm, I believe it is beneficial to provide 

a definition. 

According to the Cambridge Dictionary, pur-

pose is defined as “the reason for which some-

thing is done or created or for which some-

thing exists”.  

However, the first thing I think of when I reflect 

on purpose is, surprisingly, “coherence”. 

Should I release a social report? How about de-

fending the authors of a terrorist attack? Can I 

ask a tobacco company to sponsor a legal 

event? As you can imagine, multiple lawyers 

will respond in different ways, but it is crucial 

– both as lawyers and law firms - to be honest 

with ourselves. The awareness required to un-

derstand who we want to be, and the adher-

ence to our personal (or institutional) ethical 

framework, not only enhance personal satis-

faction but also build public trust in the legal 

system.  

Another common connection when I think 

about purpose is “personal mission”. Whether 

it means championing a legal revolution, aid-

ing the underprivileged, or advocating for the 

rule of law, purpose is the fuel our daily ac-

tions and motivates us each morning,  



striving for a better society and a better ver-

sion of ourselves. As someone often men-

tions, Gandhi and Abraham Lincoln were 

both successful lawyers. 

Developing Our Purpose 

Developing a sense of purpose in the legal pro-

fession involves a combination of introspec-

tion, education, real-world experiences, and 

ongoing assessment of personal values aligned 

with professional responsibilities. It starts 

with a profound understanding of why one 

chooses to practice law—be it advocating for 

the underprivileged, interpreting the law, or 

solving complex legal challenges that affect 

business or public policy. Sometimes, it starts 

in the personal statements required for admis-

sion to law schools. 

It is sad to see that most law schools rarely of-

fer courses on this specific matter. Law 

schools, indeed, play a crucial role in this for-

mative stage, not only imparting the necessary 

skills for legal practice but also instilling a 

sense of duty and ethical considerations. In 

any case, I would stress the mentorship factor. 

Mentorship from seasoned practitioners and 

professors offers invaluable insights and guid-

ance in developing a moral compass, helping 

emerging lawyers to align their careers with a 

purpose-driven approach. These figures can 

provide practical examples of how to integrate 

personal ambitions with professional ethics, 

shaping the professional identities of new 

lawyers. 

A Dynamic Purpose 

Sometimes we forget that purpose is dynamic. 

Maybe we start law school with the intention 

to solve climate change and find ourselves 

working in tech law, or maybe we start solo 

practicing and end up working in big law be-

cause we believe that our work may have a 

stronger impact in a more structured envi-

ronment. In my case, I started as a copyright 

lawyer and ended as an entrepreneur in the 

legal innovation field. Life can be surprising 

sometimes. 

Dynamic purpose also means that sometimes 

it extends beyond ourselves. It can be linked to 

our heritage or legacy—whether it’s continuing 

a family tradition, supporting newer genera-

tions of professionals, or establishing a law 

firm that transcends individual names and be-

comes a symbol of integrity and justice. 

If we seriously take into account the dynamic 

element, we see how much it is necessary to 

nurture it constantly, like providing daily wa-

ter to a plant. It can be investing in continuous 

professional development, or participating in 

bar associations and legal forums. Each of 

these aspects can enrich a lawyer's under-

standing of the diverse roles legal profession-

als can play in society, broadening our per-

spective and defining new horizons. I would 

also suggest active involvement in pro bono 

work and community service. This reinforce 

our commitment to social justice and ethical 

practice, offering practical ways to apply legal 

skills that directly benefit society and align 

with personal moral goals.  

Challenges to Purpose 

Maintaining a balance between personal life 

and professional responsibilities is crucial for 

sustaining purpose in one’s legal career. 
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Without this balance, the risk of dissatisfac-

tion and burnout may increase, potentially 

leading to a gradual detachment from the 

core values that originally inspired us to be-

come lawyers. 

However, navigating the intrinsic challenges 

of the legal profession while maintaining a 

sense of purpose can be daunting. We often 

face pressure to meet billable hour require-

ments, which may prioritize profitability over 

the pursuit of justice or client wellbeing. Ad-

ditionally, client demands can sometimes 

conflict with personal ethics, placing lawyers 

in difficult situations. If this is not enough, 

the competitive nature of the field can lead to 

toxic work environments, further complicat-

ing the alignment of personal ethics with pro-

fessional conduct. 

Other elements that are significantly affecting 

our purpose are the rapidly changing land-

scape of law and the increasing reliance on 

technology, which require us to continuously 

adapt while staying true to their ethical con-

victions. Research shows that flexibility, 

adaptivity, and eagerness to innovate are rare 

to find in the legal field, which tend to rely on 

the maintainance of the status quo. However, 

we cannot be purpose-oriented lawyers if we 

only look at the past. Embracing the chal-

lenges of a tech-driven world is the only way 

to show our commitment to personal growth 

and ethical integrity. 

Conclusion 

The journey to a purpose-driven legal career 

is both challenging and rewarding. It de-

mands continuous efforts to align personal 

beliefs with professional actions in a manner 

that not only fulfills career aspirations but 

also contributes to the greater good of soci-

ety. 

Lawyers must actively engage in self-reflec-

tion, seek educational opportunities, and em-

brace mentorship while balancing their pro-

fessional and personal lives to effectively cul-

tivate and maintain their sense of purpose. By 

doing so, they not only enhance their own 

wellbeing but also uphold the integrity and 

relevance of the legal profession in society. 

This commitment to a purpose-driven career 

fosters a legal landscape where justice, ethics, 

and personal fulfillment are intimately con-

nected, driving the legal field forward in a 

meaningful and impactful way.  
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No industry remains stagnant for long, 

and definitely not the legal world. 

Hence, you want to keep up with the 

times if you must remain relevant and 

sought after. With rapid advancements 

in technology, shifting client expecta-

tions, and evolving legal trends, lawyers 

must continuously adapt and innovate 

to thrive in the industry. 

Whether you're a seasoned attorney or a 

fresh-faced law graduate, this guide will 

help you stay ahead of the curve and 

excel in today's legal landscape. 

1. Embrace Lifelong Learning 

The legal profession is built on a founda-

tion of knowledge and expertise, but the 

learning doesn't stop with graduation 



from law school. To stay sharp, lawyers 

must embrace lifelong learning and commit 

to continuous professional development. 

Attend seminars, workshops, and confer-

ences to stay updated on the latest legal de-

velopments, hone your skills, and expand 

your knowledge base. Consider pursuing ad-

vanced certifications or specializations in 

emerging areas of law to differentiate your-

self and stay competitive in the market.  

2. Harness the Power of Technology 

Technology has revolutionized the practice 

of law, streamlining processes, enhancing 

efficiency, and improving client service. As a 

modern lawyer, it's essential to harness the 

power of technology to your advantage. In-

vest in cutting-edge legal software and tools 

to automate routine tasks, manage cases 

more effectively, and streamline document 

management. 

You also want to use digital communication 

platforms to collaborate with clients and col-

leagues seamlessly. By leveraging technolo-

gy, you can work smarter, not harder, and 

deliver exceptional results to your clients. 

 3. Seek Opportunities in Top Law 

Firms 

Working in a top-tier law firm can provide 

invaluable opportunities for growth, men-

torship, and exposure to high-profile cases. 

So, seek out opportunities to join reputable 

law firms known for their commitment to 

excellence, innovation, and professional de-

velopment. 
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While it is not always easy to find openings, 

you can leverage platforms focused on plac-

ing attorneys at law firms with job openings. 

In top law firms, you'll have access to cut-

ting-edge resources, training programs, and 

mentorship opportunities that can acceler-

ate your career trajectory and keep you at 

the forefront of the legal industry.  

4. Cultivate a Growth Mindset 

Success in the legal profession requires more 

than just skills – it demands a growth mind-

set and a willingness to embrace change and 

challenge. If you see any new opportunity or 

obstacle, approach it as a chance to learn 

and grow rather than a roadblock. Seek 

feedback from mentors, peers, and clients to 

identify areas for improvement and devel-

opment. 

Embrace failure as a stepping stone to suc-

cess and use setbacks as opportunities to re-

fine your skills and strategies. When you cul-

tivate a growth mindset, you can adapt to 

the evolving legal landscape with confidence 

and resilience.  

5. Adapt to Changing Client Needs 

In today's customer-centric world, it’s cru-

cial to build your practice around your 

client's needs. As client expectations evolve, 

you must adapt your practices and service 

offerings accordingly. Take the time to listen 

to your clients, understand their goals and 

concerns, and tailor your approach to meet 

their specific needs. 

Offer innovative solutions, alternative fee 

structures, and value-added services to pro-

vide clients with greater flexibility and val-

ue. By prioritizing client satisfaction and re-

sponsiveness, you can build lasting relation-

ships and earn their trust and loyalty.  

6. Prioritize Diversity and Inclusion 

Diversity and inclusion are not just buzz-

words – they're essential components of a 

thriving workplace now more than ever. In 

today's globalized world, lawyers must rec-

ognize the value of diversity in perspective, 

experience, and expertise. Prioritize diversi-

ty and inclusion in hiring, promotion, and 

client representation to foster a more inclu-

sive and equitable legal profession. 

Entertain diverse viewpoints, backgrounds, 

and experiences to enhance creativity, inno-

vation, and problem-solving. This allows you 

to create a more dynamic and vibrant legal 

community that reflects the richness and 

complexity of society. 

7. Stay Ethically Grounded 

In an era of rapid change and uncertainty, 

maintaining ethical integrity is more critical 

than ever for lawyers. So, you want to up-

hold the highest standards of professional 

conduct, integrity, and ethics in all your in-

teractions and decisions. Even when faced 

with difficult choices or pressures, adhere to 

the principles of fairness, honesty, and 

transparency in your practice. 

Stay informed about changes to legal ethics 

rules and regulations and ensure compliance 

in your practice. With good ethical conduct, 

you can earn the trust and respect of clients, 

colleagues, and the broader legal community. 
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Wrapping Up 

There you have it: 7 things to prioritize to en-

sure you remain relevant and a step ahead at 

all times in the legal industry. As the legal pro-

fession continues to evolve, remember that the 

journey to excellence is ongoing – so keep 

learning, growing, and innovating to stay 

ahead of the curve. 

This article is a republication of a billboard on 

the website. Billboard is the special selection 

for sponsored content at Legal Business 

World. When you’r  interested in profiting 

from LBW’s reach and exposure please send 

us a mail or article and we will get back to you. 

Generally an indexed article with backlinks is 

available from $100 USD onwards.
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