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These are two words that ofie doés not readily
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associate with corporate or government law de-
partments. An experienced General Counsel re-
cently asked me how, after 30 years of serving a
company, does a law department add value?
How does one change service delivery to do this
when demand already exceeds resources and
clients are quite satisfied?

I suggested the adoption of a key performance
indicator called “strategic impact”. Fewer than
half of law departments have KPIs. Naturally,
this led to further questions. Could specific ex-
amples be provided of how an established law
department can make this kind of contribution?

By comparison to operating and customer-fac-
ing departments, legal is always very small in

size. On the non-government side, 50% of law
departments have fewer than 4 lawyers and
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80 % have fewer thanl 10 lawyers. Strategic
impact means that they have to “punch above
their weight.” Most have moved beyond be-
coming the business prevention police. But
very few provide more than operational legal
support to business units.

The General Counsel’s reporting relationship
does matter. Access is less and perceptions are
affected when the GC does not report to the
CEO. Such reporting is possible when com-
bined with corporate secretarial responsibili-
ties or with oversight of other portfolios such
as environmental health and safety, public af-
fairs, compliance or even human resources.
Executive turnover and corporate reorganiza-
tions are opportunities to improve the posi-
tioning of the law department. It is a place to
start, but rarely affects the day-to-day work of
the remainder of the law department. On top
of all this, the GC has to have the experience
and skill to be a corporate executive.

In—sourcing: or. -Qbfcounseiling complex legal
matters, otherwise referred to external coun-
sel, are other'ways to add value. There are
many examples of this with transactional
work, but very few with litigation or labour
and employment work. This is to be expected
when 70 % of in-house counsel practice
commercial law.

A separate initiative is to involve inside coun-
sel with special projects that the company be-
lieves are important. At times, legal counsel
are members of the project team and at other
times, they can lead the project team. While
somewhat arbitrary, I would propose that at
least 25 % of the law department’s time be
allocated to special projects or to high visibil-
ity and sometimes insourced or co-counselled
legal matters.

This requires freeing up 25 % of the depart-
ment’s time to re-deploy counsel for strategic
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activity. Clients must become more self-suffi-
cient for routine work, and lawyers must be-
come more efficient if they are to find 10
hours each week to take on something differ-
ent. Strategic activity is not a spare-time en-
deavor or something that only happens after
6 pm every day.

If work re-allocation is not enough, there is
the matter of competencies for counsel. What
are the non-legal, core competencies and at-
tributes that in-house counsel must have to
add measurable value and for the law de-
partment to have a strategic impact?

Competencies are the specific knowledge and
skills needed for critical tasks. Attributes are
the personal characteristics and aptitudes a
person must have to produce superior per-
formance. Technical excellence, in this case
legal excellence, has not been the sole deter-
minant of success for more than 20 years.

Lawyers possess many of the attributes es-
sential to strategic impact. They are commit-
ted, thorough and often good communica-
tors. But they must now become creative
thinkers who develop imaginative solutions
and new ways of thinking about situations,
problems and opportunities. They must ap-
proach problems and situations in a non-lin-
ear fashion, and develop ideas and make de-
cisions based on intuition more than logic.
Basically, they must demonstrate ideas or so-
lutions that seem to come from someplace
outside of the immediate problem or situa-
tion.
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There are also skills that allow a person to
gain leverage and to assume a position of
leadership in an organization. Leadership is
the ability to take a role as leader of a team or
other group. A leader takes ownership,
demonstrates leadership on important busi-
ness and operational issues and is willing to
take risks and demonstrate creativity by
championing new and innovative approaches
leading to business success.

Another competency is impact and influence.
This is the ability to influence others through
the use of persuasive techniques, presenta-
tions, and persisting against resistance or ob-
stacles. The lawyer demonstrating this com-
petency is capable of developing and imple-
menting various influence strategies which
successfully impact multiple customers both
inside and outside of the organization. Many
counsel manage or influence others to reach a
goal or have a specific impact.

There are also business and client competen-
cies. Taken together, these are the body of
knowledge and skills that include an under-
standing of the organization, its industry,
management practices and their applicability
to the organization. To have strategic impact
as a law department, a number of the lawyers
other than the General Counsel will need to
have a strategic business sense. This is the
ability to understand the business implica-
tions of decisions and the ability to improve
organizational performance. Such counsel
understand the business and bottom-line
impact of decisions, establish or recommend



a course of action to accomplish short-term
and long-term goals or vision and share with
others their own view of the desirable future
state of the business, function, company or in-
dustry.

The right structures, projects, complex work
and competencies are essential to have strategic
impact.
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This book by Richard G. Stock shares valuable insights and analyses on how corporate and government
law departments can improve their performance and add measurable value to their organization.
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