
From rhetoric to reality: 
Understanding how in-house lawyers increase their 
strategic impact and add value
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Foreword
Back in 2012, LexisNexis and Cranfield School of Management set out to find out how in-house 
lawyers add value to their organisations. The findings appeared in our joint White Paper, ‘When being 
a good lawyer is not enough’. We outlined four different types of activities that in-house lawyers carry 
out, four different styles adopted by those in-house and how this related to the type of value added 
within their organisations. In 2012 this was novel. Those discussing and evaluating how the in-house 
function operated were on the fringes. By contrast, today we have reports from the Law Society and 
a healthy round of conferences and network groups seeking to share practice and understanding. 

Many have latched onto the term ‘adding value’, a term we first introduced into the in-house lexicon 
in our 2012 White Paper. However, only a fraction of the type of practices we identified in 2012 for 
‘adding value’ are what we now see being discussed in these various forums. Instead, ‘adding value’ 
seems to have become commonplace short-hand for practices that involve reducing the cost of the 
legal function or making it more efficient, rather than the rich, though rare, practices we had found 
where those in-house were actively involved in shaping and impacting how an organisation carried 
out its aims. 

Mark Smith, then Director of In-house Legal Markets at LexisNexis, stated that “the role of the  
in-house lawyer has never been more important, more visible or under more scrutiny than it  
is today”. 

In the 5 years since that statement there have been seismic shifts taking place in the wider legal 
world. These have greater ramifications for those in-house than simply changing the nature of the 
suppliers on offer. Rather than a shift in practice, what we have seen is a shift in rhetoric. Innovative 
in-house ‘adding value’ practices appear as rare as they were 5 years ago, which against this backdrop 
of change makes Mark Smith’s statement even more relevant today.

This made us realise we needed more research so we could offer advice to those in the in-house 
world who wanted to adapt, find ways to add greater value, seize opportunities and remain relevant 
and competitive in a changing world.  Our latest findings are set out here.

Sophie Gould
Head of Lexis PSL In-House 
LexisNexis
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How do in-house lawyers add value?
Our 2012 research, ‘When being a good lawyer is not enough’, identified four types of in-house activity:  

• The skilled lawyer

• Reducing the cost of in-house service delivery

• Providing a service that reduces organisational margin loss

• Providing a service that contributes to increasing the organisation’s value proposition.

How much value do these activities add to organisations? How are they related to the levels of influence and the 
impact of the in-house function? 

Providing a Service that Contributes to 
Increasing the Organisation’s Value Proposition

“It was all about protecting our brand and reputation“

Providing a 
Service that Reduces 

Organisational Margin Loss

“Simple: we did it to save this organisation money“

Reducing the cost of  
in-house service delivery

“We add value by keeping our costs low. 
We are as low an overhead as possible“

The skilled 
lawyer

“We give the best legal 
advice. That is our 

measure“
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Not all in-house activities are equal. Those activities that support organisational aims add greater value, and generate 
greater influence and impact, than those divorced from those aims.

Ensuring there is always a clear and unambiguous link between in-house legal’s activities and how they add value to 
an organisation is vital. How is that link achieved? There are two characteristics of lawyers who are more likely to be 
adding greater value:

• Business expertise: Those with an understanding of an organisation’s model of delivering value and the context 
in the which the organisation operates.

• Collaborative behaviours: Those who work collaboratively with their teams and colleagues in the organisation.

Lawyers who demonstrate even a small amount of capability in business expertise or collaborative behaviours add 
much more value than those who focus on adding value through legal expertise alone.

Digging deeper
Understanding how in-house lawyers add value is essential for helping them to develop professionally. The challenge 
is how to transform this understanding into practical advice for those who want to adapt, find ways to add greater 
value, seize opportunities and remain relevant and competitive in a changing world. 

We asked some new questions:

• How do ‘leadership mindsets’ relate to the differing approaches taken by in-house lawyers? 

• How do in-house lawyers use their discretion when adding value?

• To what extent do organisations influence how lawyers add value?

To answer these questions, our latest research re-examines all the work we’ve been doing and the data gathered 
since 2012. It provides some valuable new insights.

What are in-house ‘leadership mindsets’?
The ‘leadership mindset’ model is a way of looking at the mental processes, assumptions and beliefs that provide a 
framework for understanding the world around us in organisations. Using the framework, we can better understand 
our own professional worldview and find ways to apply methods for adding more value. 

Our research in 2012 identified four ‘types’ of in-house lawyer:

• Goalkeeper: Adds the least amount of value and have little influence.

• Moderator or Counsellor: Add more value and have greater influence, though the latter more than the former. 

• GC as Leader: Adds the most value and has the greatest influence. They lead within an organisation but aren’t 
necessarily the most senior.
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Our latest research maps these types against ‘leadership mindsets’:

LEADERSHIP MINDSET HOW THEY ADD VALUE KEY ATTRIBUTES

Goalkeeper = Expert

Value being recognised as an 
expert in their technical, functional, 
skill or knowledge area. Lack 
influence/impact and tend to 
operate in an isolated manner. 

Provide a convenient, rapid service 
with a better understanding of 
organisational problems at an 
overall lower cost of service than 
external providers.  

Principally focus on reduction 
of legal risk, insourcing and legal 
service cost reduction. 

Focus solely on legal aspects, don’t 
grasp commercial risk and look for 
the ‘worst case scenario’ as the 
basis for decision making. 

Provide options rather than make 
clear recommendations.

Moderator = Deliverer

Enjoy being empowered to deliver 
objectives, often in a single-
minded way. Generate influence 
and impact, but tend to operate in 
an isolated manner, reducing their 
wider influence.

Business advisors as well as legal 
experts with great insight into the 
organisation and its context. Offer 
a convenient, rapid service with an 
understanding of organisational 
problems at a competitive ‘cost’. 

Outsourcing or insourcing legal 
work based on how this choice will 
benefit the organisation on more 
factors than cost alone. 

Sector as well as legal based 
expertise. Understand commercial 
risk and the connections between 
business issues and legal 
ramifications. 

Use a communication style that’s 
direct and demanding. Co-ordinate 
and project manage business 
initiatives from a task perspective.

Adding 
Some Value

Business 
Expertise

Creating 
Value

Functional 
Behaviours

Collaborative 
Behaviours

Reducing 
Costs

Legal 
Expertise

Adding 
Some Value

‘The Moderator‘
Commercial

Legal Advisor

Commercial Risk Focused
Influential in Certain Areas

Adds Value in Certain Areas

‘The Goalkeeper‘
Transactional

Legal Draftsman

Legal Risk Focused
Little Influence

Adds Little Value

‘GC as Leader‘
Transformational
Legal Influencer

Strategic Risk Focus
Influential in Multiple Areas

Adds Value in Multiple Areas

‘The Counsellor‘
Responsive Legal Collaborator

Organisational Risk Focused
Influential in Certain Areas

Adds Value in Certain Areas

Hughes, 2012
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LEADERSHIP MINDSET HOW THEY ADD VALUE KEY ATTRIBUTES

Counsellor = Challenger

Challenge themselves and others 
to do things differently in pursuit 
of new and better collaborative 
approaches. Generate influence 
although with limited impact as 
they don’t always appreciate the 
wider organisational context.

Produce a service that’s 
convenient, rapid and aligned 
with organisational operations 
but at an overall lower cost 
than external providers. 

Challenge organisational 
norms and the composition/
capability of their team to 
create a collaborative style. 

Interested in altering ways of 
working to achieve a focused  
in-house legal service.

Not precious about titles, spend 
time reducing jargon and building 
relationships to better understand 
the challenges they face.

GC and Leader = Strategist  
and Catalyst

Enjoy being involved in and 
enabling others to see the 
organisation as a system linking 
policy, process and people, while 
using multiple ways of managing 
and leading. Generate both 
influence and impact and closely 
associated with being strategically 
important to their organisation.

Genuine business advisors and 
legal technical experts, who 
create a service closely aligned 
with the strategic aims and values 
of the organisation. Reduce 
organisational losses or increase 
organisational level added value. 

Prepared to challenge and 
act as the ‘conscience’ of the 
organisation, act as an internal 
arbiter between other functions 
and make a stand in terms of 
the strategic direction of the 
organisation.

Involved in a wide range of 
value adding activities, such as 
identifying strategic, not just 
commercial, risks. 

Prepared to innovate, accepting 
that some ideas and approaches 
will fail as they believe part of 
succeeding in an organisation is 
overcoming inevitable setbacks. 

How do in-house lawyers use their discretion when  
adding value?
There are three clear approaches that add value to organisations:

• Solicitor panels

• Cost reduction 

• Business partnership. 

Solicitor panels 

GC as Leader and Counsellor types select solicitor panels based on how ‘partnership based’ a firm’s operating 
style is. This approach is expected to lead to better levels of outcome. GC as Leaders view this outcome from the 
perspective of the organisation, not just because it would benefit the legal team. 

By contrast, Moderators and Goalkeepers focus on creating a solicitor panel at the lowest cost. Moderators extend 
this cost saving to the impact it has on the organisation’s margin and bottom line, not just the in-house  
function’s budget. 
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Cost reduction 

Goalkeepers and Moderators view cost reduction activities in terms of changes to process, technology, systems and 
the issues experienced when managing projects involving so many moving parts. They can speak with absolute clarity 
about what they are doing and why they are doing it.

GC as Leaders and Counsellors spend more time on how they embed and normalise change, often in areas beyond 
the in-house team, and emphasise changes to behaviours as well as structures and processes. They understand 
the need to ask the right questions at the right time, plus the importance of generating engagement to ensure buy-in 
to change. Significantly, as leaders they recognise the need to be role models. They not only describe systems and 
processes, but also ‘values’ and ‘principles’. 

Business partnering 

Goalkeepers describe business partnering in terms of transactional efficiency between the in-house function and the 
organisation or its suppliers.  

Moderators and Counsellors try to be more responsive. Both make significant structural changes to achieve this, 
using extensive integration of the in-house team to position them closer to the business. Counsellors do this through 
behavioural training, structure and location, including changes to their teams to take on aspects of organisational 
project management. Moderators instead focus more on developing knowledge and understanding of the 
organisation and how it operates. 

GC as Leaders go much further. They support and educate people both inside and outside the legal function to 
better understand areas of opportunity and risk, legal and organisational. Where GC as Leaders differ most is how 
they understand the need to influence the wider organisation and external stakeholders in order to create their 
preferred model of business partnering.  

GC as Leaders are also able to identify how they too must change. Such processes typically involve significant 
changes to the type of in-house lawyers in their team: for example, a deliberate strategy to reduce the number of 
Goalkeepers and increase the numbers of Moderators. Where GC as Leaders retain Goalkeepers in their team, it is 
because of specific needs that demand this type of lawyer, such as the volume of work needing a specific skillset or 
the organisation being in a highly specialised industry. 

Interestingly, our findings show that whilst there are these recognised approaches for adding value, they are rarely 
defined in terms that make clear the actual impact on the organisation, beyond the generic. Much work therefore 
remains to be done to demonstrate in a practical way that others can easily understand, the great work being done 
in-house to add value. 

To what extent do organisations influence how lawyers  
add value? 
Our latest findings show a clear relationship between leadership mindsets and organisational influence. What do  
in-house lawyers feel they are there to do? And how are they expected to operate? In-house lawyers often say that 
the ways they add value are the result of organisational influences more than their own discretion.

Goalkeepers (Experts) and Moderators (Deliverers) see organisational context as focused on efficiency. The way they 
add value is by supporting that agenda and ‘serving’ the organisation. 

Counsellors (Challengers) and GC as Leaders (Strategists/Catalysts) see their role as adding value by making a 
more fundamental impact. For example, changing how things are done, regardless of the prevailing organisational 
culture or the reason they were hired. Whilst Goalkeepers and Moderators reiterate the priorities given to them by 
an organisation, GC as Leaders and Counsellors develop their priorities from their own interpretation of the wider 



The Future of Law. Since 1818. 9

organisational context. They find their own strategies to proactively work around organisational influences and 
manage their internal networks.

The strategic importance of cost reduction is also connected to leadership mindsets. Counsellors and GC as 
Leaders, who are the most sensitive to what is going on within their organisational context, rarely consider cost 
reduction as a key priority. Only Goalkeepers consistently describe it as being their main strategic priority and 
the most important way they can add value to their organisation. All the other leadership mindset types put cost 
reduction alongside other priorities, particularly improving the quality of the in-house legal service. 

The above suggests that individual differences in the perception of organisational context determine how in-house 
lawyers see their role in adding value and the way in which they should do it. 

Putting it all together
How can in-house lawyers increase their strategic impact? How can they add more value? An understanding of the 
relationship between leadership mindsets and approaches to adding value is crucial. For those who want to adapt, 
understanding this connection helps find ways to add greater value, seize opportunities and remain relevant and 
competitive in a changing world. 

Organisations exert an influence over how lawyers can add value, however the extent of this is mitigated by the  
type of leadership mindsets lawyers have. Some are far more sensitive to the effects of wider organisational context 
than others. 

Business 
Expertise

Functional 
Transactional 

Behaviours

Collaborative 
Transformational 

Behaviours

Legal 
Expertise

The Moderator 
Deliverer 

Focus

The GoalKeeper 
Expert Focus

The GC Leader  
Strategist and Catalyst 

Focus

The 
Counsellor 
Challenger 

Focus

Hughes & Trinder - Randle 2016
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Using leadership mindsets to understand the drivers behind different approaches to adding value provides significant 
insight. In practice, what does this mean for lawyers?

• Attitude, experiences and values all need to be considered when finding ways to help in-house lawyers add more 
value in their roles. Learning new knowledge is important, but in isolation is unlikely to achieve the development 
outcomes sought. On-the-job development is important. 

• In-house lawyers who want to develop how they add value first need to develop a self-awareness of why they (or 
their teams) do things in a certain way, based on their own worldview. This applies to developing others too.

• This has an implication for best practices – to be most effective, these need to be shaped and influenced by the 
leadership mindset of the lawyer carrying them out.

• Individuals may be interpreting and understanding their organisation based on their own ‘lens’ or perspective. 
They may need to find better, more reliable approaches to help confirm what the wider organisational context 
and strategic priorities are. This may include different methods, styles of engagement and use of differing tools – 
otherwise they may only be seeing part of the picture.
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LexisNexis has been supporting in-house counsel for over 10 years to demonstrate commercial 
acumen, drive personal development and shape and influence business success with unique 
and unparalleled business skills content. 

From exclusive guidance to develop management, financial and leadership skills, to sharing 
best practice from fellow in-house counsel and experts through interviews, discussion papers 
and selective networking events.  

Find out more about how we can help you 
increase your influence and demonstrate 

your value to the business. 

Follow us on Twitter

Follow us on LinkedIn

Subscribe to the LexisNexis In-house blog

http://www.lexisnexis.co.uk/en-uk/in-house/in-house-story.page
https://twitter.com/inhouse_leaders
https://www.linkedin.com/in/sophie-gould-95832316/
http://blogs.lexisnexis.co.uk/inhouse/?utm_source=inhousetrainingandparalegalnetworkinggroup&utm_medium=event&utm_content=_&utm_campaign=19259_inhousetraineesandparalegalsnetworkinggroup

