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The Briefing Interview

World-class 
resourcing
Rupert White talks to Hogan 
Lovells’ HR leader Kay Willis 
about creating worldwide 
people strategies, resourcing 
tomorrow’s international firm 
and how law firms scale to 
match a global client base
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Many commentators say that the US-UK 

merger is something lots of firms would like to 

achieve right now – it brings scale, full access 

to the world’s biggest (for now) legal market, 

and it takes a law firm close to the edge of 

‘global’, a goal now in the sights of most top 

firms. Some say there’s not yet a truly ‘global’ 

firm – just international ones. Others might 

point to the scale of Baker & McKenzie, for 

example, or DLA, Clifford Chance or Linklaters 

as the global legal elite.

But Willis would probably agree (without 

quite being nailed down to actually saying it) 

that even the biggest firms still have a way to 

go to be really global businesses. On size alone 

a £1bn, 5,000-person business doesn’t really 

have the right to call itself global – most FTSE 

100 companies have at least three times the 

revenue and five to 10 times the headcount (or 

much more). So the buzz in legal HR circles 

right now, among those in the biggest firms, is 

how to go global.

What does HR have to think about, have to 

do, to help make a really international or even 

global legal business? It might sound simplistic, 

but isn’t a global HR strategy just your HR 

strategy, but a lot bigger?

The challenge for international or even 

global firms is global consistency: of brand, of 

customer experience, of internal behaviours 

and of application of culture.

Turning a firm into a global entity means 

defining the ‘secret ingredients’ of what makes 

a firm a unique thing – and then making sure 

everyone’s serving up the same food. At Hogan 

Lovells this comes in many forms, but, says 

Willis, finding the secret ingredients may have 

happened in part by happy accident.

Getting strategy right, says Willis, is a 

combination of aspiration and realism. “It’s 

important that you achieve something rather 

than set yourself very laudable but effectively 

unattainable ambitions.” Hogan Lovells sets a 

three-year business plan, and the firm’s people 

strategy hangs off that, she says.

The Hogans global people strategy, she 

says, has three key areas to it: leadership 

development, creating a high performance 

culture and employer brand. They’re not called 

that, though – to everyone concerned, that 

translates into ‘leadership’, ‘a winning team’, 

When you’ve been in the legal sector for more than a decade, you might be within 
your rights to half-jokingly call it a life sentence. But management who’ve been in 
legal that long, generally, have stayed because they feel it’s where they belong.

Kay Willis is one of those people. A Lovells lifer, she’s spent more than a decade at 
the business that merged with US firm Hogan & Hartson in 2010 to breathe that 
truly rarified air: that of the billion-pound-plus law firm. After leaving uni in 1987 
she spent 15 years at accountants Andersen before moving to Lovells in 2002 – 
where she’s been ever since. Her challenge now is to help make Hogan Lovells a 
firm of real scale – which means making a global people strategy.
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and ‘a distinctive market position’. “We have 

everything that we are doing from a people 

point of view aligned under those three 

different headings,” Willis explains.

“As we get bigger, the trick is to pick a few 

things that will really make the difference,” she 

explains. “You need to be sensitive to the fact 

that you’re going to be a global organisation, 

so you need a few things that look and feel the 

same wherever you are in the organisation, but 

you also need to respect local difference.

“People live and work locally, so they need to 

feel very connected to the overall global brand 

of the organisation – but there is something 

about being in London or Frankfurt that, for 

example, has to make sense too.”

So you need to nail down not just the 

firm’s values, its culture (which can be hard 

enough, though it’s probably easier than in a 

standard corporation), but also what kind of 

consistency people inside and outside the firm 

expect to see – that is, how the global brand is 

materialised.

This is possibly not the highest on 

the list of ‘interesting discussions 

over dinner’ for senior partners in 

merging firms (though it should 

be). But Hogan Lovells got lucky, 

and it got lucky when everyone 

else was feeling decidedly unlucky 

– when air transport was severely 

disrupted by the ash cloud of April 

2010, a month before the Hogan 

Lovells merger was finalised.

“A number of US partners were 

effectively captive in London for a 

few days,” says Willis, “so we were 

able to sit in a room with them, 

led by our then senior partner, and 

do more brainstorming around 

our people strategy, the stuff that 

would really make a difference to 

the combined organisation. And 

out of that process emerged two 

or three things on the people side 

that were really important to do 

globally in a very consistent way.”

These are, roughly: a globally 

common view of what it means 

to be a partner at Hogans, underpinned by a 

consistent new partner admissions process that 

focuses minds ever more internationally and 

corporately as people climb the ladder; and, 

for HR, creating an “brand in terms of how 

our internal clients can expect to be dealt with, 

wherever they are in the world”.

The global approach to partner admissions at 

Hogans is a great example of an HR answer 

“People need to feel connected to the 

overall brand – but there is something 

about being in London or Frankfurt, for 

example, that has to make sense too.”

Kay Willis, Hogan Lovells



briefing on: People strategies May 2013

8

to the ‘going global’ challenge. As someone 

moves through the firm, they transition from a 

more local Hogans person into a global Hogans 

person. “At the pre-partner and partner 

stages we encourage them to form part of the 

global peer group, and that mirrors the way in 

which they think about their clients and build 

relationships across the firm.

“The thing about being in a global business 

is that you need to have the right network 

across the organisation to support your 

clients globally, and that comes from building 

relationships. So we’ve had a huge emphasis on 

that – that was one of the strategic imperatives 

for the merger, so we needed to make sure that 

the HR strategy reinforced and facilitated that 

objective.”

Willis cites her colleagues in business 

development as being the closest ‘friends’ in 

the business, because “the role they fulfil is 

supporting partners in client development 

and building client relationships, but also the 

management of our brand – and there’s a 

big overlap between what we’re doing. There 

has to be a consistency between what you do 

and say internally with what you’re doing and 

saying externally”.

A global HR strategy has to reflect a global 

firm’s imperatives, and that, says Willis, is to 

follow the client. “You have to decide on the 

clients that you want to serve, what markets 

they operate in, and how you need to organise 

your organisation to support those clients. 

In our case, that created a very compelling 

proposition for a firm with global reach that 

was able to serve clients in all the jurisdictions 

and in the way they choose to operate. Other 

organisations with a different kind of model 

may not need that global platform.

“There’s something very seductive about 

being global but it needs to be right for your 

Equality at last?
There are increasing changes in the way 
business services people are seen in law firms, 
and in the way that firms value their careers. 
At Hogan Lovells, this is central to the firm’s 
success, says HR director Kay Willis. 

“It’s one of my key preoccupations to ensure 
that I’m able to offer my HR staff a meaningful 
career, to develop them and ensure that there’s a 
consistency of approach – kind of an HR brand in 
terms of how our internal clients can expect to be 
dealt with wherever they are in the world.”

The firm has introduced a competency 
framework for business services, and the roles 
in business services have been “aligned with this 
new framework, which is also supported by an 
appraisal system”, she says.

“We’re very mindful that we need to offer good 
career paths for talented people in business 
services as much as for client-facing staff ”.

The important thing, she says, is that there 
can’t be a sense of entitlement. “You have to 
earn the respect of your internal clients, and 
that’s one of the things that has kept me at the 
firm – I’ve had very strong support from the 
partners in leadership roles here. They have high 
expectations of me and my team – and rightly 
so – but they’ve also given me the opportunity to 
make a contribution and deliver.

“If you’re in a situation where you’re not able to 
do that and you’re just in a very transactional 
role, it is hard to attract high quality people and 
certainly hard to retain them.”

Treating business services careers like 
those of lawyers at Hogan Lovells
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organisation.”

Fortunately, recent years have brought more 

strategic thinking to legal business, something 

that Willis has noticed market-wide and in her 

own firm.

“There’s much greater emphasis on strategic 

planning and thinking in a very considered way 

what you’re going to do. That characterised 

the decision to merge [Hogan 

Lovells] in the first place, and 

what we’re now doing to extract 

the full value of that.”

The point a global firm needs 

to reach, she says, is when 

clients come to a firm because 

of the consistency going global 

requires – but cleaving to the 

global brand shouldn’t stifle local 

entrepreneurialism. This might 

show a key difference between 

the verein firms and ‘normal’ 

structures: localism might be 

more respected in a verein. “It’s 

a delicate balance, achieving 

that mix of the things you can’t 

compromise on as an organisation 

while at the same time allowing 

partners the flexibility to develop 

their practice and support their 

clients,” she says.

A global firm, in people terms, 

therefore has to embed a set a 

procedures or systems to create a globally 

consistent relationship with HR and the 

firm, generate a global workforce, enabled 

by wide-scale knowledge sharing (otherwise 

how does the firm communicate its culture, 

stay connected and help people find out what 

everyone else knows?) and find people to work 

for it all over the world.

This is in large part delivered through what 

one might call the development of virtual 

communities both within and without the firm.

Knowledge sharing is, says Willis, “absolutely 

key to what we do as a professional services 

firm”. 

“It’s about being able to find the right person 

with the right skills to answer the question, 

whether it’s a client facing question or an 

internal question. And it’s how you build those 

connections and continue to be able to build 

them, once the organisation gets much bigger.”

It’s an important point to remember around 

knowledge sharing and large-scale growth 

for law firms that they, generally, have grown 

organically from smaller businesses. They will 

more likely have significant challenges around 

growing beyond the size of a business where 

everyone can ‘know’ everyone else.

“It’s about how you build and continue to 

“It’s about finding the right person with 

the right skills, and how you build those 

connections and continue to build them 

once the organisation gets much bigger.”

Kay Willis, Hogan Lovells
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have that sense of identity and localness, yet be 

able to leverage the opportunities that a global 

firm brings you,” Willis explains. “That’s the 

real trick: to pull that off.”

How a firm does that has as many answers as 

there are firms, she says, but there does appear 

to be a common theme in firms Briefing has 

spoken to in the past: IT, social 

media, collaborative thinking and 

distributed brand consistency.

Willis says Hogans has a range 

of solutions to this challenge, 

and it’ll always be on the lookout 

for more. But technology is a big 

part of the answer, though that’s 

mitigated by the generational 

differences in play in the business. 

However, she says the firm is 

piloting desktop-to-desktop video 

calling (‘Facetime’ for the firm, as 

she puts it), which mirrors how 

much video conferencing the firm 

has to do to keep in touch.

Keeping a global firm together 

is as much about seeing people, 

communicating, as anything else. In fact, 

that appears to be the biggest thing. Willis 

says Hogans does a “huge” amount of its 

internal meetings as video conferences, as it’s 

plainly impossible to get everyone in a room 

regularly, now. “So, talking to people face 

to face, even if it’s virtually, is important. To 

get quarterly partner meetings to work they 

have to be virtual.” Physical meetings on any 

scale will happen, but only every 18 months 

or so – technology allows people to fill in the 

communication gaps.

“You can create that sense of a virtual 

community, provided from time to time you 

make an investment in meeting face to face. 

We’ve found you can then leverage that face-

to-face relationship in the intervening period 

by using virtual technology and other tools.”

While Hogans isn’t using social media much 

internally, says Willis, the impact Facebook and 

the like have had on recruitment points to a 

more social media-connected future firm.

“It’s clear there’s a need to communicate 

with new generations who expect and are used 

to communicating using different technologies. 

Law firms generally have been slower to adopt 

it inside the organisation, but that’s only a 

matter of time.”

In terms of recruitment, using social 

media to connect to candidates is reaching 

them where they live – online. This generates 

another ‘virtual community’, says Willis, 

providing candidates with a flavour of what 

the firm is like as an organisation. Though the 

social media side of things is all in addition to 

more traditional recruitment, “there’s now a 

mix of different strategies in play”, she says.

Together, these technologies and concepts 

can probably help hold a global law firm 

together – and help it communicate and share 

information among a disparate workforce that’s 

“You can create that sense of a 

virtual community, provided that 

from time to time you make an 

investment in meeting face to face.”

Kay Willis, Hogan Lovells
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geographically widely spread.

This is especially important as a legal 

business scales, because a global law firm 

simply will not be able to function like an 

organically grown smaller firm.

The partnership model can scale, says Willis, 

but only if it’s quite changed in nature. “Over 

time, we’ve got to a situation where there 

are some decisions that it’s not practical for 

everybody to participate in, and therefore you 

need to put a lot of faith in your leadership and 

your leadership needs to have the support of 

partners to be able to act. If they’re not able 

to take decisions and move things forward, 

the organisation stagnates quickly. Equally, 

partners have to feel that there is appropriate 

consultation and communication [in change] – 

that they know what’s going on.”

This is a key enabler of better change 

management, a skill now vital in legal HR.

Either through large merger or more organic 

growth (partnering with then absorbing firms 

in other locations, or setting up new offices), 

firms are growing in size because they have to, 

and that brings large people problems. These 

problems can be solved by a global people 

strategy that uses technology and a global 

approach to procedures to get people through 

change and into a worldwide family.

“I think businesses have got smarter about 

realising that you need to plan to change and 

be proactive,” says Willis. “People are typically 

working close to full capacity in this ‘new 

normal’. If you want them to then change 

direction or take on new responsibilities, 

inevitably their bandwidth or capacity for 

doing that is limited, given all the other 

priorities that they have.

“But you can influence change for the good, 

provided you’re prepared to invest some time 

in doing that. You’re going to have to do a huge 

amount with communication [channels and 

tools], and be prepared to deal with people’s 

objections or concerns in a way that enables 

them to say what they think about what’s 

proposed and to feel they have a chance to 

influence it – even if the decision is made, 

people can have an opportunity to influence 

how it happens.”

Hogan Lovells’ recipe for global success 

depends on its HR strategy, and that depends 

on an ability to connect everyone in the firm 

to everyone else, wherever they are, whatever 

they do – and create a worldwide Hogan 

Lovells culture that’s built to last and grow. 

Willis has a job on her hands, in that case –  

but she has the tools to give it her best shot. l
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There’s no escaping the fact that a firm’s 
most important asset is people. But now 
firms have to find global talent, create 
global leaders and foster global cultures 
– in a market facing singular challenges.

How do the top firms build people 
strategies for the future?

“The greatest imaginable challenge to firms is 

true global integration,” says Angus Macgregor, 

Eversheds’ HR director. He says his firm is 

focused 100% on this challenge – hiring, 

international secondments and reward/

recognition for behaviour all contribute to 

global integration aims. If a firm is looking for 

guidance on HR strategy in 2013, it might not 

go far wrong by copying Eversheds.

Today’s tech-savvy clients can afford to 

cherry-pick their firms using the almost 

complete availability of an unprecedented 

wealth of information, combined with the 

substantial choice of competing firms and 

exceptional lawyers. And there’s more choice 

to be had: law firms’ skills bases are widening, 

reflecting both globalisation and the shift that 

has been taking place in the legal business: 

among the set of firms at the top of the market, 

few are now mainly solicitors and secretaries. 

Today’s firms have a larger pool of paralegals 

and support staff, often with dedicated HR and 

business development teams.

Managing this growing diversity in an 

increasingly competitive, globalising market, 

against the backdrop of a sluggish economic 

recovery, poses the most significant challenge 

to today’s legal HR leaders.

As John Lucy, Berwin Leighton Paisner’s HR 

director says: “The only constant is change. 

The traditional law firm model is under 

serious threat – we will have to be increasingly 

innovative, flexible and agile to meet client 

needs and deliver value for money.”

Kevin Hogarth, Freshfields’ global HR 

director, says that the most important challenge 

facing legal HR is helping the firm’s leadership 

deliver services in the most cost-effective way.

“With price competition and margin 

erosion, all firms are considering their 

delivery model. Freshfields is no different. We 

constantly experiment with different ways of 

delivering our services to ensure we can add 

value, maintain quality, manage risk and do 

so as cost effectively as possible to maximise 

client satisfaction and profitability. HR teams 

need to be at the centre of these discussions.”

The legal sector faces some tough 

challenges. Many firms will likely identify 

with how Jonathan Bond, director of HR 

and learning at Pinsent Masons, sums up the 

challenges facing his firm. The ongoing long-

term UK economic downturn places pressure 

on costs and restraint on fees, he says, which 

makes investment decisions more difficult. 

Plus, the firm is internationalising but it’s 

doing so hot on the heels of its merger with 

McGrigors. And clients now want ‘more for 

less’, which gives law firms the “stretch goal” of 

needing to approach work differently.

It’s a complex web of challenges – and HR is 

where many of the solutions will be found.

People strategies and leadership

Pannone’s HR director, Simran Foote, says 

effective people management is a source of real 

commercial advantage, if firms can get it right.

“In any business, where it is the quality of 

your people upon which your business success 

rides, effective people management is a key 

enabler to improving business performance.”

Getting it right, says Taylor Wessing’s HR 

director Caroline Rawes, comes down to 

ensuring that your people strategy is directly 

aligned to the goals of the firm. “The test I use 
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is to ask of every HR initiative or idea: ‘How is 

this helping achieve success for the business?’ 

This requires an HR team to be well-informed 

of the market in which we operate and of the 

firm’s performance metrics.”

Effective people management is clearly 

critical to optimum business performance. 

Bond says that managing talent at Pinsents 

“effectively helps us retain key 

talent, as well as developing and 

leveraging it. It helps achieve 

premium performance, achieve 

client wins, retention and 

development, improves fees and 

reduced costs”.

So how are firms successfully 

approaching and establish 

effective people strategies? 

Lucy at BLP agrees with Rawes’ 

alignment goal – he’s aligning 

the people strategy with the 

firm’s strategy, “while also driving 

forward some specific HR-related 

initiatives around talent mapping 

and succession planning”.

“The key challenges are 

ensuring that we have the right 

size and shape across the various 

practice groups to meet future 

client needs in terms of quality of 

service and value for money. We 

need to be able to work more efficiently and 

effectively and be more innovative with our use 

of resources and technology.

“It is a cliché but we are a people business, 

and how we manage and motivate them and 

leverage their skills and knowledge is critical to 

our continued success.”

It’s also essential to strategic HR success that 

HRDs are on the highest table in the firm.

“It also gives vital and necessary credibility 

to the people agenda and the importance and 

value placed on our people agenda,” says Foote.

At BLP, business services directors report 

directly to the managing partner and sit on the 

board. Lucy says this “ensures we have excellent 

access and can initiate and drive change 

and respond to challenges very quickly and 

effectively”.

Legal (finally) feels the need for speed

Successful business strategies that retain their 

effectiveness are characterised by innovation 

and ready adaptability.

Most law firms need to adapt their 

structures to be as agile as current market 

conditions demand, says Bond. His firm is 

doing this through its ‘Vario’ scheme, he 

says, which is a way to “increase the use of 

alternatives to partners, increased use of 

“The test I use is to ask of every HR 

initiative or idea: ‘How is this helping 

achieve success for the business?”.

Caroline Rawes, HR director, Taylor Wessing
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paralegals and increasingly sophisticated 

outsourcing arrangements”.

Hogarth says that the changes taking place 

in the legal delivery model have “profound 

effects on recruitment needs, skills profiles, 

resource levels, learning and development, 

career structures and leadership and 

management, metrics and reporting”.

“HR needs to be leading the thinking and 

advising on all these areas. Freshfields is subject 

to the same pressures as other law firms, and 

our HR team is engaged in the thinking about 

changes to the delivery model.”

But, warns Rawes, you can’t hack and slay 

your way to new modes of resourcing. “There 

has to be a balance between making speedy 

changes in response to the shifting markets 

and client needs and ensuring one keeps a 

long-term view. The organisational structure 

must be light, agile, and empowered to make 

decisions; and keep a keen eye on the firm’s 

values,” she says.

That’s not easy, as Macgregor explains: 

“Changing strategy quickly is difficult, but [we 

have] a fairly dynamic and agile executive, 

which can change direction (as long as aligned 

to strategy) quite quickly and effectively.”

Global challenges

With many firms having an increasingly global 

workforce, maintaining a balance between 

global business objectives and local priorities 

where its people are concerned is a big current 

and future challenge. Rawes and her team 

handle this at Taylor Wessing by “regularly 

discussing what each office’s people priorities 

are – as a result, we are able to identify 

our common priorities (which currently 

centre around recruitment, learning and 

development) and develop projects jointly”.

It’s a big challenge, acknowledges 

Macgregor, who says it’s a matter of being 

“globally connected but locally committed.”

OUTSOURCING:  
How, why and who  
What do you need to think about 

when it comes to outsourcing?
The inexorable downward pressure on 
costs is leading to increased outsourcing 
in both legal work and business services. 
But can it give clients better value for 
money and provide a top-notch service?  

Kevin Hogarth, global HR director for 
Freshfields, tells us what firms should 
think about before they outsource. 

“Firms need to be clear why they are 
outsourcing. Is it to gain cost advantage, 
or driven by quality or skills issues? Being 
clear about objectives from the outset is 
critical in determining the approach. 

“Firms also need to ensure they have the 
right skills to manage the process and 
then to manage the outsourced operation. 
These require different skills – skills often 
not already available in the firm – so HR 
needs to help source people with those 
skills and develop them internally. We also 
need to ensure we lead the management 
of change.

“But there are now enough examples 
of failed outsourcing attempts to 
demonstrate that this is not one-way 
traffic. We are going to see an ebb and 
flow as firms move some activities out to 
third parties and bring some previously 
outsourced operation back in-house. Both 
require huge change management and 
communications efforts.

“This is a great place for HR to operate – 
because it’s complex and value-adding.”
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And global leadership development itself 

has its unique facets, he explains. “[It’s about] 

understanding different cultures and business 

models and learning how to make the most 

out of each one. It’s being flexible and patient, 

and using a mix of local and expat to get the 

right results. It’s more travel and relationship 

building and thriving on diversity.”

Rawes at Taylor Wessing says that 

“leadership today requires resilience, 

resourcefulness, drive and a forward-thinking 

mentality”. That’s a mix that needs more 

internal development than ever before.

Eversheds takes development of leadership 

capability “very seriously”, says Macgregor. “We 

have a mixture of programmes for our leaders 

and cross-border deals to practise on, as well 

as individual coaches and mentors with global 

experience working cross-border.”

A further challenge is identifying what talent 

can thrive in a global organisation, he says. 

Eversheds uses secondments to international 

organisations or firm offices early on, to test 

people’s appetite to work internationally.

“We hire for languages and attitude to work 

overseas more. Most of our leadership roles 

[recently] have an international dimension, so 

we can test those who are best at it.”

Creating teamwork, managing change

For firms with an increasingly global 

workforce, maintaining communication 

between the leaders and the workforce is 

critical to safeguard the firm’s values, brand 

and ethos. But so is the need for HR to work 

alongside others within the firm, such as 

business development teams.

“One of the attractions of working in the 

HR function at Pinsent Masons,” says Bond, 

“is that the board and practice group heads are 

interested in HR strategy and understand the 

impact this has on the short- and long-term 

performance of the firm.”

People management at times of major 

change provides an added challenge – but what 

constitutes best practice in managing complex 

changes? Macgregor describes his version thus: 

“If it’s change internally, it’s a clear evidence-

based rationale and then a wide consultation 

followed by a simple execution with loads of 

comms in all media, and follow up with Q&A. 

etc.  If it’s [a merger with] another firm, then 

it’s a focused, full-time team delivering quick 

change in a short period and moving on. There 

may be a need for co-heading key positions for 

a short period to get buy-in. There also needs 

to be a (longer than first thought) period of 

relationship building in the target location.”

And creating a fulfilled workforce is, as we 

know, the key to a successful business. Foote 

at Pannone says she believes that if you can 

be effective in managing your people well, 

“you can increase their sense of wellbeing 

and enjoyment, and their engagement and 

development – all of which have real business 

benefits, as you’ll have happier employees who 

are productive”. l
Go to the next page to find out how John Lucy at 

BLP is driving knowledge sharing and external  

engagement at his firm â
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Technology challenges and opportunities in HR 
HR leaders should be using the latest tools to facilitate their people 

strategies. BLP’s HR director, John Lucy, explains his firm’s approach to 

techno-savvy HR
Information sharing

“In November 2012 we migrated the firm’s intranet over to a 
SharePoint platform. 

“The business case for this centred on the increased capacity for 
our people to engage with one another through the site, as well 
as work together and share knowledge and best practice.

“The system facilitates this through the use of collaboration 
tools, including blogs and discussion boards. It also allows 
for easier site engagement with features such as tagging, 
bookmarks, rating and alerts.

“From the moment they join the company, staff at all levels 
– trainee to partner – are taught the importance of sharing 
knowledge and how it links to improved performance for the 
firm.

“We have a common global infrastructure, including 
document library, customer relationship management and 
intranet. Gatekeepers, grouped by role, meet regularly to 
share experience and ensure lessons are learned – not just 
within specific workgroups, but across practice groups and 
geographies.”

External engagement

Looking ahead, how can firms leverage available digital 
platforms to take their business to the next level? BLP tailors 
these to reach the right audiences.

“We have very active Facebook and YouTube pages, which are 
solely aimed at graduates.

“More widely, we promote other platforms like LinkedIn, which 
is becoming increasingly popular with our clients and our staff.

“As a firm we are known to be innovative in our approach to 
legal services, which is why we use new approaches like video, 
blogs, and Twitter to complement, augment and, in some cases, 
spearhead our legal and business communications.”
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“The legal market is set to change more 

in the next five years than it has in the 

previous 50. Most partners are in denial 

about these changes, and are failing to grasp 

that their clients are looking for a different 

type of service offering and commercial 

arrangements.

“Skill sets need to be developed quickly 

alongside the traditional technical legal 

skills, which are currently the focus.”

That’s the view of one top 100 HR director 

at a top 15 firm – and they’re not alone in that 

judgment.

Our latest Top 100 Director Research, 

sponsored by legal management recruitment 

business Totum, shows that law firms need to 

rapidly broaden staff skills to include project 

management, business management, pricing 

and client account management – or their 

competitiveness will suffer. 

From capability to value ... and beyond

‘Mutate and survive’ was the message from HR 

chiefs when we polled them as part of our top 

100 research.

We asked them whether they agreed or 

disagreed with the statement: “Skill sets such 

as project management, business management, 

pricing and client account management are 

now essential to either hire or develop (both in 

Mutate and 

survive

What kind of skills do law firm people, 
on both sides of the fence, need in order 
to create tomorrow’s successful firm?

Phoebe Brewster finds out what skills the 
top 100 law firm HR chiefs say the best 
lawyers and support staff need to have.

Tip: it’s not 
photocopying

What kind of skills do law firm people, 
on both sides of the fence, need in order 
to create tomorrow’s successful firm?

Phoebe Brewster talks to the top 100 
law firm HR chiefs about developing the 
capabilities of tomorrow’s lawyers and 
business services staff

http://bit.ly/totuminbriefing
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fee-earning and business services) 

in tomorrow’s successful law firm, 

as the basis of competitiveness shifts 

from capability towards value.” 

HR leaders were overwhelmingly 

of the opinion that only nimble 

law firms that develop staff with 

all-round capabilities will succeed 

– nine out of 10 top 100 HR heads 

said a range of management skills 

are now essential in hiring and 

development. 

Almost two thirds of those 

surveyed (64%) strongly agreed that 

widening skill sets is vital. Just 11% 

of respondents replied ‘don’t know/

it depends’, and no one said that new 

skills weren’t important. This result 

echoes past issues of Briefing: legal 

HR heads are reacting to the shift 

away from an emphasis purely on 

legal competence – now an assumed 

item by clients. 

The agreement was in all sizes of 

firm, which is good news: all firms 

are seeing the need to be more businesslike. 

One top 10 HR head even went as far as to 

say that these skill sets are now so important 

that “they should bring it in as a module when 

taking LLB/finals”.

This is law, however – so there were some 

caveats. But another top 50 HR chief says these 

skill sets might be more relevant to small to 

medium-sized law firms. “It’s not critical for 

staff to have most of those skills in larger firms 

[which] have the critical mass to employ key 

specialists’’, rather than developing the skills of 

those already employed.

But business nous is now essential, especially 

in HR, says Gary Jones, director at Totum. 

“Commercial, business-savvy HR directors 

are vital as law firms change and strive for a 

foothold in the market. Law firms are relying 

on their HRD and HR teams more than ever, 

and their help is crucial as the legal market 

transforms around us.”

“It’s interesting that, since times became 

more challenging, HRDs have become more 

valued and their wider business skills become 

more recognised. Regardless whether HR 

appointments are coming from outside the 

legal sector or within, it’s the commercial/HR/

strategic mix that’s sought out.”

Adding value in leaner times

Clients want more value and varied capability, 

and they’re facing leaner times. The ‘new 

normal’ is here to stay, and with this market 

shift comes a new set of demands, alongside 

We’ve got skills,
they’re multiplyin’...
Project management, business 
management, pricing and client 
account management are now 
essential to either hire or develop, say 
top 100 HR directors
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