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Foreword 

 

As one General Counsel that we interviewed said: "I want someone who will come to me 
with opportunities – a true business partner". This report reflects the outputs from interviews 
with 18 General Counsel from a range of FTSE 350 companies across a variety of sectors, 
designed to highlight the attributes and skills that lawyers must acquire if they are to 
become valued business partners with their clients.   

The findings represent a significant milestone in the ongoing work of the O Shaped Lawyer 
Programme, a movement which is lobbying for a transformational change in the way that 
lawyers are trained and developed. The research confirms that although technical 
excellence will always be relevant and much sought after, it represents only the starting 
point of what is required, there being a general consensus amongst respondents on the 
breadth of skills that lawyers must embody. 

Our work will lead to a fundamental re-think on the delivery of legal training and 
development for future lawyers and those already within the profession. With an overhaul of 
the entry requirements to the profession and widespread disruption across the industry, 
there has never been a better opportunity for progressive legal educators, law firms and in-
house functions to shape a sustainable transformation to the profession. The time for 
change is now.  Those who embrace the changes and capitalise on the opportunity now 
will be the industry leaders for the next generation. 

We are extremely grateful for the support and engagement of those General Counsel who 
contributed to this paper – insights from across the breadth of the community are an 
essential part of the collective effort to drive change within the profession and we invite 
everyone to join us in the next chapter of the pioneering O Shaped Lawyer programme. 

 

The O Shaped Lawyer Working Group  
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Introduction  

 

Changes to the legal education system – 
to be implemented in Autumn 2021 – have 
given the profession a once in a 
generation opportunity to re-think how we 
prepare future lawyers for practice in an 
increasingly changing legal landscape. 
The growing influence of disruptive 
technology and the emergence of 
customer-centric law companies 
suggests that the next generation of 
lawyers will be entering a profession that 
looks very different to the current one. The 
profession will need to adapt. Future 
lawyers will need to master more than 
technical legal knowledge and develop a 
range of capabilities that shift from 
technical to value creation. 

This shift is one of the consistent themes 
that we heard from General Counsel and 
there is widespread recognition that 
technical expertise should account for 
only a small percentage of the overall 
service provided by law firms. What 
buyers want from legal service providers 
has, and continues to, change. Getting the 
right legal advice is a given – creating 
value for the client is the opportunity for 
progressive firms to stand out.  

 

 

What sets great lawyers apart from the 
crowd is their ability to not only be able to 
contextualise the legal advice to the 
business, but to go further by identifying 
opportunities to create new sources of 
value for the client. 

This value creation approach currently 
remains largely aspirational. Many 
respondents say that they have never 
experienced this, or only ever come 
across a handful of lawyers who have 
reached this bar. Arguably, this is because 
many lawyers still consider that their role 
is to exclusively advise on the law; future 
lawyers will know that their role is equally 
about the business they are advising.  

 

  

 

Future lawyers will need to 
master more than technical 

knowledge and develop a range 
of capabilities that shift from 
technical to value creation 
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The next generation lawyer 

A lawyer's merit and respect amongst their peers has traditionally 
been viewed through the lens of their technical expertise. Our 
research has shown that although there are pockets of excellence 
where lawyers tailor their expertise to create value through a deep 
understanding of their clients’ businesses, this isn't typical. We found 
that to achieve success and move from a focus on the law to a focus 
on the business, lawyers must exhibit a blend of mindsets, knowledge 
and skills. 

 

 

 

Mindset 

Attitudes and beliefs on what it is 
to be a value-creation lawyer 

lawyer 

Knowledge 

Domains of understanding required 
to be a value-creation lawyer 

Skills 

Abilities to be a capable value-
creation lawyer 
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Mindset  
As the illustration below shows, many 
lawyers currently view their role as being 
to provide the best legal analysis when 
called upon for assistance with a legal 
matter. This reactive mindset is engrained 
and encouraged in lawyers throughout 
their education and is in stark contrast to 
what more progressive in-house legal 
teams want and need from their legal 
advisers.  

The lawyer of tomorrow will fulfil a role in 
which they will help the business to 
identify and capture opportunities 
through legal initiatives. Broader 
education will enable them to adopt a 
more proactive mindset where they can 
see the collective benefits of advising 
clients with the business needs taking 
precedence over the legal analysis.
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Knowledge  
Whilst strong technical ability will continue 
to be a necessity, to achieve value for 
clients, lawyers will be required to 
understand both the general business 
domain and the specific businesses of 
their clients.  

Understanding a client's business is 
nothing new - law firms already invest 
significant time in trying to achieve this to 
realise the competitive advantage it 
brings. It’s clear though that in many 
cases, there remains a gap between what 
the law firm is delivering and what the 
client is expecting.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The next generation 
lawyer will require 

broader knowledge of 
the business world 
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Skills
Given the changing landscape in the 
legal profession, the next generation of 
lawyers will need a suite of skills that can 
be applied in many contexts. 

Our research identified three overarching 
categories of skills: 

1. Be adaptable 

2. Build relationships 

3. Create value through legal 

initiatives 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Within each category, there are four key 

skills which make up the component 

segments. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

…these soft skills need to be 
taught starting from law school 

and continue throughout our 
legal career  
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Filling the gaps 
Our research has confirmed that there 
remains a significant gap between the 
quality of service that law firms provide 
and those that General Counsel want.  
There were some similar observations 
made about in-house teams and their 
internal business customers. Either way, 
the interviews have reinforced the 
importance of the work of the O Shaped 
Lawyer Programme to bring about 
positive and sustainable change to the 
training and development of lawyers.  

In the next phase of the programme, we 
will be facilitating a real-time, cross-
industry pilot scheme.  The pilots will bring 
together a number of in-house and 
private practice teams to work 
collaboratively in a 'safe' environment, 
continuously sharing learning and 
building trust to enhance performance 
and strengthen their relationships.  

Objectives of the pilot  
1.  We will demonstrate that by 

working closely together for six months, 
with regular two-way feedback and 
agreed learning and development 
interventions, law firms and clients can 
act as one to develop their people, 
strengthen their relationships and 
improve overall satisfaction.  

2.  The outputs from the trial will 
help inform the content and structure for 
the design of new programmes at law 
schools, future training contracts and 
continuous lawyer development.  

 

 

Next steps  
We will be inviting law firms and in-house 
teams to participate in the pilot scheme. 
If you would like to know more about this 
first of a kind approach, please contact 
either Dan Kayne, Greg Bott, or Jason Ku 
(on info@oshapedlawyer.com) who will 
be able to share further details of what is 
involved.  
 
To contribute to the O Shaped Lawyer 
discussions on LinkedIn, please visit: 
https://www.linkedin.com/groups/8863379 

 

Together we will inspire a generation. 
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With our thanks to those who have contributed 

to this report:

 

  

 

 

 


