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Welcome  

Welcome to the July 2018 Mahlab Roundtable Briefing. 

This is the sixth briefing in our popular Roundtable series designed to explore the challenges and 
opportunities facing legal professionals today. Hosted in Melbourne and Sydney, our Roundtable 
discussions provide participants with the opportunity to connect, share their experiences and gain 
advice from their counterparts, while providing valuable insight into the legal industry. 

All Roundtables are conducted under Chatham House Rules. 

This briefing reflects roundtable discussions with lawyers who have recently made the move from law 
firm to an in-house environment for the first time. Why they moved, what they expected and what they 
now enjoy (or not!) are all explored. 

The Roundtables were attended by representatives from the public and private sectors spanning a 
range of industries including media, energy and resources, professional services, FMCG, 
healthcare, retail, construction, IT and insurance.  

This briefing builds on the findings of previous Roundtable discussions which focused on the 
experiences of general counsel, company secretaries and sole legal counsel.  

We thank all participants for their eager involvement. Undoubtedly readers will benefit from 
their candid reflections. 

Cheers, 

 

 

  

  

Lisa Gazis 
Mahlab Managing Director 
NSW 

Katherine Sampson 
Mahlab Managing Director 
VIC 

 
 

 

 

 

 



 

Roundtable Briefing The First Time: Moving in-house  Page 4 

 

In-house law: here to stay 

In-house law is well and truly an entrenched part of the profession. Even during the Global Financial 
Crisis, private and public companies, NFPs and government continued to engage lawyers in-house, 
not only to save money on external providers but to bring immediate, on call legal expertise into the 
business.  

Private, corporate and government employers now compete head on for the same talent pool. 
Lawyers with 4 to 6 years’ PQE are particularly popular: they have ‘passed’ early training and can hold 
their own in drafting, advice and negotiations. Secondment experiences only enhance their interest in 
a move in-house. 

This is not to say that only junior and mid-level lawyers make the move. Senior Associates, Special 
Counsel and Partners also line up for a change. 

 

Why the move in-house? 

Motivations discussed among participants included: 

Work right alongside the business (and maybe join it later) 

Participants cited the distance they feel from their clients’ business objectives, inner workings and 
pressures when working externally and a desire to bridge this gap. 

“I wanted to understand more about a business as I may eventually look at moving out of a legal role 
and into a commercial role.” 

“I wanted a broader commercial perspective and to understand how the legal output is used by a 
company”. 

Retain broad legal skills 

Specialisation starts early in most law firms. Some lawyers enjoy being an expert in one field; many 
participants sought more variety. 

“I did not hate private practice but I didn't want partnership. Also, I was in M&A at (large firm)  
and didn't want to specialise too early. I wanted to understand more than just the legal aspects  
of the deal.” 

Achieve a more balanced lifestyle 

Partners are under more pressure than ever to retain their positions. This means that long hours and 
quick turnaround times, pressure to achieve a budget and meet client demands in an ever-increasingly 
competitive marketplace don’t stop once partnership is achieved. Many lawyers commented that they 
don’t aspire to partnership for these reasons. 

“As you get more senior in private practice there is much more responsibility and pressure on you.  
The partners do not look happy.” 
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Leave behind billing targets and time sheets (but maybe not forever) 

Linked to the desire for a more balanced lifestyle, some participants discussed the relief they felt when 
these determinants of success were removed. Others commented that time recording and even billing 
internal clients does not disappear in a corporate setting: in some environments these remain for 
internal costing reasons. 

Time for a change – and recognition 

“Private practice felt stale and I was going through the same motions.” 

“I wasn't actively looking to move and the opportunity had to be special for me to move. I had had 
discussions with the firm about a move to partnership down the track. When I got the call about the 
role I am in I was excited about the brand. The partners were shocked by my intention to move. They 
offered me money to stay and I thought now you think I'm worth that?” It is just a band-aid to offer 
more money.” 

We asked participants why they chose an in-house role in a Roundtable two years ago. While the 
themes that emerged were not dissimilar, there seems to be a greater understanding of the attractions 
of the move, perhaps because secondments from law firms to a client have increased and lawyers are 
therefore better informed of what a corporate role offers.  

 

Will I like it when I get there? 

Participants were overwhelmingly enthusiastic about the change but made some acute observations 
about the settling-in period which included some surprises and some challenges. 

“What does this form do?” Onboarding issues 
As with all new jobs, the ‘newbie’ is faced with induction processes that vary from non-existent to 
superbly supportive. 

Most companies have an HR function that plots a new employee’s induction and training but this tends 
to focus on systems and processes rather than the broader corporate overview most lawyers want.  

The Roundtable discussion revealed that the generous General Counsel with the time to spend on the 
new recruit to take him/her through current issues facing the organisation and the legal desk and 
introduce the lawyer to key internal clients was a welcome but fairly rare commodity. Most GCs are 
under pressure from the CEO and the Board on their own matters and have little time to induct the 
new lawyer in a detailed way. One participant was grateful for the Deputy GC taking her under his 
wing. In this way she could ‘ask the dumb questions’. Another found that hospitality from an external 
law firm gave him a useful source of information about current issues. 

Many participants had only ever held a job in one or two law firms prior to moving in-house. Those 
who had moved firms reflected that induction processes in the larger firms are thorough and very  
well-orchestrated but that this experience is as variable as that of a corporate. Any deficiencies in the 
onboarding process tended to be thrown into relief where the new environment is just that: totally new. 
A lawyer transitioning from one law firm to another already understands the basics of time recording, 
using technology and relating to other staff. 

Most found that, with some help from team members, including assistants, the initiation into an  
in-house role was relatively pain-free. 
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“Where’s the research department?” Resourcing challenges 
Participants agreed that the switch from profit centre (law firm fee earner) to cost centre (in-house 
resource) impacts the level of administrative support and resources allocated to the legal function. 

In 2016, lawyers who participated in a similar roundtable were dismayed at the drop in resources 
when they started in house. Those from large firms were particularly surprised by the ‘do more with 
less’ attitude in an in-house team, with even large legal teams less well-resourced in technology, staff 
and freedom to deploy external lawyers than they expected. 

2018 saw a more a realistic group. Belts have tightened in their former firms and they showed less 
disappointment with an ostensible reduction in resources although clearly the adjustment is a big one 
for some people. 

“There is a lack of resources. There is no CCH or Lexis, Nexus, Halsbury’s. I have to Google 
everything. The cost is too high and they can't go to external lawyers.” 

“There is no admin support. Even the GC and DGC do their own admin.” 

“I have an admin (assistant) who is amazing and looks after three lawyers. She is also an EA for the 
CEO and CFO.” 

In the last two years, corporates have turned to secondees and contract labour to fill skill gaps, which 
adds to expertise and ‘hands on deck’ although, as one participant acknowledged, can bring its own 
challenges: “When I was a secondee I didn’t realise how many questions I asked. Now I feel sorry for 
the team that took me on!” 

As expected, lawyers who joined a larger in-house team found more support on the ground from their 
colleagues. Lawyers in government used their initiative to seek out contacts in other departments or 
agencies who could teach them the ropes where this was not available in their team. 

Sometimes a change in status can be unsettling too: “It was challenging to leave the law firm and 
leave the titles and prestige.” 

“Who’s my client?” Structure and hierarchy 
Participants commented that ‘a law firm is a law firm is a law firm’: there is a clear hierarchy from 
partner to mail room. Save for very small firms, there is a buffer zone between partner and lawyer in 
the shape of senior associates. A senior associate will usually have other, more senior staff to counsel 
them, or will report to the partner in charge of the department or the matter. Reporting lines are clear, 
save where, as one participant joked “you get caught in the cross-fire between two partners”. 

One participant commented that “In my new role, all bets are off. Calls come in from any level of the 
business. I have no idea whether I’m advising a State Manager or a fly in-fly out worker on a mine site 
in outback NT.” Learning who’s who and how to relate to each caller doesn’t happen overnight. Again, 
good induction processes as well as filters on how work flows to the legal function are key. Education 
about the organisation’s risk appetite and risk management protocols, proper supervision and access 
to guidance at short notice are also essential. 

The wall between legal and commercial advice tends to be more porous in-house than in a law firm. 
New in-house lawyers pondered the grey area between ‘legal’ and ‘commercial advice’ and 
acknowledged that “you need a good GC to guide you until you learn the ropes”. 
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“How urgent is URGENT?”  Building relationships 
Roundtable participants spoke of the need to educate internal clients about the ‘real’ urgency of 
matters and to provide them with a realistic timeframe for turnaround of matters.  

Several participants mentioned the frequent ‘drop-by’ of clients and the overuse of ‘urgent’ on emails. 
Being copied into all correspondence without a clear rationale was another recurrent problem.  

A lesson learned by all participants is to sit back in the first few weeks to understand priorities and 
personalities. The manager whose request is always of ’High Importance’ may be trying to conceal his 
own lack of action to that point; the ‘cc’ function overused by another client may reveal a lack of 
decisiveness and a need for Legal to ‘own’ a commercial, not legal, decision. The senior executive 
who looks like she’s headed for a train wreck may not welcome your advice without the GC’s 
imprimatur. 

“This is a matter of understanding the different roles within an organisation and how things impact on 
stakeholders. It is better to reach out to more than less. Have regular meetings with finance and legal.” 

On the other hand, some enjoyed the change of pace: “At (large firm) where I came from everything is 
urgent. Now I can see the actual boundaries and can adjust the timetable.” 

Being a service provider inside the client means being patient too: “I have found that stakeholders who 
give me instructions are slow in getting back to me. The challenge is whether I am actually servicing 
the client i.e. when do I follow-up and when do I let go? Also, with some clients you have to hold their 
hand and others you don't which is a learning curve.” 

Simple measures can work: “I started a comprehensive matter list and go through the priorities 
regularly. I get the client to prioritise it.”  

Several participants felt that introducing and rolling out training programs to internal stakeholders was 
an excellent way to build rapport with clients in the early days. 

The ability and courage to say ‘no’ was another lesson to learn early on, but participants agreed that 
it’s as much the language as the message that is important here. In their former life in a law firm, 
participants acknowledged that the helpful degree of separation from the client made it easier to give 
legal advice that was unpalatable. In the in-house context, ‘you have to find a way through’, as one 
participant put it: ‘No’ often means ‘not that way, let me help you find another way’. 

On the flip side, however, illegal activity must be called out fast for what it is.  A strong GC is 
invaluable in these circumstances 

In-house lawyers are sometimes asked by their internal clients to assist with non-legal work. This may 
be driven by a misunderstanding as to the lawyer’s role or by an attempt to offload the particular 
employee’s workload. One solution offered was training lay contract reviewers within the organisation 
to assist the lawyers internally, while others had in place a monetary threshold for internal legal 
review. 

The Value Proposition – on both sides 
Participants again pointed to a strong leader as being essential to understanding how to not only add 
value but demonstrate value in the in-house environment. Technology assists in this regard, with 
some members of the roundtable citing tracking of external spend, take up of internal legal training 
packages, number of requests for help, turnaround time, number of external instructions and the like. 

Happily, participants in the Roundtables expressed satisfaction with the move after an initial period of 
adjustment and learning. They enjoy the diverse range of work, with one lawyer saying “I can get 
everything from a standard NDA to a takeover – on the same day!” and another commenting on the 
freedom she felt outside the hierarchy of a law firm: “The CEO came up to my desk to chat about 
something. That would never happen in my old firm” although the role is not without its demands:  
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“I can’t find a trainee to do a piece of research – it’s up to me. And I can’t delegate it because 
everyone’s busy, I’m the junior and the budget on external spend is strict”. 

Others found the change was not as dramatic as they expected: “I found that the commercial 
approach that we took when I was at (large firm) is similar to the commercial approach I take now. 
Bring the client along and get them to make the decision.” 

Most had not yet faced a salary or performance review but reflected that any increase was likely to be 
reflected in a bonus rather than a significant adjustment to base remuneration. One or two commented 
that the employer super contribution is higher outside a law firm, especially in Commonwealth 
government roles. 

 

When do I make the move? 

Participants varied from four years’ PQE to ten years’. Most agreed that three years’ post admission 
experience in a firm was the ideal minimum training for the jump to an in-house role. That way, they 
said, you have experienced work in an office, developed the basic legal skills and knowhow to talk to a 
client. Your self-confidence and communication skills (oral and written) should be developing well by 
this time and you have started to hone your instinct for ’things that don’t smell quite right.’ 

Naturally the timing of the move will be affected by the motivation of the solicitor and the support they 
will enjoy in their new team. A junior lawyer moving to a solo role can be a recipe for disaster. “You 
don’t know what you don’t know and that’s scary for everyone” said one participant. One participant 
questioned the training and support that would be forthcoming in a new role and decided against the 
move to that company: “The emphasis placed on professional development just wasn’t there. I 
couldn’t afford to go backwards (technically) so I waited until another role emerged that promised me 
this training.”  

Industry can also impact optimal timing. Government roles can be very demanding in that they require 
a resilience to deal with sometimes mercurial ministerial demands, media scrutiny and the media cycle 
as well as the election cycle. Without a strong support system, a junior lawyer can feel overwhelmed. 
Similarly, an industry under significant pressure, such as financial services at present, might best suit 
more experienced lawyers who can cope with the media scrutiny. 

The timing of the move will also impact opportunity. More senior lawyers making the move from a law 
firm to their first in-house role compete in a mature market i.e. there are plenty of experienced 
deputies and senior in-house counsel competing for the same senior role. They offer a track record in 
this sector that a senior associate does not.  

 

 

In summary 

There was unanimous support for the move in-house. While some participants are still in the 
honeymoon period, others are well ensconced in their new environment and loving it. All agreed there 
is much to learn and no shortcut to it. “Like most things, you have to get in there, work hard and listen 
a lot. A year down the track and I realise how naïve I was when I joined the company. Thank 
goodness my GC gave me the benefit of the doubt!”. 
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