



RECRUITMENT: How to get to the top as an in-house lawyer
Peter Scott charts the course for success as an in-house corporate lawyer

• Before you decide to move in-house, remember that there is a very large gap between the 'culture' of a professional partnership and a corporate environment. Above all, many lawyers in professional partnerships still cannot come to terms with their being required to be accountable to those who manage them and to whom they report. Many of the most successful in-house lawyers will tell you that understanding and acceptance of accountability was crucial to their progress up the corporate ladder.

• Be aware that there may not be a progressive career path open to you within the company. You will be hired to carry out a function with probably no possibility of further advancement up the corporate ladder. It could be a career 'cul-de-sac' for you. How many in-house lawyers sit on main boards of larger companies?

• Decide before applying for any position whether you wish to be a technical lawyer or to become a decision-making manager. This career choice will probably determine whether you get to the top, because it is the latter group who are most likely to make it.

• If you are choosing in-house because you think it will be an easy life in a backwater, then forget it - in-house lawyers tend to work very hard because companies are value-driven organisations. 

• Choose the 'right' company. What is the 'right' company will depend on a whole host of factors, but perhaps the aspiring in-house lawyer should bear in mind a few of the following tips: 
- do your homework on the company;
- avoid new internet-based businesses;
- check out the 'churn' rate of previous lawyers in the company;
- check out how long the current head of legal has to go until retirement - it could be a long wait;
- what career path policies exist in the company?
- how high have lawyers scaled the ladder in the past?
- is a board position open to you if you perform to certain criteria or is it off limits?

• Once established in the company, some of the most successful in-house counsel have quickly adopted the corporate culture and have been seen to become fully-integrated members of the corporate team, rather than merely a lawyer who is in some way straddling in-house and private practice.

• Develop a 'political nose' and take time to find out where the power in the company resides and then keep close to it.

• Always provide the people in the company who really matter with the service they demand 'and more' and make yourself as near indispensable as possible, becoming the first port of call when they need sound common sense advice - become an integral part of the decision-making process within the company.

• Get the best out of external law firms in the most effective way - companies are performance- and value-driven organisations and you will be judged on how you and they perform. So make sure the external law firms you use never fail to perform, because it will reflect more badly on you than on them as the company will hold you responsible for obtaining results.

• Take a long hard look at the way the legal function for the company operates and ask 'is the company getting best value?' and if not, earn brownie points:
- by carrying out a review of external lawyers and only retain/appoint firms that consistently perform to a high level (but be careful not to pick fights with external lawyers that are long-established with the company and who may have the ear of powerful people in the company.);
- by understanding the pricing structures of your external lawyers and ensure you obtain best value every time;
- by reviewing how the internal legal resource operates and whether it needs rationalising - 'should the company be providing technical legal advice itself or would it be more cost effective to buy in all or some of it?' (but not at the expense of your own job!)
Ultimately, as in everything, performance counts.

Peter Scott is director of Horwath Consulting.

