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Inside Counsel Perspectives and Priorities 

Lessons from a Survey of Legal Professionals
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Outside Counsel Budget Size

Executive Summary
“How’s business?” It’s a standard line used when you run into a colleague you haven’t spoken with in a while. Even with 
little time for an in-depth discussion, the interest in the answer is genuine.

With much the same intent, the LexisNexis® CounselLink® Strategic Consulting team wanted to capture a quick 
assessment of the hot topics prevalent across corporate legal departments today. The brief Pulse-Check survey results, 
depicted as “Top 10-Top of Mind” issues and responses, contain a couple of surprises, reflect changing priority rankings 
in a few subject areas, and reconfirm some of the conclusions reached in other industry studies. 

Key Findings
• Legal departments are feeling optimistic. In exploring subjective opinions of whether this year is better than last, an 

impressive 70% responded in the affirmative. When conditions are favorable for the company, they’re also good for 
the corporate legal department.

• Outside legal spending has a bullseye painted on it. The top expense item for legal departments is also a focal point 
as the most important goal: reduce outside counsel spend.

• Preferred way to reduce outside legal spending is pull the work in-house. Legal departments have several 
techniques to cut outside expenses, but moving more legal work in-house is the top choice for more than half of all 
respondents.

• When choosing an outside law firm, existing relationships outrank other factors. Most selection criteria matched 
expectations; however, diversity and technology attributes were placed surprisingly low. 

• As bell-shaped curves, budget and staffing plans skew a bit to the growth side. More than half of all respondents 
indicate levels are likely to remain the same, but increases are predicted by 32% for budgets and 27% for staffing

About the Survey
An online survey was used to poll readers of a legal industry trade publication during the period September 29-to-
October 10, 2014. Incentives were offered to encourage participation and involved an opportunity to win prizes in a 
random drawing. 

Responses were captured from 95 legal professionals working for U.S.-based corporate legal departments. Attorneys 
account for almost 90% of that group, 68% of whom occupy supervisory or management positions, including individuals 
in Chief Legal Officer, General Counsel and Associate General Counsel roles. Collectively, the participants represent 
a geographic mix (34 states) and cross-section of industry categories including, among others: technology, finance, 
manufacturing, insurance, hospitality, energy, and government. Additional demographic details are noted below:
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Top 10 Charts
#1 An Optimistic Answer to the “How’s Business?” Question 

Figure 1

LDO might be a new acronym for Legal Department Optimism rather than operations, with 70% of respondents 
expressing agreement or strong agreement that business is better than last year. Survey participants offered 
opinions about this upbeat perspective in an open-ended follow-up question. Three factors surfaced: the 
company overall is having a good year, which obviously affects the legal department; the legal department has 
seen an increase in the number of large cases settled this year; and, the legal team is getting better and earlier 
engagement with internal business clients. The condition of being better connected to internal business partners 
and issues is a recurring theme that surfaces throughout the survey.

Indicate your level of agreement with this statement: “All things considered, this year has been better than the 
previous year for our legal department.” 



Page 4

#2 The Top Goal: Reduce Outside Legal Spend

Figure 2

As the #1 expense item for most legal departments, it’s no surprise that getting control of outside legal spend was 
named the #1 goal by 61% of the survey audience. Other business issues ranking highly were budget predictability 
(59%), proving the value of legal services (48%) and efficiency increases (43%). Clearly, the role of being a 
successful corporate lawyer today demands finding an effective balance point between business and legal 
priorities, even while conditions change dynamically quarter-to-quarter.

Which of the following are the most important goals for your legal department? 
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#3 DIY is the Preferred Way to Curtail Outside Legal Spend

Figure 3

1 BTI Market Outlook and Client Service Review 2014 Webinar, January 16, 2014. Prepared by: The BTI Counsulting.   
http://www.slideshare.net/BTIConsulting/bti-market-outlookandclientservicereviewwebinarselectedslides2014

2 2014 Law Department Survey, October 2014. Prepared by: HBR Counsulting.  
http://www.hbrconsulting.com/lawdepartmentsurvey.html

If reducing outside spend is the #1 goal, the #1 approach to accomplish that task is moving more legal work in-
house. Selected by 53% of respondents, that technique topped the second ranked choice of increased AFA usage 
by more than 20 points. Adopting billing guidelines (30%) and reallocating work to firms with better rates (27%) or 
to fewer firms (21%) rounded out the top selections. The intent to shift more legal work to in-house resources is a 
topic addressed in recent industry surveys from both BTI Consulting1 and HBR Consulting2.

Which of the following describes the top actions your legal department will take in the next 12 months to manage 
outside counsel spend? 

http://www.slideshare.net/BTIConsulting/bti-market-outlookandclientservicereviewwebinarselectedslide
http://www.hbrconsulting.com/lawdepartmentsurvey.html
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#4 Relationships Are Key to the Outside Legal Counsel Short-List

Figure 4

When picking an outside partner, existing relationships trump all other factors. As expected, responsiveness, 
efficiency and pricing are also highly ranked. Given industry attention in the last year on the importance of 
“diversity” and the need for attorneys to be “technological savvy” when selecting outside counsel, it’s surprising 
these considerations ranked the lowest.

Rank the following characteristics relative to their importance to your legal department in selecting a law firm 
partner. Lower score equals a higher rating. 
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#5 & #6 Staffing and Budget Growth May Be Reasons for Optimism

Figure 5

Staffing Budget

Figure 6

In two sequential questions, respondents were asked to profile how staffing and budgets will change or 
remain the same over the next year. Favorable business conditions, and a degree of optimism, may be 
closely tied to the increases expected by 27% in staffing and 32% in budgets. 

In the next 12 months, your legal department staffing and legal department budget will do what? 
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#7 Compliance and Efficiency Share the Top Challenge Spot 

Figure 7

Survey responses confirm what is widely known. Compliance issues are a recurring hot topic for corporate counsel, 
and improving operational efficiency is a standard to-do item for every functional team trying to do better. Both 
are broad all-encompassing categories of interest, and challenge, for corporate legal departments. In fact, it’s 
reasonable to assume several of the lower ranking challenges are actually components of the top two … with more 
budget, staff and technology resources, it would be easier to address regulatory requirements and operate with 
greater efficiency. Interestingly, the equal ranking of the two topics is a good indicator of the legal-business balance 
corporate counsel try to maintain. 

What are the top challenges facing legal departments in the next 12 months? 
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 #8 Budget Issues Dominate KPI Metrics

Figure 8

Business is a game of numbers, even for in-house legal professionals. Key performance measurements 
that resonate with both inside counsel and business leaders center on financial metrics that are readily 
quantifiable, such as budget versus actual or current spending compared to last year. Other KPIs with more legal 
orientation were captured in open ended responses, including: cases processed, transactions closed, business 
client satisfaction and performance on matters handled in-house. Despite the attempt to have objective 
measurements, selecting which KPIs to adopt is a highly subjective activity that each department and company 
needs to decide for itself based on business objectives.

What are the most critical KPIs (key performance indicators) your legal department tracks to measure 
performance? 
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#9 Lack of Technology Inhibits Process Improvements 

Figure 9

Since improving operational efficiency ranked as a top challenge, the survey explored technology adoption as a 
likely path to process enhancement through automation and time-saving capabilities. Respondents were asked 
to rank themselves along a 5-step continuum starting with basic manual processes and progressing to more 
advanced data-driven and predictive legal stages. The vast majority of respondents (72.7%) was clustered in the 
first two maturity stages, with 27.4% still depending on manual processes.  With so many legal departments at the 
low end of the maturity spectrum, the opportunity to improve legal department operations through technology 
enhancements is great and something that legal departments should set as a top priority. 

Which of the following best describes your legal department’s operational technology maturity? 
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#10 Technology Investment Decisions Look Favorable

Figure 10

The good news follow-on to the previous question indicates many companies plan to improve their technology 
resources. Almost 37% are likely to increase technology spending, with 61% continuing to maintain current 
spending levels. Only a very few are leaning toward decreasing technology investments.

In the next 12 months, your legal department’s spending on technology will do what? 
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Conclusion
Based on survey responses, a reasonable answer to the starting point question is: “Business is good.” From all 
appearances, corporate legal departments have a solid understanding of their dual role that is equal parts business and 
law. They also are becoming more effective in translation skills; goals, priorities and performance measurements appear 
more balanced to reflect both sides of their activities. 

Appropriate attention is also being placed on bottom-line considerations that resonate particularly well with internal 
business leader clients. To maintain good business conditions simplistically requires more of the same. Finding cost-
effective ways to provide legal services that result in favorable outcomes defines the group’s charter and the best way to 
deliver business value.

About LexisNexis CounselLink
CounselLink is an industry-leading Enterprise Legal Management solution suite for matter management, legal spend 
management, legal hold, analytics and strategic consulting services. The cloud-based software applications are available 
in different package configurations to match the diverse needs of Fortune 1000 legal departments – from simple 
turnkey offerings covering best practice feature sets, to highly customizable approaches designed for more complex 
operations. LexisNexis was named a “leader” in the Gartner Magic Quadrant for Enterprise Legal Management based on 
CounselLink capabilities. As well, the solution has earned an industry reputation for enabling corporate counsel to use 
data effectively as a basis for improving legal department performance and outcomes. 

About LexisNexis
LexisNexis Legal & Professional is a leading global provider of content and technology solutions that enable professionals 
in legal, corporate, tax, government, academic and non-profit organizations to make informed decisions and achieve 
better business outcomes. As a digital pioneer, the company was the first to bring legal and business information online 
with its Lexis® and Nexis® services. Today, LexisNexis Legal & Professional harnesses leading-edge technology and world-
class content, to help professionals work in faster, easier and more effective ways. Through close collaboration with its 
customers, the company ensures organizations can leverage its solutions to reduce risk, improve productivity, increase 
profitability and grow their business. Part of Reed Elsevier Inc., LexisNexis Legal & Professional serves customers in more 
than 175 countries with 10,000 employees worldwide.

LexisNexis helps professionals at law firms and legal departments of all sizes manage the business element of their 
practice or departments with innovative software and mobile solutions for customer relationship management, 
competitive intelligence gathering and assessment, time and billing management, matter management, client analysis, 
legal holds and more.
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