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Introduction 
McCarthy Tétrault LLP’s GC Effectiveness program aims to bring GCs together to cultivate solutions to shared top 

legal operations pain points. The program includes a survey that helps us gain a deeper understanding of the 

needs of in-house counsel. Using this, we work together to advance our profession and better support the goals of 

our respective businesses.   

This report details the results from the 2018. It also identifies the top value-adds law firms can provide for the 

GC group over time (from surveys also conducted in 2013 and 2017).  

Legal Department Top Concerns 
Respondents pointed to “Enhancing the legal function value proposition to the business” as the top concern. 

Comments reflected that legal departments are increasingly interested in positioning themselves as a strategic, 

value-added part of the greater organization. However, there was acknowledgement that this is not an easy task, 

sometimes complicated by reporting lines. 

The second and third top concerns were “Meeting demand for legal services given resource constraints,” followed 

by “Managing increasing business complexity and potential risk exposure.” These two concerns are inter-related, 

and indicate traditional in-house frustration with balancing resources and demands. 

Most Pressing Challenges 
Throughout the survey, respondents consistently pointed to managing compliance demands as a pain point and 

challenge. This was a general challenge, followed by related but more specific challenges of data privacy and 

cybersecurity, anti-corruption and anti-bribery, governance, and legal risks related to high-growth environments. 

Although none of the suggested answers ranked particularly low, there was less concern with multi-jurisdictional 

litigation and social media. 

How Can Law Firms Provide Greater Value to GCs? 
In 2018, respondents agreed that law firms can offer the best value by providing alternative staffing models to 

increase efficiency and reduce cost. This was closely followed by – not surprisingly – offering creative alternative 

fee arrangements. Again, no choices ranked very low, but providing business-oriented advice and creative solutions 

was not a top value-add in this survey. GCs appear to be predominantly concerned with ways to reduce legal spend 

and are willing to look at alternative models. 

Interesting Observations  

We tracked answers for this question over the 2013, 2017, and 2018 responses, and saw some drastic changes. 
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In 2013, respondents felt that law firms’ ability to “understand challenges facing the business and industry” and 

“provide business-oriented and creative solutions” were the top ways to add value. Both of those items fell to the 

bottom in the 2017 and 2018 responses. Conversely, few respondents were interested in “provide other innovative 

ideas to reduce legal costs” in 2013, but this became a key concern in 2017 and 2018. Similarly, “offer creative 

alternative fee arrangements” and “offer alternative staffing models to increase efficiency and reduce cost” ranked 

second-lowest in 2013, and rose to the most important in 2017 and 2018. 

Focus on Top Pain Points 
Knowledge Capture and Sharing  

Survey respondents identified several knowledge capture and sharing as a top pain point. 

Knowledge management is often a challenge, whether in law firms or in-house 

departments. General counsel may have increased challenges in sharing information with 

business lines and other departments and functions in an organization. Equally, obtaining 

some information can be difficult. While there are technologies that can ease some of 

these burdens, they can be costly, and often require time and resources to implement. We 

have seen that legal departments already face cost and time pressures; securing funding 

for a document management system may not be feasible. 

Risk Management & Compliance Fatigue 

Risk management was tied with knowledge capture as a top pain 

point. From the respondent comments and questions, it was clear 

that risk and compliance present several challenges. First, there 

is concern that the in-house department simply cannot keep up 

with increased pace of regulatory change. This, in turn, makes 

risk management and compliance difficult. Secondly, counsel face 

an uphill battle when trying to convince the business, and even 

the C-suite, of the importance of compliance. Third, as the 

organization or business itself changes, the gap in risk 

management continues to widen.  

Better Processes & Project Management 

General counsel appear to understand the benefits process improvement and project 

management can bring to a legal department. In particular, comments noted that counsel 

require strategies to streamline and manage diverse legal practices, as GCs have a wide 

range of responsibilities and technical areas of law. As well, many respondents noted that 

project management can help with managing workload volume against time and required for 

projects. Departments are striving for excellence and effectiveness. GCs are also concerned 

that, without improved processes and project management, they do not have enough time for 

mentoring and leadership activities. 

McCarthy Insight 

Top knowledge-
related difficulties may 
include: lack of matter 
management (process 
and technology), loss 
of knowledge through 
employee turnover, 
inadequate 
standards/processes 
for saving and reusing 
content, and lack of 
technology for 
managing content. McCarthy Insight 

Top risk / 
compliance 
management 
challenges to in-
house counsel may 
be privacy, anti-
bribery, and 
cybersecurity. 

McCarthy Insight 
Project management 
does not have to be a 
significant undertaking. 
“Agile” PMs can bring 
rigour and process to 
departments without 
adding excessive 
“work about work.” 
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