
W h y  l a w  f i r m s  n e e d  t o 
c h a n g e  t h e i r  a p p r o a c h  t o 
t h o u g h t  l e a d e r s h i p  

A u g u s t  2 0 2 1 EXTRACT



W hy law f irms need to change their approach to thought lea dership 

2© S o urce Info rmatio n S er v ice s Ltd 2 0 21

The thought leadership published by professional ser vices f irms is hugely influential—

and more so than ever in the uncer tain af termath of the pandemic .  Why? Because senior 

executives don’t just want to inform themselves about trends in their own areas of 

responsibilit y,  interest ,  and exper tise,  but to learn about other areas they ’re less familiar 

with and to gather evidence that suppor t s their ideas and that they can use to influence 

their peers.   

The purpose of this repor t is to help law firms understand the role that thought leadership 

plays among senior buyers of legal ser vices,  and to make ef fec tive use of the material they 

publish .  Throughout ,  we’ve made comparisons with the thought leadership produced by 

consulting f irms, par tly because the lat ter were early pioneers in this space, par tly—as our 

analysis will  demonstrate—because they pose a threat to law firms.

The f irst par t of the repor t looks at why organisations use thought leadership.  The 

pandemic forced many organisations to think again about their business models and to 

challenge assumptions about what ’s possible.  O ur ongoing research into the professional 

ser vices sec tor sug gest s that the crisis will  leave a permanent legac y of senior leadership 

teams looking for faster,  more imaginative solutions to chronic business problems. 

But this new way of working at the executive level will  depend on more interac tion and 

collaboration bet ween organisational func tions.  In Par t 2 ,  we look at the t ype of thought 

leadership general counsel and legal teams want to read. O ur analysis sug gest s that they 

see thought leadership as a key means of establishing their credentials in other par t s of 

the business. 

A s a result ,  as we show in Par t 3 ,  they ’re three times more likely to read material by 

strateg y consulting f irms than law firms. L aw firms shouldn’t despair,  however.  O ur 

research also sug gest s that even the best material from strateg y f irms of ten isn’t good 

enough to give legal teams fluenc y across the business.  Meeting this need, however,  will 

require law firms to build their own thought leadership model,  one that ’s predicated on 

helping legal teams create a more ef fec tive dialogue with other par t s of their organisation . 

L aw firms are right to model their thought leadership on material produced by consulting 

f irms. But as our conclusions and recommendations make clear,  they need to do more. L aw 

firms don’t need to join consultancies: They ’ll  need to beat them .

I n t r o d u c t i o n  

In this rep or t ,  you'll  f in d . . .

	- A nalysis of the ways in which 

consulting an d legal ser vices b uyers 

consume content

	- Prac tic al recommen dations for 

maximising return on inves tment 

when it comes to thought lea dership

	- A framework to create high qualit y 

thought lea dership

O ur analysis is based on a sur vey of 10 0 senior executives in 

the US an d the UK , all  of whom were big b uyers of professional 

ser vices .  Half c ame from the legal/general counsel f unc tion , an d 

the res t from a range of dif ferent f unc tional areas; for clarit y, 

we refer to the f irs t as “legal ser vices client s” an d the secon d as 

“consulting client s” resp ec tively throughout this rep or t .  A roun d 

half our sample c ame from large organisations (those with more 

than 5, 0 0 0 employees),  an d the remain der from upp er-mid-sized 

ones (1 , 0 0 0 - 4 ,999 employees).  All  the data was gathered in 

June-July 2021 . 
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Thought leadership ac tivit y in leading professional ser vice f irms 

Figure 1

P a r t  1 :  T h o u g h t  l e a d e r s h i p  s p r e a d s 

i t s  w i n g s 

A s a term , “thought leadership” always feels as though it should be more contentious than it 

ac tually is .  

It  reeks of arrogance: Who get s to decide whether a piece of thinking is genuinely leading? 

Yet ,  over the last t wo decades, the term has acquired common currenc y in business.  A sk the 

client s of professional ser vices f irms, which are the big gest publishers by far of this t ype 

of material ,  what they think “thought leadership” means, and they ’ll  readily reply that it 

refers to analysis and insight s produced by the professional ser vices industr y,  and that it ’s 

t ypically more substantial ,  well-substantiated, and capable of being shared with colleagues 

than material produced by other suppliers. 

D uring those t wo decades, thought leadership has become big business,  with professional 

ser vice f irms investing tens of millions of dollars producing content .  Star ting in consulting , 

there are now ver y few corners of the industr y where f irms aren’t ac tively engaged in 

creating and sharing their research and ideas.  Measuring this ac tivit y is nigh-on impossible, 

but we can get some sense of it  by looking at the number of employees in major professional 

ser vices f irms that cite “thought leadership” somewhere in their profile1. 

1	 The chart shows the approximate percentage of employees for each firm that work in thought leadership in some 

capacity,  as a proportion of the total number of employees. Please note that we didn’t distinguish between some-

one who was employed to write thought leadership,  perhaps as part of a dedicated team, and a professional advisor 

who’d contributed to a piece of material,  but our numbers still  provide a like-for-like sense of the level of general 

thought leadership activity in these firms.
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A l o n g s i d e  o f f - t h e - s h e l f  r e p o r t s  o n  t h e 
p r o f e s s i o n a l  s e r v i c e s  i n d u s t r y,  w e  a l s o 
p r o v i d e  c u s t o m  a d v i c e  a n d  r e s e a r c h - l e d 
c o n s u l t i n g  s e r v i c e s  t o  t h e  w o r l d ’ s  b i g g e s t 
a n d  m o s t  s u c c e s s f u l  p r o f e s s i o n a l  s e r v i c e s 
f i r m s ,  h e l p i n g  t h e m  i d e n t i f y  t h e  b e s t  a r e a s  f o r 
i n v e s t m e n t  a n d  p l a n  t h e i r  s t r a t e g i c  r e s p o n s e s . 

Le g a l  f i r m s  a r e  i nve s t i n g  i n c r e a s i n g  a m o u n t s  o f  t i m e  a n d  m o n ey  i n t o  t h e i r  t h o u g h t 

l e a d e r s h i p  a n d  c o n t e n t  m a r ke t i n g  s t ra t e g i e s ,  a n d  d o n e  w e l l ,  c l i e n t s  t e l l  u s  i t ’ s  t h e  b e s t 

w ay  a  f i r m  c a n  m a r ke t  i t s  s e r v i c e s  t o  t h e m .  H o w eve r,  f a r  t o o  m u c h  t h o u g h t  l e a d e r s h i p 

i s n’ t  d o n e  w e l l  a n d  a s  a  r e s u l t ,  m ay  eve n  h a r m  a  f i r m’ s  c h a n c e s  o f  s u c c e s s .  

W e  c a n  h e l p  b y :

– 	 S p e a k i n g  t o  a n d  s u r v e y i n g  s e n i o r  b u y e r s  o f  l e g a l  s e r v i c e s  t o  u n d e r s t a n d  w h a t  t h e y 

w a n t  t o  k n o w  m o r e  a b o u t ,  a n d  w h a t  t h e y  ex p e c t  f r o m  t h o u g h t  l e a d e r s h i p  a n d  o t h e r 

f o r m s  o f  c o n t e n t ; 

– 	 B r i n g i n g  o u r  ex t e n s i v e  k n o w l e d g e  o f  t h e  w i d e r  p r o f e s s i o n a l  s e r v i c e s  i n d u s t r y  t o 

b e a r  o n  y o u r  t h o u g h t  l e a d e r s h i p  c h a l l e n g e s ; 

– 	 C o n d u c t i n g  r e v i e w s  o f  a  s a m p l e  o f  y o u r  c o n t e n t  a g a i n s t  o u r  t r i e d - a n d -

t e s t e d  m e t h o d o l o g y,  a n d  p r o v i d i n g  o v e r a r c h i n g  f e e d b a c k  w i t h  s u g g e s t i o n s  f o r 

i m p r o v e m e n t ; 

– 	 R e v i e w i n g  t h o u g h t  l e a d e r s h i p  c a m p a i g n s  a n d  p r o v i d i n g  a c t i o n a b l e 

r e c o m m e n d a t i o n s  o n  h o w  t o  i m p r o v e  t h e  c a m p a i g n ; 

– 	 H e l p i n g  y o u  t o  f i n d  t h e  w h i t e  s p a c e  i n  a  c r o w d e d  c o m p e t i t i v e  l a n d s c a p e  b y 

a s s e s s i n g  w h a t  y o u r  c o m p e t i t o r s  a r e  d o i n g  i n  a  c e r t a i n  s p a c e . 

O u r  g o a l  i s  t o  e n s u r e  t h a t  y o u  g e t  t h e  m a x i m u m  p o s s i b l e  r e t u r n  f r o m  y o u r  i nv e s t m e n t 

i n  t h o u g h t  l e a d e r s h i p  a n d  c o n t e n t  m a r ke t i n g .  I n  e v e r y t h i n g  w e  d o ,  w e  a s k  “ H o w 

c o u l d  t h i s  b e  e v e n  m o r e  h e l p f u l  t o  y o u r  t a r g e t  a u d i e n c e  i n  b u i l d i n g  a w a r e n e s s , 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g ,  a n d  t r u s t ? ”. 

A b o u t  o u r  w o r k 
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