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M a k i n g  t h e  m o s t  o f  y o u r  t h o u g h t  l e a d e r s h i p  i n v e s t m e n t

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

Why should law firms care about thought leadership? It ’s 

true that they have historically looked to fee income and 

billable hours as their principal measure of success—if 

these things were being delivered, who needed any thing 

else? But this long-standing attitude is star ting to be 

challenged: For ward-looking firms are increasingly using 

thought leadership as a tool to build awareness of their 

exper tise and help develop relationships.  In many cases, 

this change in attitude has been hurried along by the 

pandemic ,  which ef fec tively removed the option to meet 

prospec tive and existing clients in person. ​

In this repor t we focus on the attitudes to thought 

leadership among clients in the legal func tion. We also 

examine how law firms are rising to the challenge of 

a changed approach to thought leadership and draw 

on their experiences to share some ideas around best 

prac tice.  Full  transcripts of our conversations with 

leading prac titioners of fer a deep dive into the challenges 

they face and the solutions that are working for them.​

In summar y:

	– Legal ser vices clients are consuming more thought 

leadership as a result of the COVID crisis.  However, they 

are much more likely to turn to content by strateg y and 

management consulting firms than to that of law firms.​

	– Law firms are in danger of losing ground to 

multidisciplinar y competition such as that of fered by the 

Big Four if  they do not change their approach to thought 

leadership.​

	– There are a number of prac tical steps that law firms 

can take in order to up their thought leadership game. 

Law firms that build a thought leadership model that 

aims to equip their clients to have a more ef fec tive and 

knowledgeable dialogue with other func tional areas in 

their organisation will  be better placed to meet the needs 

of their client base.​

Methodolog y:

O ur analysis is based on a sur vey of  50 senior executives in the US an d the UK , all  of whom were big b uyers of professional ser vices in the legal/general 

counsel f unc tion , 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).  This sur vey was c arried out in June-July 2021 . We also inter viewed f ive senior thought lea dership prac titioners in law f irms 

in the US an d the UK . These inter views were c arried out in O c tob er an d N ovemb er 2021 . ​
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T h e  C O V I D  c r i s i s  h a s  i n c r e a s e d  t h e  i m p o r t a n c e  o f 

t h o u g h t  l e a d e r s h i p 

Th e pan demic un doubtedly ma de th ought lea dership a m ore p op ular to ol  for law f irms lo oking to rea ch th eir  client 

base,  b ut to what ex tent was this  welcom ed by client s? In sh or t:  Enthusias tic ally. ​

Perhaps this  was n ot so surprising in th e early days of  th e pan demic .  In deed ,  research we c arried out with senior 

b uyers of  professional  ser vices in summ er 2020 p ointed to th e fa c t that th e COVID crisis  ha d signif ic antly in creased 

th e imp or tan ce of  th ought lea dership to client s of  all  s trip es as th ey lo oked for guidan ce to h elp th em through 

that p erio d of  unprecedented change an d challenge .  B ut what ’s  clear from our recent sur vey of  client s in th e legal 

f un c tion is  that th e app etite for th ought lea dership continues to grow—an d do es so to a signif ic ant degree—with an 

over wh elming majorit y of  client s consuming content several  tim es a week .  Th e n eed for pra c tic al  guidan ce remains a 

s trong th em e,  with th ought lea dership playing a key role in b uilding consensus am ong senior p eople an d supp or ting 

decision making . 

To what ex tent has the pandemic changed the 

impor tance of thought leadership in helping you deal 

with the challenges you face at work?​  

How frequently do you read, watch, or listen to thought 

leadership produced by professional ser vices firms?​

Significantly more important

More important

No change

Less important

38%

44%

15%

2%

38%

48%

14%

Daily Several times
a week

Several times
a month
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B u t  t h i s  i n c r e a s e d  a p p e t i t e  f o r  t h o u g h t  l e a d e r s h i p  i s 

n o t  c u r r e n t l y  b e i n g  m e t  b y  m a n y  l a w  f i r m s 
Legal  ser vices client s are signif ic antly m ore likely 

to consum e content pro duced by a wh ole range of 

consulting f irms rath er than lo ok to law f irms as a 

key source of  th ought lea dership.  This  is  un doubtedly 

par tly due to th e bran d presen ce an d auth orit y of 

th e m os t p op ular p ublish ers .  B ut m ore than that ,  it 

p oint s to th e fa c t that legal  ser vices client s are m os t 

interes ted in wider b usin ess issues ,  n ot jus t  th e t yp e 

of  legal  comm entar y that is  th e main fo cus of  th e 

content outp ut of  many law f irms . ​

This  is  b orn e out by th e resp onse of  legal  ser vices 

client s to th e ques tion we asked th em ab out th e topic s 

th ey are rea ding ab out:  B uilding a b et ter organisation , 

automation an d AI ,  an d changes to h om e working 

pra c tices all  feature at  th e top of  this  lis t .  L aw yers are 

n ot rea ding ab out th e law,  b ut ab out b usin ess—an d 

th ey are lo oking to b usin ess-fo cused p ublish ers to 

provide th em with this  content ,  with s trateg y f irms 

sit ting at  th e ver y top of  this  lis t .​

What t ypes of professional ser vices publishers do you use as 

sources of thought leadership?

Strategy consulting firms

Management consulting firms

Technology consulting firms

HR consulting firms

Law firms

Accounting firms

Advertising and creative agencies

Engineering firms

67%

48%

48%

35%

21%

19%

12%

6%
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S o  w h a t  s h o u l d  l a w  f i r m s  d o?

Th e fa c t that legal  ser vices client s are rea ding widely ab out b usin ess topic s is  a  threat to law f irms as th ose client s 

turn to oth er providers for that content —b ut it  also  present s a clear opp or tunit y.  O ur research p oint s to th e 

imp or tant role th ought lea dership c an play in terms of  b uilding consensus an d supp or ting decision making .  L aw f irms 

that b uild a th ought lea dership m o del  that aims to equip th eir  client s to have a m ore ef fec tive an d kn owledgeable 

dialogue with oth er par t s of  th eir  own organisations will  b e b et ter pla ced to m eet th e n eeds of  th eir  client base,  an d 

are m ore likely to b ecom e th e f irs t  p or t of  c all  for this  audien ce wh en it  com es to seeking out lea ding thinking .​

Th e conversations we have ha d with senior th ought lea dership pra c tition ers in law f irms ,  coupled with our long 

his tor y of  rea ding an d reviewing th e th ought lea dership pro duced by professional  ser vice f irms ,  an d our work with 

client s have contrib uted to f ive b es t prac tice ideas for law f irms to consider in order to b uild th e right th ought 

lea dership m o del  an d m eet th e content n eeds of  th eir  audien ce .  ​

For me , producing good qualit y thought leadership that 
touches on the issues that keep your clients awake at 
night is  prett y much the most ef fective strateg y in terms 
of bang for buck and demonstrating why it  is  you that the 
client should turn to,  rather than one of the other myriad 
competitors in the market .

Leor Franks , Business D evelopment & Marketing Direc tor, 

King sley Napley​

A lot of law yers see thought leadership as something consulting 
f irms do,  something that 's not really for them. But I  think the more 
progressive law f irms—the ones who want to be better aligned with 
clients'  issues—know thought leadership has a definite par t to play.

Hayley Bro oksbank , H ea d of Marketing , Bran d an d Communic ations , 

Bird & Bird ​

I  think clients have begun to associate our brand with higher-level thinking. 

A shley H orne, Chief Marketing O f ficer,  Womble Bon d Dickinson​

The problem with some of the content produced by law f irms is 
it 's  either too generic and the legal insights are too thin,  or it 's 
too technical and only another law yer could understand and fully 
appreciate it .  Good thought leadership from law f irms is  when they 
do both:  Talk about the legal issues in business terms . 

Alessan dra Almeida Jones , Direc tor of Marketing , Baker M cKenzie

Clients are interested in a much broader sweep of insight than 
they were f ive to 10 years ago.

Eddie Bowman , Par tner,  Simmons & Simmons ​
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S o u r c e  I n f o r m a t i o n  S e r v i c e s  L t d  a n d  i t s  a g e n t s  h a v e  u s e d  t h e i r  b e s t  e f f o r t s  i n  c o l l e c t i n g  t h e  i n f o r m a t i o n  p u b l i s h e d  i n  t h i s  r e p o r t .  S o u r c e  I n f o r m a t i o n  S e r v i c e s  L t d  d o e s  n o t  a s s u m e ,  a n d 

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

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 ov 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 nve s t m e n t  a n d  p l a n  t h e i r 
s t ra 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 .  

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

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 ; 

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 ? ”. 

– 	 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 . 
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