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How legal project management can help in-house and
private practice lawyers: the in-house perspective
by Sarah Barrett-Vane, Legal Operations Consultant

Practice notes | Maintained | United Kingdom

This note examines the application of legal project management (LPM) principles to in-house legal teams and assesses the
increasing value of LPM principles to the in-house legal team.

Scope of this note
This note examines the application of legal project management (LPM) principles to in-house legal teams. It
addresses the differences between private practice law firms and in-house legal functions in terms of LPM uptake
to date, and assesses the increasing value of LPM principles to the in-house legal team. It also outlines the skills and
principles that can be deployed to support the in-house team as a business unit.

For further information on LPM, see Practice notes, Legal project management: an overview and How legal project
management can help in-house and private practice lawyers: the law firm perspective.

Differences in LPM uptake between in-house and private practice
Law firms are increasingly realising the importance of LPM in terms of improving client satisfaction, maintaining
profitability and working with clients to meet their budgets. In contrast, in-house legal teams have been slower to
recognise the value of LPM. This is for a variety of reasons, with perhaps the most important being that in-house legal
teams are generally regarded as cost centres, rather than profit-generators. Consequently, they have fewer resources
at their disposal to deploy services such as LPM and perhaps view the need for such support as minimal, given the
lack of an imperative to produce a profit. Historically, companies viewed the legal function as somehow distinct from
other business units, and therefore spared it the requirement to control, and be accountable for, its spending. Such
emphasis was placed on the quality of legal advice in-house that budget control was often overlooked.

However, following the financial crisis, and in line with developments in operational excellence across the business
world, the in-house legal team is now just as answerable financially as any other business unit. The idea that legal
costs are inherently uncontrollable no longer holds, and many General Counsel are now expected to manage their
functions as mini businesses, in quasi-CEO roles. In short, many in-house teams are now focused on looking for ways
that will enable them to work better, smarter, faster and cheaper. It is therefore likely that the future for in-house
legal teams will bring greater collaboration with LPM practitioners, as the imperative to deliver and demonstrate
cost efficiencies to the board intensifies.

The use of LPM principles in legal operations and legal procurement
While in-house teams have generally not hired LPM practitioners specifically, many large corporate legal teams are
working with legal operations (LO) and legal procurement (LP) staff. In so doing it is likely that the principles of LPM
are being applied, albeit indirectly. LO focuses on optimising legal service delivery, while LP focuses on buying legal
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services and managing the business side of relationships with law firms and other legal services providers. Although
these activities are distinct, there is a great deal of overlap between them and LPM. Arguably it is impossible to
provide LO or LP without a LPM mindset or at least an understanding of LPM principles.

Key LPM drivers in-house: how to control internal and external legal
spend

Create an instruction template
The most important action to help control spending (both internal and external) occurs at the start of a project when
the scope and costs of a matter are defined and agreed. Investing effort and resource at this point will help teams
avoid the stress and cost of a delayed delivery or an unpleasant surprise when an external advisor's bill is presented
at the end of a project. The easiest way to ensure that a project is scoped and budgeted consistently is to implement a
standard instruction process, such as a matter intake form or a service request form. This internal document should
set out the scope and budget of the work, as well as a project timetable. It should be supported by rules and guidance
notes explaining how the project will be managed.

The standard instruction request document does not have to be complicated, although it might help to differentiate
between different types of work, such as:

• Standard or business as usual.

• Urgent.

• Strategic or complex.

• High volume.

• Low maintenance.

Providing this information upfront ensures that the parameters of the work are defined in advance of it being
undertaken, regardless of its specific context. It also ensures that expectations regarding the budget and timeframe
are aligned. The document should include a simple amendment process so that if an element of the project is not
completed internally and is transferred to an external provider ("scope creep"), the change of scope and any revised
budget is recorded in the same document. This is, in short, project management.

Although standard instruction processes lend themselves to the use of technology, ranging from making the
document available online to more sophisticated platforms that generate service request forms, scope out work,
agree budgets or allocate work online, technology is by no means essential. If there are budgetary constraints, the
standard instruction request can be produced on paper but it should, ideally, be scanned and saved electronically.
The important point is to institute a templated process, which for many in-house teams who often struggle to agree
terms or control scope, would be a great improvement.

Ensuring a standardised procedure is in place to set the scope and budget of a piece of work will usually be more
straightforward than negotiating and agreeing a project plan. However, for complex projects, which are also likely
to be more expensive, a full project plan is more sensible.
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Work effectively with external providers
Few lawyers relish potentially difficult conversations about fees with external providers, but it is essential that fee
arrangements are agreed before a project begins. Much thought, discussion and negotiation should be dedicated at
the outset to agreeing the most appropriate fee arrangement for a project to avoid more awkward conversations at
invoice time. Fee arrangements to consider include estimates based on:

• Traditional (including discounted) hourly rates.

• Fixed or capped fees.

• Phased fees.

• Milestone fees.

• Portfolio-based fees.

• Retainers.

• Success fees.

• Value-based pricing. This arrangement is based on the value the firm is providing and focuses on outcomes
and results rather than inputs, activities and time.

For further information, see Practice note, Legal services fee models.

The synergy between LP and LPM is obvious here. Following a panel review, it is essential that the law firms selected
commit contractually to adhere to specific LPM tenets, including:

• Ways of working.

• Service delivery.

• Budget.

• Scope agreement mechanisms.

It is likely that partner-led working models will not be appropriate for every piece of work. The in-house team
should specify its preferred way of working in the instruction template, including details on the level of qualification
or experience of the lawyers to be used. There may also be projects where the work is better suited to other
professionals (such as legal project managers or data analysts) and this detail should be logged too. Due to increasing
competition and consolidation in the legal market, increasing numbers of law firms now appreciate the need
to work collaboratively with clients. Open and honest conversations about fees and staffing will not only avoid
unexpectedly large invoices or wasteful write-offs of billable time but will also engender trust and support better
working relationships between both parties.

Identify internal clients
One of the reasons that agreeing the project plan and any timetable can be so time-consuming is the need to identify
and contact all the internal stakeholders who may be impacted by, or assist with, the project. It also involves the lead
lawyer (in project management mode) anticipating any potential "blockers" to timely progress and being prepared
for every eventuality. Clearly the in-house legal team will be impacted, but so too may the:

http://uk.practicallaw.thomsonreuters.com/w-020-6926?originationContext=document&vr=3.0&rs=PLUK1.0&transitionType=DocumentItem&contextData=(sc.Default)


How legal project management can help in-house and..., Practical Law UK...

© 2019 Thomson Reuters. All rights reserved. 4

• Internal client.

• Finance business partner.

• Procurement team.

Involving affected parties at the outset, identifying any potential obstacles and establishing appropriate anticipatory
contingency measures are all key to managing a successful project. Effective project management requires many
skills, including imagination, forethought and, crucially, the confidence to call out potential problems in advance. A
classic example is when a projected timeframe for a given task is simply unrealistic. It is the legal project manager
who should point this out and to adjust the timetable accordingly. Some of these conversations will need to be
forceful, particularly when clients are eager to start or finish a project.

In most cases where elements of projects have not gone to plan, it will be because difficult issues were not confronted
at the beginning of the project. Identifying a clear reporting structure and escalation procedure is vital as it will help
to reinforce the role of the legal project manager and provide transparency. Given the array of skills required to agree
a project plan, not to mention the time involved, the benefits to an overstretched in-house legal team of involving
a dedicated LPM practitioner in this context seem clear.

Monitor progress against the project plan, maintain a continuous dialogue and keep calm
Once the details of the project scope, budget and timetable have been agreed and recorded, the legal project manager
should check progress in each area against the plan on a regular basis. They should keep in touch with all parties and
react to events calmly and efficiently while referring, where necessary, to the agreed escalation procedure. The key
is not to panic if an unexpected issue arises but to communicate the change, re-cost it (if necessary) and move on.
It is also important to defuse any tension that may have been created among the parties involved while addressing
the issue. Again, a dedicated legal project manager is well-placed to oversee this process of continuous re-planning,
whereas an in-house lawyer may have neither the time, nor the perspective, to react quite as effectively in a crisis.

Post-project review is vital to future success
While it may be tempting to simply celebrate the conclusion of a project and move on to the next one, a post-project
review or "'wash-up" is invaluable in recording lessons learnt and informing future approaches. Ideally, this exercise
should be conducted by the legal project manager within a few weeks of the close of the project. Some projects
require a full transparent review post-closure, while others, due to their sensitivity, may require a different approach
involving a draft being sent to external advisers and then the internal client. To be of most benefit, a post-project
review should be a non-judgemental reflection on how a project was delivered focusing on what went well and what
could have gone better. An effective review can help future projects. For example, by improving:

• Budget increase processes.

• Internal governance processes.

• Communications.
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The future of LPM in-house
Although most UK in-house legal teams do not currently employ dedicated LPM practitioners, a growing awareness
of the principles of LPM, bolstered by the existence of LO and LP managers in several in-house functions, suggests
that the role of LPM practitioners is likely to grow in-house. The increased focus on the cost of in-house legal teams
(both internal costs and external spend) has highlighted the need to control how work is carried out, by whom, and
at what cost. The fact that many law firms and alternative legal service providers have hired LPMs is no accident.

At present, the de facto in-house LPM lead on a project is generally the senior lawyer involved or, in the minority of
legal teams with operations staff, the LO manager. The desirability of this approach, for the lawyers themselves and
their organisations, is questionable. Given the growing importance of delivering projects on time and on budget, it
is obvious that LPM has a huge and increasing role to play in the in-house setting.

Sarah Barrett-Vane is a freelance/interim Legal Operations Consultant. A former practising lawyer, Sarah has
15 years’ experience in legal procurement and legal operations, her most recent position being Director of Legal
Operations at Royal Mail plc 2012-18. Sarah is an IILPM certified Legal Project Practitioner. She provides
consultancy services for in-house legal teams, including legal operations, legal procurement/panel reviews and
legal technology implementation and process improvements at SBV Consulting.
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