
	  

	   	   	   	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  

 
CONGRATULATIONS ON YOUR PROMOTION 

 

WELCOME TO THE ACC CLO CLUB 
The Association of Corporate Counsel (ACC) provides its chief legal officer members with an unparalleled global 
network, high quality resources, benchmarking opportunities and a sincere interest in supporting you and your law 
department as you step into the role of C-suite executive.  The ACC CLO Club is a membership benefit offering the 
highest-ranking legal officer in a company access to an exclusive network of their chief legal officer peers where they 
can expand their professional network, gain practical insights in a private, candid environment, and benchmark on 
current topics relevant to law department leadership. We welcome you as our newest member of the CLO Club! 

 

 
ACC CLO Club 
As an ACC chief legal officer member, you are automatically 
enrolled in the CLO Club.  As a CLO Club member, you are 
exclusively invited to participate in exclusive, invitation-only  
CLO-tailored sessions: 

• CLO Club Roundtables at the ACC Annual Meeting and Mid- 
  Year Meeting 

• CLO Club Virtual Roundtables 
• CLO Club Receptions and Dinners 
• CLO-hosted Roundtables 

CLO Executive Bulletin 
ACC CLO Club members receive the CLO Executive Bulletin,  
our monthly e-newsletter featuring interviews with prominent  
chief legal officers and general counsel, updates on the latest  
regulatory and legal developments affecting the in-house  
practice of law as well as highlighting the latest CLO-focused 
research and benchmarking resources. 

Advocacy 
ACC provides its CLOs and its members with the unique  
opportunity to speak on behalf of the in-house bar—to shape  
policy that affects the in-house practice of law. ACC is the  
only organization focused on shaping the environment on issues  
affecting the global in-house practice of law. Our CLO members  
are integral to these efforts. 

Legal Resources 
ACC offers CLOs and their teams thousands of practical  
resources, including quick overviews, templates, in-depth 
whitepapers, benchmarking data and surveys tailored to your 
needs and interests. Explore a wide range of topics from law 
department management, the roles of legal departments, outside 
counsel management to substantive legal issues such as data 
privacy, cybersecurity, M&A, contracts, information governance, 
compliance, and anti-corruption.  

 

Chapter Membership 
As an ACC member, you are automatically recognized as 
a member of your local ACC chapter and eligible to attend 
CLO events and services providing local networking with 
your CLO peers. 

Benchmarking 
ACC routinely takes the pulse of chief legal officers (CLOs) 
and general counsel (GC) around the world, compiling key 
findings and full reports on industry trends and topics that 
matter most: inside and outside spending, staffing, 
managing the law department, working with the C-suite, 
value-based fee structures and more. 

Corporate Pro Bono Program 
Corporate Pro Bono is a partnership project of the Pro 
Bono Institute and ACC designed to substantially increase 
pro bono work of in-house legal departments. Determine 
the needs and interests of your legal department and 
community and Corporate Pro Bono will assist you with 
tailoring a pro bono program that is right for your company.  
 
CLO Services Direct Connect 
We value our CLO members and their time. The CLO 
Services staff stands ready to assist you with any request.  

 

+1 202-677-4762 

 

Justin Connor, Director of CLO & Stakeholder Engagement 



	   	  	  	  	   	  

	  
	  
	  

CLO	  Club	  Insight	  #1	  –	  Your	  New	  Role	  as	  a	  New	  Chief	  Legal	  Officer	  
	  
Establish	  Your	  90-‐Day	  Plan	  
	  

Ø Understand	  corporate	  strategy,	  branding	  and	  culture	  
Ø Establish	  relationship	  with	  CEO	  and	  Board	  of	  Directors	  
Ø Schedule	  meetings	  with	  in-‐house	  teams	  and	  business	  clients	  
Ø Review	  law	  department	  for	  alignment	  with	  company	  strategy	  
Ø Review	  law	  department	  processes	  and	  technologies	  
Ø Consider	  law	  department	  team	  compositions	  
Ø Assess	  law	  department	  spending	  
Ø Review	  reporting	  systems	  
Ø Schedule	  meetings	  with	  external	  advisors	  
Ø What	  are	  the	  upcoming	  mission	  critical	  matters	  (important	  trials,	  regulatory	  

hearings,	  contract	  negotiations,	  etc.)	  
Ø Learn	  who	  is	  the	  “go-‐to”	  outside	  counsel	  and	  why	  

	  
Written	  Resources	  

Ø Book:	  The	  First	  90	  Days:	  	  Critical	  Success	  Strategies	  for	  New	  Leaders	  at	  All	  Levels	  by	  
Michael	  Watkins	  -‐	  https://www.amazon.com/The-‐First-‐90-‐Days-‐
Strategies/dp/1591391105	  

Ø Proving	  your	  worth	  in	  the	  first	  100	  days	  
Ø I	  just	  became	  a	  general	  counsel,	  what	  do	  I	  do	  next?	  
Ø Keynote	  address	  on	  independence	  of	  the	  general	  counsel	  

	  
Coaching/Mentoring	  Connection	  

Ø Connect	  with	  a	  CLO	  coach/mentor	  during	  your	  first	  year	  as	  general	  counsel	  
through	  ACC	  CLO	  Services.	  Please	  contact	  Justin	  Connor,	  Director	  of	  Chief	  Legal	  
Officer	  Services	  at	  j.connor@acc.com	  or	  202.677.4762	  to	  discuss	  your	  mentoring	  
needs.	  
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Proving your worth in the first 100 days of a new role 
 
Three essential steps for creating a 100-day plan that will help you achieve 
success in your new job –  Online at:  
(http://www.insidecounsel.com/2015/04/14/proving-your-worth-in-the-first-
100-days-of-a-new) 
 
BY MONICA ZENT 
APRIL 14, 2015 
 
Congratulations! You’ve landed the new general counsel role 
you’ve always dreamt of, or you have finally received the 
promotion you worked so hard for… now what? The real work 
begins! The clock is ticking and the window of opportunity to 
make a positive impression is at hand. 
 
Research and public opinion both suggest people have about 100 
days in their new role to prove themselves. It’s a critical period and 
often sets the stage for how leaders will fare in the long run. 
According to a survey of human resource executives about job 
transitions that was highlighted in the Harvard Business Review, 
70 percent agreed with the statement, “Success or failure during 
the transition period is a strong predictor of overall success or 
failure in the job.” 
 
We tend to judge people, from Presidents to rookie athletes to new 
hires, before they’ve even had a chance to settle in, but there’s 
something to be said for passing this test. After all, 40 percent of 
newly hired executives are out the door within 18 months. 
Transitioning into a new role is stressful and challenging. The 
good news is that there are things you can do to increase your 
likelihood of success. Here are three essential steps for creating a 
100-day plan that will help you achieve success in your new job: 
 



1. Understand the power dynamics 
 
Every organization is different, with layers and layers of power 
dynamics at play. One of the first things you need to do is begin to 
understand these dynamics. Where does the center of power exist? 
Where does the legal department and, in particular, you as general 
counsel, sit in relation to other executives and departments? 
What’s the perception of the company’s legal department and prior 
general counsel? 
 
You need to glean this information sooner rather than later. As 
Jeffrey Pfeffer, professor of organizational behavior at the 
Graduate School of Business at Stanford University, puts it, “Part 
of your job is to know how to prevail in the political battles you 
will face. You will triumph if you understand the principles of 
power—and if you are willing to use them.” 
 
Start simply by observing. Then, read everything you can about the 
company. Finally, talk with people. Set up meetings with different 
groups or take people out to lunch. See how colleagues respond to 
you. Find out what strengths or baggage you’re inheriting in your 
role from its prior occupants. If you’re walking into a healthy 
environment and inside counsel has earned a solid power position, 
map out how to maintain it. If power is askew, or the perception of 
the legal department among company leaders at large is toxic, 
think about how you can gain fresh authority and help shift the 
balance of power. 
 
Keep in mind: Power dynamics vary by industry, company and 
even department. At some organizations, engineers hold the power, 
at others it’s the sales team. Understanding the pecking order and 
where legal fits in will help you earn the respect you deserve and 
perform your duties more effectively. 
 



2. Establish and nurture powerful alliances 
 
Based on what you’ve learned so far, determine where to build 
relationships. Start where healthy relationships exist, where there’s 
already mutual respect. Wherever you begin, though, be sure to 
forge allies quickly, because you can’t go it alone and succeed in 
your new role without them. 
 
Reach out to key departments such as human resources, technology 
and marketing. Start with casual conversations to break the ice and 
then ask how you can help them, how you can work together. 
Solicit their opinion. Get their buy-in. Convey the importance of 
working together for the betterment of the company—to be 
proactive and avoid things like class action lawsuits and bad press. 
Once you build some credibility with more receptive leaders, begin 
to pursue relationships with everyone else. This may be more 
challenging or involve a certain degree of initial backlash, but 
you’ll have already built up strong support from others. It’s 
important to foster connections with people so that you aren’t 
railroaded when you encounter obstacles. If relationships were 
unhealthy in the past, this is your chance to wipe the slate clean. 
 
3. Identify your agenda and secure buy-in 
 
It’s hard to tell what you’re walking into as the new general 
counsel or the latest member of the legal team. You need to 
quickly assess the landscape and develop a plan of action. 
First, assess the legal department. Who is on your team? Where 
does your team fall within the organization? How do you need to 
reorganize? What training needs to take place? Bottom line: Get to 
know your team, and you’ll have a better sense of the necessary 
changes that need to be made. 
 
Second, identify your key initiatives for the next year and the three 
to five that follow. Are you representing a technology company 



with no IT strategy in place, a growing company preparing for an 
IPO, or a health organization facing urgent regulatory issues? 
Whatever the case, you need to develop tactical strategies in order 
to take action. 
 
Next, focus on process and efficiency. What in your company or 
department needs streamlining? For example, as general counsel, 
do you contract outside counsel? If so, what does the process look 
like and can it be improved? If you are an employment lawyer, can 
you consolidate the immigration process? Take a look at key 
inefficiencies and address them right away. 
 
Finally, what are your expectations for your team? For general 
counsel, what culture do you want to create for your department 
and how do you want your department to fit into the larger 
company? For staff counsel, what reputation do you want to build 
within the legal department at large? Address these questions, 
share your vision, walk the talk, and your team will be poised for 
success. 
 
The reality.  One hundred days isn’t a long time, but with the right 
mindset and a plan, it’s enough to set the stage for success. It’s a 
hot legal market right now and opportunity abounds. Make a good 
first impression, study the power dynamics, build and nurture 
alliances, put strategies in play, and hit the ground running. Good 
luck! 
 
About the Author 
Monica Zent 
 
Monica Zent is an experienced entrepreneur, investor, businesswoman and attorney. She is the Founder & 
CEO of Foxwordy as well as Founder of ZentLaw, a nationally-recognized alternative law firm serving 
some of the world's most well-known brands. Launched in 2014 in Silicon Valley, Foxwordy is the first 
private social network for lawyers where they can collaborate with their colleagues, cultivate new 
relationships and enhance their professional reputations. 
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I Just Became a General Counsel:  

What Do I Do Next?
By MarK roelliG

Congratulations
The announcement has been made: You are the company’s new general counsel. Step one — go 
home, open the champagne and celebrate. But, the next morning, you wake up a little groggy 
and wonder, what do I do next? 

Over the years, I have been fortunate enough to have several lawyers who have worked with 
me assume general counsel positions at other companies. having gone through the transition 
to becoming a new general counsel four times, I have been asked by these individuals and have 
received calls from other colleagues for my advice on what they should do as they start their first 
job as general counsel. 

In addition, I have “watched from afar” circumstances where individuals have worked so 
hard and sacrificed so much for the opportunity to become general counsel, and then have 
it all crumble before them. While some new general counsel are readily accepted, earn the 
respect of the organization and place themselves on a trajectory of adding significant value to 
the business, other new general counsel can inadvertently take actions from which they never 
recover, resulting in a miserable experience of failed professional relationships, being avoided, 
and unable to garner trust or access to key information. These unfortunates have begun a slow 
but inevitable spiral to separation. 
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The purpose of this article is to 
provide my thoughts on how you should 
focus your time during the first 90 days 
“in office,” to best position yourself for 
success in the months and years ahead. 
Generally, within this short period of 
time, you are either heading toward a 
great career or the beginning of the end. 
Take this period seriously. My sugges-
tions have worked for me over the years, 
but every department size, situation and 
culture is different. Some may work for 
you, while others may not. Timelines 
may be different, and customized ap-
proaches for your particular situation 
should allow you to achieve even better results. regardless, 
the next 90 days are probably the most important of your 
career to date.

One more general comment: While these lessons have 
been gleaned largely as general counsel, they can be ap-
plied beyond that role to other leadership positions in an 
in-house law organization. In fact, they apply beyond law, 
and I have successfully employed many of these actions in 
assuming other C-level leadership responsibilities in large 
corporations, such as the lead for human resources, corpo-
rate marketing, public relations, government relations and 
public policy.

Preparing for the first day
You actually should begin to gather the information you 

need to be successful in your new position even before you 
are offered the job. In preparing for the interview process, 
you should navigate through the company’s website, review 
the bios of the key executives, and read the 10K and proxy. 
Then, during the interview process, your lists of questions 
for your new boss, the CEO, the leadership team and mem-
bers of the law department should include: Why are they 
going outside for this position? What can make the law 
department better? What works particularly well in the de-
partment, and what does not? What would they like to see 
changed in the legal organization? And what keeps them 
awake at night? You will also want to ask the CEO and 
CFO at some point during your dialogue if there are any 
significant legal issues that require immediate attention.1 
Make sure you carefully document these conversations. Not 
that you should take notes during the interview, but you do 
want to be able to remember what you have heard after the 
meetings. In particular, listen carefully to what the CEO 
tells you — these points will likely be the focus of your im-
mediate attention.

Have the company gather information 
Now that you have landed the job, 

finished the champagne, woken up and 
become human again, what do you do 
next? Your most important priority 
should probably be to learn more about 
the company. You should go over the 
material you studied and obtained dur-
ing your interview process and begin 
to dive deeper, with help from the 
company. Make sure you review any 
analysts’ presentations listed on the 
company’s investor relations webpage. 
read the bylaws, the corporate gover-
nance guidelines, committee charters 

and other relevant information on the governance page. 
In addition, ask the investor relations team to provide 
you with any analyst reports on the company, its key 
competitors or the industry in general. This is an effec-
tive way to quickly get up to speed on the key issues fac-
ing the company and the industry. If you haven’t already 
done so, go back to recent analyst or earnings calls and 
listen to the recordings. This will also help you become 
aware of what the CEO, CFO and the analyst are focus-
ing on for the company, and because you invariably will 
be asked in the future to review your CEO’s or CFO’s 
prepared remarks for Wall Street or other investors, you 
must be ready.

You must learn and understand the company’s strategy. 
Ask for background information that can assist you in 
learning this. It may be in material presented in a board 
strategy session; it could be in material the investor rela-
tions team has generated; or there may be a strategy lead or 
organization that can provide you this information.

If the company is willing to share them with you before 
you start, you should read the past year of board and com-
mittee minutes. You should also review all the presenta-
tions to the board and the committees over the last year. If 
you can’t get them in advance, you will want them on your 
desk the day you arrive.2

Learn about the law department
You will want to start more in-depth learning about the 

results, structure, skills and quality of the law department. 
Ask the human resources contact to provide you with bios 
or resumes of all the lawyers in the organization. You also 
need the organizational charts for the company and the 
legal function, the performance appraisals and succession 
material for the attorneys in the department, and the law 
department compensation information. Finally, ask for a 
copy of any presentations relating to the law department 
made to the board or senior management, and your depart-
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for all the legal, corporate secretarial, 
regulatory and governmental affairs of the 
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He received his bachelor’s degree in applied 
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to work with the CEO, the other leaders, the board and 
your team. Assuming you plan for at least some period 
of time to work with your predecessor’s assistant, you 
will want to gain that person’s trust and respect. This 
starts during your introductory call, before your first day, 
during which you are “chatty,” friendly, and talk about 
yourself and how you work best. If possible, you want to 
calm your assistant’s fears, indicate that you do not plan 
to bring on a new assistant, and that you sincerely need 
and appreciate the help. At Fisher Scientific, my office 
was right across from the CEO’s, and we both generally 
kept our doors open. I was “coached” by my assistant, 
the assistant of the prior general counsel, to never just 
enter the CEO’s office or knock on the open door. The 
appropriate practice was to “hover” in front of the open 
door and be asked to enter. If I had never known this, I 
would have probably irritated my new boss and gotten off 
on the wrong foot within the first week.

Also, request that your assistant flag and advise you im-
mediately of any concerns or questions they see with your 
compliance related to any policies of which you may not be 
aware (memorialize this request in a memorandum — you 
simply cannot afford to get “hung up” in this area). My 
experience is that you are generally better off to assume the 

ment’s budget and actual spend, not only for the current 
year, but the past two years as well. Focusing on the areas 
and geographical location of spend and the use of outside 
counsel will help you understand the areas of significant 
legal activities and may give you insight into what areas are 
being managed well.3

Help from your assistant
You may have an assistant assigned to you prior to your 

first day. If not, you should ask your contact in the human 
resources department to provide someone who can assist 
you in preparing for your first day. You should contact this 
person, introduce yourself and make sure that you have all 
the items you will need in your office on day one — com-
puter, office phone, cell phone, etc. 

Often, your assistant will be the assistant of the de-
parting general counsel — on balance, this usually is a 
good thing, although, depending upon the circumstances, 
you may have to evaluate the challenges of divided loyal-
ties. Your predecessor’s assistant will know the company 
and department well and can help guide you through the 
“unwritten rules,” such as parking, expense reports and 
the dress code. he will probably know the assistants of 
all the top executives and will have real insight on how 

Next door or halfway around the world, Meritas law firms
are carefully qualified, offering you partner-led service,
local knowledge, local rates — and peace of mind.

170 full-service, independent law firms

7,000 experienced lawyers

Local representation in 70 countries
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+1 (612) 339-8680 or www.meritas.org

Stability in a Sea of Uncertainty

With a Meritas Law Firm, You’re on Solid Ground
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would be valuable for the two of you, as you commence 
your work.5

I had been working with the CEO of Fisher for about 
three months when he told me that he would appreciate 
that I meet with him simply to tell him of the projects I was 
working on, even though they did not need his input, deci-
sion or involvement. I kicked myself for not having asked 
him earlier how he wanted me to communicate and meet 
with him. It would have been so easy to do.

Your first team meeting
On the first day, you will want to have your initial 

meeting with your new organization — the entire legal 
organization (lawyers, paralegals, assistants and others).6 
The purpose of this meeting is to inform the team you are 
pleased to join them (if true, you want to let them know 
you have heard many positive things about the team dur-
ing your interviews with the CEO and other leaders of 
the company); introduce yourself; provide them with your 
background, experiences and areas of legal expertise; out-
line the key attributes you value; indicate what your areas 
of focus will be for the next two months; and reveal how 
folks can best interact with you.

As mentioned previously, I see value in getting the entire 
team together for this meeting. It helps set the appropriate 
mindset: We are all one team. however, if there are many 
different locations, the team is small or you feel the culture 
of the company is not consistent with such a meeting, 
smaller group meetings may allow for a better creation of a 
team feeling and allow for more interaction. The important 
thing is that you communicate early and in person, if pos-
sible. I heard from one high-performing attorney at a major 
corporation that had just hired a new general counsel how 
disappointed she was that she had not met the new general 
counsel. You do not want the high-performers disappointed 
— you want them energized.

After you have covered your introduction, background 
and experience, the attributes you value and expect are 
the most critical part of this meeting. In discussing at-
tributes, the focus should be on what type of department 
you intend to build. For me, important values are a team 
that is performance-driven, results-oriented, partners with 
the business, strategic, proactive, creative, hardworking, 
responsive to clients and diverse. Your priorities may very 
well be different. Make it clear that you expect the team to 
always comply with the law and regulations, act ethically, 
and value fellow employees. For example, with respect to 
illegal or unethical actions, harassment, or inappropri-
ate behavior in the workplace, I do not tolerate it or allow 
“three strikes.” I advise them that the entire team is getting 
their first two strikes now. In addition, you want to make 
clear that you value inclusion and diversity, in all respects, 

incumbent assistant than to take the risk of the two of you 
learning together — or to bring along your current assis-
tant, which is a huge mistake. 

The assistant should provide you with materials on the 
department (there may have been a strategy offsite or ob-
jectives drafted for the department), which can be helpful 
for you to read in advance of your first day.4 This person 
should arrange all your meetings for the first two weeks. 
You will want to meet with the entire legal organization on 
your first day. An in-person, “town hall” format usually is 
preferable and needs to be scheduled, but may not be prac-
tical for everyone in the department. Those who cannot 
attend in person can be included by phone or videoconfer-
ence. Finally, your assistant can help schedule your initial 
meetings with your CEO, any “board counsel,” your direct 
reports, key business C-level clients and your budget coor-
dinator. You will also want assistance in including events, 
such as all board meetings, leadership team meetings, 
analyst call dates, etc., on your schedule.

The critical first day: You only have one chance  
to make a first impression

Meet with the CEO
On the first day, you will want to meet with your 

boss, the CEO, for an hour, if possible. After the normal 
pleasantries, the focus should be on her expectations 
of you and the legal organization. You need to ensure 
clarity on both short- and long-tem expectations. You 
will want to ask about key objectives, metrics and any 
important projects or short-term issues on which you 
need to quickly get up to speed. You should discuss the 
law department, asking about strengths, weaknesses and 
areas where you should focus. You should ask about her 
views of any individuals she has worked with in the de-
partment — in particular, you must find out quickly and 
tactfully who, if anyone, is immune from any restructur-
ing decisions you may make. You should ask about her 
communication-style preference (i.e., email, voice mail, 
memos, meetings, etc.). You should discuss her expecta-
tions of you with respect to the board, and obtain an 
overview of her impression of the board members and 
their areas of interest or concern. 

Toward the end of the meeting, you should indicate 
what your plans are for the day and the next several weeks: 
Show you have a plan and know what you are doing — 
because you do. This leaves you with the ability to sum 
things up with the questions “What, in your view, are my 
most important areas of focus?” and “What would success 
look like to you, for me, in the next 90 days?” As you close 
this meeting, schedule your next meeting or conversation, 
and ask whether weekly or monthly one-on-one meetings 
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and you want to create an environment where creativity 
and ideas can be generated from anyone, anytime. As my 
CEO at StorageTek used to say, “When smart people ask 
stupid questions — listen.” The best ideas will come from 
those closest to the issues, and not from you. You will need 
the help of all of the team — when functioning well, they 
should be telling you what to do.

In this meeting, I also cover my view of use and protec-
tion of the company’s assets: We treat them more dearly 
than our own. Giving some examples of areas of spending 
that in the past you found odd or inappropriate will alert 
them to your “cost-conscious” focus. You also will want to 
indicate your plans, with whom you will be meeting and 
what the department can do to help you. Be frank about 
your leadership style and how the team can best interact 
with you. I am very up front that I am an introvert and 
that people should understand it is a challenge for me to 
affirmatively go out and engage or to be “warm and fuzzy,” 
but they should not misread that. Finally, I tell them a little 
about myself, my family, how I spend my free time and 
what I like to do. This helps open you up to the organiza-
tion and allows a basis for interaction with those who are 
not as focused on just the work. Ask for questions. There 
are unlikely to be any, and that is fine for a meeting like 
this — it is more of a soliloquy than a “meeting.”

The very busy first two weeks
During your first two weeks on the job, you want to 

meet with many people inside and outside the company. 
Advance scheduling of these meetings is critical. The 
overall objective will be to learn as much as you can as you 
also begin to develop relationships and trust, and deter-
mine who your future allies may be. As with all meetings, 
be very cautious about what you say, and what you write 
or email. You have no clue in whom you can confide. rest 
assured, there is someone out there who, for whatever rea-
son, is not happy with your arrival and will not want you to 
succeed. To do what I thought would assist my new team, 
at US WEST, I sent an email to all the attorneys I was now 
leading to advise them that the new general counsel would 
be visiting us the next day, and it might not be a good day 
to “sleep in.” Much to my chagrin, it was forwarded anony-

mously to the CEO with a disparaging comment about the 
type of culture I was creating.

Meet board counsel
If the board or the company has an outside attorney 

with whom they have worked closely, you will want to meet 
that person within the first two weeks. You must make 
this board counsel your friend as soon as possible. For this 
reason, this meeting may be best conducted over a dinner 
and not in a group setting. This counsel can either tremen-
dously assist you in the successful transition with the CEO 
and the board, or sink you fast if you get off on the wrong 
foot. In all likelihood, they will have significantly more ca-
chet with the CEO and the board than you will, for at least 
six months to a year. The good news is that this counsel 
has every incentive to make you like him and to help you 
(unless they were a candidate for your job — you need to 
know that, and if so, be very careful). So you probably have 
one friend and semi-confidant from day one. Ask all your 
questions about the CEO, the board, the leadership team, 
the company and your organization. Assume everything 
you ask will go back to that group.

Meet leaders in your department
You will need to meet with your new direct reports. 

Schedule, generally in your office, three-hour meetings for 
each — although the meetings will probably take between 
two and three hours. Prior to each meeting, you should re-
view their resume and bio. The purpose of these meetings 
is to ask each person seven questions. 

The first question, which will probably take at least 
half the time is: What are you working on? That person 
should describe for you the major projects in which he is 
engaged. This allows you to learn and quickly get up to 
speed on the major legal issues in the department and the 
company. Some individuals may not have significant or 
large matters they are working on — with these, ask them 
to “bucketize” their time. What type of issues — in per-
centages — do they spend their time on during any given 
week? (Usually, you will set up follow-up meetings with 
these attorneys or outside counsel on important issues 
discussed in this segment.) 

The second question is: What are your objectives? Make 
sure you ask this after the first question — you will often 
be surprised at how unrelated an individual’s objectives are 
to what they are working on day-in and day-out. 

The third and fourth questions are about the people: 
Who are the “stars” a layer or two down in the organiza-
tion? You need to identify these folks quickly. Usually, you 
will hear the same name(s) from multiple people, and that 
will give you more confidence that the person is indeed 
a star. The fourth question gets a little more challenging. 

You do not want the high-
performers disappointed — 
you want them energized.
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in their offices that will allow you to “connect” and interact 
better (sailing, skiing, pet or family pictures and knick-
knacks). here, you can socialize and accept the “house 
hunting” assistance. These relationships will likely be the 
most critical ones to your long-term success in the new 
organization. They can help you navigate through the new 
culture and explain to you how to interact with your new 
boss. Generally, they will want you to be successful, and 
you want to stress with them you are there to help them 
to advance the business and legally meet their objectives. 
Those who interviewed you probably supported your selec-
tion, so they have already “bought in” to believing you will 
be good. Since they want confirmation of their excellent 
selection decision, they will likely help you. 

You need to know about their objectives and challenges, 
what the legal organization can do to help them and how 
you personally can best partner with them. The focus 
should also be on what the legal organization does well and 
what it can do better, and on a discussion on their views of 
individuals on your new team. In addition, these individu-
als can help inform you about the culture of the company, 
indicate how effectively the leadership team works to-
gether, advise you how the company executives communi-
cate with the CEO and each other, and how problems are 
analyzed and decisions are made. Make it clear you want 
and appreciate their help — people like being asked to 
help.8 Schedule times to continue your interactions with 
these executives. Beginning from your initial interactions, 
and over time, you want to understand, in addition to their 
business objectives, your peers’ values, goals and interests. 
Knowing these three areas will allow you to communicate 
and interact with them better. rest assured, the CEO will 
ask these individuals how you are doing.

Meet the stars — they will give you the best ideas
You will next want to meet with any other key members 

of the law department and the stars — the strong perform-
ing individuals whom your direct reports and others have 
identified. You need to meet with these stars very quickly, 
as they will be the ones who will generally benefit the most 
by any change. They will want to meet you, will be honest 
and will have the most ideas for improvements. These are 
individuals who it may be best to meet with in a social set-
ting, but take a pad of paper — their ideas will fill it. These 
stars are also likely candidates for your new leadership 
team — if you choose them, they will be incredibly loyal to 
you for catapulting them out of oblivion, and they will be 
respected by others because they were viewed as stars. 

Other meetings and actions
Meet early with those individuals who were in the 

law department at one point, but transitioned to another 

You do not want the team to think you are asking them 
to disparage others, but you need to find out if there are 
any “people issues” in the department — maybe someone 
who does not display appropriate behavior, is impossible 
to work with, withholds information, etc. Do your best on 
this one, but you are really trying to ensure that you don’t 
get surprised early in your tenure with an employment is-
sue within your new department. You must assume that the 
fact that you are asking this question will quickly leak to 
your next meetings, but you still need to ask it. At one com-
pany, as the general counsel was going through meetings 
similar to these, he kept hearing that although one attorney 
was an extremely good attorney and her clients loved her, 
the attorney was rough on her team. The general counsel 
also found out there had been repeated investigations and 
“findings” relating to these issues. Within the first month, 
the general counsel, not the lawyer’s supervisor, terminated 
this employee. This action could not have made clearer 
who was in charge, and what would not be accepted, even 
if that individual were an excellent attorney. 

The fifth question is one to which you must very care-
fully listen to the answers: What can we do better? The an-
swers will not only provide you with ideas to help you and 
the department, but will also indicate whether the person 
has ideas or can think about, accept and drive change. This 
will often be a tough question for your new direct reports, 
because if something should have been changed, then you 
need to know why it hasn’t happened yet. Also, the answers 
will help you learn who can drive change, what may not 
be going so well in the department, and what issues your 
predecessor ignored or could not solve.

Close the meeting with the sixth and seventh questions: 
What advice do you have for me, and what can I do to 
help you?7

Try to avoid, during the first two weeks or the first 60 
days, having any “personal” interaction with your direct 
reports or members of your department. Business lunches 
are fine, but getting together with spouses or families can 
make later decisions even more difficult or clouded by the 
significant impact such decisions may have on these non-
employees. Try to avoid the requests to get together with 
you and your family to show you the new location, intro-
duce you to friends and have spouses assist in activities like 
“house hunting.” You really want to make any restructur-
ing decisions with only business factors in mind.

Meet other executives
You will also want to begin meeting with your key C-

level executives. The goal of these meetings is not just to 
learn, but also to take the first step in building “relation-
ships” that will be critical for your success. Meet for about 
an hour in their offices — not your own. You will see cues 
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Preparation prior to job offer

Information from public documents
•	 Navigate through the 

company’s website.
•	 Review the bios of key executives.
•	 Read key SEC filings — 

the 10K and proxy. 

Information from interviews
•	 Why are you going outside 

for this position?
•	 What can make the law 

department better?
•	 What works particularly well in the 

law department, and what does not?
•	 What would they like to see 

changed in the law department?
•	 Are there any significant legal/

regulatory/governance issues that 
require immediate attention? 

•	 What keeps you awake at night? 

Preparation after job offer

•	 Review analysts’ presentations 
listed on the company’s investor 
relations webpage. 

•	 Read the bylaws, the corporate 
governance guidelines, committee 
charters and other relevant 
information on the governance page. 

•	 Obtain analyst reports on the 
industry in general, the company 
and key competitors. 

•	 Listen to analyst and earnings calls. 
•	 Review strategy material. 
•	 Read board and committee 

minutes from the past year. 
•	 Review presentations to the board and 

the committees over the past year. 
•	 Obtain bios/resumes of all the 

lawyers in the law department. 
•	 Obtain organizational charts for the 

company and law department.
•	 Obtain law department 

compensation information.

•	 Obtain the performance 
appraisals and succession 
material for law department. 

•	 Obtain presentations relating to 
the law department made to the 
board or senior management. 

•	 Obtain the law department’s 
budget and actual spend, for the 
current and past two years. 

Action items for your assistant

Obtain the information you need for 
“preparation after job offer.”

Items for day one
•	 Computer
•	 Phone 
•	 Cell phone 
•	 Key company policies

Events to schedule
•	 One-hour in-person Town 

Hall — provide for phone or 
videoconference for nonattendees 

•	 One-hour initial meeting with your CEO
•	 Meeting/dinner with board 

counsel (this can occur 
before you formally start)

•	 Three-hour meetings with 
each of your direct reports 

•	 One-hour meetings with key 
business C-level peers/clients

•	 One-hour meeting with your 
budget coordinator 

To put on calendar
•	 Board and committee meetings
•	 Leadership team meetings
•	 Analyst call dates
•	 Annual meeting date
•	 Other key dates or items

Agenda for meeting with the CEO

•	 Clarity on both short- and 
long-tem expectations

•	 Objectives, metrics and any 
important projects or short-term 
issues to quickly get up to speed

•	 Strengths/weaknesses 
of law department

•	 Areas where you should 
focus in law department

•	 Views of individuals in the law 
department (try to find out 
if anyone is “immune”)

•	 What are the most important 
roles in the law department? 

•	 Communication style and 
preference (email, voice mail, 
memos, meetings, etc.) 

•	 Expectations with respect to the board
•	 Impression of the board members and 

their areas of interest or concern
•	 How does the company 

communicate with the board? 
•	 What are my most important 

areas of focus?
•	 Your plans for the day and 

the next several weeks
•	 Would weekly or monthly one-

on-one meetings be valuable?
•	 What would success for me 

look like in 90 days?
•	 Schedule next meeting 

or conversation. 

Agenda for first team meeting

Indicate you are pleased to  
join the team
•	 If true, advise the team you heard 

many very positive things about 
them as you interviewed with 
the CEO and leadership team.

Introduce yourself 
•	 Background
•	 Experiences
•	 Expertise

The attributes you value 
•	 Performance-driven
•	 Results-oriented
•	 Partners with the business
•	 Strategic
•	 Proactive
•	 Creative

Checklists
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•	 Hardworking
•	 Responsive to clients 
•	 Inclusive
•	 Diverse

Expectations
•	 Always comply with the 

law/regulations 
•	 Act ethically 
•	 Value for fellow employees 
•	 Value inclusion and diversity 

— in all respects
•	 How we treat the company’s assets

Other items
•	 Areas of focus for the next two months 
•	 How best to interact with you
•	 The personal you

Questions for meetings

Direct reports
•	 What are you working on, or 

how do you“bucketize” time?
•	 What are your objectives? 
•	 Who are the “stars” in 

the organization?
•	 Are there any “people issues” 

in the law department? 
•	 What can we do better? 
•	 What advice do you have for me?
•	 What can I do to help you?

Other executives
•	 What are your objectives 

and challenges? 
•	 What can the law department 

do to help you? 
•	 How can we best partner together?
•	 What does the law 

department do well?
•	 What can the law 

department do better?
•	 What are the most important 

roles in the law department? 
•	 What are your views of individuals 

in the law department? 
•	 What is and what do I need to know 

about the culture of the company?

•	 How do the company executives 
communicate with the CEO? 

•	 How do the company executives 
communicate with each other? 

•	 How effective is the leadership 
team at working together?

•	 How are the company’s problems 
analyzed and decisions made?

•	 Are there any “unwritten rules” or 
practices I should be aware of?

•	 You want and appreciate their help. 

Additional information  
you need and actions to take

Meetings
•	 Meet the stars.
•	 Meet others who were in 

the law department.
•	 Meet other important individuals 

identified in initial direct-
report and peer meetings.

•	 Meet with the outside counsel 
working on your key legal matters. 

•	 Meet with your predecessor.

Other information
•	 Were there internal candidates 

for the general counsel position? 
Why were they not chosen? 

•	 Benchmark information on how 
other in entities in your industry, of 
similar size and presence, structure 
their law departments and their 
internal and external costs. 

•	 Meet with general counsel 
of key board members.

•	 Eliminate any obvious 
wasteful spending.

•	 Create “trial balloons” on 
structure and potential leaders.

•	 Reach out for feedback.
•	 Schedule time to wander 

around the office.

Actions for new legal  
leadership team
•	 Agree and be aligned on values that 

drive employment, performance 
and compensation decisions. 

•	 Agree on how will you work to 
develop a law department strategy 
with specific objectives. 

•	 Agree on when and why 
you get together. 

•	 Launch a series of task forces.
•	 Create a plan to evaluate and 

make decisions about additional 
structure and staffing. 

•	 Have ongoing communications 
with the entire team.

Agendas for ongoing meetings with 
the CEO and business leaders
•	 Outline your agenda and your priorities.
•	 Summarize actions taken 

and results achieved.
•	 Ask for their priorities.
•	 Find out if your priorities 

are aligned with theirs.
•	 Seek feedback on your and 

your team’s performance. 
•	 Ask for assistance in recognizing 

and rewarding the performance of 
high achievers in your organization.
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Second, you need to know whether there were internal 
candidates for the general counsel position and why they 
were not chosen. You need to find out if someone is “fester-
ing,” or hoping you fail, and what the company was looking 
for in the general counsel position that they felt was lacking 
in the previous team. This information may come from the 
CEO, the human resources organization, a search firm that 
placed you, members of the legal team or your new peers. 
Keep in mind, some of your new peers may have supported 
an internal candidate, so you need to be careful how you 
solicit this information from them — it may be better to 
phrase your questions as such: Why did the company feel it 
was necessary to go outside for this position, as compared 
to focusing on particular members of your new team?9

At one company I joined as general counsel, I was able 
to ascertain rather quickly that one of my new subordi-
nates was the CEO’s preferred general counsel, but the 
board pushed to hire me. This information was critical 
for me to understand that I needed to be extremely care-
ful as to how I interacted with this attorney. Over time, I 
garnered his respect, trust and friendship, which resulted 
in improving my relationship with the CEO. That gave me 
even more flexibility on making tough decisions, because, 
of course, the CEO would often ask this individual how I 
was doing and whether we were we doing the right things. 
(This may not always be the best way to interact with an 
internal candidate for your position; it is very dependent 
upon the personalities.)

The first 60 days — race to structure 
After the first two weeks, you will continue to learn 

about the company and the business, complete the meet-
ings that could not be scheduled earlier, and conduct 
follow-on activities and meetings based upon what you 
have learned and are learning. In addition, you will want to 
obtain external information and data to assist you in your 
future decisions. At the end of this data-gathering process, 
you will want to make any decision on changes to the orga-
nization’s structure and your direct report team.

Obtain external perspectives
As you learn about the industry, the company and your 

organization, you will want to be accumulating benchmark 
information on how other entities in your industry, of 
similar size and presence, structure their law departments 
and their internal and external costs. The ACC CLO Think 
Tanks, General Counsel roundtable, the Conference Board 
and other associations can help you here. In addition, it 
can be very valuable to meet with the general counsel of 
your key board members’ current or former employers. 
These general counsel can give you great insight into what 
that board member is looking for and expects from their 

leadership position in the company. These folks will know 
the players, will be happy to provide their insights and can 
provide extremely beneficial non-biased information.

You need to meet with your budget coordinator to fully 
understand your department’s budget and areas of spend 
(internal and external), year-to-date spend and forecasted 
full-year spend. Compare this to past years’ results and 
benchmark data. This can provide you with a high-level of 
insight into areas that may or may not be led well.

If you find any area of cost or spend that you think 
makes absolutely no sense, and are informed as you go 
through your meetings that this is a consistent view, stop it 
in the first 60 days. This will make it clear that the culture 
will not be one of waste, and you will immediately make 
changes to eliminate it. At MassMutual, I closed a “library” 
rather early, and we all moved to online research. And for 
me, having assistants transcribe dictation is “verboten” — I 
stop it immediately. This reduces costs, increases efficiency 
and the assistants will love you.

Finally, schedule time to just walk around and meet 
with members of your team unannounced. For those who 
are introverts, this will not come naturally; for others, it 
will. This provides some insight into the work ethic and 
culture of the team, what work is going on in the office, 
who is and is not doing the work, and helps improve mo-
rale when folks realize that the boss is interested in them 
and their work.

Other information you need 
There are two other areas of information you want to 

gather through your series of meetings. First, you want to 
know what your organization and the company view as the 
most important roles in your department. This information 
will be important as you decide where you want to allocate 
your organization’s best talent. It may be solicited from 
the CEO, members of the legal team or your new peers. 

If you find any area of cost 
or spend that you think 
makes absolutely no sense, 
and are informed as you go 
through your meetings that 
this is a consistent view, 
stop it in the first 60 days.
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the “separate” cultures, it makes sense to have a decentral-
ized legal team for those investments.

Only after deciding on a structure can you populate the 
positions. Almost always, improvements can be made in 
both areas. Your predecessor’s decisions were not necessar-
ily wrong — they were probably right at the time made. But 
the company, strategy and people have changed, and your 
predecessor generally has not evolved the organization to 
accommodate these changes, or she may have found it too 
difficult to execute the necessary changes. We all have our 
“dogs” — issues on our desks or in our departments that 
we avoid for months or years, and the next person ad-
dresses them in their first 60 days. You probably left a few 
at your old company or firm, too. Finally, there are times 
— rarely — where the structure and people are just what 
you want, and it is time to charge forward.

If the law department has more than 50 attorneys, you 
should be able to find all the talent you need to populate 
your direct report team from within the organization. 
There are several consequences associated with these pro-
motions. First, remember that if you promote one person, it 
may result in two or three promotions if done from within. 
Second, it also sends the message that you value your new 
team. Third, if you go outside and bring in an attorney 
or attorneys from your past life, you will be criticized for 
“cronyism.” Just because other attorneys were successful 
in a different firm or culture is not a guarantee of success 
in your new company. To surround yourself with folks you 
have worked with in the past, even if you think they are 
better than anyone on your team, will cause the entire or-
ganization to believe that the culture is not a performance-
driven meritocracy. Even leaving a box empty or filling it 
with an external search usually sends a better message to 
your organization than hiring someone you know from 
your past. Plus, populating your team with individuals who 
bring an external perspective can be very valuable. hav-
ing said all this, other Fortune 100 general counsel have 
argued with me that if you need to fill a critical position, 
in particular during a “time of war,” depending upon 
your incumbent talent pool, it may be best upgrade with 
someone you know who will provide a known expertise 
and loyalty. If you do this, you should proceed cautiously, 
understanding and addressing the risks, including that even 
among your new team, you will have created an immediate 
disparity of relationships. 

Keep an eye on diversity — in all respects. Only a 
diverse team will give you the different perspectives you 
will need to be successful. It also helps establish a visible 
culture of opportunities based on performance, not on 
other factors. After six months or a year in the position, 
you can introduce folks you have worked with in the past, 
but be cautious bringing these individuals into the group 

general counsel. Finally, there is no downside in attempting 
to meet the general counsel of other major corporations in 
the area — but that can be done over the first six months. 
Just call their offices, tell their assistants who you are, and 
set up a lunch or meeting.

You will want to meet with the outside counsel work-
ing on your key legal matters. These individuals will not 
only help you get up to speed on the key legal issues that 
the company is facing, but will also be able to explain 
the qualities of your attorneys with whom they interact. 
They will be very happy to meet with you, in particular on 
substantive issues. Be careful making any quick changes to 
the outside counsel the company has retained historically. 
Almost all law firms have excellent attorneys. Just because 
the attorneys with whom you previously worked with at 
firms X and Y are great, you should not assume the attor-
neys at firm Z, who currently work with members of your 
new law department, are not as good. Often, the outside 
counsel with whom your team is currently working know 
the company and its issues well, and interact well with your 
team’s working styles. There is no reason to disrupt that 
relationship without careful analysis — well beyond your 
first 60 days.

Decide structure and staffing
With all the data you have gathered from all the 

sources mentioned above, you should be in a position to 
determine the structure and staffing of your new organi-
zation. On restructuring, keep in mind that the structure 
should follow the needs of the business. What is the 
optimal structure for provisioning legal services based 
upon the company strategy, and business and legal needs? 
It depends. That is why it is so critical that you have been 
learning and understand the company’s strategy, business 
objectives and, most importantly, legal activities. You 
can’t structure and staff effectively until you know where 
you are going (strategy, structure, staffing). Centraliza-
tion or decentralization and different structures can all be 
effective based upon the business needs and culture. The 
input you have received from the CEO, board counsel, 
your peers and the stars will probably help you the most 
in thinking about this restructuring. Your direct reports 
will be personally affected and will more likely have 
biased views of how to organize.

While at US WEST, our strategy was to “integrate” 
our products and services (landline, cell, DSL, VDSL and 
directory), and to ensure we had consistent regulatory posi-
tions across 14 states and the federal jurisdiction. Thus, 
a centralized law department was necessary and best. At 
MassMutual, part of the company strategy is to have and 
incubate strategic business investments separate from the 
life insurance business. To advance this strategy and create 
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had turned into “NCr WEST.” It was not well received 
by folks who rightly believed several of the ways they 
were doing things were already best-in-class, and should 
not be immediately rejected because it wasn’t the way 
NCr did them.

Finally, if it is appropriate, based upon the circumstance 
under which you assumed your position, you probably 
should meet with your predecessor in the first 60 days. 
There is no reason to take the criticism that you changed X 
without any input from the person who made the decision, 
and there will always be people who liked your predeces-
sor. They will value the fact that you showed respect to that 
person. remember, you too will be a predecessor someday.

“Socialize” and obtain support for your decisions
Within 60 days, you want to come back to the CEO 

with any recommendations you have for any changes in 
the department. In all likelihood, this will be your best 
opportunity for the next five years. Be bold — address 
problems now — and do what is right. After 60 days, 
you will know the names of the spouses, children and 
pets of your direct reports, which will make it much 
harder to do any restructuring. These will be the most 
important decisions you will likely make in the first 90 
days. Trust your instincts and your impressions. One 
general counsel of a Fortune 100 company, who was for-
merly involved in a leadership position in humanitarian 
response, traveled to Macedonia to assess the interna-
tional humanitarian community’s state of readiness for 
the spread of the Balkan crisis. Because of his limited 
time on location after being on the ground for only eight 
hours, he rather apologetically shared his impressions 
with a senior United Nations official. The general coun-
sel found the official’s response insightful and memo-
rable: “Your first impressions are likely to be your best 
impressions; after that, everyone is trying to confuse you 
with their perspectives and their interests.”

Make sure that the CEO understands and supports any 
changes you are recommending. After the CEO meeting, 
you should talk with your peers in key leadership positions 
— although you probably should have had ongoing con-
versations with them about thoughts for your organization 
and focus. You want to make sure they know what you are 
doing and why, but because your success will depend on 
your team, this is more of an “advising” conversation than 
a consulting one. If any of these executives are “losing their 
attorney,” or are going to be working with new individuals, 
different from those they liked and trusted in the past, you 
need to explain the rationale for your changes. I failed to 
do this on occasion, and once, it caused tension with one of 
our top executives. I had to scramble to develop a con-
sulting arrangement for an attorney who was leaving the 

because, regardless of what you do, they will be viewed as 
your “friends” and hurt your objective to reward results 
from within. 

As you continue to think about staffing, you want to 
proceed in careful, quiet ways to see what your peers, 
the stars or even your direct reports think about various 
legal department structures, and the ability and potential 
of certain individuals to assume leadership positions. 
Your decisions will be a clear reflection on you, and you 
don’t want to be surprised that somebody who is super-
lative in a meeting with you is viewed as a jerk by the 
rest of the organization.

Don’t ignore the past
A comment here on predecessors, earlier decisions, 

processes or plans: It may be easy or correct to be critical 
or say negative things about the earlier organization or 
how it operated, or to immediately implement a program 
or process that was very successful for you in the past. 
There is very little upside in these actions and there can 
be a significant downside. I heard about one new gen-
eral counsel who told one of his new attorneys, who was 
a star, at the beginning their first phone conversation, 
“We’ll need to teach you how to be a business-focused 
lawyer.” The star immediately felt devalued and unap-
preciated for all of the excellent business-focused work he 
had done for his clients. When I was at US WEST, after 
hearing a new executive summarize to the board all the 
mistakes of his predecessor, one of the board members, 
who was the vice chair at Ford, commented that at Ford 
they called such blaming “FUFA” — “f***** up former 
administration.” he said he wanted to hear about future 
plans rather than all the FUFA.

You want the team focusing on the future and not on 
the past. In addition, you will often need individuals who 
had relationships with the past or with past decisions, to 
affirmatively support your changes and feel comfortable 
doing so. There are often very good reasons for the deci-
sions of the past. You will do better to understand and 
learn from them, than to immediately reject them. Also, 
keep in mind that a program or process that worked for 
you in the past may not work well with the new company 
or its culture. To make a change, you will need under-
standing and buy-in from your team. Finally, numerous 
references to “the way we did it at [your old entity]” is 
inconsistent with the objective of building a best-in-class 
organization, which takes the best of all ideas and con-
tinuously improves on them. When I was a lawyer at US 
WEST, we had a new general counsel join us from NCr 
(as an aside, he taught me 95 percent of what I know 
about leadership). however, he referred so much to the 
way they did things at NCr that the running joke was we 
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responsive to clients, ethical and diverse team players. You 
can change a culture more easily and quickly than you 
think. Change is not about what you say or the charts you 
put up, but rather the actions that you and your team take 
that are consistent with those words and charts. The ac-
tions employees watch most are whom you hire, whom you 
reward, whom you promote and, yes, whom you terminate. 
Employees watch their leaders like hawks; if you want a 
hard-working and cost efficient-culture, you must be on the 
job, in the office, working long days and not wasting the 
company’s resources in visible areas — office furnishings, 
travel, etc. 

Actions for the legal leadership team
Now it is time to pull together your new direct report 

team and begin the focus on the future. You are transition-

business in order to create a softer landing. But remember, 
this needs to be your team, and as one general counsel I 
worked for aptly said, “Just ‘cause the clients like X, doesn’t 
mean X is a good attorney.”

Don’t forget the legal work
Of course, you must do all of the above at the same time 

you are engrossed in learning about the legal and business 
issues, handling significant legal matters, interacting with 
your inside and outside counsel on the topics that require 
your immediate attention, making legal decisions and 
preparing for board meetings. Don’t neglect these activi-
ties and be sure to do them exceptionally well. Be posi-
tive, engaged and energetic. No one said that this job was 
going to be simple, but those activities should come easier 
from your past experiences and abilities. Frankly, it may 
be advantageous if you are commuting long-distance to 
the job for the first several months, as it allows for 16-hour 
days and airplane reading. Being a general counsel, or any 
C-level executive, in corporate America is not easy or for 
the faint-of-heart.

Reach out for feedback
It is worth noting that you will probably receive little 

to no feedback on how you are doing during your first 60 
days. You will be driving blind and quite possibly mak-
ing repairs and course corrections as you rocket down the 
road. Your best sources for feedback will be board counsel, 
maybe some of your peers, and possibly the search firm 
that placed you. Keep in contact with the search firm. They 
will have sources back into the company, maybe the CEO 
or the human resources organization. Ask them to make 
contacts for you and provide you feedback on how it is go-
ing. They are your friends and will also have every incen-
tive to ensure your success. 

Days 60–90: You are only as good as your team

Communicate and establish the culture
It is time to communicate again. You need to advise the 

company and your department on how it will be structured 
going forward, and its key areas of focus to support and 
advance the company’s strategies. The communication to 
the department is best done in person in a “town hall” or 
similar setting, with the ability for those who cannot attend 
to listen in. 

In this meeting, or in any announcements for that mat-
ter, you need to specifically and directly tie back to the 
attributes you outlined. That is, you should explain why 
your choice of X is consistent with an organization that 
will be performance-driven, results-focused, partners with 
the business, strategic, proactive, creative, hardworking, 
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and improvement do not come often, and it will get more 
difficult to make these changes if they are not part of 
the initial transformation. Now is the best time for your 
team to “size” the entire department right. Evaluate the 
benchmark data and ensure that when fully populated, the 
organization is below benchmark, or otherwise structured, 
to allow for future expansion with high-quality employees 
who meet your attributes, values and diversity goals. If the 
level of talent to fill certain positions currently does not 
reside in the organization, do not hesitate to leave positions 
open to be filled later. As your team completes staffing 
decisions, again, communicate and make clear why the 
decisions or changes support the company’s strategy, help 
advance the business objectives and are consistent with the 
department’s values.10 

Sixth, keep in mind that during at least the first year, 
the entire department will want to know what is going on 
and how it impacts them. Your team should think about 
and develop ongoing communication processes with the 
entire organization. You may want to consider items 
like monthly step-level meetings, weekly brief all-hands 
updates, calls to review priorities, frequent voice mes-
sages or emails to the entire team on projects or priori-
ties, quarterly offsites, annual offsites, or dashboards of 
key priorities (align them all around the common view of 
priorities and responsibilities). 

remember that your results will only be as good as the 
strength of the individuals on your team, the alignment on 
priorities that advance the business and their successes. 
Now is absolutely the best time for you and your direct 
reports to choose and empower the team that will make the 
company — and you — very successful.

After 90 days — focus on the future
At this point, you are well on the way to establishing 

your department’s culture. Now, focus on the continu-
ing legal work, the strategic provision of legal services 
to advance the business, efficient deployment of legal 
resources and further improving your department. You 
are now working together with your leadership team; this 
team is running a well-structured law department, will tell 
you what you should be doing, and will help you in your 
future tasks and accomplishments. Make sure that it is a 
good one. Their success is your success, and your success 
is theirs. You are inextricably tied together.

Don’t forget to continue to interact with the business. 
You should be meeting at least monthly with the CEO and 
your peers to make sure they know your agenda, and that 
you learn their priorities, ensure alignment of priorities, 
seek feedback on your and your team’s performance, and 
obtain their assistance in recognizing and rewarding the 
performance of high achievers in your organization.11

ing from your solitary “lonely” work, to building a high-
performing leadership team, completing the structure and 
staffing for the rest of the department, and establishing the 
future direction for the entire legal organization. 

Often, the first meeting of your new leadership team 
is best conducted at an offsite location where, for a full 
day, you will not be interrupted by the issues du jour. 
Your attention should be directed to at least the follow-
ing six areas. First and foremost, you will want agree-
ment on the attributes or values of the department. 
During your first day, you outlined what attributes you 
valued for individuals in the department. Now, you 
need to ensure the team is aligned on these values (they 
should be; you chose them) and refine them as is appro-
priate. Over time, the culture of a company or a division 
becomes the collective values of its leadership. Thus, you 
all must agree on, be aligned with and communicate the 
values that will drive your future employment, perfor-
mance and compensation decisions. 

Second, and very importantly, you will want agree-
ment on how you will work to develop a law department 
strategy with concrete specific objectives to support and 
advance the business. Most likely, the other departments 
in the company will be metrics-driven; you will earn their 
respect by defining and tracking law department metrics 
to show the value added to the business or areas that need 
legal focus. 

Third, you will need to agree on when and why you get 
together. During the first several months, you probably 
should get together at least every other week, as you need 
the team’s input, feedback and assistance in learning and 
addressing the legal issues of the company. Over time, 
the purpose of your meetings will likely evolve to more of 
a focus on the metrics and driving execution of the legal 
strategy and the team’s underlying objectives.

Fourth, you will want to launch a series of activities 
on areas of concern or improvement that you identified 
from your meetings. Often, this is best done by creating 
task forces made up of high-potential individuals — those 
stars in the department. Creating these task forces allows 
you to see how strong these high-potential people are — 
or aren’t — and shows that you have been listening and 
are driving continuous improvement. In the past, I have 
put teams together to look at areas such as creating our 
strategic long-range plan, outside counsel management, 
technology improvement and use, pro bono activities and 
improving diversity.

Fifth, you will want each of your new direct reports to 
look at their organizations and conduct a similar analysis 
to what you have just completed. This should preferably 
be completed in no more than 30 days. Counsel and drive 
them to “be bold,” as their chances for significant change 



NOTES

1 See Checklists, Preparation Prior to Job Offer.
2 See Checklists, Preparation After Job Offer.
3 See Checklists, Preparation After Job Offer.
4 See Checklists, Action Items for Your Assistant.
5 See Checklists, Agenda for Meeting with CEO.
6 See Checklists, Agenda for First Team Meeting.
7 See Checklists, Questions for Meetings.
8 See Checklists, Questions for Meetings.
9 See Checklists, Additional Information You Need and Actions 

to Take.
10 See Checklists, Actions for New Legal Leadership Team.
11 See Checklists, Agendas for Ongoing Meetings with CEO and 

Business Leaders.

This advice may sound “formulaic” or easy. But, writing 
it is much easier than executing. While I was drafting this 
article, it became apparent that at times I have not followed 
my own advice — but in almost every circumstance where 
I did not, I wish I had. Nonetheless, this approach must be 
directionally correct; I have been privileged to lead four 
efficient and excellent law departments, which were or are 
very strategic, have obtained significant positive results 
for the company, and were or are all highly respected and 
viewed as “leaders” by the board, the CEO, senior manage-
ment and the workforce. In addition, several attorneys who 
have been members of our teams have moved on to become 
successful general counsel of public and private companies.

You have a great job. Your team and department will 
get great results. You will learn a lot and love it. See how 
many future general counsel you can find and develop 
— that is a very important part of your job. Again, con-
gratulations — and if you worked for me, know that I am 
extremely proud of you.∑

Have a comment on this article? Visit ACC’s blog  
at www.inhouseaccess.com/articles/acc-docket.
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