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The key skills needed for general counsel to thrive have rapidly evolved over 

the last several years, which turns out to coincide with the top skill current 

GCs now identify as key to their success–adaptability. 

Amid an unprecedented pandemic, general counsel have placed a premium on 

adapting to change far above any other skill set needed to be a successful 

leader. More than strategy or analysis, the ability to evolve with the times and 

effectively communicate priorities with key stakeholders were viewed as the 

most important traits a general counsel could have, according to early stages 



of research by GLL and Morrison & Foerster in their joint work on the Leading 

With Influence project. 

The report will investigate both the existing and the most desired legal 

leadership skills and competencies and how these compare to others on the 

executive team. The timing of the report recognizes that these are indeed 

testing times for leadership. Leadership legacy alone, traditionally etched in 

long-term business achievements, can now be defined in moments and is 

increasingly shaped by the expectations of the leader’s humanness judged in 

carefully watched day-to-day interactions. 

The eyes are now firmly fixed on leaders whose role and vision, in times of 

crisis, underpins how their followers make sense and meaning of their reality. 

Legal leaders are not exempt. If anything, they occupy a central vantage point 

with multiple perspectives including being a team leader and a C-Suite 

influencer and a trusted advisor. 

The pressures on general counsel couldn’t be higher, said MoFo chief 

marketing officer Angela Petros, noting not just the pandemic, but the 

economic uncertainty and intense conversations over racial and social justice 

happening in many parts of the world. Emotional intelligence and 

communication skills become essential in this environment. 

“What struck us was a different emphasis,” Petros said of findings from the 

first stages of research. “[GCs are ] spending more time on building human 

connections, building empathy. Communications emerges as a primary focus 

where it might have been an afterthought before. GCs are having to build 

these skills in real time.” 

MoFo and GLL have completed dozens of qualitative interviews with general 

counsel as part of the first phase of the project. The next step, before a full 

analysis and report will be issued, is quantitative research. Along with those 



findings, the team will also be conducting leadership profile assessments and 

comparing core competencies of GCs with other C-suite positions. 

Tessa Schwartz, a managing partner with MoFo out of San Francisco, leads the 

firm’s client relationship efforts as well as its pricing strategy. She said the 

number of stakeholders, from employees to clients to the community, are 

growing and communicating effectively to those groups is increasingly 

important. 

“Authentic leadership is about being true to the organization’s values, and if 

you are lucky and your values and your organization’s values are highly 

overlapping, it makes it a lot easier to do those things. Then communication is 

very authentic and flows from values,” Schwartz said. 

From her own role focusing on client relationships, Schwartz said she is 

seeing first hand how clients need not just an understanding of their business, 

which is paramount, but help in other ways managing through the COVID-19 

crisis. Law firms and clients are dealing with similar issues in the current 

environment. 

“The GCs and leaders in our firms are not just communicating, but 

communicating about really important and impactful topics,” Schwartz said, 

speaking of the health of their communities as well as the more recent 

conversations around racial and social justice. 

The need to pivot from one issue to the next, manage across varied 

stakeholders and do so with empathy are skills developing in real time. 

“There is no membrane between the business world and the community 

anymore,” Schwartz said. “They are one and the same.” 

Not only are general counsel being asked to take on more with fewer 

resources–a common problem for the past several years–but they are also 



increasingly being asked to serve as the conscience of the company, Petros 

said. 

For Schwartz, adaptability and communication go hand-in-hand. 

“Prompt, regular, transparent, two-way communication is how you adapt and 

deal with change,” she said. “You need to collect the data to understand the 

changes and how it impacts the business and clients, helping people feel less 

isolated and overwhelmed. When there aren’t a lot of answers, it’s important 

to have extra communication. Be clean and crisp.” 

While the skill sets needed for a GC are evolving, no one person can embody 

all of the different perspectives you need to be a good leadership team,” 

Schwartz said. Focusing on the team and ensuring it includes a diversity of 

perspectives and skill sets is essential. 

For Petros and MoFo, this research into leadership traits of a general counsel 

is a way to invest in an area most legal departments don’t have the time or 

budget to focus on. The goal is to provide the in-house community with a 

better sense of how to be leaders within their organizations and develop 

strong teams. 

  

 


