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Executive summary

The modern lawyer is expected to be technically excellent, emotionally intel-
ligent, adaptable and commercially aware — often all at once. But legal
workplaces are not one-size-fits-all, and neither are the people who work in
them. To thrive in today’s legal profession, lawyers must master the human
skills that underpin trust, influence, and effective leadership. From handling
difficult conversations and giving feedback, to building resilience, negoti-
ating effectively and developing a strong professional profile, lawyers need
tools to perform in an increasingly complex world.

Emotional intelligence, decision-making and delegation, networking and
adapting to change are fundamental to success, and it is these human
strengths that will succeed in a technological future.

The book is introduced by Sarah Fowler, president of CILEX, who explains
why so-called “soft” skills are now core legal skills, taking into account the
changing expectations of clients, firms, and regulators. From technical excel-
lence to trusted adviser, Sara outlines how the fundamental skills outlined
in the chapters that follow will drive career progression, wellbeing, and
commercial success.

Part one of the book looks at mastering yourself.

Chapter one, by Kim Tasso, explores emotional intelligence in legal practice,
and how this is a superpower for lawyers. Cognitive and intellectual abilities
have always been highly prized in lawyers. Yet our fast-paced, Al-driven world
will further increase the importance of those human (personal and interper-
sonal) skills, wrapped up in the envelope of emotional intelligence (EI or EQ).
Research shows that EQ accounts for 58 percent of performance in all types
of jobs and is the single biggest predictor in the workplace. In the chapter,
Kim considers what emotional intelligence means, how it is measured and
developed, and why it is important for lawyers and their leaders. She explores
how empathy underpins effective communication and relationship building
and demonstrates that improving the superpower of emotional intelligence
enhances both performance and wellbeing.
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Executive summary

Simply put, resilience is an individual’s and team’s capacity for stress-
related growth. Decades of research show that resilience is not a fixed trait
that you either have or don't have, but rather, a set of skills that individuals
and teams can build. Paula Davis has been studying, teaching, writing,
talking, and thinking about resilience since she first discovered the science
of it for her master’s studies at the University of Pennsylvania. She has seen
countless lives and teams transformed by the power of resilience, including
her own. Yet, for all its ubiquity, resilience is one of the most misunderstood
concepts at work. It’s also one of the most important, given the level of
uncertainty and change that is and will continue to be present in the legal
profession into the foreseeable future. The research literature can be
confusing because there are many definitions of resilience and most of them
have a clinical or trauma-related focus, rather than a work focus. In chapter
two, Paula talks about the ways in which lawyers and legal teams can enhance
their ability to develop this important set of skills.

Law is a loss-saturated profession, and the cumulative impact of repeated
exposure to conflict, harm, failure, and high-stakes pressure quietly erodes
judgment, decision-making, leadership capacity, and organizational cohe-
sion. Traditional legal culture equates professionalism with composure,
reinforcing a norm of suppression that is often mistaken for resilience, but
carries measurable risk. In chapter three, Tom Spence explores the often-
unacknowledged realities of grief and trauma in legal practice, framing them
as operational and leadership issues rather than personal vulnerabilities.

The chapter introduces the concept of a grief-literate firm — one that
recognizes cumulative exposure, supports regulation rather than suppres-
sion, and integrates structured support, leadership modelling, and clear
pathways for addressing strain. It distinguishes between individual and
collective resilience, emphasizing that sustainable high performance
depends on systemic buffers, distributed regulation, and culturally
embedded practices that enable teams to function effectively under pres-
sure.

Practical strategies for implementing these ideas include deliberate resets
before key decisions, structural transitions between matters, language shifts,
leadership modelling, and accessible, destigmatized support pathways. Tom
argues that grief literacy and collective resilience are not softening the
profession — they strengthen judgment, ethical clarity, and long-term
performance. Ultimately, the chapter reframes legal practice culture — expo-
sure to loss is inevitable, but by acknowledging it and designing systems
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capable of metabolizing it, firms can create steadier, more resilient organi-
zations, enhancing both human and institutional capacity.

In chapter four, Danielle Gleicher-Bates and Emma Llanwarne explore
neurodiversity in legal practice — practicing as a neurodivergent lawyer,
working with and enabling neurodivergent colleagues, and serving neurodi-
vergent clients’ best interests and needs. Neurodivergent neurotypes are
distilled into primary areas of divergence before examining the importance
of strengths-based framing, personal identity, and language, alongside the
unique tension between neurodivergence, disability identity, and disability
in law. The chapter turns to the overlap between common neurodivergent
strengths and the soft skills required as a lawyer, in addition to the potential
challenges and barriers, not least the interplay between masking, imposter
syndrome, and burnout, which legal environments are prone to fostering.
Core issues are addressed through practical considerations and frameworks
for disclosure, managing your working style, requesting and making reason-
able adjustments, and effective allyship, with the significance of reasonable
adjustments in empowerment and working well embedded throughout.
Whether you are neurodivergent or not, the key takeaways and insights are
relevant to everyone.

In chapter five, Nikki Alderson looks at why lawyers struggle with time,
analyzing the importance of personal responsibility, the cultural pressures that
exist in law, the impact of remote and hybrid working on boundaries, and how
unmanaged time pressure contributes to stress and burnout. The chapter
explores how to distinguish urgency from importance, managing competing
stakeholders and deadlines, focus, energy, and burnout, and practical systems
for busy legal professionals. Nikki outlines how technology boundaries and
improvements, as well as clear communication protocols, can create systems
that support long-term wellbeing and professional effectiveness.

Chapter six explores how lawyers can make effective decisions in high-
pressure situations, where time is limited and information is often
incomplete. It highlights common decision-making traps and examines the
balance between risk and professional judgement. Alice Boullier de Branche
and Jean-Baptiste Lebelle address how perfectionism, while valued in legal
work, can become a liability when swift action is required. Emphasis is placed
on the importance of collaborative decision making, drawing on the insights
of others to strengthen outcomes. Finally, the chapter underscores the need
for confidence in decisions, while remaining open to revisiting and adapting
them as circumstances evolve.
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Part two then looks at how to work effectively with others.

Chapter seven brings a practical, performance-based communication lens to
one of the most challenging and career-defining aspects of legal practice.
Drawing on her work helping professionals communicate with clarity and
confidence under pressure, alongside her background as a prize-winning
opera singer, Susan Heaton-Wright offers a distinctive approach that blends
preparation frameworks, emotional regulation, voice, and presence. The
chapter provides lawyers with clear, usable tools to prepare for high-stakes
conversations, manage emotion and defensiveness (their own and others’),
navigate power dynamics, and turn conflict into clarity.

Susan’s focus is on helping lawyers show up powerfully when it matters
most — structuring difficult conversations around purpose and outcomes,
using non-verbal communication intentionally, listening with impact, and
maintaining authority without aggression. A highly practical chapter, it
includes real-world examples, short exercises, and simple models that
readers can apply immediately in client and colleague conversations.

Chapter eight examines the role of feedback in building and sustaining a
truly client-centered culture. Drawing on practical experience, Wayne Hassay
explores how effective feedback must flow across all levels of an organization
and align with clearly defined values and expectations. The ability to give and
receive feedback is a fundamental skill, and the chapter considers how client-
driven frameworks — such as structured feedback tools and resolution
processes — can strengthen relationships and accountability, particularly
when supporting large, demanding clients. Central to the discussion is the
challenge of making feedback genuinely constructive — not just shared, but
translated into clear, actionable steps. It also reflects on a common discon-
nect in many organizations, where feedback systems exist in principle but
fall short in practice, offering insight into how this gap can be addressed.

In a legal world where the modern lawyer is expected to be technically
excellent, emotionally intelligent, adaptable, and commercially aware, dele-
gation and supervision are no longer administrative tasks — they are core
leadership capabilities. Chapter nine explores how supervision and delega-
tion can be used not only to deliver highquality legal work, but to develop
resilient, capable teams in modern workplaces that are more diverse, flexible,
and complex than ever before. Pam Loch offers practical and humancentered
observation and advice that recognizes the shift in how newer entrants to
the profession approach work, communication, and accountability, and the
impact of digital fluency of technologies such as Al She discusses the
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increasing importance of managing teams in ways that do not rely on disclo-
sure, conformity, or outdated supervisory models, delegation as a strategic
leadership tool rather than a source of risk, and how to maintain commercial
viability in the face of increased management responsibilities. She also
outlines how management can impact retention through effective engage-
ment and development of people, opening up career opportunities, creating
psychological safety, and setting good working habits from the early stages.

Negotiation is not a separate skill from communication - it is a form of
communication and every interaction a lawyer has is potentially a negotia-
tion. In chapter ten, Jonathan Middleburgh suggests that lawyers often
default to adversarial (or positional) communication, whereas communica-
tion focusing on the achievement of each side’s interests is preferable.
Jonathan unpacks a range of practical skills that should be part of the
communication toolkit and encourages readers to reflect on their level on
each of these skills. The chapter also focuses on where and how the negotia-
tion happens and encourages readers to think about how most effectively to
communicate, dependent on mode of communication. Ethical and profes-
sional conduct issues are also considered, as is the impact of Al on
negotiation and communication.

Chapter 11 explores how agile and lean principles are reshaping collabo-
ration in modern legal practice. In a rapidly evolving, tech-driven landscape,
Maria Govis highlights the growing importance of lawyers developing a prac-
tical understanding of digital tools to enhance teamwork and efficiency. She
emphasizes the value of aligning with clients’ terminology and ways of
working, enabling effective collaboration. The chapter introduces agile and
lean methodologies as flexible, alternative approaches to organizing knowl-
edge work, and considers how these principles can be applied within legal
teams to improve communication, adaptability, and outcomes. Ultimately,
Maria argues that even a basic proficiency in technology, combined with
these collaborative frameworks, can offer a meaningful competitive advan-
tage.

Part three explores influence, visibility and career development.

The section begins with chapter 12 reframing relationshipbuilding as a crit-
ical skill for modern lawyers. As legal markets become more commercial and
trustdriven, purposeful networking rooted in curiosity, authenticity, and
strategic intent supports both career progression and firm growth. Rebecca
Overend challenges misconceptions about networking, emphasizing
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valueled, ethical relationshipbuilding across internal teams, clients, peers,
and wider professional communities. She offers practical guidance on
starting conversations, maintaining connections and selecting opportunities
wisely. With tailored advice for different career stages, she reinforces that
consistent, longterm engagement, rather than transactional interactions,
creates meaningful networks. Purposeful networking is not selling, rather it
is sustained professional development.

Business development is no longer optional in modern legal practice. As
lawyers become more senior, their ability to generate, retain, and expand
client relationships directly impacts their career trajectory, influence, and
earning potential. Still, many lawyers approach business development with
uncertainty, unsure where to start, what to prioritize, or how to do it authen-
tically. In chapter 13, Yuliya LaRoe reframes business development as a
learnable, practical skill rather than a personality trait or sales tactic. She
introduces a clear, structured framework that integrates networking, visi-
bility, relationship management, and follow-through into a manageable
system. Readers will learn how to move from reactive outreach to strategic
relationship management, increase visibility without compromising authen-
ticity, and build BD systems that support consistent client engagement. By
the end of the chapter, readers will see business development not as an
uncomfortable add-on, but as a skill that reinforces — rather than distracts
from — great lawyering.

Chapter 14 by Rebecca Harding examines what it truly means to build a
professional profile in a legal context, moving beyond superficial notions of
self-promotion to focus on credibility, reputation, and value. Rebecca encour-
ages lawyers to reflect on their individual strengths and interests in order to
define a clear and authentic niche. The chapter addresses common discom-
fort around visibility, offering practical ways to build a presence and
reputation without feeling overly self-promotional. Rebecca emphasizes that
consistent, value-driven engagement is key to being recognized in the profes-
sion. The chapter highlights the role of thought leadership through activities
such as writing, speaking, and sharing insights. These avenues are presented
as effective ways to demonstrate expertise, build trust, and enhance profes-
sional standing over time.

Part four then looks at leading through change, and the fundamental skills

necessary for future leaders.
When change initiatives fail to take root in legal organizations, the explana-
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tion is rarely the one that gets cited first. The strategy was not the problem.
The technology was not the problem. The rollout plan was not the problem.
The problem, consistently and across change types, is human. According to
research, 38 percent of all implementation difficulties trace back to human
and proficiency factors — the learning curve, the gap between training and
practice, the absence of sustained support. Technical implementation issues
account for only 16 percent of the same failures. This pattern holds whether
the change in question is a new operating model, a process redesign, or — as
is the defining challenge of this moment in legal — the adoption of artificial
intelligence.

The implication is uncomfortable but important — most change programs
in legal are not failing because the wrong approach was chosen. They are
failing because the human architecture of change was not designed. The
roles that every successful change requires were left unfilled, undefined, or
misunderstood. Al adoption makes this visible more starkly than most
changes because the gap between access and genuine use is so measurable
—but the underlying dynamic is not new, and it is not unique to technology.
Chapter 15, by Andrea Miskolzci, maps those roles. It describes what each one
demands in practice —not as titles to be assigned on an organizational chart,
but as functions that must be actively performed. Some individuals will hold
more than one. Others will hold none, even when they might be expected to.
Understanding the difference between what a role is called and what it actu-
ally requires is often the starting point for making change work.

The chapter covers seven roles — the sponsor, managers and partners, the
change leader, the project manager, the power user, the change champion,
and the sponsor alliance. Together, they form the cast of characters that
every successful legal change story needs.

Chapter 16, by Daan Potjer, explores how legal practice is evolving in
response to rapid technological change, particularly the rise of artificial intel-
ligence. It begins by outlining the shifting landscape of the profession and
redefining what it means to be a modern lawyer in a digital-first world. The
focus then turns to the essential skills and mindset that lawyers need to
remain relevant and adaptable, emphasizing continuous learning and open-
ness to innovation. A key theme is the transformative impact of Al on legal
workloads, highlighting how routine tasks are being automated and how this
reshapes the lawyer's role. The chapter also stresses the importance of lever-
aging technology effectively, encouraging lawyers to work smarter rather
than harder. It underlines the need for law firms to cultivate a culture of
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innovation to stay competitive. Finally, it examines how the value proposi-
tion of lawyers is changing in the Al era, and concludes by encouraging legal
professionals to actively embrace and adopt Al as a core component of
modern practice.

Ever since David Maister’s book, The Trusted Advisor, was written in 2001,
this has been the declared ambition of most law firms in relation to their
client relationship. But what does this actually mean in practice? And is this
the right target? In chapter 17, Stuart Maister (David’s cousin) sets out an
updated version of this approach, starting with a focus on trust as the critical
foundation for all client engagement. By defining trust, he sets out how
lawyers can consciously and intentionally design high trust relationships and
use this as the basis for winning, retaining, and growing major accounts. He
then looks at the second part of the formula, analyzing the difference
between being a trusted supplier and an advisor. One is transactional, the
other is based on a relationship. He suggests there is an even higher level to
aim for - being a trusted partner, which puts you on the team with the client.
This chapter maps out the mindset and skillset required to develop this
status with a client, and includes exercises to help the reader apply this in
their own context.

Al is the single biggest disruptor to lawyering-—arguably ever. Basic
lawyering skills —as traditionally understood —will increasingly be outsourced
to the machine. The need for a rounded skill set will be taken to the next level
as Al will increasingly do the core technical lawyering work. The consequence
will be a fundamental shift in essential lawyering skills. The differentiated law
firm will the one where client service and the meeting of client expectations
is as close to optimal as possible, and where lawyers add maximum value -
with the best / most innovative solutions, and commercial value add. In this
final chapter, Jonathan Middleburgh argues that the Profoundly Human Law
Firm (PHLF) will be the winners in these disruptions, and the building blocks
of the PHLF are profoundly human lawyers (PHL). As a fitting end to this book
on fundamental skills, the chapter endeavors to unpack the core skills of the
PHL.
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