
Top 3 takeaways:

Nurture and engage with 
your team as people, not 
just professionals. 

Leverage the capabilities 
of your existing systems 
to achieve multiple 
objectives.

Invest in technology that 
improves collaboration 
and efficiency, now 
more than ever.

Remote working has gone from being a niche pursuit to 
the default employment model for hundreds of 
thousands of organisations across the UK. 

The transformation was dramatic. Within just a few days of lockdown 

being announced, millions of people found themselves working from 

home, collaborating with colleagues, customers and clients via tools and 

apps such as Microsoft Teams, Zoom, WhatsApp or Skype, and exploring 

the full potential of legal operations and workflow automation systems 

from specialist providers, such as Onit.

Is your department ready to remain 
a virtual department into early next year?  
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Such was the speed of the enforced 
change-over, many organisations – 
and their in-house legal departments 
- adopted a needs-must approach, 
with little time to undertake whole-
of-market product analyses and 
lengthy implementation programmes. 
It was a case of go digital, or go under.

As the remote working model enters its 
second six months, however, businesses 
are looking ahead to ensure they have 
the systems, processes and technologies 
in place to continue working virtually 
well into 2021. 

So what does this mean for in-house 
legal departments and what are the key 
issues that need addressing? Four expert 
speakers shared their insights in our In-
House Legal Hangout #6.

One of the first areas to consider is 
people, and the challenges in looking 
after and managing people in the virtual 
office environment. For all its strengths, 
the big drawback in remote working is 
the lack of personal interaction, 
particularly informal interaction like 
popping your head around the 
colleague’s door or grabbing a quick 
chat in the kitchen or break-out area.

“You miss the one-to-one interaction 
you have in the office and you realise 
how important that office environment 
is. So we took specific steps to try and 
recreate that interaction, including 
setting up virtual social events,” says 
Helen Barker, Counsel for Knowledge 
Management at Diageo. 

At Colt Technology, Head of Legal 
Matthew Glover says the initial focus was 
on maintaining employee health and 
wellbeing through sharing personal 
stories and experiences, as well as on 
managing commercial performance.

“It’s been central to a lot of the team 
comms that we’ve been doing, and 
we’ve learnt a lot more about each other 
as a result,” he says.

Another priority area for legal functions 
working in a remote environment is 
managing relationships with internal 
clients. 

Giles Pemberton, former General 
Counsel at EasyJet and Consultant at 
3Kites, highlighted the increased risks of 
‘practical drift’, with people working from 
home. This refers to a situation where 
people very gradually start to drift away 
from the prescribed policies and 
practices set down by the organisation. 
But the drifting process is so gradual and 
incremental that no-one really notices 
until something goes wrong. He cites the 
example of not recording things properly 
or not filing contracts in the right way.

“Avoiding this risk is an area where the 
legal function can add value to internal 
clients and help keep the business on 
course, whether it is by training, or just by 
asking the right questions and 
challenging assumptions,” he says.
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THE VIRTUAL OFFICE ENVIRONMENT  

            YOU MISS THE ONE-
TO-ONE INTERACTION YOU 
HAVE IN THE OFFICE AND YOU 
REALISE HOW IMPORTANT 
THAT OFFICE ENVIRONMENT 
IS. SO WE TOOK SPECIFIC 
STEPS TO TRY AND RECREATE 
THAT INTERACTION, 
INCLUDING SETTING UP 
VIRTUAL SOCIAL EVENTS.  
HELEN BARKER, COUNSEL FOR 
KNOWLEDGE MANAGEMENT,  
DIAGEO.
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Addressing the challenges around 
managing people, communicating with 
clients and continuing to perform as a 
virtual legal department into 2021, 
however, all depend on one vital piece 
of infrastructure: technology. 

Our poll question from Onit, the leading 
provider of enterprise legal  and contract 
lifecycle management systems, picked 
up on this point. It asked the Hangout 
audience: What’s happened to your 
legal department’s budget since the 
COVID crisis started?

Perhaps unsurprisingly given the 
significant pressure on revenues 
suffered by many businesses during the 
pandemic, 30% of respondents said 
their technology budgets had been cut 
and were likely to remain so, or be 
reduced even further.

More positively, 60% said their 
technology budgets were unchanged 
and 10% said they had increased, 
reflecting the pivotal role of technology 
in enabling the sorts of working 
practices that have become the norm 
over the past six months.

With organisations facing such pressure 
on budgets across the board, Lara 

Oyesanya, General Counsel and Chief 
Risk Officer at Contis, cautioned against 
investing in new technology for the 
sake of it. Instead, she said there were 
often opportunities for legal 
departments to piggy-back on existing 
enterprise-level platforms to perform 
specific tasks or achieve certain 
objectives.

            I’M A BIG FAN OF 
TRYING TO UNDERSTAND 
WHAT YOU ALREADY HAVE 
WITHIN THE ENTERPRISE 
THAT YOU CAN USE TO 
SUPPORT YOUR TEAM.  
IF IT’S ALREADY INTEGRATED 
WITHIN THE BUSINESS, 
EVEN BETTER, BECAUSE IT 
IS INVARIABLY EASIER IF 
EVERYONE WORKS OFF  
THE SAME PLATFORM, 

LARA OYESANYA, 
CONTIS

An example might be leveraging the 
existing CRM system used by the sales 
team to drive requests for legal 
resource, rather than only seeing it as 
a sales tool.

The follow-up question from Robert 
Johnson, European MD of Onit, asked 
the panel if, with organisations 
becoming decentralised due to the 
current climate, technology investment 
would become even more important. 
Or would the squeeze on budgets 
preclude further outlay on legal 
technologies.

Colt’s Matthew Glover summed up the 
general opinion of the panel: “It entirely 
depends on the solution. If there is a 
solid business case, it will fly. But the 
focus will be on technology that 
improves collaboration and efficiency. 
That’s generally the focus anyway, but it 
will be even more important now.” 
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When would you feel comfortable 
attending in-person events again?

51%
Personally feel  
comfortable attending 
from April - June 2021

Poll results:
PROFESSIONALS WHO 
ATTENDED THE SESSION

What is your biggest challenge regarding 
continuing to work remotely with clients 
for the rest of this year? (top 3 choices):

58% Ensuring good 
communications and  
collaboration with clients

42% Working effectively with clients remotely

36%  Providing the best tech to enable  
collaboration with clients

30%  Making sure our people have the right skills 
to work with clients remotely

24% Remote recruitment/onboarding of new clients

18%  Exploiting opportunities to reach clients 
regardless of their location

Which service line has seen the largest 
impact by the increase in remote working 

45%
Audit & Assurance
 

33% Advisory

12% All service lines equally

6% Accounting

8% Other

3% Tax

Since lockdown where do you source your 
information/insights regarding the industry

25%
Expert webinars

22% Social media browsing

16% Subscribed newsletters/emails

9% LinkedIn groups

13% Key Accounting Influencers

9% Others

6% Google search/ other search engine
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To what extent do you use document 
management in combination with workflows 
to strengthen client relationships?

36% We have both 
document management 
and workflows, and they are 
integrated with each other

62% Ensuring the mental 
wellbeing of our  people  
- both at home and in the office  

What are your biggest people 
challenges in working remotely for the 
rest of this year? (top 3 choices):

30%  Both document management and wofkflows but 
they aren’t integrated with each other

18% Document management, but we don’t use workflows

12% Workflows, but we don’t have document management

3% Don’t have document management or workflows

28% January - March 2021

21% July - December 2021

45%  Protecting the firm’s culture while remote  
working continues

40% Ensuring good communications internally

34% Remote recruitment and onboarding of new staff

28% Managing people effectively remotely

15%  Encouraging people to eventually return to the 
physical office

!



Onit is a global leader of enterprise workflow 
solutions for legal, compliance, sales, IT, HR and 
finance departments.

Its solutions transform best practices into smarter workflows, 
better processes and operational efficiencies. 

With a focus on enterprise legal management, matter management, 
spend management, contract lifecycle management and legal 
holds, Onit helps organisations improve collaboration, reduce 
costs and automate transactions faster.

 
www.onit.com
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ALTERNATIVE HANGOUTS
 →  a new digital community space for the 
professional services sector to socialise, learn, 
network and interact. 

View the schedule for our Alternative 
Hangouts at www.alterantivehangouts.com  

ALTERNATIVE INSIGHTS 
 →  The home of professional services 
knowledge, insights and innovation 
Accountancy | In-House Legal | Law Firms 
| Management Consultancy | Real Estate & 
Property 

www.alternativeinsights.co.uk   

JOIN THE CONVERSATION  
ON SOCIAL MEDIA

  
www.alternativeinsights.co.uk 
www.alternativeevents.co.uk

UPCOMING ALTERNATIVE EVENTS

POST-COVID DIGITAL ENVIRONMENT

About Onit

ALTERNATIVE INSIGHTS REPRESENTS THE FOLLOWING PROFESSIONS
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