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The next few years will see major 
developments in how we educate our 
lawyers of the future, driven partly 
by the deregulation of training and 
partly by transformation taking 
place in the legal sector. Reflecting a 
wider shift in business, law firms are 
embracing change and themselves 
undergoing digital transformation.

We have strong and deep links with law 
firms, and the many conversations we 
have had with our clients over the past 
few years about skills for future lawyers 
have highlighted the need to train the 
next generation of law firm leaders to 
adopt and embrace legal technology 
and digital skills. Alongside digital 
transformation, we are seeing the need 
to develop a wider range of skills and 
behaviours to make sure that lawyers 
truly understand their clients’ businesses 
and are able to work with them to find 
innovative solutions to their issues. The 
impact of Covid-19 will be to accelerate 
this change as lawyers have rapidly 
adopted remote working practices and 
found new ways to collaborate.

BPP has a heritage built on working in 
partnership with clients, to understand 
their priorities and build training 
solutions to meet their requirements. 
We have developed an organisational 
capability process and are working 
with clients, both in the legal sector and 
across other professions and businesses, 
to help them to understand and heat 
map the competencies needed across 
their workforces. The data and insights 
that are generated from this process are 
highly instructive in designing learning 
interventions and training programmes, 
for lawyers at different stages of their 
careers, to ensure that those lawyers 
have the skills needed for success in  
the future.

Andrew Chadwick
Dean of BPP University Law School

Foreword
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In today’s increasingly 
competitive and 
constantly changing 
world, it’s your people 
that will keep you ahead. 
Your talent is an asset 
with limitless potential, 
and harnessing it is the 
key to future growth.

Graham Gaddes
CEO, BPP Education Group

The legal profession is changing: 
technology presents new and more 
efficient ways to perform legal work. 
Clients are ever-more complex, and 
their legal needs increasingly diverse. 
Client expectations are shifting,  
too, and they demand more from  
their lawyers. 

Legal expertise and core legal 
competencies need to be supplemented 
by wider professional skills to meet 
these changes. Clients expect an 
understanding of their business and 
the ability to collaborate, innovate and 
provide business solutions which reflect 
their changing ways of working.

The way trainees and associates are 
equipped with skills – and the skills 
they’re equipped with – also need to 
evolve. The Law Society say in their 
Digital Futures report1: 

“It could even be argued that there is 
a need for a new pedagogy for both 
approaching some of these skills and 
deciding what is taught. For example, 
Spencer (2019) asks ‘will there be a 
need for as much expertise in the early 
phase of a legal career as there was 
previously, given that clients can now 
access knowledge more readily, and 
often without charge, at the touch of 
a button?’ This changes what it is that 
lawyers should offer and what skills they 
will need to provide it.”2 

More senior associates and partners need 
to review their skills, too, if their firms are 
to continue to provide a valuable service 
to their clients. Again, from the Law 
Society Digital Futures report:

“If DT (Digital Transformation) is to 
be successful, leadership skills and 
capacities must change too, not least the 
ability to manage and inspire virtual and 
dispersed teams.”

This report outlines some of the latest 
thinking around future skills in the  
legal profession.

We begin by looking at two useful 
models that take different approaches 
to explaining the skills lawyers need: the 
T-shaped and the O-shaped models.

Then we consider the legal skills that will 
be required in the future by reviewing 
some of the latest industry predictions. 

Finally, we take a look at some of our own 
research into future skills: we recently ran 
a research project into present and future 
training needs, and this report contains 
the insight we collected from solicitors. 

By researching the skills lawyers need  
– in the present and in the future –  
we ensure that the lawyers we train  
have the right training to succeed in their 
legal careers. 

Introduction

1 https://www.lawsociety.org.uk/topics/research/digital-futures
2 https://www.lawsociety.org.uk/topics/research/digital-futures

https://www.cbi.org.uk/media-centre/articles/two-thirds-of-firms-cannot-fill-digital-roles/
https://www.lawsociety.org.uk/topics/research/digital-futures
https://www.cbi.org.uk/media-centre/articles/two-thirds-of-firms-cannot-fill-digital-roles/
https://www.lawsociety.org.uk/topics/research/digital-futures
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2020 has accelerated the adoption  
of technology and digital skills in the 
legal profession. 

Where before the conversation was 
about the technological skills and digital 
communication skills lawyers would need 
five years or 10 years in the future, in 
2020 firms have found that their solicitors 
need those skills now. 

As the Law Society says: “the Covid-19 
lockdown has changed business as 
we know it and created conditions 
unprecedented for many as we navigate 
how to work remotely while retaining 
the data security measures and meeting 
clients’ changing and immediate needs.”3 

All of these skills shifts were apparent 
before the pandemic, but working 
through lockdown threw those needs into 
sharper relief. 

Client needs have been changing for a 
while, and firms have been responding 
by changing their approach to 
servicing client needs. They’ve been 
using multidisciplinary teams, and 
experimenting with collaborating across 
industries using technology platforms. 
Technology has offered firms ways to 
augment legal work, from document-
reading algorithms to enhanced remote 
collaboration capabilities. All of these 
developments require solicitor skills  
that match. 

There are various models that help 
conceptualise the skills required of a 
modern lawyer, of which the following are 
the most relevant: the T-shaped lawyer 
and the O Shaped Lawyer.

The T-shaped lawyer

The T-shaped lawyer, invented by  
Peter Connor4, suggests that lawyers 
should not only have the deep legal 
knowledge and skills, but they also 
need non-traditional critical thinking, 
innovation, and collaboration skills. 

The illustration below shows the skills 
of a T-shaped lawyer: both deep legal 
knowledge and skills, and ‘broad’ skills 
like design thinking, project management, 
and technology and data.

Legal skills: a bit of background

3 https://www.lawsociety.org.uk/topics/research/digital-futures
4 https://www.legalbusinessworld.com/single-post/2017/12/22/The-T-Shaped-Lawyer
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http://


07

The O Shaped lawyer framework

Optimistic

Traditionally lawyers are trained to find 
fault which means they are often labelled 
as blockers. Creating a positive mindset 
will allow lawyers to be seen as business 
partners not business blockers.

Opportunistic

Lawyers are trained to view things 
through a lens of risk avoidance. 
The focus on technical excellence is  
often at the expense of  
business oportunity.

Ownership

A technical based training 
means lawyers provide 
advice and step back 
from the difficult business 
decisions. Lawyers need to 
be schooled in taking more 
accountability for outcomes.

Original

Lawyers training is steeped in 
precedent and is largely backward 
looking. Future lawyers need to be 
more creative and innovative in their 
approach to problem solving.

Open-minded

Lawyers need to develop an open, 
growth mindset. Unmitigated 
success in technical education leads 
to a defensive, fixed mindset when it 
comes to practising law.

The O Shaped lawyer

The O Shaped Lawyer takes a  
slightly different approach to the 
T-shaped lawyer. 

The O Shaped Lawyer group, established 
in 2019 by a group of General Counsel 
wanting to drive positive change in the 
legal profession from the perspective  
of buyers of legal services, takes a 
slightly different approach to the 
T-shaped lawyer: the O-shaped model 
focuses not just on skills but on mindsets 
and behaviours.

As Dan Kayne, General Counsel for 
Network Rail and founding member of the 
O-shaped initiative, says:

“O-Shaped Lawyers are the next 
generation of lawyers. They are well-
rounded people who combine technical 
competence with a more human, 
emotionally intelligent approach.  
These ‘smarts and hearts’ will define the 
next generation of lawyers entering the 
legal profession.”
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The T-shaped lawyer and the  
O Shaped Lawyer are useful models 
for thinking about the skills lawyers 
need both in the present and in  
the future. 

If we focus, however, on the skills lawyers 
will need in the future, and if we were 
to focus on three areas where current 
reporting suggests solicitor skills will need 
to improve in the future, then those areas 
would be: 

Legal technology, digital and  
data skills

According to PwC, “100% of Top 10 and 
40% of Top 11-25 firms view technology 
as the key challenge facing the legal 
sector over the next 2 years.”5

As predictive analytics, AI and machine 
learning are used to increase the speed, 
efficiency, and completeness with which 
lawyers can perform routine work, 
lawyers will need to understand how 
these technologies work, how they can 
be used, and how to manage the risks 
that come with these new technologies. 

The Law Society, in their paper Research 
to inform workforce planning and career 
development in legal services, found that 
solicitors only have partial proficiency in 
specialist IT skills, and only 24% consider 
specialist IT skills important. The Law 
Society says: “Given the potential impact 
on the sector and partial proficiency 
where specialist IT skills were suggested 
important, it is likely that new and 
existing staff will require training to 
facilitate tech adoption, to maximise any 
efficiencies and cost savings that tech 
might generate.”6 

When coming up with our own picture 
of the skills required by a solicitor, we 
considered how skills change as we 
move from trainee solicitors, to associate 
solicitors (0-3 years PQE), senior 
associate solicitors (3+ years PQE), and 
Partners. Generally speaking, more junior 
solicitors need to both understand and 
be able to use digital tools and legal 
technology. For the most senior people 
in a law firm, however – Partners and 
most senior associate solicitors – as 
well as understanding and using legal 
technology, their time will be spent 
thinking about how to help the firm adopt 
those tools, and how they could be used 
to improve client service and satisfaction.

Future legal skills

1. Legal technology, digital and  
data skills

2.  Collaborative working skills

3. Innovation, creative thinking  
and adaptability

5 https://www.pwc.co.uk/industries/business-services/law-firms/survey/law-firm-of-the-future.html 
6 https://www.legalbusinessworld.com/single-post/2017/12/22/The-T-Shaped-Lawyer

https://www.pwc.co.uk/industries/business-services/law-firms/survey/law-firm-of-the-future.html%20
https://www.lawsociety.org.uk/en/topics/research/research-to-inform-workforce-planning-and-career-development-in-legal-services
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Collaborative working skills 

Teamwork and relationship-building skills 
continue to be key skills for solicitors. 
In addition, there is a growing need to 
collaborate with and manage cross-
functional, multidisciplinary teams and 
projects, with an understanding of and 
an ability to fully utilise different skill sets.

The pandemic has brought home the 
need for legal professionals to work with 
others effectively: collaboration is that 
much harder when it’s done through 
digital mediums. 

The Law Society Digital Futures 
report emphasises the importance of 
collaboration as a future skill in the 
profession: “collaboration will likely take 
place across geographies, cultures, and 
even in different political and regulatory 
environments. Not every lawyer needs 
to be a technologist, but the ability to 
closely collaborate with them means the 
future lawyer needs to establish broader 
skills and expertise than previously 
traditionally defined.”

Innovation, creative thinking  
and adaptability 

Lawyers need not all be technologists, 
but they will need to apply creative 
thinking and imagination to improve the 
way they deliver client services. As well 
as looking at new technologies, lawyers 
need the skills to look at current tools and 
examine how they can be better used to 
drive efficiencies. 

Legal process analysis is a skill that 
relates to innovation and creative 
thinking. Deloitte predicts that legal 
process analysts will become essential, 
breaking down the process of all legal 
work and identifying ways to improve 
workflow and increase efficiencies. In 
some cases, technology is the answer to 
increasing efficiency, so the work of a 
legal process analyst and the application 
of technology go hand in hand. 

Deloitte says: “[Legal process analysts] 
specialise in scrutinising the way that 
legal work is done and mapping the 
tasks involved as well as the flow of the 
work. They look for bottlenecks and 
inefficiencies and overcome them […] 
the same mind-set is needed when legal 
work is unbundled and broken down 
into component parts before the work is 
allocated to the most efficient source(s).”7 

Firms are increasingly investing in 
full-time innovation teams, dedicated 
to finding beneficial ways to improve 
upon existing processes, introduce new 
working practices, or take advantage of 
new technological or digital advances. 

As Angela Tancock, Chief Strategy 
Officer at Norton Rose Fulbright, says: 
“The days of doing innovation off the side 
of your desk in addition to your day job 
are over. You won’t truly move the needle 
unless you have individuals doing this 
as a full-time job – the market is simply 
moving too quickly. Firms can’t stay on 
top of developments if they don’t have a 
role focused on this. Someone needs to 
connect all the dots. That takes time and 
thinking, and it can’t be accidental.”8 

Lawyers will also need to adopt a ‘growth 
mindset’ to adapt to these new ways of 
working, a further behaviour which has 
been highlighted by the pandemic.

Skills like innovation and creativity are 
very difficult to impart via a training 
programme. The Law Society, therefore, 
predicts that in the 2020s ‘micro-
learning’ and skills and capability 
frameworks will come about that aim to 
give solicitors those skills:

“Since flexibility, adaptability, innovation 
and other soft skills are notoriously 
difficult to capture using traditional 
educational attainment standards, micro-
learning frameworks are likely to be 
established in the late 2020s to capture 
skills and competences not necessarily 
implicit in traditional qualifications.”9

 

7 https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/global/Documents/Legal/dttl-legal-deloitte-changing-world-requires-a-new-approach-to-law.pdf
8 https://www.legalbusinessworld.com/post/2019/02/26/does-your-law-firm-need-an-innovation-team
9 https://www.lawsociety.org.uk/topics/research/digital-futures

https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/global/Documents/Legal/dttl-legal-deloitte-changing-world-requires-a-new-approach-to-law.pdf
https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/global/Documents/Legal/dttl-legal-deloitte-changing-world-requires-a-new-approach-to-law.pdf
https://www.lawsociety.org.uk/topics/research/digital-futures
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The world is changing: businesses 
have more access to data and more 
analytic firepower at their disposal 
than at any other point in history. 
Law firms are no different, though 
the nature of the analytics and the 
technology they deploy is a little 
different to other sectors. 

As businesses, jobs, and entire economies 
evolve, we need to keep track of the skills 
professionals will need in the future.

To make sure we’re focusing on the right 
skills, we ran our own research project: 
in April 2020 we asked over 1,500 
professionals to predict which skills  
they would need further training on in the 
next decade.

Our market research focused on present 
skills and future skills. The objective of 
the project was to ask professionals 
themselves to identify the skills they think 
people in their profession most need 
training on in the present, and to predict 
which skills are going to be a key training 
priority in the future. 

In total, we collected responses from over 
1,500 professionals working in the UK, 
Singapore, Hong Kong, and Malaysia. In 
this report we’re taking a look at the data 
we collected from the UK.

We asked the solicitors who took part to 
look at a list of over 30 skills related to 
their roles and to answer two questions:

We are going to look at the skills  
solicitors selected.

These are the top 10 skills solicitors say 
they – and their peers – need further 
training on in the present. 

Legal technology, which we’ve defined 
as “an understanding of how legal 
technology is changing the legal 
profession, and an ability to apply legal 
technology to tasks in one’s own role,” is 
right at the top of the list.

Commercial awareness, which is defined 
as “understanding the firm’s and clients’ 
commercial structure, and applying that 
understanding when performing legal 
work,” comes in at #2.

Mental health and wellbeing, which we’ve 
defined as “the ability to manage one’s 
own mental health and wellbeing, and to 
ask for support when needed,” which is 
a prominent topic in the legal profession 
right now, is the third most important 
present skill.

BPP’s skills research: solicitors

1. Which five skills do you think 
professionals most need further 
training on in the present?

2. Which five skills do you think 
professionals most need further 
training on in the future?  
(10 years’ time)

# Solicitor: top 10 present skills %

1 Legal technology 51%

2 Commercial awareness 31%

3 Mental health and wellbeing 26%

4 Finance and business skills 25%

5 Time management 23%

6 Legal project management 23%

7 The business of law 23%

8 Professionalism 20%

9 Legal process analysis 18%

10 MS office skills 16%

Legal technology  
# 1 top present skill
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These are the top 10 future skills 
solicitors say they – and their peers –  
will need more training on in the  
next decade. 

Legal technology, once again, tops the 
list as the #1 future skill solicitors say they 
will need.

Understanding of new technology, and 
the ability to understand automation 
tech specifically, is the second most 
important future skill. Automation 
opportunities have grown in the legal 
sector. Computers are being used for 
specific and clearly defined legal tasks 
for more efficient delivery of services, and 
Robotic Process Automation has been 
maturing slowly over the last decade.

People management is the third 
most important future skills, which 
points to the continued importance of 
interpersonal skills, emotional intelligence 
and teamwork for solicitors over the next 
10 years. 

# Solicitor: top 10 future skills %

1 Legal technology 51%

2
Understanding of new technology:  

ability to work alongisde automation tech
26%

3 People management 21%

4 Commercial awareness 19%

5 Finance and business skills 19%

6 Innovation 19%

7 Time management 16%

8 Legal project management 16%

9 Legal process analysis 16%

10 MS office skills 16%

Legal technology  
# 1 top future skill
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Business leaders and employees 
want more from their learning and 
development teams than ever before. 
They want quick solutions delivered in 
a variety of ways that really shift the 
dial in terms of capability. 

The fast-changing business world and 
digital landscape means it is imperative 
for all professions to have excellent 
people skills as well the technical skills 
they need to do their jobs now and in  
the future.

Employers are therefore trying to better 
understand current and future capability 
needs across their businesses. BPP’s 
Capability+ is our unique capability 
diagnostic process. We review the 
current skills and levels of proficiency in 
your organisation, anticipating the skills 
your people will need in the future.

How it works

Capability+: understanding the current  
and future capability needs in your business

1. We bring our industry knowledge, job family insight and understanding  
of the emerging skills required by your business in the ever- changing  
technical landscape

2. We get to know your business in a consultative session, building our 
understanding of your strategic direction, people strategies and workforce plans

3. We then use our skills matrices to analyse your current learning needs and 
future skills requirements.  We look across every level - from entry level, 
through to middle management and senior management - what we refer to as 
foundation, core and strategic levels of an organisation, and how those skills 
build from one level of role to another

4. We use online workshops and diagnostic tools to engage your employees at 
foundation, core and strategic levels. Deep diving and establishing the level of 
skill each population has versus where it needs to be

5. This allows us to create the heatmap of skills your people need. We then identify 
the high priority skills that require training both immediately and in the future  

6. We then create your Capability+ report that summarises the skills data we  
collected on your employees with tailored capability plans and training  
programmes to address your immediate and future skills needs
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How does the organisational 
capability process apply to the  
legal profession? 

We are already working with some leading 
law firms to support them in identifying 
current and future skills requirements 
for their solicitors from trainees to 
associates to partners using our solicitor’s 
skills matrix. Our matrix comes from a 
number of inputs, which include: the 
SRA statement of competence10, the O 
Shaped Lawyer11, the T-shaped lawyer12, 
the bionic13 lawyer and the delta14 lawyer. 
This matrix also takes into account the 
many conversations we have had and 
research we have conducted with law 
firms ourselves.

Through a consultative process, we 
work with their HR teams, L&D teams, 
and solicitors across their business 
who rank priority skills featured on the 
matrix for their level of role. We then 
aggregate and analyse all responses 
to create a firm-wide view of those 
skills most needing development. We 
then make recommendations as to 
which programmes, whether that be a 
degree, apprenticeship, professional 
qualification, continued professional 
development or short courses could be 
offered to which populations in which 
practice areas to close the identified 
gaps. We have programmes that  
address the skills needs of all levels  
of the solicitor job family including 
associate and partner training which can 
be tailored based on the outputs of the 
capability process. 

This is a process that supports more 
than just the solicitor role: the same 
methodology applies to other roles found 
in law firms including your business 
support functions – albeit the matrices 
and potential resulting programmes may 
be different.

If you are an employer who is looking 
for some organisational capability 
needs analysis support, or if you are 
trying to identify which types of training 
programme best fit your business, or 
if you’re just looking for some thought 
leadership or skills research to support 
you with your learning and development 
strategy, contact a member of our 
Organisational Capability team.

rt - advisor variation image

10 https://www.sra.org.uk/solicitors/resources/cpd/competence-statement/
11 https://www.oshapedlawyer.com/
12 https://www.legalbusinessworld.com/post/2017/12/22/the-t-shaped-lawyer
13 https://www.lexisnexis.co.uk/blog/in-house/the-bionic-lawyer-maximising-value-creation-in-the-legal-eco-system-rob-booth-gc-and-cosec-the-crown-estate-part-1
14 https://www.alysoncarrel.com/delta-competency-model

https://www.sra.org.uk/solicitors/resources/cpd/competence-statement/
http://
https://www.lawsociety.org.uk/topics/research/digital-futures
https://www.lawsociety.org.uk/topics/research/digital-futures
https://www.lawsociety.org.uk/topics/research/digital-futures
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For more information about the  
way BPP works with employers to 
meet future skills requirements  
please contact: 

Emma O’Dell 
Director of Client Capability

 EmmaODell@bpp.com

David Palmer 
Market Intelligence Partner 

 david.palmer@bpp.com

mailto:EmmaODell%40bpp.com?subject=
mailto:david.palmer%40bpp.com?subject=

