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Think like a business partner, 
not just a lawyerFor many California attorneys, making 

the leap from a law firm to an in-house 
counsel role is the ultimate career 
pivot — one that promises a closer 
connection to business operations, 
a better work-life balance (at least in 
theory!), and the chance to influence 
decisions from within.

But what many don’t realize is how steep 
the learning curve can be. You’re not just 
changing your job title; the in-house counsel 
role requires a change of mindset, workflow, 
risk tolerance, and even your definition of 
what it means to practice law.

This guide explains how to master the 
transition successfully from a law firm to an 
in-house role in California, including how to 
recalibrate your communication style, 
navigate corporate dynamics, and prioritize 
what truly matters to the business. Whether 
you're actively searching or just exploring, 
consider this your roadmap.

In a law firm, your job is to issue-spot, research and 
advise — usually in a vacuum. You identify every 
possible legal risk and lay it all out for your client, 
who then decides how to proceed. In this role, you’re 
expected to be comprehensive and cautious.

But when operating as in-house counsel, that model 
falls apart as your job becomes more hands-on as an 
active decision-maker in the business.

Rather than cataloging every single potential problem, 
you must assess the relative significance of each issue 
in light of the company’s broader goals. Not every 
risk needs to be eliminated, and some might be worth 
taking. You need to know when to escalate and when 
to let something slide. That shift from “legal-first” 
to “business-first” thinking can feel uncomfortable, 
especially for lawyers trained to find every loose thread.
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Mindset shift: In-house counsel’s role is not all 
about winning legal arguments. It’s about helping 
the company make informed business decisions, 
even when those decisions involve risk.
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Know that leadership won’t always
take your advice — and that’s OK 
One of the biggest psychological hurdles for 
former law firm attorneys is realizing that their 
legal advice is just one voice among many in the 
company. You may strongly recommend against 
signing a contract or entering a partnership, but 
leadership might move forward anyway. And 
unless that decision is illegal or breaches a 
fiduciary duty, you’ll need to accept the outcome 
and move forward.

However, that doesn’t mean your role is 
diminished. In fact, documenting your concerns 
and flagging potential consequences is still crucial. 
Many companies have systems for this, with clear 
processes where legal weighs in, leadership 
decides and everyone moves on. Then, if issues 
arise later, there’s a record that shows you 
identified the risk and provided counsel. Recalibrate your risk tolerance

At a law firm, your tolerance for risk is low by 
design. You’re not responsible for the business 
outcome — just the legal implications. 

Your in-house role, however, puts you in the 
engine room of the business. You’re evaluating 
risks not in a vacuum, but in the context of 
budget constraints, deadlines, vendor 
relationships, and long-term strategy. Your 
advice needs to be pragmatic, not theoretical. 
That means getting comfortable with 
ambiguity, imperfect information, and 
decisions that might’ve made you queasy in 
your law firm days.
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Mindset shift: If you often find yourself 
defaulting to “no,” consider whether 
you're assessing legal risk or business 
viability. The answer may surprise you.

Practical tip: Develop a protocol for 
flagging serious legal concerns without 
obstructing momentum. A simple 
follow-up email documenting your 
recommendation can help clarify your 
position and protect both you and the 
company down the line.
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Simplify your communication style
One of the most challenging adjustments for 
attorneys can be learning how to communicate 
effectively with nonlawyers. Your law firm life 
likely revolved around conversations with other 
attorneys who were used to wading through 
dense statutes, dissecting case law, and analyzing 
fine print (and perhaps even enjoyed it!).

And while your new colleagues are likely just as 
sharp and experienced in their own domains, their 
priorities are different. Your collaborators might 
include project managers, marketing executives, 
HR professionals and the CEO, who don’t need 
(or want) a legal treatise to make a decision. They 
are seeking clarity, actionable recommendations, 
and gut checks.
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Practical tip: Reframe legal advice in 
terms of business impact. For example, 
instead of saying, “There’s exposure 
under California’s wage-and-hour laws,” 
you might say, “This could result in a 
six-figure payout if contested, and
here’s how we could reduce that risk.” 
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Learn when to lean on outside counsel

Being in-house means learning to prioritize 
thoughtfully. The question isn’t just, “Can we 
do this?” It is, “Should we spend resources 
on figuring this out internally?”

There are clear cases where it makes sense to 
call outside counsel: a litigation threat, a highly 
sensitive matter, or a legal issue involving a 
niche area or state you're unfamiliar with. But 
it’s not always that obvious. Sometimes, it’s 
about bandwidth. Sometimes, it’s about getting 
a second opinion. And sometimes, it's about 
politics — documenting your concerns and 
showing that you flagged the risk before the 
company moved forward. When you're asked 
to bless something that feels off, looping in a 
third party can help shift the narrative from 

“You’re being overly cautious” to “Let’s confirm 
we’re not missing anything.” 

Ideally, you’ve already identified and built 
relationships with outside lawyers before the fire 
drill happens. That way, when something urgent 
lands on your desk, you know exactly who to call — 
and they already understand your company’s 
culture, risk tolerance, and business goals.
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Practical tip: If in doubt, loop in outside counsel. 
It’s better to escalate early than to scramble later 
on. And, as you know, outside lawyers are trained 
to be thorough, so make sure you’re clear about 
the goal, including timelines, billing sensitivities, 
and what matters most to your company.
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Become an industry insider 
Thriving as in-house counsel means understanding 
more than just the law. It requires deep knowledge 
of the business, including how it operates, who 
the key players are, what the industry dynamics 
are, and where the pressure points lie. Law school 
likely didn’t prepare you for that, but it’s essential 
for this role.

Some in-house lawyers serve on executive teams 
or boards. Others attend board meetings as legal 
advisors but aren’t involved in financial decisions. 
Wherever you fall, you’ll need at least a working 
understanding of company operations, revenue 
drivers, and strategic priorities.

Practical tip: Learn the business like an 
operations manager would. Get to know its 
people, processes, and products or services by 
asking questions, sitting in on strategy meetings 
and studying the org chart. Your legal advice 
will only be as useful as your business context.

6 Develop your management style
If you’re stepping into a leadership role, prepare 
for another curveball: Managing people in a 
corporate setting is not the same as supervising 
associates or paralegals at a firm. Corporate 
management demands a different approach, 
often placing greater emphasis on 
cross-functional collaboration, continuous 
feedback, and cultivating team engagement 
beyond billable work.
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Practical tip: Schedule regular 
one-on-ones with your direct reports, 
not just to check on work progress 
but to understand their challenges, 
career goals and how they prefer to 
receive feedback. This builds trust and 
helps you lead with intention.
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Practical tip: Identify three forums or 
communities that align with your industry 
or role. Join their listservs, attend a 
meeting and see who you connect with. 
This network could be your lifeline.

Build your own legal community

Law firm life often comes with built-in mentorship 
and camaraderie. But once you move in-house, 
that support system disappears if you don’t 
nurture it. Flying solo or being one of just a few 
attorneys comes with many pitfalls, including 
limited feedback on legal strategy and fewer 
sounding boards when navigating tough calls. 

Successful in-house counsel build intentional 
networks of peers and mentors. That could 
mean maintaining relationships with your firm 
colleagues, building ties with outside counsel, 
or joining industry-specific legal associations. 
If you’re working at a construction firm, for 
example, you might find value in the American 
Bar Association’s Forum on Construction Law, 
which offers subject-matter guidance and a 
network of in-house peers to swap notes with 
across states. Likewise, the California Lawyers 
Association’s sections cover 17 different 
practice areas and issues, including privacy
law, intellectual property law and taxation. 
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On the other hand, if you're the only lawyer in the 
company, it can feel isolating when there's no one 
down the hall to bounce ideas off. Which brings us to …
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Prioritize your mental health 
(no, really!)
Few environments rival in-house roles when 
it comes to sustained, quiet pressure. You’re 
expected to be calm, responsive and strategic, 
but without the clear boundaries, support staff, 
or recognition that come with private practice. 
That pressure adds up.

If you’re coming from a law firm, you’re no 
stranger to stress. But to succeed as in-house 
counsel (or anywhere, for that matter!), it’s 
important to set boundaries and stick to them. 
Prioritizing your mental health doesn’t mean 
you care less. It means you’re in this for the 
long haul, and you’d like to do the job without 
grinding yourself down to nothing.

Everything can’t be the top priority all at once, 
so get comfortable with “no” — or at least 

“not now.” If you’re always saying yes, you’ll 
eventually hit a point where you have nothing 
left to give. 

Brush up on California 
employment law
Prepare for employment law to take up more 
mental space than you expect. Even if it wasn’t 
your focus at the firm, it will become a regular 
part of your in-house role — and in California, 
the rules aren’t exactly a quick skim.

California’s employee-friendly laws are some 
of the most stringent in the country. What may 
seem like minor oversights, such as a missed 
meal break, a small overtime miscalculation, 
or an unnoticed pay stub error, could lead to 
costly class actions or PAGA claims.
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Practical tip: Don’t wait for a problem to 
surface. Build strong ties with HR, consult 
employment counsel when needed and 
stay on top of legislative updates, 
especially around wage-and-hour laws, 
misclassification, and local ordinances. 
You don’t need to be an expert, but you 
do need to know where the risks lie.

Practical tip: Block time for real 
breaks — to think, read, write, or just 
breathe. Communicate your working 
hours. And when possible, give 
yourself permission not to answer 
every ping within five minutes.
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Finding fulfillment in your new role
No two companies are the same, and your role will be unique to the business you’re in. It will take time to find your 
footing, and your role will likely evolve over time — especially if you’re the company’s first or only attorney. Wherever 
you land, be proactive about shaping expectations. Clarify what you’ll handle, where you’ll need support, and what’s 
realistic vs. unrealistic, especially when it comes to areas where you’ll lean on outside counsel.

More than just a new job, your in-house role is a shift in how you practice, advise and contribute to your field. 
While the transition can be tough, it brings many rewards, including witnessing the direct impact of your work on 
business success, building meaningful relationships across the company, playing a role in strategic decision-making, 
and developing a broader skill set beyond just the law.

To explore how CEB helps in-house counsel minimize risk, ensure 
compliance, and drive better business outcomes, schedule a demo.

Contact us at 1-800-232-3444 or visit us online to learn more.
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