
DESIGN THINKING 
FOR LEGAL SERVICES
Discover how design thinking can 
help your law firm re-imagine legal 
services
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The legal industry is currently in the midst of a transformation. From artificial intelligence to 
blockchain, advances in technology alongside business model innovations are altering the 
traditional world of legal services. Law firms have long held a monopoly when it comes to 
providing legal services but changes in technology and just as importantly, client expectations, 
are transforming both the consumption and practice of law. Like many other traditional 
industries (eg. Financial Services, Insurance etc.), the legal sector is still at the beginning of this 
disruptive change.

THE LEGAL INDUSTRY IS CHANGING

Traditionally, law firms have been slow to drive innovation. Two key factors inhibiting innovation 
at law firms are comfort and resistance.

Comfort: Why change something that has been working for years?
Resistance: We don’t need to worry about these startups, they have no chance against us.

The legal services industry has been built on the foundations of processes, rules and 
precedents. While they serve a purpose, they don’t support speed - a key pillar underpinning 
innovation at any organisation.

It’s not just the traditional mindset prevalent at most law firms that’s inhibiting change, it’s also 
that many lawyers are opting instead to ignore the 800 pound gorilla in the room. As we’ve 
seen before, companies that refuse to acknowledge change do so at their own peril. A classic 
example is the downfall of Blockbuster. Jim Keyes (CEO of Blockbuster) dismissed emerging 
threats as recently as 2008, having gone on the record to say that “neither RedBox nor Netflix 
are even on the radar screen in terms of competition”.

YOU EITHER DISRUPT YOUR OWN COMPANY OR SOMEONE ELSE WILL.“ PETER DIAMANDIS, FOUNDER AND 

CHAIRMAN OF THE X PRIZE FOUNDATION
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WHY DO LAWYERS FIND IT HARD TO 

INNOVATE?

“Culture” is a buzzword often floated around within companies across the world. Whether it be 
in a negative context (toxic) or a positive one (strong), it is seen as an essential ingredient in an 
organisation's success when it comes to corporate innovation. 

Law firms are often built around a risk averse culture that ultimately stops innovation from 
flourishing and employees from growing. To put it simply, lawyers often don’t like to try new 
ways of working unless they are certain of success. 

In a recent PwC report, over 246 CEOs from around the world were asked the following 
question:

WHAT DO YOU THINK ARE THE MOST IMPORTANT INGREDIENTS FOR SUCCESSFULLY 

INNOVATING AT A COMPANY?

It was no surprise that the most frequent response to this question was related to culture -
having the right culture to foster and support innovation.

Leaders are realising the importance of culture in enabling innovation but at the same time, 
innovation blockers are still prevalent within organisations.
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To put it simply, a significant number of people in the corporate world are scared to fail in their 
roles. This is normal as the culture and mindset established within many organisations is one 
that loves certainty and punishes failure. We fear the judgment of our peers and this fear is what 
causes us to be conservative in our thinking. Many organisations seek perfection which results in 
fewer risks taken eventually stifling innovation and creativity.

Employees need to be taken on a journey to help them shift their mindset. It is a combination of 
learning the skills that demonstrate the power of failing but also feeling that they will be 
supported by leaders if they do fail. Failure needs to be seen as a powerful tool for learning 
rather than a negative outcome.

Take for instance WD-40. The world's favourite penetrating oil and water displacing spray wasn’t 
perfect from the very beginning and it took 39 failed attempts to perfect the formula. This 
resulted in the name WD-40 which stands for Water DIsplacement perfected on the 40th try.

1. FEAR OF FAILURE

5 KEY CHALLENGES TO INNOVATION 
FOR LAW FIRMS
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It is common for employees within large law frims to fall 
into the disgruntled bucket. Why?
Excitement gets built up when idea challenges are 
run and hackathons are delivered. Employees get super 
excited, but then it all comes falling down.

Business process doesn’t change.
There is a lack of structure to turn great ideas into 
products or services.
Creative energy gets stifled.

Adobe is an example of an organisation that looks to 
facilitate and encourage idea progression. Adobe 
shares an innovation toolkit with their employees 
(called Kickbox) that takes them through a six step 
process of turning an idea into a marketable product. 
They don’t stop there - they maintain momentum by 
sharing another toolkit with those that complete the 
initial Kickbox.

Law firms are known to move slowly. Internal processes 
play a key role in this - consider all the red tape an 
individual has to go through for approval. The simplest 
approval for the smallest amount of money spent could 
take several weeks (even longer). Spending far too 
much time on internal processes and reviews is a key 
innovation blocker. In this rapidly changing era that we 
live in, it is important to move quickly and tedious 
processes do not help.

Take for example Kickbox again, the actual box 
employees receive has a $1000 voucher in it that is 
ready to be used. There are no approvals needed to 
use the money and it can be used to help progress an 
idea to the prototype stage. This voucher was 
specifically included in the box because approvals were 
seen as an innovation blocker.

3. INTERNAL PROCESSES

2. IDEAS GO NOWHERE
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A common challenge within law firms is that long term employees have seen too much. They 
understand existing limitations of technology and processes. We see this first hand during 
the ideation sessions we run to help organisations generate solutions to solve a customer 
problem:

“Our systems would never be able to support that”
“That would be way too expensive”
“The current process wouldn’t allow that”

Long term employees generally spend too much time finding problems with ideas rather than 
focusing on the potential benefits. We encourage our clients to look beyond limitations and 
explore them down the track. For example, if an idea is progressed and a barrier to 
implementation is a lack of available budget, then use it as an opportunity to generate ideas 
about how to implement the idea with a smaller budget.

Innovation is commonly viewed as a diversion of an employee’s day-to-day job and therefore 
not associated with ‘business as usual’. This is one reason that leads to the failure of innovation 
programs. Innovation is still seen as risky and employee priorities are directed towards current 
deliverables, with innovation often shut down.

Organisations like to celebrate successes and reward people for behaviour that meets the status 
quo. It is imperative to positively reward those that demonstrate innovation in their roles - not 
just as a once off but on a regular basis.

5. INNOVATION IS THE “FLAVOUR OF THE MONTH”

4. KNOWING TOO MUCH

IN THE BEGINNER’S MIND THERE ARE MANY POSSIBILITIES; IN THE 

EXPERT’S MIND THERE ARE FEW.“
SHUNRYU SUZUKI
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Design thinking requires a certain mindset to ensure successful application. Here are the 5 key 
characteristics required when applying design thinking:

1. EMBRACE AMBIGUITY

With Design Thinking you often start from the place of not knowing the answer to the 
problem that you are looking to solve. And though that’s not particularly comfortable, it 
allows us to open up creatively, to pursue lots of different ideas, and to arrive at unexpected 
solutions. 

2. IT IS OKAY TO FAIL

Failure is an incredibly powerful tool for learning. All your ideas and prototypes are not going 
to work. As we aim to solve big problems, we’re bound to fail. 

3. STOP TALKING AND START MAKING

Communicate your vision by using illustrative visuals and showcasing good stories. Design 
Thinking has a strong focus on the power of tangibility - making an idea real is a fantastic way 
to think it through!

4. HUMAN FOCUS

Step into other people’s shoes to understand their lives and start to solve problems from 
their perspectives. The people you’re designing for are your roadmap to innovative solutions. 

5. TESTING AND ITERATING

Design Thinking takes an iterative approach to solving problems. By continually iterating 
and refining your work, there is a greater probability of quickly generating successful 
solutions.

THE DESIGN THINKING MINDSET HELPS 

PROMOTE AN INNOVATIVE CULTURE



WHAT IS DESIGN THINKING?

DESIGN THINKING IS ABOUT ACCELERATING INNOVATION TO CREATE 

BETTER SOLUTIONS TO THE CHALLENGES FACING BUSINESS AND 

SOCIETY. IT STARTS WITH PEOPLE - WHAT WE CALL HUMAN CENTRED 

DESIGN - AND APPLIES THE CREATIVE TOOLS OF DESIGN, LIKE 

STORYTELLING, PROTOTYPING AND EXPERIMENTATION TO DELIVER 

BREAKTHROUGH INNOVATIONS

“
TIM BROWN, IDEO CEO
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Design thinking is a human-centred approach to innovation and idea creation. It is a process, 
that when applied, can transform difficult organisational challenges into opportunities. 
Companies such as IBM, Nike, LEGO and Airbnb use Design Thinking to identify new product 
and service. 

By applying the Design Thinking mindset and process, lawyers can solve complex problems 
and create better solutions for users.

ENTER DESIGN THINKING

It is common for lawyers to feel obligated to make perfect solutions from the 
very beginning. But given we live in a world driven by ever-changing needs 
of end users, does this approach still make sense?

A recent study by Deloitte highlighted that approximately 114,000 jobs in 
the legal sector are likely to be automated within the next 20 years. The 
tipping point (intersection between automation, changing expectations and 
the rise of millennials) is predicted to occur as early as 2020. 

There will be a significant transformation in the typical skillset of the future 
lawyer, with creativity being a necessary skill.

LAWYERS ARE KNOWN TO ONLY ASK QUESTIONS THAT THEY HAVE ANSWERS TO. 

DESIGN THINKING IS ALL ABOUT ASKING QUESTIONS THAT YOU DO NOT HAVE THE 

ANSWERS TO. 
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Design thinking helps develop solutions to 
problems customers encounter. When it 
comes to Legal Services, the customers can 
be both internal (staff) and external (clients).

The Design Thinking methodology starts with 
the people you are designing for and ends 
with the solution designed for these people. 
Empathy is a key ingredient throughout the 
Design Thinking approach and insights from 
humans are what drives the outcomes and 
solutions being generated. 

Design Thinking can make the most 
experienced professional feel uncomfortable. 
With Design Thinking you often start from the 
place of not knowing the answer to the 
problem that you are looking to solve. And 
though that’s not particularly comfortable, it 

allows us to open up creatively, to pursue lots 
of different ideas, and to arrive at unexpected 
solutions. 

So when and where can Design Thinking 
be applied?

• To solve complex Legal Services problems
• To solve Legal Services problems in a 

collaborative way
• To create a path Legal Services innovation
• To generate empathy for employees
• To develop new Legal Services ideas
• To generate culture change
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GOING AGAINST TRADITION

A recent survey of 154 companies found that more than one in four company lawyers cannot 
name a law firm they regard as innovative. In addition, only 15 percent viewed firms as currently 
innovating in the technology space. Alec Ross, previously Senior Advisor for Innovation to 
Secretary of State Hillary Clinton, said that “in the future, there will be no room for mediocrity, 
only the best senior associates and partners will have a job”.

To help drive innovation, law firms will soon start looking (some have already started) for non-
traditional employee types such as creative thinking types. There is a lack of client empathy and 
they have been taught to memorise and deliver process driven work. But what about clients? 
What about doing better work for them and actually improving the value of the relationship? 
Design Thinking is a mindset that has been applied to other industries that can do wonders for 
the legal sector.
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However, it ultimately starts the the top of the organisation. If the leadership team is not 
supportive of innovation and won’t actually invest in it, the junior associate will become 
disgruntled and leave in search of greener, more progressive law firm pastures elsewhere. These 
progressive law firms are spending more time and focus on delivering training for lawyers on 
innovative skill sets and LegalTech literacy. 

To put it simply, these types of training allow lawyers to become more relevant to clients. To 
combat the knowledge gap and to ensure lawyers stay relevant it is important to upskill lawyers 
not only topics like Design Thinking, but also topics such as Lean Startup and Blockchain/Smart 
Contracts. 

THE BENEFITS OF LEARNING DESIGN THINKING FOR 

LAWYERS INCLUDE:

LEARN HOW TO APPLY A PROVEN METHODOLOGY TO HELP DRIVE INNOVATION 

AND SOLVE REAL CLIENT PROBLEMS

BETTER CONVERSATIONS WITH CLIENTS

ABILITY TO IDENTIFY OPPORTUNITIES WHERE YOU NORMALLY WOULDN'T

IN THIS ERA OF RAPID DISRUPTION, BECOME MORE RELEVANT IN THE LEGAL 

INDUSTRY

DEVELOPMENT OF A GROWTH MINDSET



LAWYERS NEED TO EXPAND THEIR 
SKILLSETS

I PREDICT THAT LAWYERS WHO ARE UNWILLING TO CHANGE THEIR 

WORKING PRACTICES AND EXTEND THEIR RANGE OF SERVICES WILL, 

IN THE COMING DECADE, STRUGGLE TO SURVIVE… A LAWYER 

INVOLVED IN ROUTINE WORK CAN EXPECT TO BE REPLACED BY A 

CHEAPER ALTERNATIVE.

“
RICHARD SUSSKIND, 

AUTHOR OF “THE END OF LAWYERS?”
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HR TEAM AT A LEADING LAW FIRM

CHALLENGE

The People & Culture team at this law firm wanted to identify innovative solutions to problems 
faced across both recruitment and employee development. In addition, they wanted to upskill 
the HR team on Design Thinking and allow the team to identify the solutions by applying the 
design thinking methodology.

SOLUTION

We developed a customised Design Thinking session for the team with the objective of 
upskilling the team in the methodology, while also identifying ideas to problems faced across 
recruitment and employee development. The focus of the session was on developing ‘How 
Might We’ statements and the process of ideation.

OUTCOME

With a focus on recruitment and employee development, the team identified over 60 ideas in 
the session using the ideation methods covered. From these 60 ideas, the top two ideas were 
chosen to progress to the prototype stage. An action plan outlining next steps was developed 
for each selected idea and tools were provided to allow the teams to successfully prototype 
following the session.
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LAWYERS AT A MAGIC CIRCLE LAW FIRM

CHALLENGE

The client wanted to introduce a Design Thinking mindset to problem solving. They engaged 
Collective Campus to upskill lawyers in Design Thinking, including the tools required to apply it 
in their day to day roles.

SOLUTION

Collective Campus delivered training for the client to help them:
• Develop a detailed understanding of Design Thinking as a creative problem-solving mindset  
• Build hands-on knowledge in use of best practice tools and templates.
• Develop strategies to adopt behaviours required to embed Design Thinking in the culture

OUTCOME

The client gained a deep understanding of the value in applying Design Thinking to problems 
faced in the legal industry. The course helped facilitate an end to end understanding of Design 
Thinking and provided the team with a key selection of tools to develop, prototype, and pitch 
their ideas. The processes and tools learned allowed participants to use Design Thinking to not 
only develop big new ideas, but improve things in their daily jobs.
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LAW FIRMS AND DESIGN THINKING

Design Thinking is a powerful approach that can help lawyers take that first step in re-imagining 
legal services. 
It can help:
- Uncover new services that lawyers can offer clients
- Define new legal ventures that will serve consumers
- Reinvigorate the current work practice

Herbert Smith Freehills and Baker McKenzie are two global law firms that are making headlines 
due to their application of Design Thinking.

By applying Design Thinking (and actually 
understanding the customer) they re-designed the legal 
process for acquisitions - generating greater 
efficiencies/productivity.

Herbert Smith Freehills’ Chief Marketing Officer, Paul 
Bonomy, said, “There is much talk about the changing 
legal industry, and at its core this is driven by the 
constantly changing market conditions our clients 
operate in. It is their business needs that provoke us to 
embrace highly creative and innovative solutions to 
meet their legal challenges”.

Baker McKenzie has launched a global innovation 
program that applies Design Thinking to client service. 
They understand that their client needs are changing 
and that they themselves have to adjust accordingly .

“Our Firm has a proud history of innovation. We need to 
create an environment where fresh ideas are 
encouraged and established ways of doing work are 
challenged.”
Paul Rawlinson, Global Chair of Baker McKenzie



AN EXCITING TIME TO BE IN THE 
LAW

I THINK OUR LAW SCHOOLS ARE STILL OUT OF STEP. I THINK IF YOU 

ARE A CONVENTIONAL LAWYER AND YOU’RE NOT PREPARED TO ADAPT 

TO THE [2020’S] YOU’LL STRUGGLE TO SURVIVE, BUT IF YOU ARE 

ENTREPRENEURIAL AND ENTHUSIASTIC, FORWARD LOOKING, OPEN 

MINDED, THEN THERE’S PROBABLY NEVER BEEN A MORE EXCITING 

TIME TO BE IN THE LAW. 

“
RICHARD SUSSKIND, 

AUTHOR OF “THE END OF LAWYERS?”
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As demonstrated, Design Thinking is a powerful approach that can add value to any law firm. If 
you are looking to challenge the status quo at your law firm and drive innovation (both internally 
and with clients), below are four steps you should take immediately:

1. Begin by gaining an overview of each stage in the Design Thinking Approach. Our free 
Design Thinking Guide that provides a complete overview of the approach can be 
downloaded here.

2. Identify a group of champions that will drive the Design Thinking mindset shift. Take these 
team members through a face to face Design thinking program with a real problem area at 
your law firm. Applying Design Thinking to a real problem allows lawyers to see the power of 
the approach.

3. Start sharing your successes with the rest of the law firm. There is nothing more important 
than quick wins and momentum when looking to gain further buy-in.

4. Start transforming the mindset of your law firm and developing solutions that your 
employees and clients actually want!

Want to learn more about Design Thinking and how successful law firms are applying the 
approach? Get in touch!

EMBEDDING DESIGN THINKING IN 
YOUR LAW FIRM

IF YOU WANT SOMETHING NEW, YOU HAVE TO STOP DOING SOMETHING 

OLD.“
PETER DRUCKER
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We understand Law Firms at Collective Campus, having worked 
with the likes of KWM, Clifford Chance, Maddocks and Mills 
Oakley. If you are looking to start your innovation journey or are 
well on the way we would love to hear from you.

We help large organisations to discover, not just deliver, to 
explore, not just execute, and we’ve delivered work for 
clients across Melbourne, Sydney, Singapore, Auckland, Hong 
Kong, London, New York, Frankfurt and Amsterdam.

If your organisation needs help coming up with ideas, 
experimenting and turning ideas into
reality, driving culture change or partnering with startups, we’d 
love to hear from you.

GET IN TOUCH



COLLECTIVE CAMPUS

INNOVATE OR DIE

W: WWW.COLLECTIVECAMPUS.IO

E: INFO@COLLECTIVECAMP.US
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T: +61 3 9020 2010
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