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Lessons in Leadership

Abigail Harris 

Michele DeStefano is a Professor of Law at Miami University, Affiliated Faculty at Harvard Law

School Executive Education and Founder of LawWithoutWalls.

Here, Michele outlines the new expectations of lawyers and how to meet those new expectations.

She discusses how GCs can create a culture that encourages creativity and outlines the biggest

pitfalls to achieving an innovative collaborative culture. Michele also stresses how important it is for

Chief Legal Officers to find a way to empower their team by giving them vision and participation in

creating the purpose. 

Corporate Counsel Advance: What does innovation mean to you?

Michele DeStefano: Tiny noticeable changes that add real value.

CCA: How can General Counsel create a culture that encourages innovation and creativity?

DeStefano: I have a whole recipe for how to create a culture of creativity, collaboration and

innovation, which I will share during my keynote. One of the most important things is for leaders to

emulate the behaviors they want the people on their team to emulate. So if the leader themselves

brings out their 16 own crayons, then that gives the team license to do the same.

CCA: What do you think will be the skill set of the GC of the future? Do you think it will change or do

you think it will stay the same?

DeStefano:  Future general counsels will need to be proactive co-collaborators who are insanely

client-centric and focused on not just reducing costs and risks but actually creating value and

revenue streams.

CCA: What is the trifecta for success in a changing legal landscape?

DeStefano: Creativity, collaboration and innovation.

CCA: What is the 3-4-5 Method of Innovation?

DeStefano: The 3-4-5 method of innovation was designed for professional service providers. It

outlines how to get a multidisciplinary team from a problem or opportunity to a very tight lean fit and

a viable solution. The 3-4-5 method can be used on any type of project with a multidisciplinary team,

whether that is creating a strategic three-year plan or actually trying to create an innovation.

The 3 in the 3-4-5 method stands for three phases. It breaks up any collaborative journey into three

phases, a kickoff, a working period, and an ending. During the ending phase, you present what you

have achieved by using metrics to determine success, and then you refine it. I strongly believe all

projects should have a kickoff where you make pacts and commitments to your goals, and your

roles and identify any holes. All projects should also have an ending time because too many

projects go on for way too long.

The 4 in the 3-4-5 method refers to ‘for’, meaning that you have to set the period of time for a

certain time. I cannot tell you how many times I have worked with law firms on innovation journeys

where they have not (or will not) set an end date. People’s capacity for work, especially on work that

is separate 17 from their other work, is limited; there is a reason we have four seasons. So, I’m a big

believer that any innovation or collaborative project should last 4 months or less. As part of the

Progress Principle, we need to be seeing progress and we need to know when it is going to end.

The 5 in the 3-4-5 method is for the five steps that we take all teams through to get them from a

problem to a solution.

CCA: What would you say are the biggest pitfalls to achieving an innovative collaborative culture in-

house?

DeStefano:  I would say that some people think that creating culture equates to softness and that’s

absolutely not the case. There are situations where we have to be pretty hard-nosed about creating

the right culture. Research shows that often when a negative culture arrives within a team, it’s one
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person’s fault and it’s called the bad apple theory. But, I believe the fault is not the bad apple, the

fault sits with the leader. The leader needs to step in and either remove that person, get them

redirected, or move them to a different team, they need to stop the dysfunction from occurring. If

leaders do not demonstrate this behavior then people don’t trust and they live in either an

acrimonious situation or worse yet, they live in what’s called artificial harmony; and that’s the death

knell for a really good culture.

CCA: What is the favorite part of your job?

DeStefano: I love motivating people to change the way they think and the way that they behave.

CCA: What are you seeing from students today and how can general counsel motivate the younger

generation?

DeStefano:  Students and young lawyers are a group of digital natives who are purpose-driven.

Chief Legal Officers need to find a way to empower them by giving them vision and participation in

creating the purpose. They need to understand the overarching purpose of their organization, the

purpose of the department, as well as the purpose of their team and their projects. Anytime General

Counsel can include the why and the purpose for this generation they will find a way to motivate

them. Without a clearly defined purpose, they cannot connect. I also think with this new generation,

and I think it’s true for all of us, if we are going to prosper, we need to find a way to integrate work

and life. It is so important for us to figure out how to leverage and integrate what makes us who we

are at home and at work, and this next generation of digital natives is insisting on that. generation of

digital natives is insisting on that.

CCA: You recently spoke at the GLL Members Forum Americas, what did the theme ‘A Journey to

Empowerment’ mean to you?

Michele DeStefano: One of the key ingredients to leading a successful team is ensuring that we

empower the team members. Empowerment can be achieved in many different ways, but it is

absolutely essential for engagement and the intrinsic motivation of professionals.
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