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WHAT DOES "IN-HOUSE COUNSEL" ACTUALLY MEAN?

An in-house counsel — also called a corporate counsel, legal counsel, or company lawyer — is a
lawyer employed directly by a company, as opposed to working at a law firm or in independent
practice. You are on the company's payroll, part of its legal department, and your single client is the
organisation itself. Your job is to keep the company legally protected, compliant, and commercially
effective.

In India, in-house legal teams exist across all major sectors: technology, banking and financial
services (BFSI), manufacturing, pharma, real estate, e-commerce, infrastructure, media, and more.
The role has grown dramatically in the last decade as companies face increasingly complex
regulatory environments and prefer dedicated legal talent close to their business operations.

A law firm lawyer serves many clients and bills by the hour. An in-house counsel serves one client — the
company — on a fixed salary, and is expected to act as a business partner, not just a legal technician.

This distinction shapes everything: your daily work, your priorities, your relationships, and your career
trajectory.

THE IN-HOUSE CAREER LADDER: ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITIES

The in-house legal hierarchy typically follows this progression. Titles vary by company and sector, but
the structure is broadly consistent across large Indian and multinational organisations.

Legal Executive / Legal Officer (Entry Level)

Typically 0—2 years of experience. Often a fresh LLB or LLM graduate, or a lawyer with 1-2 years at
a firm.

Key tasks: Contract review, drafting NDAs and vendor agreements, compliance documentation,
legal research, filing returns and regulatory submissions.

Reports to: Senior Legal Manager or Legal Manager.

Reality check: Heavy documentation and process work. Limited strategic involvement at this level —
but critical for building the foundational muscle of in-house practice.

Legal Manager / Senior Legal Manager (Mid Level)
3-7 years of experience. This is where most in-house lawyers spend the bulk of their formative
career.

Key tasks: Negotiate and finalise commercial contracts, manage external counsel, advise business
units on transactional and regulatory risk, oversee compliance programmes.

Reports to: DGM Legal, VP Legal, or General Counsel depending on company size.

Reality check: You start attending cross-functional meetings. Business units bring matters to you
directly. Your ability to communicate legal risk in commercial language becomes critical here.
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Deputy General Counsel / Associate General Counsel (Senior Level)

8—14 years of experience. Senior leadership within the legal department.

Key tasks: Oversee entire practice areas (M&A, litigation, employment, IP), manage a team of
lawyers, advise C-suite on high-stakes decisions, lead major transactions or disputes.

Reports to: General Counsel or CLO.

Reality check: Your legal expertise must now be matched by leadership and business acumen. You
will be evaluated not just on legal accuracy but on strategic impact and team effectiveness.

General Counsel (GC) / Chief Legal Officer (CLO)

15+ years of experience. The highest legal position in the company.

Key tasks: Lead the entire legal function, advise the Board and MD/CEO, manage the legal budget,
set legal strategy, represent the company in regulatory and governmental interactions.

Reports to: CEO, CFO, or directly to the Board.

Reality check: At this level, you are a business leader who happens to be a lawyer. Board meetings,
investor discussions, and policy advocacy are part of the role. Legal expertise is assumed —
leadership and vision are what differentiate.

COMPENSATION: WHAT IN-HOUSE LAWYERS ACTUALLY EARN IN

INDIA

Salaries vary significantly by sector, company size, city, and the candidate's background. Technology
companies and BFSI typically pay the highest. The ranges below reflect approximate CTC (Cost to
Company) figures across mid-to-large organisations. Startups may offer equity as part of the package.

DESIGNATION YRS EXPERIENCE SALARY RANGE SECTOR REPORTS TO
(CTC)

Legal Executive / 0-2 years ¥ 5-12LPA All sectors Legal Manager

Officer

Legal Manager 3-5 years ¥12-22 LPA All sectors Sr. Manager /

GC

Senior Legal Manager 5-8 years ¥ 22-40 LPA Tech / BFSI DGC/GC
higher

DGC / Associate GC 8-14 years ¥ 40-80 LPA Large corporates  GC/CLO

General Counsel 15+ years ¥ 80-2.5Cr+ Listed companies  CEO / Board

Chief Legal Officer 18+ years ¥1.5-5Cr+ MNCs / Board / MD

Conglomerates

Sector note on compensation

Technology companies (TCS, Infosys, Wipro, Zomato, Flipkart, Paytm, startups) and BFSI (HDFC, ICICI,
Kotak, Axis, Goldman Sachs India) consistently pay at the top end of these ranges.

Manufacturing, real estate, and mid-size companies typically pay 15-25% lower than the figures above.

MNC subsidiaries in India (Google, Microsoft, Amazon, P&G, Unilever) often match or exceed local tech
salaries at senior levels.
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A DAY IN THE LIFE: WHAT IN-HOUSE COUNSEL ACTUALLY DO

Here is a realistic day for a mid-level in-house counsel (Legal Manager / Senior Manager) at a large
technology or BFSI company.

9:00 AM

Contract Queue Review

Review 4-6 vendor or customer contracts received overnight. Flag risk clauses, suggest
redlines, return with comments.

Cross-Functional Meeting — Procurement

Join procurement and finance team to discuss a new supplier agreement. Explain liability cap
and indemnity provisions in business terms.

Regulatory Query from Finance

Finance team needs a quick opinion: does a proposed transaction require RBI approval?
Research, advise verbally, send follow-up note.

Lunch + Internal Emails

Respond to email queries from the HR team on an employment agreement and from sales on a
client NDA.

Dispute Management Call

Call with external litigation counsel on a pending consumer complaint. Review draft reply and
approve strategy.

New Policy Drafting

Draft a data privacy policy update to comply with DPDP Act requirements. Coordinate with IT
and HR on implementation.

Legal Review — Product Launch

Review marketing copy for a new product launch. Identify claims that may be misleading under
consumer protection law.

Team Update & Documentation

Update the contract tracker, close matters in the legal management system, respond to any
urgent end-of-day queries.

IN-HOUSE COUNSEL vs LAW FIRM ASSOCIATE: KEY DIFFERENCES

FACTOR IN-HOUSE COUNSEL LAW FIRM ASSOCIATE

Client Structure

Billing & Revenue

Work Hours

Specialisation

Business
Involvement

Career Growth

Learning Curve

Job Security

Single client: the company itself

Fixed salary; not billable by the hour

More predictable; ~9—-7 pm most days

Generalist across all company legal needs

High — embedded in commercial decisions
daily

GC/CLO path; non-legal leadership possible

Broad exposure; breadth over depth

Dependent on company performance

Multiple clients across industries

Billable hours model; performance tied to
billing targets

Unpredictable; deal deadlines can mean 14-
hour days

Deep specialist in one or two practice areas

Transactional — involved in specific deals or
disputes

Partner track; prestige-driven hierarchy

Deep technical legal training in a practice
area

Dependent on firm performance and billings
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Networking Internal network; strong with business Broad legal community and client networks
community
Starting Salary ¥ 5-12 LPA at large companies % 12-20 LPA at Tier-1 firms

SKILLS THAT DEFINE A GREAT IN-HOUSE LAWYER

Contract Drafting & Contracts are the daily currency of in-house practice. CRITICAL

Negotiation Precision in drafting protects the company from disputes.

Regulatory Intelligence  In-house lawyers must track SEBI, RBI, MCA, Competition CRITICAL
Act, DPDP Act, and sector-specific rules in real time.

Business You must translate complex legal risk into plain commercial CRITICAL

Communication language that non-lawyers can act on.

Dispute Management Manage external litigation counsel and arbitration HIGH
proceedings; provide internal guidance on dispute strategy.

M&A and Corporate Due diligence, SPA/SHA review, and regulatory approval HIGH

Transactions management are core in transaction-heavy companies.

Employment & Labour HR matters — offer letters, terminations, POSH, PF/ESI HIGH

Law compliance — land in the legal department constantly.

Intellectual Property Trademark filings, copyright management, and IP licensing HIGH
are routine in tech, media, and consumer goods companies.

Data Privacy (DPDP With India's Digital Personal Data Protection Act in force, CRITICAL

Act) data privacy expertise is a growing premium skill.

Project & Team At senior levels, managing external counsel, budgets, and a MEDIUM

Management legal team is as important as legal knowledge itself.

Financial Literacy Understanding P&L, balance sheets, and financial MEDIUM
transactions enables you to advise the business more
effectively.

HOW TO ENTER IN-HOUSE: THE REALISTIC ROUTES

Route 1: Direct Entry After LLB / LLM

Some large companies hire fresh graduates directly into Legal Executive roles.

An LLM in a relevant specialisation (corporate law, IP, regulatory) improves candidacy significantly.
Target: IT companies, banks, and large listed companies that run structured legal trainee
programmes.

Application tip: Apply on LinkedIn, company career portals, and legal job boards. Tailor your CV to
highlight internship experience in contract review and compliance.

Route 2: Law Firm to In-House (Most Common)

The most travelled route: work 2-5 years at a law firm (Tier-1, Tier-2, or boutique), build a strong
transactional skill set, then move in-house.

Companies specifically recruit ex-firm lawyers because they arrive with structured legal training,
deal experience, and professional habits.

Best practice areas for in-house transition: M&A/PE, general corporate, banking & finance,
regulatory, and IP.
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Career tip: At your firm, build relationships with in-house counsel at client companies — they are
your future employers.

Route 3: Government / Regulatory Body to In-House

Lawyers with experience at SEBI, RBI, MCA, IRDAI, or the Competition Commission bring highly
valued regulatory insight.

Companies in regulated sectors (BFSI, pharma, telecom, power) specifically seek this expertise.
The transition is well-compensated — regulatory experience commands a premium salary at mid-to-
senior in-house levels.

Route 4: Litigation to In-House (Less Common, Growing)

Litigators with experience in commercial disputes, arbitration, or constitutional matters can transition
in-house for dispute management roles.

Most common in sectors with high dispute frequency: real estate, construction, infrastructure, and
banking.

Skill gap to bridge: Transactional drafting, contract management, and corporate compliance —
areas not typical in litigation practice.

COMMON MISTAKES IN-HOUSE LAWYERS MAKE

X COMMON MISTAKE BETTER APPROACH

Acting as a gatekeeper who always says "No" to the  Position yourself as a problem-solver: "Here is how

business we can do this with managed risk."

Writing 3-page legal opinions in dense legalese for Lead with the answer in plain language, then

a simple business query provide the legal basis briefly.

Sending every small matter to external counsel — Handle routine matters internally; use external

escalating costs unnecessarily counsel strategically for complex or high-stakes
issues.

Failing to track regulatory updates until a deadline is  Set up a regulatory calendar and alerts. Proactively
already missed inform business units of upcoming compliance
deadlines.

Building expertise in only one area and becoming a Develop a broad base across contracts,
single-task resource employment, IP, regulatory and a deep
specialisation in one area.

Remaining invisible to the C-suite and being seen Seek a seat at commercial and strategy meetings.
only as a support function Legal that drives business outcomes earns
influence.

THE REALITY OF IN-HOUSE LIFE: WHAT NOBODY TELLS YOU

Reality #1: You will be outnumbered

In most companies, the legal team is small relative to the size of the business. You may be one of 3
lawyers supporting a 5,000-person organisation.

This means you must prioritise ruthlessly — not every contract query gets the same depth of review.

You will need to build templates, playbooks, and self-service tools for the business so that routine matters
do not consume all your time.
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Reality #2: Business pressure is real and constant
Unlike a law firm where legal caution is expected, in-house counsel operate under intense commercial
pressure to "get the deal done."

You will often be asked to approve things you are uncomfortable with. Your ability to hold your ground
professionally — not legalistically — is one of the most important skills to develop.

Reality #3: Your value is measured in business outcomes, not legal precision
The company cares whether the deal closed, whether the compliance deadline was met, whether the
dispute was resolved efficiently.

A technically perfect legal opinion that arrived too late, or that no one could understand, has zero business
value.

In-house lawyers are evaluated as business partners. Start thinking that way from Day 1.

Reality #4: The GC path is as competitive as any senior corporate role
There is typically one GC per company. Competition for that role is fierce, cross-functional, and not purely
based on legal merit.

To reach GC, you need strong legal expertise, demonstrated leadership, trusted relationships with the C-
suite, and a track record of business impact.

Many excellent in-house lawyers plateau at Senior Manager or DGC level — not due to legal weakness,
but due to insufficient investment in the leadership and visibility dimensions of their role.

QUICK-REFERENCE: IN-HOUSE CAREER ACTION CHECKLIST

n ACTION / MILESTONE STAGE

1 Build strong contract drafting skills — practice redlining and negotiating from law Student
school

2  Complete at least one in-house internship (alongside law firm internships) Student

3 Study key regulatory frameworks: Companies Act, SEBI Regulations, FEMA, Student
Competition Act, DPDP Act

4  Develop financial literacy — take a short course in accounting and corporate Student
finance

5 Atalaw firm: choose a practice area aligned with in-house demand (M&A, Early Career
banking, regulatory)

6  Build relationships with in-house counsel at your firm's client companies Early Career

7  Learn to write clear, concise legal memos — lead with the answer, not the Early Career
analysis

8  Join the Indian Corporate Counsel Association (ICCA) or similar networks Early Career

9  Volunteer for cross-functional projects — get visible outside the legal team Mid Career

10 Develop a specialisation premium: DPDP, ESG, IP, or regulatory in your sector Mid Career

11 Manage external counsel efficiently — track costs, timelines, and matter Mid Career
outcomes

12 Build a legal operations mindset: contract management systems, templates, Mid Career
playbooks

13  Seek stretch assignments: lead an M&A due diligence, a compliance audit, or a Senior

litigation strategy
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14 Develop board-level communication skills — concise, risk-focused, business- Senior
outcome oriented

15 Build a trusted advisory relationship with the CEO/CFO — not just the legal Senior
department

"The best in-house lawyers are not just legal experts —
they are trusted business advisors who happen to have a law degree.
Your goal is not to be the lawyer in the room.
It is to be the person whose judgment the business relies on."

— Lawmento
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