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As General Counsel of Randstad, James King leads a 
global legal function of 230 legal specialists across 38 
countries. He spoke to Joost Linnemann, who was a 
lawyer for over 25 years and was appointed CEO of 
Amsterdam-based law firm Kennedy Van der Laan in 
2018. A conversation about leadership in challenging 
times, the importance of core values and the admirable 
resilience of legal professionals.

Disrupting geopolitical events, unstable relationships 
between superpowers and a global economic 
turmoil. To describe current events as challenging is 
an understatement. However, fact is also that this is 
not the first crisis business leaders have to deal with 
and definitely not the last. In any case, it is valuable 
to analyze recent events and their characteristics. “At 
Randstad, we made the decision years ago to move 
to the cloud”, says James King. “Obviously, there was 
some internal resistance but it turned out to be crystal 
ball gazing in a sense. It allowed us to transform to 
home working literally overnight when COVID struck. 
Quite phenomenal.”

Social experiment
At Randstad as well as Kennedy Van der Laan, the 
pandemic not only emphasized the indispensability of 
technology as a means to stay connected, but it also 
exposed the downsides. Joost Linnemann: “A lot of 
people called remote working and everything it entails 
a huge social experiment. That might be true, but 
let’s face it: the results are not in yet. Although most 
people say ‘it worked’, the longer-term impact of this 
‘professional isolation’ is not yet clear.” King: “The value 
to your development as a lawyer of actually watching 
people work, hearing them, listening to phone calls – 
it’s huge. If you skip that for two or three years, it might 
indeed have a huge impact on your development.” 
For Linnemann, it was an important consideration to 
introduce a mandatory 50% presence in the office, 
for both juniors and seniors. “The ‘experiment’ you’re 
referring to, goes beyond work”, King adds. “It’s about 
the way we are interacting in society in general.  The 
number of opportunities for live social interaction - 
superficial and much deeper - are becoming fewer and 
fewer. It’s something we should really be aware of, as 
human beings and business professionals.” 
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“Core values are a 
bonding mechanism in 
challenging times.” 
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Sensitive to change 
King and Linnemann recognize similarities between 
leading their teams through the pandemic and guiding 
and coaching them through the current geopolitical 
and economic crisis. “One of the challenges lawyers 
in particular face in a world of enormous change is 
that they are by nature sensitive to change”, says 
King. “I am not sure whether lawyers are born or 
made but studies have revealed this personality trait.” 
Linnemann adds: “My prediction during COVID was 
a spike in the number of burnouts because of the 
long-term effects and I think this will also be true for 
what we see now. In general, lawyers find it difficult 
to handle change and there is no doubt that change 
is upon us in a very personal and overwhelming 
way. Inflation for instance, is one of the things that 
is happening very fast and literally hits home in a 
personal way. For a lot of people, also at our firm, 
there seems to be little distinction between what is 
happening economically in their personal life and 
what is happening in their work life. This fact in itself 
can make people insecure, no matter how stable and 
capable they are in a professional sense.” 

Resilience and work-ethic 
Both executives underline the increased importance 
of committed, involved and collegiate leadership. 
King: “Before COVID, we weren’t used to enquiring 
how people were really doing on a frequent basis. That 
has changed and I hope it will last. When it comes to 
leadership style, what I have found to be very powerful 
is to be open about your own challenges and issues 
- a high power distance is not a healthy dynamic.” 
Linnemann: “It isn’t very effective to show interest in 
others, but never open up about yourself and your own 
uncertainties. Of course, people are looking at you for 
guidance and leadership, but you can actually be a little 
vulnerable. It makes it a lot easier for others to open up.” 
Despite the challenge that being sensitive to change 
poses for lawyers, there are also characteristics that are 
very valuable in difficult times. King: “First of all, lawyers 
tend to be very resilient. Although legal departments are 
oftentimes perceived as the ‘no-department’, my team 
is actually in the business of finding solutions, no matter 
what. Furthermore, I don’t think you’re going to find a 
group of people that work harder or are more committed 
than lawyers, generally.” 

James King

“A lot of people called remote 
working and everything it

 entails a huge social experiment. 
That might be true, but let’s face 

it: the results are not in yet.”
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Bonding mechanism
Linnemann: “In addition to being resilient and having a 
great work-ethic, lawyers are also creative and innovative. 
So basically, they have the skillset and fundamentals to 
cope with challenging circumstances and personal and 
professional crises. However, it is my experience that there 
is one precondition that must never be underestimated and 
that is being part of an organization that has strong and 
clearly recognizable core values.” King: “During COVID, our 
core values and business principles were clearly reflected 
by the fact that everyone wanted to do the right thing for 
the company and not for themselves. A very hopeful sign, 
if you look at the current challenges.” Linnemann says the 
values of Kennedy Van der Laan are a bonding mechanism 
that were instrumental in successfully getting through 
COVID as a firm. King concludes: “Another advantage 
of having the right values in place, is that it reduces the 
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“Before COVID, we weren’t used 
to enquiring how people were really 
doing on a frequent basis. That has 
changed and I hope it will last.”

Joost Linnemann

number of people who work in a political manner and 
limits the development of a blame culture. Having staff who 
want to ‘do the right thing’ strongly contributes to being a 
company capable of navigating through rough weather.”


